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14 Chapter 2 
Project design

2.1 Researching security issues
In developing the study, the nature of the subject that we were dealing with and the specific 
challenges faced by researchers working in the field all had an impact on the approach we 
adopted. Traditionally, research on security issues in developing countries has been extremely 
state-centred, as is still the case in Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda. The principal concern of 
this research has been the question of state security; more specifically, the defence of terri-
torial integrity and the protection of governmental institutions and political elites. The term 
‘national security’ has been commonly used, implying that the state is the same thing as the 
nation – an assumption that is highly questionable. 

One consequence of this focus on the state has been the tendency to consider research 
into security institutions itself as a security issue. The understanding was that this kind of 
research should only be carried out by agencies authorized by the state. Confidentiality and 
secretiveness were hallmarks of such research. Any interference into this world from researchers 
outside the sanctioned circle was not only frowned upon, but also considered as a security 
threat. These ideas are still dominant in developing countries and become even more hard-
ened when states are under threat by armed groups. This was the case in the three countries 
where we carried out our research.

Because most of the existing research on security is dominated by the above concern 
with state security, the body of knowledge that examines security from other perspectives is 
smaller by comparison. In the case of Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda, the research commu-
nity working on security issues is relatively small. In addition, these researchers have limited 
secondary sources of information to draw on. In many instances, they have to start from 
scratch. Each of these factors creates difficulties in conducting research on security decision-
making at an acceptable level of quality, and has particular implications for the time, effort 
and approach required. 

To an extent, the introduction of broader international concepts such as ‘human security’ 
and ‘security sector reform’ have opened the way for and legitimized research on security 
issues by non-state actors, including academics and civil society groups. This is the case  
because these concepts promote a more holistic understanding of security that includes 
both military and non-military dimensions; that is, they treat security as a public good, as 
we have done in this study. There are thus a range of new entry points and perspectives for 
security analysis that do not necessarily require researchers to engage with the sensitive ‘hard’ 
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security issues that are more likely to arouse suspicion on the part of conservative governments. 
That said, any research that is carried out on issues of ‘security’ can still arouse suspicions.

The concepts of human security and SSR nonetheless have limitations when applied to 
empirical analysis. Both have emerged in response to a drive within the international aid 
community to address the twin imperatives of peace and development through integrated 
policies and programmes. Both are based on a normative agenda aimed at encouraging 
states to develop people-centred approaches to security that are consistent with democratic 
norms and human development goals. Both, therefore, have been developed as guides for 
states seeking to develop institutions that are more responsive to public security needs.7

However, both concepts are less useful when it comes to telling us how states actually 
make decisions about security, and the factors that influence this process. From our stand-
point, understanding how the decision-making process works should be the starting point for 
better informed international SSR policy. Because there is a very sparse literature on security 
decision-making in countries that are experiencing violent conflict, the main aim of this 
project was to generate new insights into this question that can serve as a basis for comparison 
and the development of SSR assistance strategies that are better tailored to the specificities 
of the societies in question.

2.2 Research themes
The first aim of our research project was to get beyond the focus on formal security institu-
tions that is often the starting point for SSR analysis, and to increase our understanding of 
how history, politics and power relations affect security decision-making processes within 
governments.8 Security is an extremely contested category of political thinking, because each 
social group, government or donor agency has its own idea of what security entails. Competition, 
co-operation and conflict among these diverse players therefore characterizes this political 
contestation for security. This in turn defines what is possible in terms of achieving policy 
and institutional changes that will achieve the widest possible security benefits for society.

For the purposes of this study, our point of reference is an expansive understanding of 
security taken to mean the state of affairs in which individuals and social groups are able to 
exercise their legitimate rights and freedoms in a safe environment. We approach security 
through a public policy lens rather than as a concern of traditional security actors alone. This 
is because we are interested in what weight those who make decisions about security give to 
the different military and non-military dimensions of the security problems that affect citi-
zens, and how they choose between the coercive and non-coercive policy options available 
to the state to address security problems. In particular, we are interested in how decision-
makers balance the security interests of states and the security interests of citizens.

7	 For a detailed discussion of the current state of the art of donor thinking on SSR, see OECD-DAC, Handbook on 
Security System Reform. 

