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Decentralization

Defined as any act by which a central government cedes rights of 
decision making over resources to actors and institutions at lower 
levels in a politico-administrative and territorial hierarchy (Ostrom 
and Agrawal 2001)

 Became a popular recommendation in transition states

Many countries moved to decentralized power or were under 
pressure by international donors do to so in 1980s/1990s



Some confusion

Confusion between decentralization 
and federalism – especially by 
international relations literature

The Local Turn in Peace-Building has 
not been led by local actors

 Decentralization is not donor 
interventions at the local level 
(e.g., Autesserre 2010; 2014)

Community-Driven Development is not 
decentralized governance despite 
claims to the contrary (see Platteau
2004; Pleatteau and Gaspart 2003)



Disciplined in our Biases

 Bias in what is studied in states affected by conflict
 International relations
 International Security
 International Organizations
 Conflict and Peace Studies

 Easy for outsiders to study things mediated by outsiders. 
 International aid and military
 Local institutions get relatively little attention; local voices ignored. 



Decentralization and Conflict

Decentralization is an antidote to conflict (Liphart 1981; 19996)

It may unintentionally exacerbate conflict because stronger parties 
have no incentive to decentralize power, giving weaker groups a 
reason to engage in more violence in order to obtain more autonomy  
(Lake and Rothchild 2005)

Decentralized systems enhance peace; it is regional parties that are 
the problem (Brancati 2006; 2009).



Dangers of Decentralization

Decentralization reinforces ethnic identities by formally 
acknowledging particular ethnic groups within a country, thus 
imbuing them with a sense of legitimacy (Kymlicka 2007)

Devolution allows local governments to create laws that discriminate 
against others (Horowitz 1991; Bunce 1999)

Allows restive regions an independent resource base upon which 
they can foment further rebellion or secession



Politics Matters

Studies of decentralization are often problematic because they pay 
scant attention to why states attempt decentralization (Agrawal and 
Ostrom 2001).



Measurement Matters

Unit homogeneity (King, Koehane, Verba 1995)

Institutional details matter and attempts to estimate the effects of 
federalism using a simple dummy variable neglect potentially 
important institutional details (Voigt and Blume 2010)
 Federal systems are not always decentralized
 Decentralization is not the same as federal systems

Literature on conflict and decentralization focuses overwhelmingly 
on ethno-federalism with almost no attention on fiscal federalism





Democratic Decentralization Doesn’t 
Deliver Everything
Trade offs and Imperfect Alternatives

Service Delivery

Equity

Trust and Legitimacy



Missing: Polycentric Approaches

Elinor Ostrom Critique of Decentralization (2001)

Polycentric systems allow citizens the opportunity to organize 
multiple governing authorities at different levels. 

The idea that decentralization assumes one form that is unified 
across an entire political landscape may undermine existing rules-
in-use that are effective



Missing: Polycentric Approaches

Polycentric systems allow experimentation, but also ensure that 
there are overlapping, multi-tiered systems that can support other 
systems when they fail. 

In such a system no one system dominates. 
Decentralization struggles because rules governing this often came 
from above. it is one thing to self-organize to create your own rules of 
association yet another thing entirely to be told by the government to 
manage something it can no longer handle itself (Ostrom 2001, p. 
252)
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Hromadas Built Trust
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Afghans Fought Hard

~100,000 
Afghan security personnel killed since 2001 
Washington Post

~70,000 
civilians killed 
Costs of War Project

By 2021 people and the military lost hope







De Jure—De Facto Gap

Growing gap between de jure and de facto rules across the world
 When the gap is big, we see corruption and rule of law break down
 When gap is enormous, we state failure

Shrinking that gap is the challenge of development

Decentralization can be one way; but seems unlikely if society has no 
role in crafting rules of the game



There Are No Panaceas

Decentralization can be one way to shrink the gap 
 It may not always be polycentric

Cross-national comparisons of decentralization are challenging

Decentralization may struggle because rules governing local 
government are not determined by communities but come from 
above. 







McCloskey and Ziliak (2019)

 Let us list the quantitative methods in which a serious empirical 
economist should be instructed …Introspection of a serious sort—
not “how I feel about the law of demand this afternoon,” but “what 
really would I do if the price of gasoline doubled?” The seriousness 
would entail philosophy on a level beyond the simpleton’s version 
economists rely on.

 Interviewing, of the sort that anthropologists use, evoking answers 
that matter scientifically. You don’t have to believe everything that 
comes out of an informant’s mouth (“Witchcraft made me 
ill”; “Marginal cost doesn’t matter to our business”) to learn from 
well-crafted interviews.



McCloskey and Ziliak (2019)

 Intelligent listening, of the sort that guided Ronald Coase’s career.

 Fieldwork inside actual economic entities, such as business firms, 
nonprofits, and governmental offices, or indeed households such 
as we all live in.

Walkabout economics, as the Irish economist and TV personality 
David McWilliams calls it, the acute observation of economic 
behavior in ordinary life, of the sort Armen Alchian did.



Ways Forward

Understanding bureaucracy and local governance is vital.
We critique size of government--whether it is big or small but without 
understanding of how it works from the inside out.

Makes it hard to understand why it fails 
If we want to study conflict, war and peace – go to societies affected 
by it. Reality is a harsh mistress. 
Need to understand more than form. 
Need to understand function and how rules-in-use play out IRL



It’s Not Easy

Hard to do this from behind your desk

More than incorporating qualitative methods 

Field methods matter – they give us humility and bring in local voices 
both as informants and research partners
 Survey instruments
 Interviews
 Focus groups
 Participant observation
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