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Summary
Motivation: This article contributes to the debate around 
understanding whether and how the identity of aid work-
ers (e.g. nationality, race, etc.) can contribute to inequality 
within various aid relationships. As “decolonizing develop-
ment” is often employed either as a slogan or genuine goal, 
it is imperative that the politics of exclusion among/within 
development experts is critically scrutinized.
Purpose: This article explores the processes of and the moti-
vations behind how national development experts (NDEs) 
are frequently excluded in development policy-making and 
practice in Ghana.
Methods and approach: This article relies on qualitative 
research methods and draws from semi-structured inter-
views conducted in two phases in 2017 and 2018 in Ghana. 
We focus on the narratives of the NDEs in Ghana who are 
perceived to be well placed to elucidate different mechanics 
of exclusionary processes and practice.
Findings: International development experts (IDEs) are able 
to set agendas and exercise development decision-making 
power as their governments or organizations provide 
funding for many development projects. This allows IDEs 
to influence development policies and practices in a way 
that eventually excludes the NDEs from development 
policy-making in Ghana. We also reveal internal competition 
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1 | INTRODUCTION

This article explores the processes of how national development experts (NDEs) are frequently excluded in develop-
ment policy-making and practice in Ghana.1 To understand this, we focus on the narratives of the NDEs in Ghana who 
are perceived to be well placed in elucidating different mechanics of such exclusionary processes and practice. At a 
time when “decolonizing development” is often invoked either as a slogan or genuine goal, it is imperative that the 
politics of exclusion among/within development experts is critically scrutinized since international development and 
the aid architecture are deeply hierarchical (Langdon, 2013; Patel, 2020) including diverse stakeholders with differ-
ent interests and power (Tortajada, 2016). Broadly speaking, differences in the ability to deploy power and interests 
in the design and delivery of development raise the question of “whose development” should be promoted (Crewe 
& Harrison, 1998; Scott, 1990) and who should be included in the process. Evidently, the practice of development 
generally includes the actors who are deemed to be best placed to achieve desired goals and objectives set by the 
donors and governments (de Haan, 2009; Mawdsley, 2014). Consequently, these actors might feel that they possess 
an inherent right to lead the development process by providing rationales for intervention, based on a particular 
deployment of information and moral argument (Lemke, 2001; Li, 2007; Marriage, 2006). Clearly, the processes of 
international development exclude different actors who could be less powerful, whose voices are not as strong as the 
actors who are included, or even who might be identified as “non-essential” for the implementation of development 
projects while casting them as incorrigible and undesirable (Scott-Villiers, 2011).

This article aims to explore how some of these practices can help understand the politics of exclusion within/
among the development experts with a particular emphasis on their nationality. We take Ghana as a case study and 
believe that insights from Ghana relating to the exclusion of NDEs in national development processes may apply to 

1 In contrast to the broader category of “International” Development Experts (IDEs) who predominantly come from Western donor countries and work 
for various projects in aid recipient counties, in this article we use Kamruzzaman's (2017) categorization of National Development Experts (NDEs) who 
possess similar skills, knowledge, experience, and expertise to IDEs but are the citizens of low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries working 
in/for their own countries. For a conceptual discussion on the NDEs see Kamruzzaman (2017, 2021) and for NDEs’ roles and motivation in Ghana's 
development sector, see Kumi and Kamruzzaman (2021).
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and power relations between NDEs and local actors (i.e. 
bureaucrats and politicians) can also exclude the NDEs from 
development policy-making processes, a feature that is 
non-existent in current scholarship.
Policy implications: The exclusion of NDEs from national 
development decision-making processes undermines efforts 
to promote national ownership. It is important to adopt a 
holistic approach that does not just focus on one particu-
lar aspect (e.g. power inequality among different actors) of 
exclusionary practice in international development but also 
looks into local political-cultural settings as well as possible 
internal competition for resources.