8	 A copy of the methodological framework is attached in Annex B.
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The notion of responsiveness as we use it in this paper is therefore a measure of how those 

with security decision-making authority respond when a country’s population or sections 
thereof are confronted with security problems. Responsiveness is a function of the capacity of 
the citizenry to articulate their preferences, the capability of the state to process and respond 
in a timely manner, the form and quality of the response, and whether it reflects an attempt 
by government to meet the demands of the diverse groups in society equitably. The notion 
of responsiveness provides a means of assessing the complex interplay of factors that shape 
public policy processes and ultimately determine which groups in society benefit from these 
processes. 

In developing the methodology, we initially considered various approaches. In response 
to a request from DFID, we explored the idea of conducting surveys at the local level to estab-
lish how people perceive security and define their needs, how they interact with state security 
establishments, and how they cope when faced with shortfalls in state provision of security. 
However, a preliminary review of the literature convinced us that there were already signifi-
cant insights available on these issues; certainly enough to map out some of the key policy 
challenges states face in responding to public security needs. Where there appeared to be a 
much larger gap in knowledge was on the decision-making side. 

Little information was available on the factors that determine how state decision-makers 
perceive (or fail to perceive) their obligation to render such a vital service as security, and, 
in particular, how these perceptions and broader political dynamics shape the way in which 
security decision-making occurs. Because it is difficult to examine these kinds of issues at a 
generic level, we anchored our studies in an analysis of a number of specific ‘micro’ decision-
making events. This was intended to help bring out the complex decision-making dynamics 
that are often more clearly discernible in the context of an actual crisis or episode where key 
security decisions are made. To be most useful, these micro events should shed light on the 
nature of state–societal interaction in the decision-making process. 

We identified three broad questions that we felt would help us to generate policy-relevant 
insights into the factors that shape decision-making and state responsiveness: 

	 Firstly, what are the main sources of decision-making authority in the societies we are 
examining? Real power in security decision-making rarely lies where it appears, i.e. as 
reflected by formal organizational charts or official government pronouncements on 
security matters. This is all the more so in societies where there has been a decay of state 
institutions, and non-state actors are heavily involved in justice and security provision. 

	 Secondly, what are the avenues of influence by which different groups in society exercise 
their ‘demand’ for security? SSR is a political agenda that generally requires significant 
alterations in power relations among different groups in society. Yet SSR assistance 
policy is often narrowly focused, targeting security agencies within the state without 
adequately accounting for who will drive the ‘demand’ for change, particularly if the 
proposed changes are resisted by the security establishment. Such an approach in effect 
assumes that political and security elites can reform themselves, in the process down-
playing the crucial role that political pressure has to play in bringing about policy change. 
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	 Thirdly, how do external actors impact upon security decision-making? There has been 

insufficient critical reflection on the ways in which donor interventions both in the  
security sector and the broader public domain may unwittingly make it more difficult 
for governments to meet the security needs of their populations. Aid dependency, eco-
nomic and political conditionalities, and deficit reduction objectives (imposed as part 
of financial stabilization packages), among others, can all impact negatively on state 
sovereignty in the security domain and, in particular, governments’ ability to respond 
when the security of their populations is threatened. 

The choice of the final question reflected the fact that we wanted this project to focus 
on conflict-affected countries where there is generally heavy donor involvement.

Lesson: The study adopted a methodology based on a set of ‘micro’-case studies of critical  
decision-making events. This turned out to be a successful approach to studying the politics of 
security decision-making and unpacking its various dimensions. However, this approach could 
be further improved by the development of a more rigorous method for selecting case studies. 

2.3 Organization of the research
The second aim of our research project was to find ways of better linking SSR research, policy 
and practice so that our research findings would be conveyed in an appropriate and timely 
manner to those responsible for UK SSR programming. The selection of Nigeria, Sri Lanka 
and Uganda as subjects for this study was in part influenced by the fact that there was a UK-
supported SSR initiative in each country and that the resident UK conflict adviser expressed 
an interest in our research agenda. We also identified a local institutional partner in each 
country to co-ordinate the micro-case study research and the country studies. 

