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About this study

Security sector reform (SSR) has moved rapidly up the international aid agenda during the past decade. There is 

growing recognition that SSR is fundamentally a political activity and that, to be effective, external assistance 

must be carefully tailored to the political and institutional context in which it is being delivered.    

This Uganda study was part of a comparative research project (which included Nigeria and Sri Lanka) which  

had two aims: firstly, to enhance understanding about who makes decisions about security, the factors which 

influence decision-making, and the consequences for the security of people; and secondly, to suggest ways of 

incorporating such knowledge more effectively into UK SSR programming.   

The study was conducted by the Conflict, Security and Development Group at King’s College London in collabo-

ration with the Centre for Democracy and Development in Nigeria, the Social Scientists’ Association in Sri Lanka, 

and the Centre for Basic Research in Uganda.
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provision’ could easily amount to putting the cart before the horse. Uganda’s path of political 
evolution has been one of the ‘critical accumulation of nation-building challenges over very 
short spans of time’, and unlike the older, slowly developing Western European states, a  
recently created country like Uganda has had to contend with a multiplicity of issues all in 
one phase: participation, institution-building, the development of a supra-ethnic and trans
cultural identity, the integration of diverse communal groups, resolving the problems of 
providing ‘public goods’, the expansion of the field of central state reach and other crises of 
political evolution. All these simultaneous demands leave little or no time to reach even 
temporary institutional solutions to one set of challenges before another one crops up.45 
‘Irresponsiveness’ has to be partly understood in this context. It is only the recognition of 
this fact that will make it possible to set realistic expectations and make accurate judgments 
of realistic support for the late modernizers like Uganda. 

45	 Rokkan, ‘Dimensions of State Formation and Nation-building’, 574. In this analysis, Rokkan underlines the fact that 
the ‘irresponsiveness’ and insecurity of ‘countries’ like Uganda partly arises not so much from inherent weaknesses, 
but mainly from unrealistic expectations set by outsiders and the fallacy of comparing them with the finished products 
of the global north. He notes that: ‘The older systems developed in a multi-centred international environment without 
any dominant models of successful development, with very slow transportation networks and without any technologies 
for quick mass mobilisation. The late comers are faced with highly visible models of successful development, strong 
and polarised outside centres of economic and ideological influence, rapid means of communication in and out of each 
system and advanced technologies of mobilisation.’ He highlights the ‘slow and stepwise phase movements in the West 
and, most significantly, in Japan’, and compares these with ‘the sudden and often explosive concatenations of critical 
issues in the great majority of the emerging polities of the twentieth century’. 
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25Chapter 3 
Factors that shape responsiveness in 
contemporary Uganda

Decision-making takes place within particular country settings that depend on prevailing 
social, economic, political and international realities. Countries have diverse political systems 
and forms of government, in addition to being endowed with varying levels of socioeconomic 
development. This broad context determines the framing of issues, the setting of agendas 
and subsequently the policy outputs of a political system. Even for the same political system, 
‘policy-making differs whether the political situation is stable and the government is work-
ing according to business as usual or whether a crisis is precipitating policy change’.46 Given 
Uganda’s history of protracted social conflict and political turmoil, policy formulation and 
decision-making has always been crisis driven, with obvious implications for responsiveness. 

3.1 Socioeconomic determinants of responsiveness 
Responsiveness is a relational, as much as a reciprocal phenomenon involving exchanges 
among communities and the policy elites that preside over them. The relationship is two-
way, entailing, on the one hand, the generation and transmission of demands and influences 
(stimuli) by the community, and on the other hand, responses to the ‘stimuli’ by the policy 
elite. Hence, the level of responsiveness is dependent on the nature and intensity of the influ-
ences reaching the policy elite. In absence of these influences, responsiveness will depend 
on the level of self-motivation of the elite in identifying and addressing the needs of their 
constituents. By shaping the priorities of communities, socioeconomic underdevelopment 
stands out as one of the principal determinants of both the type and intensity of demands 
placed upon the policy elite by their populations.

In a transitional and largely agrarian country like Uganda, not only is the character of 
demands radically distinct from what one sees in industrial settings, but additionally, they 
are by their nature channelled to the political system through dissimilar means. The channel-
ling of influence in more developed countries takes the form of interest and pressure group 
politics: influence is exerted before the passing of laws and formulation of policies. By contrast, 
in less developed and transitional countries, individual and group demands (however the

46	 Grindle and Thomas, Public Choices and Policy Change.