K E Y W O R D S
development expertise, exclusion, Ghana, international develop-
ment experts (IDEs), national development experts (NDEs), power 
relations
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KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

other low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries where the contributions of NDEs to national develop-
ment are less recognized or invisible. The main argument of this article is that the processes of excluding the NDEs 
should be understood through a combination of factors. There is inherent power inequality in Ghana's aid sector 
(perhaps also true for other low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries) due to the financial prowess of 
donor countries that create a conducive atmosphere for the IDEs to occupy superior roles within the aid sector. IDEs 
enjoy a privileged position despite potentially possessing similar expertise and perhaps lack contextual knowledge 
than their Ghanaian counterparts. Such privilege often gives the IDEs an upper hand in setting and implementing 
the agendas for development policies in Ghana. This not only consolidates existing power imbalances within aid 
relationships in Ghana but also excludes the NDEs from making a significant contribution to their own country's 
development. Such observation augments some of the existing works that focus on the disparities between west-
ern experts and local experts (see Kumi & Kamruzzaman, 2021; Sou, 2022; Sundberg, 2019a). However, this article 
takes the debate further by delineating the role of politicians and internal competition that can also exclude/side-
line the NDEs from Ghana's development policy-making. Politicians in Ghana tend to use development projects/
success to serve their political and perhaps other material goals as developed further in Sections 4 and 5 below (see 
also Abdulai, 2017; Abdulai & Hulme, 2015). The primacy of the politicians and their clientele bureaucrats within a 
neo-patrimonial political culture along with their preference for the IDEs can further dissociate the NDEs from the 
development policy-making process. To this end, understanding the factors that account for the lack of recognition, 
power dynamics, and subsequent exclusion of NDEs in development processes is particularly useful and has policy 
implications for other low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries.

This article, therefore, contributes to the emerging literature on development expertise in two ways. First, we 
show how Ghana's dependence on external donor funding reinforces unequal power relationships between local aid 
workers (i.e. NDEs) and IDEs which in turn leads to the exclusion of the former in the development policy-making 
processes and practice. The exclusion of NDEs limits their potential contributions to national development and under-
mines efforts to promote national ownership, which is a key principle of aid effectiveness. Second, by focusing on 
the perspectives of NDEs, we demonstrate that the exclusion of NDEs in national development processes is in part a 
result of competition and unequal power dynamics between politicians and NDEs. Our findings, therefore, highlight 
the primacy of the power and interests of politicians and its unintended consequences for national development.

The article is structured as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature on development experts in the context of 
international development. This is followed by a discussion of the research methodology and the context of Ghana as 
a case study in Section 3. Section 4 presents the research findings drawing on the empirical evidence collected from 
NDEs in Ghana. In Section 5 we discuss the research findings and provides some concluding remarks by highlighting 
the implications of the findings for development policy and practice.

2 | DEVELOPMENT EXPERTS IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Over the years, development experts have become key actors in the aid sector. These experts have spearheaded 
development efforts mostly through the adoption of scientific and technocratic approaches (Easterly, 2013). To this 
end, development experts have played key roles in the design, formulation, implementation and monitoring and 
evaluation of development policies and interventions in most low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries 
(White, 2020; Koch, 2020).

Historically, development has been framed in terms of technical knowledge and informed by a positivist 
perspective where decision-making mostly involves professionals or technocrats with specific knowledge. For this 
reason, many development interventions in low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries are based on 
international experts’ perspectives rather than local knowledge (Escobar, 1995). In fact, as the existing literature 
highlights, western knowledge is considered superior to local knowledge (Koch, 2020; Sou, 2021), especially as 
adopted by international organizations and western governments supporting development interventions in many 
low-, lower-middle and upper-middle income countries (Wilson, 2006).

3 of 19
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KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

Over the years, as part of the technocratic approach to development, international development experts (IDEs) 
have been recognized as actors proliferating technical knowledge and techniques through their involvement in devel-
opment interventions (White, 2020). In doing so, they “technicalize” development and policy problems by offering 
technical and specialist services as brokers and translators (Lewis & Mosse, 2006), and negotiating development 
processes between donors and their recipients (Kamruzzaman, 2017). Similarly, Li (2007) considers development 
experts as specialists who can turn socioeconomic and political issues into technical problems. Turner (2013, p. 17) 
rightly insists that “expertise is treated as a kind of possession which privileges its possessors with powers that the 
people cannot successfully control, and cannot acquire or share in.”

However, the increasing reliance on development experts within the aid sector has also raised concerns about 
neglect of the knowledge and perspectives of the “locals” in development policy design, implementation, and evalua-
tion (Chambers, 1997; Watene & Yap, 2015). Arguably, the “locals” given their contextual understandings and knowl-
edge can make significant contributions to how development problems ought to be addressed. Indeed, as Watene 
and Yap (2015) argue, local experts (whom we broadly consider as NDEs) are able to provide different perspectives 
which can make an important contribution to the shared understanding of development.