It was the role of the team leaders to put together a team of researchers and to determine 
which case studies would be appropriate to cover in Phase One of the project. Six case studies 
were selected in each country (see Annex C). The aim of these micro studies was to provide 
the empirical data that would feed into the country studies authored by the team leaders in 
Phase Two of the project. The three country studies in turn were to inform the Phase Three 
work on policy issues, which was kick-started by an international meeting in Dubai in April 
2007 that brought together the research team leaders and a wider group of country experts, 
UK government policymakers and outside policy analysts. 

It was envisaged that there would be both a policy and an academic audience for the 
research findings. On the policy side, the research model was intended to encourage regular 
interaction between the researchers and the UK conflict advisers based in each of the three 
countries. To that extent, the research was intended to feed into both ongoing policy formu-
lation and programming, where relevant, and to inform future programming. The conflict 
advisers were therefore invited to attend periodic meetings of the country research teams, 
which were also attended by the London-based CSDG project co-ordinator. 
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Implementation issues

3.1 Methodology development

3.1.1 Elaborating a robust conceptual framework 
The development of a more robust conceptual or theoretical framework early on in the 
project could have provided better guidance in the choice of case studies and the case study 
research. We can learn from the example of a different study undertaken by the Social 
Scientists’ Association – the Sri Lankan partner in the present project – several years ago. 
This was a study focusing on agrarian change in Sri Lanka. The field study was carried out 
in eight locations; but the choice of these locations was supported by a conceptual framework 
that captured the principal characteristics of the Sri Lankan agrarian system and hypoth-
esized certain trajectories of agrarian change. The field locations were chosen to test different 
aspects of these trajectories.9

If we translate this experience into the focus of the present project, it is necessary to 
strengthen our conceptual and theoretical insights into the politics of security decision-
making. This would likely mean dwelling much more on the politics of policy-making 
processes in general, before examining the security sector in particular. Even if the body of 
knowledge specifically related to the politics of decision-making in the security sector is 
thin, we can benefit from general literature on the politics of decision-making within states. 
Strengthening our understanding of this conceptual debate can be of benefit in informing 
the choice of case studies. 

Lesson: There is currently limited knowledge to draw upon either at the empirical or concep-
tual level on the politics of security decision-making in developing countries. Some of the studies 
that have focused on the politics of state formation can be of help in this regard, but to a lim-
ited degree. If a conceptual framework were developed on this issue, it would better inform the 
interpretation of the case study material.

3.1.2 Ensuring partner ownership of the research
The initial and crucial stages of the design of the project were carried out by CSDG, in con-
sultation with the UK government. A final decision on DFID funding was not made until 

9	 See Gunasinghe, ‘Peasant Agrarian Systems and Structural Transformation in Sri Lanka’. 
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the basic methodology had been developed and approved. Only then could a final decision 
be made on project partners. This meant that the country teams, especially the case study 
authors, only entered into the picture after the central ideas of the research had been formu-
lated. They were all invited to comment on the methodological framework that informed 
the overall project design, including the case study method, but there was limited opportu-
nity for discussions with the country team members.

This model of project design, which involved a three-country comparative study co-
ordinated from the UK, influenced the sense of ownership of the project within the country 
teams. For some of the case study authors, completion of the work took the form of finishing 
a commissioned piece of work rather than implementing a study in which they had a deeper 
interest. As one of the Sri Lankan authors put it, ‘We completed what was asked from us, but 
did not have an idea of the rest of the process.’ In the case of Uganda and Nigeria, the various 
project meetings and briefings by the country study authors helped to fill this gap. But it was 
difficult to break through the structural flaws that were built into the research design. 

Although there were a number of discussions in each country explaining the entire 
project, the engagement of the case study authors with the wider objectives of the projects 
remained weak. More could have been done to rectify this situation through a greater number 
of consultations between senior researchers and the case study authors, but the issue was 
about much more than a mere transfer of knowledge concerning the larger project. The fact 
that basic work around developing the methodology did not involve all of the project partici-
pants (24 people, across three countries) meant that it was more difficult to ensure from the 
outset a sense of ownership among everyone involved. 

The alternative is to explore ways and means by which country teams could be involved 
in the research design process right from the beginning. This could take several forms. For 
example, the country team or representatives of country teams could be more involved from 
the initial point of formulating research ideas onwards. It should also be possible to locate 
some parts of the initial design process within the countries concerned. This would certainly 
demand a much longer period for project formulation and more resources. However, in order 
to provide a greater degree of legitimacy in the global South for this type of research, this 
might be essential. It also can help research to escape the accusation of Northern domination. 

Such an approach is also essential for capacity-building in the global South on security 
sector research. This in turn is an essential element in achieving the ultimate goal of this 
research, which is sustainable reforms within the security sector. The greater the capacity 
in the global South for this type of research, the greater is the chance of this region owning 
the knowledge generated by the research and accepting these ideas. This is essential for the 
success of a highly politically sensitive reform agenda such as SSR. 

The basis for an effective collaboration between donors and the research community 
must be some form of research compact. Donor SSR programming must be flexible enough 
to respond to the changes that research findings entail; while researchers who seek to pro-
duce policy-relevant research must, for their part, be willing to accept some direction from 
donors about what issues are relevant, to present research in a form that is accessible to policy-
makers, and to do so in a timely manner. SSR research will not achieve policy relevance 
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merely through the greater involvement of local analysts, but through a better synergy between 
its production and its potential uses.

Lesson: Policy-relevant research on SSR must, where possible, involve national researchers 
from the outset in designing the research project. This will enhance the sense of ownership of 
research projects and strengthen analytical capacity within partner countries. In the long run, 
both these aspects will contribute towards generating support for SSR. This is essential for the 
success of SSR programmes. 

Lesson: For a partnership-based approach to SSR research to work, donor programmes need 
to be flexible enough to accommodate research findings. In turn, organizations that are pro-
vided with the opportunity to influence donor policy and contractually commit themselves to 
delivering work need to accept that, in doing so, there is an accompanying level of accountability.

3.1.3 Incorporating policy concerns into the research
From the outset of this project, the aim, was to develop a programme of research on security 
decision-making that would be policy-relevant but not policy-driven. There are different 
perspectives on the question of how policy change can best be promoted within the donor 
SSR community. 

One view is that this can best be achieved through focused policy studies that present 
specific sets of recommendations to donors about how to provide SSR assistance more effec-
tively. In line with this, one would start out with a specific set of policy questions determined 
either independently or in consultation with donor partners. By enabling researchers to take 
into account the needs of policymakers right at the beginning of the research design, this 
can help to ensure that a study’s conclusions and recommendations are more relevant and 
richer. The risk, however, is that this may reduce the space for critically evaluating some of 
the basic assumptions of SSR policymakers. 

Another approach, which we favoured in this study, reflects a view that policy change 
is actually driven by broader processes of debate and reflection within the donor community. 
Influencing mindsets, therefore, requires changes in the policy discourse in the area of SSR 
that are more likely to come about as the knowledge base on SSR issues is broadened and 
deepened. This may increase the likelihood that specific policy recommendations on SSR, 
which remains a very new and sensitive area of engagement for most donors, will be taken 
on board at a later stage. It may be more difficult, however, to come up with conclusions and 
policy recommendations that can be presented to donors in easily digestible packets.

The premise of this study was therefore that there is a need for a much more fundamental 
understanding of the political drivers of security decision-making by external actors. We 
sought the independence to define our research questions in a way that was not directly  
influenced by the UK policy concerns of the day. The aim was to liberate ourselves from 
thinking about security decision-making from the point of view of how we felt it ought to 
work, but rather to seek to understand how decision-making actually works in practice, and 
then ask what this means for donor policy. This task, we felt, would be more effectively achieved 
if we delayed the serious policy discussions until the latter stages of the project.
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The usefulness of research for policymakers can be varied. Research can often add value 

simply by providing more information and a nuanced understanding of society, rather than 
specific answers to specific policy questions. This has value in itself, especially in a world 
where there is a tendency to generalize about historically and culturally varied societies. In 
this case, comparative research can help to underscore the dangers of formulaic approaches 
to policy-making that assume that security sectors share similar features and that universal 
solutions can be applied in different countries or regions. 