At this stage, it might be useful to clearly state that we do not mean that people born in low-, lower-middle and 
upper-middle income countries, including Ghana, always possess better knowledge than foreign experts (i.e. IDEs). 
We recognize that using such a blanket binary approach is not helpful. To illustrate, recent works by Peters (2020) and 
Sundberg (2019b) show, in the contexts of Angola and Tanzania respectively, that in-country development profes-
sionals may have a similar type of knowledge due to their education and training (often in western universities) and 
class background (largely from affluent or elite backgrounds). Kamruzzaman (2013) describes them as a “comprador 
class” who pursue self-interest and other benefits by “parroting” the donors’ language. Whether this is a performative 
action (aimed at the donors to get into their good books) is perhaps a larger issue, but certainly allows us to distance 
ourselves from making the indiscriminate suggestion that people born in a specific country may possess deeper local 
knowledge than outsiders/foreigners. Nevertheless, we want to emphasize that the hierarchical nature of interna-
tional development identifies the national staff as beneficiaries of development interventions rather than profession-
als who enjoy less professional authority than their foreign colleagues (Peters, 2020; Sou, 2021; Sundberg, 2019a). 
Even if we hypothetically assume that many IDEs may possess better local knowledge than the NDEs, the over-
whelming experience indicates that in-country development professionals’ knowledge is believed to be “less cred-
ible” (Koch, 2020, p. 483). This in turn creates unequal power relationships which are manifested, for example, in 
privileging western expertise and knowledge over local knowledge (Kothari, 2006; Pailey, 2020; Sou, 2021). As Kumi 
and Kamruzzaman (2021, p. 1171) argue, the deliberate exclusion of non-western expertise and knowledge in devel-
opment scholarship stems in part from the colour-blind and racialized nature of development, whereby non-western 
knowledge is considered secondary. Similar concerns about the racialized nature of development and lack of recogni-
tion for non-western perspectives have been highlighted elsewhere in the development literature (see, for example, 
Pailey, 2020; White, 2002; Koch, 2020).

Moreover, the literature on development experts focuses almost exclusively on western middle-class experts 
(i.e. IDEs) in terms of their roles and motivations (Lewis & Mosse, 2006; White, 2015), differential salaries (Carr 
et al., 2010; McWha, 2011), class and perceived superiority (Ong & Combinido, 2018; Pailey, 2020; Peters, 2016), 
and their personal relationships (Eyben, 2006). Notwithstanding, recent years have witnessed the emergence of a 
body of knowledge that documents the southern experiences and perspectives (e.g. Sou, 2021; Sundberg, 2019b). 
While such a trend is useful, they fail to fully capture the range of actors described by Kamruzzaman (2017) as NDEs, 
which are likely to include national consultants, former diplomats, bureaucrats, and civil servants who work in the aid 
sector. Thus, while NDEs are significant actors playing different roles in the development of their countries, little is 
known about their behaviours, roles, motivations, agency, and room for manoeuvre (see Kamruzzaman, 2017; Kumi 
& Kamruzzaman, 2021; Sou, 2021 for exceptions).

Within the emerging literature on local development professionals/NDEs, there is also a tendency to present 
them as a homogenous group with shared experiences and perspectives, ignoring their differences, internal power 
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KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

dynamics, and the micropolitics associated with their engagements in the development space given that NDEs occupy 
different and multiple layers of hierarchies. For example, there are institutional hierarchies or bureaucratic structures 
among NDEs, such as civil servants, that also shape their choices and sense of identity in their daily engagements. 
These hierarchies are associated with authority, power, and responsibilities, which create avenues for reinforcing 
power relationships (Agyekum, 2021). Indeed, Williams and Yecalo-Tecle (2020) highlight the presence of hostility on 
the part of supervisors towards lower- and middle-level civil servants in the Ghanaian civil service mainly because of 
their hierarchical positions. This also affects the extent to which lower-level civil servants are able to suggest ideas 
or contribute to policy discussions. Clearly, supervisors exercise power over their subordinates by undermining their 
voices, which indicates elements of unequal power relationships among the NDEs. However, this does not suggest 
that the NDEs on the lower rungs are not able to exercise their agency and room for manoeuvre (Brass et al., 2020; 
Sou, 2021).

In addition, NDEs’ priorities and interests shape their engagements with other stakeholders including donors, 
politicians, and beneficiaries of development interventions. The political settlement literature highlights how stake-
holders such as career civil servants and politicians promote their interests in the development process through 
competitive clientelism (Abdulai, 2017, 2021). However, while some NDEs in public offices may act as decision-makers, 
their actions can be shaped in part by politicians who engage in the political process of resource distribution (Brass 
et al., 2020). Thus, the politicization of policy knowledge in dealings between NDEs and politicians can lead to those 
perceived to be political enemies of politicians being excluded from the decision-making processes (Abdulai, 2017).