Comparative analysis can also help policymakers to break out of the dominant Western, 
normative framework of thinking about how countries should tackle their security challenges. 
One shortcoming of policy-driven SSR research is that it concentrates too much on Western 
approaches to security and is subjective in its emphasis on democratic models. Donors need 
to engage with security institutions as they are, rather than how they believe they ought to 
be. In the rush to find solutions to problems, the need for basic analysis is often overlooked.

The approach we adopted also reflects the fact that most of our researchers in Nigeria, 
Sri Lanka and Uganda are themselves part of the processes of political change and, to that 
extent, involved in defining or redefining the terms of the political debates with regard to 
security in their own countries. This suggests that there is a strong case for donors to invest 
in a longer-term agenda of fostering national, research-led debates on SSR that are not directly 
linked to immediate programming concerns. 

There are therefore trade-offs in terms of focus within a research project such as this. 
None of the country research focused directly on UK SSR programming. If it had, this would 
have involved much closer scrutiny of the programme aims and modalities for delivering UK 
assistance, as well as the specific institutional actors with which the UK is engaging. Such a 
focus would have made it easier to come up with specific policy recommendations about how 
the UK can strengthen its programming, but it would likely have made it more difficult to 
address more fundamental questions about the political factors that affect decision-making.

Lesson: There are likely to be trade-offs in terms of focus within a research project that will affect 
the nature of its conclusions. Close donor involvement in determining research questions can help 
to ensure that the findings of a research project are directly relevant to policy concerns and result 
in practical policy recommendations. However, this may limit the scope for a critical evaluation 
of the assumptions that underpin donor SSR programming. The development of a more inde-
pendent research agenda will allow for this kind of critical analysis, but may, in turn, make it 
difficult to translate research findings into practical recommendations that can be used by donors.

3.2 Conducting the research

3.2.1 Micro-case studies

Human capacity issues

Given that this project was dealing with a relatively new area of research, and one that was 
particularly sensitive, we anticipated that there would be difficulties in finding researchers 
with the right background to participate. With only a few exceptions, none of the researchers 
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that were involved in the project from any of three countries had direct expertise on security 
decision-making per se. Each was chosen, rather, because their knowledge matched the micro-
case studies that were selected for each country study. 

In the Sri Lankan case, it was possible to find researchers to complete the case studies 
without difficulty. This was contrary to the usual belief that the security sector is an area 
where it is a difficult to find researchers due to its political sensitivity. The Sri Lankan team 
was a mixture of academics, independent researchers from civil society organizations and a 
retired civil servant. The ability to successfully mobilize this team reflected the varied links 
of the Social Scientists’ Association with academia, the Sri Lankan bureaucracy and other 
civil society organizations. 

The actual researching of the Sri Lankan case studies did not meet any special difficul-
ties, primarily because the authors had prior experience of the subjects chosen. Two of the 
members were directly involved in the subjects that they dealt with in another capacity. The 
former civil servant, who had been secretary to the Sri Lankan Ministry of Defence, was 
directly responsible for the implementation of the security arrangements during the peace 
process. Another researcher, who analysed the workings of the various commissions that 
were appointed to inquire into disappearances, was a member of one of these commissions. 
The researchers’ respective backgrounds, which fitted with the topics they worked on, were 
critical for the timely completion of the Sri Lankan case studies. The participation of a former 
civil servant that had held a sensitive position in the government reflects the availability of 
a certain space for this type of work, even in difficult circumstances. 

In the cases of Uganda and Nigeria, we did not achieve as close a fit between the exper-
tise of the researchers and the topics they were researching and writing on. This reflected a 
number of factors, including the general lack of prior research experience on security issues 
among the case study authors. While each was selected to work on general issues where he/she 
had a relevant background, the relative lack of experience on researching security issues (with 
several notable exceptions) meant that it was difficult for the researchers to move beyond a gen-
eral treatment of the topic and engage with the specific research themes we were examining. 

This research challenge was to a certain extent mitigated by support provided to the 
researchers by their team leaders, but was in other ways exacerbated by the practical chal-
lenges of researching sensitive security issues.

Lesson: The case study work benefitted from the prior experience of the authors on the subjects 
that were selected for examination. This contributed to the timely conclusion of the studies and 
a richer and more nuanced analysis. There were a number of cases where authors did not have 
substantial prior research experience on security issues. While this in some ways slowed the 
research process, the final outcome was that the pool of security analysts in each of the three 
countries was expanded, as was capacity to engage in policy debates on security issues. [See 
Recommendation 11 in Part I on building national research capacity.] 

Security sensitivities

Many of the decision-making issues explored were sensitive because of the prevailing situa-
tions in Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda at the time that the project was conducted. All three 
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of these countries were faced by major internal armed conflicts. In this context, any discus-
sion on issues such as human security or human rights is likely to be viewed with suspicion 
and possibly as an activity against the current regime. This suspicion and opposition can be 
accentuated if the studies are externally funded. 

The case study authors in all three countries found it difficult to find people to be inter-
viewed when conducting their field research. In the case of Uganda, a letter of introduction 
written by CSDG served to open some doors to the researchers, primarily in Kampala and 
with government agencies. But in the field, where security concerns are heightened, it was 
less straightforward to approach security personnel for interviews unless the case study  
authors had direct contacts that they could draw on.

In some cases, there were also concerns about physical security that influenced how 
the research was approached. Thus the researcher working on irregular forces in Nigeria’s 
Delta region felt the need to drastically limit his travel and time spent in the field. This was 
also the case to an extent in northern Uganda and the Karamoja region, where the sheer 
inhospitableness of the region in terms of travel was also a significant barrier to research. 

The sensitivities of the research were perhaps most heightened in Sri Lanka, where there 
was already suspicion among certain political quarters and within the academic community 
about externally funded initiatives in the security domain. Over the past few years, there have 
been regular attacks in the press on the peace lobby and a number of NGOs involved in 
SSR work due to their links with international actors. As a consequence of this, research on 
security issues has tended to focus on the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam or anti-terrorism 
rather than state security institutions or practice. Minority (non-Sinhalese) researchers in 
particular would not be able to look at these subjects.

The Sri Lanka research team got around these difficulties, to an extent, by not focusing 
on contemporary security issues. The case studies selected therefore spanned a period from 
the late 1970s through 2002–03, when the country’s ceasefire agreement was signed. The Sri 
Lanka experience shows that it is not always necessary to study politically ‘hot topics’ in order 
to understand some of the structural features of the security decision-making process. In 
fact, there may be certain advantages in avoiding hot topics altogether, because field work 
on these issues is likely to confront serious difficulties, and the information collected might 
be highly skewed due to ongoing political debates. It might simply be more fruitful to study 
the underlying structural features of these political and security events from the past. 

Lesson: It is not always necessary to study politically ‘hot topics’ in order to understand some 
of the structural features of the security decision-making process. By examining decision-making 
events from the past, it is possible to overcome some of the sensitivities of research of this nature 
and come up with policy-relevant findings.

Data limitations 

In researching the case studies, the biggest difficulty faced by all of the researchers was finding 
published primary data on security decision-making to draw on. This meant that the researchers 
were more dependent on secondary literature, interviews or focus group discussions in order 
to generate insights on their topics. 
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Interviews posed a problem in many cases due to either the sensitivity of the topic – 

which made people reluctant to talk – or because of the unavailability of key informants. For 
example, the author of the case study on the passage of the 1979 Prevention of Terrorism Act 
in Sri Lanka found that many of the Tamil informants, including lawyers, who had direct 
knowledge of the event were reluctant to talk. The author of the study on the government’s 
handling of the July 1983 Sinhalese riots found it difficult to locate some of the people involved, 
because the event took place more than two decades ago. 

In the case of Uganda, the authors of the case studies on the government response to 
the Lord’s Resistance Army insurgency and the militarization of public security in Kampala 
both required interviews with senior military officials, which were hard to get due to their 
busy schedules. In the case of the study on the donor influence on security decision-making 
at the time of the Uganda Defence Review, many of the key donor actors who had insights 
into this topic were no longer based in the country.

The Nigerian authors faced similar experiences. The study on the government decision 
to invite the American private security company Military Professional Resources Incorporated 
to help professionalize the army was seriously hampered by the difficulties faced in getting 
interviews with key defence officials with knowledge of this event. 