As discussed in this section, it is worth noting that the existing literature on development experts has focused 
principally on their motivations, roles, epistemic injustice, racialization, and power struggles (Carr et al., 2010; 
Koch, 2020; Kumi & Kamruzzaman, 2021; McWha, 2011; Peters, 2016; Pailey, 2020). These studies have, however, 
not sought to understand the factors and processes that lead to the exclusion of NDEs from development policy 
processes. This is a significant gap that affects efforts aimed at promoting local ownership and the localization 
of development aid. NDEs are important actors in promoting national development and therefore any attempt to 
exclude them from meaningfully participating in the development of their country has significant implications for 
development policy and practice. Next, we discuss our research methodology and the context within which the study 
is situated.

3 | RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND THE GHANAIAN CONTEXT

This article relies on qualitative research methodology. This choice was informed by the need for an in-depth under-
standing of the NDEs in terms of their involvement in the design and implementation of development policies and 
the power dynamics associated with it. The article draws insight from 25 semi-structured interviews conducted in 
two phases between July and September 2017, and September and December 2018. Phases one and two involved 
10 and 15 interviews respectively with NDEs, including the local (Ghanaian) staff of non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), donor agencies, think tanks, development consultants, academics, and government officials involved in 
aid-related projects/programmes at the Ministries, Agencies, and District Assemblies.2 The interviewees were purpo-
sively selected because of their active roles in the formulation, implementation, and monitoring of development 
policies in the country. More importantly, their roles and responsibilities involved engaging with politicians and devel-
opment partners (e.g., had experience of working with IDEs).

We interviewed NDEs who had different roles across junior, mid-management, and senior levels such as execu-
tive directors, managers, project coordinators, and field officers. Based on the previous research experience of one 

2 It is useful to mention that we do not think these categories to be homogenous as we are aware that different actors may wear multiple hats (for 
example, an academic might work as a development consultant but not all academics are development consultants; similarly, an accountant working in an 
(I)NGO may be working with no interest in any development agenda per se). This is also the case for the government officials, where a government may 
employ a range of officials but not all of their roles involve promoting socioeconomic development, broadly speaking. We approached and interviewed 
government officials who have been involved in aid and development-related roles.

5 of 19
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KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

of the authors, access to the interviewees was obtained through personal contacts and other key informants in the 
Ghanaian development sector. Moreover, snowballing sampling technique was also employed in accessing potentially 
hard to reach interviewees, such as senior government officials and donor representatives.

All interviews were conducted in the Greater Accra (i.e. Accra), Ashanti (i.e. Kumasi), Central (i.e. Cape Coast) 
and Northern (i.e. Tamale) regions. In particular, 22 interviews were conducted in Accra and focused on local staff 
of NGOs and donor agencies, development consultants, academics, and government officials while three interviews 
were conducted in Kumasi, Cape Coast, and Tamale (with two academics and one development consultant). The 
discussions focused on the interviewees’ professional journeys, their motivations and roles in development, expe-
riences, and relationships with IDEs as well as power dynamics between and among politicians and NDEs. These 
also sought to obtain the perspectives of interviewees on how they use their agency in subverting (or conforming 
with) the power dynamics in their engagements with IDEs and politicians. We acknowledge that some might find 
the views presented in this article to be less than entirely objective as NDEs elucidate their own roles in a given 
context. However, we have maintained that this article mainly draws on the perceptions of the NDEs (in Ghana) 
whose account is largely absent in the existing scholarship. While we are aware of researchers’ and respondents’ 
positionality in terms of how these may impact research ethics and objectivity (Holmes, 2021), we consider such 
views to be coming from interlocutors who are well placed to shed important lights on the subject matter (Mathijssen 
et al., 2021). The NDEs’ testimonies provided insights into understanding the politics of exclusion among develop-
ment experts in formulating and implementing national development policies.

All interviews were conducted in English using face-to-face interactions during work and off-work hours 
of the interviewees. The interviewees chose the location; hence the interviews took place in private and public 
settings such as offices, cafes, and restaurants. All interviews were recorded with the informed consent of the 
interviewees. These were later transcribed and analysed in NVivo 12 using thematic analyses. In doing so, primary 
and secondary codes were developed and indexing was used in identifying patterns and emergent themes in the 
data. The thematic analysis was iterative and reflexive (Braun & Clarke, 2019). We followed the ethical guidelines 
of the Association of Social Anthropologists (ASA) in conducting this study, including data collection and data 
analysis. As such, to ensure interviewees’ anonymity and confidentiality, no names are included in presenting 
emprical evidence in this article. We have only included the occupation of the respondents and the dates of 
interviews.