A general observation relevant to all three countries is that there is often a discrepancy 
between information that governments or security agencies categorize as ‘secret’ or ‘confi-
dential’ and what is available in the public domain. There is an increasing amount of infor-
mation available on the World-Wide Web, for instance, which has formerly been restricted 
to official agencies. 

These experiences have implications for planning research on sensitive security topics. 
For a start, it should be recognized that if the objective is to interview informants with first-
hand knowledge of the issues being examined, it may take a significant amount of time to 
make the appropriate contacts and win their confidence. When subjects from the past are 
being investigated in order to avoid political sensitivities, the challenge is of a different nature, 
because it is harder to find people who were associated with the events in question. 

In these circumstances, many of the authors relied on secondary material for much of 
their information. While this helped to overcome the issue of sensitivity, it was difficult to 
get the detailed and nuanced information that was ideally required for a study of this nature. 
Another issue that arose when using secondary data was the reliability of using newspaper 
material. Since newspapers can easily sensationalize some of the issues, this raises a particular 
problem for research on security studies. 

Lesson: Careful thought must go into planning research on security issues, due both to its sen-
sitivity and data limitations. Because primary, published sources of information on security 
decision-making are very difficult to get hold of – if they exist at all – researchers must rely 
much more on interviews and secondary sources of information. This can make it possible to 
piece together a picture of a decision-making event, but requires adequate time to carry out. 
Research projects on sensitive security issues may demand a greater focus on primary sources of 
data, given the lack of published material in this area. Working with primary sources demands 
more time for making contacts and confidence-building.
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Lesson: Governments and security agencies are still very reluctant to share information on 
security issues, although the fact is that much of this information can now be found on the 
Web. However, this can make it more difficult to establish its accuracy or authenticity. It can 
therefore be in the interests of governments to provide more information on security issues to 
the public in order to prevent misunderstandings about security policy. 

Resource and time constraints

The time allocated for the case study work made it something between a consultancy and an 
academic research project. This made it difficult to explore primary sources and question key 
informants in sufficient depth. If the case studies could have been concluded purely on the 
basis of secondary sources, the allocated time would have been sufficient. But as already noted, 
there was little available documentation of the kinds of issues that were being examined. 

The case study methodology adopted also meant that the project ended up having a 
considerable number of outputs. In the end there were 16 case studies, three country studies 
and two policy papers. The researching and writing of all of these papers were scheduled to 
be carried out within a time period of less than one year, although the time line for the pro
ject ended up being extended by nine months due to extensive delays in completion of the 
country studies.

The time constraint was also problematic from another point of view. The project was 
intended to come up with policy-relevant insights and recommendations that were intended 
to inform UK policy in Nigeria, Sri Lanka and Uganda. It was difficult enough, given the 
information constraints for the researchers, to produce with a detailed picture of how decision-
making works in their respective societies. To then develop policy recommendations on the 
basis of the limited information that they were able to gather was always going to be difficult, 
all the more so since there was a time constraint. 

This meant that the researchers were under pressure vis-à-vis the UK government, 
which was the end user of this research, while also needing time to carefully consider their 
findings in view of the need to formulate some clear, policy-relevant conclusions that they 
would feel comfortable defending. 

In the event, very few of the case studies were able to generate the level of detail and 
nuance about security decision-making that had originally been envisaged (Section 3 in the 
Methodological Framework (see Annex A) gives a sense of the kinds of questions we wanted 
the researchers to ask). This project finding is of itself policy-relevant, for it suggests that if 
it is this difficult for local researchers to explain how decision-making works, then external 
actors are likely to be much more disadvantaged when it comes to understanding this area. 
This underscores the need not simply for more and better research, but – perhaps more  
importantly – for caution when it comes to planning interventions in the security sector. 

There is a potential tension, therefore, between the objective of supporting long-term 
academic research (and building capacity in this domain), on the one hand, and generating 
policy-relevant research findings, on the other, due to the fact that donors usually work 
within narrow time frames. Donors need to be aware of this and recognize that the two  
objectives are not always compatible. Building local research capacity is key to reducing the 