Ghana serves as an interesting case for understanding the politics of exclusion among development 
experts because NDEs in Ghana claimed to have played significant roles in the country's national development 
(Abraham, 2019). The country's political system is characterized by neo-patrimonial practices, clientelist political 
settlement, and winner-takes-all attitudes that often attribute more agenda-setting power to politicians and the 
ruling elites affiliated to political parties than to development experts. In particular, the interests of politicians and 
the ruling elites determine and influence decision-making on resource allocation and prioritizing agendas for national 
development (Abdulai & Hulme, 2015). Moreover, there is a dominance of executive powers which in turn leads to 
the appointment of political affiliates in high offices who often sideline the NDEs, technocrats, and career bureau-
crats (Abdulai, 2017; Gatune et al., 2021).

Additionally, Ghanaian politicians tend to value the expertise of IDEs more on development issues than that of 
national experts. For instance, in the area of social protection programmes, donors’ interests and ideas—together 
with domestic politics—often influence the design and implementation of such programmes. As Abdulai (2021) 
highlights in the case of the Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP) programme that was led and 
designed by the foreign experts at the request of the Government of Ghana, over and above the knowledge and 
experience of Ghanaian experts. Similar incidences of foreign experts influencing development policies in Ghana 
are well documented (see Brown, 2017; Woll, 2008) although there are suggestions that the foreign experts often 
look down on or disdain the expertise of the locals (Kumi & Kamruzzaman, 2021; Mvulirwenande et al., 2019). As 
such, the next section incorporates the views of Ghanaian NDEs in detailing what causes and perpetuates their 
exclusion.

6 of 19
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4 | KEY FINDINGS

This section presents empirical evidence collected in this study. Two themes in Ghana's development policy practices 
seem to underpin the processes of NDEs’ exclusion: (1) the power dynamics between the IDEs and NDEs; and (2) the 
internal political structure in Ghana and competition among the NDEs. We elaborate on each theme below.

4.1 | Power dynamics between IDEs and NDEs

Our respondents explained that since the IDEs have access to and control over resources (i.e. aid money), the involve-
ment of NDEs in development decision-making has been largely ignored and often non-existent. We discern that 
IDEs prefer to work with people or consultants either from their countries of origin or from other donor countries 
rather than collaborating with Ghanaian NDEs with similar or greater experience and expertise. This is because the 
IDEs and their governments provide the resources needed for development, hence are able to control and set the 
decision-making agenda as explained by one respondent in September 2017:

You [as an NDE] always have to ask for permission from the expat [IDE] because your budget has 
to be approved by the expat in the country office. The use of control is too strong. The reasons they 
usually give is because of trust issues, they want to be sure that the money given will be used for their 
intended purposes.

The respondents saw it as being a case of “he who pays the piper calls the tune,” highlighting the fact that 
decision-making power is heavily skewed in favour of the IDEs. For example, some respondents indicated that, 
because IDEs represent the group that provides funding for various development projects in Ghana, certain positions 
were reserved for them, often without any question or challenge. This happens despite some NDEs having equal 
qualifications and experience to the IDEs. The power inequality is structured and practised in a way that puts the 
IDEs in control of setting the agendas for development as well as their engagement with NDEs. For example, on 27 
September 2018, one NGO employee explained:

Decision-making is often much skewed. Professionally, you can make your input but as to how you 
can influence the decision-making process mostly depends on where you are coming from, and how 
much resources you are bringing to the table. It is like who pays, calls the piper. If you are not the one 
resourcing whatever is being done, the level of your influence will not be as strong as the one initiating 
and bringing resources.

Another respondent working for a bilateral donor agency added:

We have about 15 programmes in the country [but] I don't think we have more than two local [Ghana-
ian] Programme Managers. It is clear that because the funding comes from them, the position is 
reserved for the Europeans. Even when the advert is done, it is clearly stated that you must have 
experience in European understanding [….] I wasn't born in Europe and the point is that issue you are 
addressing is not even in Europe, it is in Africa [Ghana], so why should I have a European background, 
understanding, and knowledge to run a programme in Africa [Ghana]?

For many respondents, power asymmetry is a default feature of international development and is widespread in 
Ghana no matter how different development initiatives are being labelled (e.g., bottom-up, localization, empower-
ment, etc.). The power imbalances between the IDEs and the NDEs were a well-known issue and donors’ ability to 
offer financial resources was deemed to be the main driver behind this. For the NDEs in Ghana, the landscape and 
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practices of development are reminiscent of where one party (the donors/IDEs) is there with money looking for 
locals to promote/implement their ideas of development. Whereas the other party (the government, national NGOs, 
and the NDEs) is there to work for the former group. Understandably, the party with resources have the greater 
power  that is often formalized through bilateral or other agreements (as a condition to offering aid) with which the 
local partners or NDEs can rarely disagree. As an NGO employee explained on 28 September 2018:

Well, they [IDEs] come with the projects. Let me give you an example of learning-based education 
projects. The idea for such projects is to boost literacy and numeracy and promote the use of the local 
language. Local people are the experts in using the local language as a medium of instruction. But we 
have people from outside [IDEs] coming to work with the local experts and they are our superiors. 
That is the way the projects have been designed. If you look at the money being offered, I don't think 
our government will say to use our local consultants. If you say I don't want foreign consultants for 
this and that reasons, you lose all the money. So, we just accept the foreign consultants and work with 
them.

The statements above indicates that the contracting of consultants is also tied to resource dependency and its associ-
ated funding arrangements where the resource provider has the power to appoint or hire consultants in aid-recipient 
countries with no input from the NDEs. Thus, resource provision influences the relationship between NDEs and 
IDEs (further evidence can also be found in the discussion in Section 5 below). For this reason, the prevalence of the 
power dynamics is not dependent on what constitutes expertise or who knows the local context better. According 
to some respondents, NDEs have longstanding lived experiences with excellent oral ability that are more relatable to 
the experience of the target groups/intended beneficiaries than the foreign experts. For many local actors, this might 
feel that the ideas and expertise of IDEs may not be a good fit for the local contexts but there is a fear of expressing 
such a view. Such fear could be an outcome of power relations that cannot be ignored, as explained by a member of 
staff of a donor agency in July 2017:

The power relations are due to a preconceived mindset which suggests that we [the NDEs] do not 
have their level of experience. So, sometimes they [the IDEs] would want to use their experience and 
downplay anything you suggest to them. They sometimes think that they have been in the field for a 
longer time which makes them more competent than us. So, because of that, even though you may not 
like the tactic they are using to downplay you, you can't ignore their decision. It's a difficult situation 
we find ourselves in.

Another respondent, an NGO employee, in September 2018 iterated how the perceived fear of the IDEs fuelled 
unequal power relations by saying:

I would say [what stops us from disagreeing] is fear because sometimes we are not very confident that 
we can change or challenge the status quo. So, to me, it is fear, lack of confidence, and not being able 
to challenge them [IDEs] on what is right.

While some respondents spoke about fear due to the lack of confidence (perhaps, resulting from colonial legacies, 
see below for more details) others linked this back to the funding mechanism of development programmes. The 
following statement from an economic analyst at the Bank of Ghana in October 2018 emphasizes that, although the 
NDEs may have the required qualification to lead development programmes at the country level, they have to endure 
the impact of power imbalance due to financing (in)ability, and for him, this is a marker of the dependency syndrome.

Definitely, if we can generate enough resources to support our economy, then we do not have to 
experience such power and control […]. Most of our policies, such as the National Health Insurance 
Scheme [NHIS], Livelihood Empowerment Against Poverty, etc., are being funded by them [donors]. 
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KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

So, we already see them [donors] in the picture because of the funding role they play. But, if we were 
able to generate enough, we can empower our people. For the knowledge, we can easily compete 
because of our experience here [….]. We are not able to generate enough resources for our economy, 
so we rely on them and that has been the dependency syndrome.

The idea of such dependency syndrome resonated with other respondents who felt that this created opportunities 
for IDEs to downplay and look down on local knowledge and expertise, as expressed by one local staff of a multilat-
eral donor agency on 14 October 2017:

There are some of them [IDEs] who would downplay anything African, so the effect is that there is 
no indigenous incorporation into our development work. So, we end up adopting their practices and 
standards against homebred ideas and recommendations that suit our context. Some of them will 
outright reject anything you suggest in a subtle form by looking down on your work just because 
you're a Ghanaian and s/he is from abroad.

The sense of superiority of IDEs was also linked to colonial legacies that make Ghanaians perceive “western ideas as 
a better option,” as stated by one respondent. Past colonial experience may have created a sense of inferiority in the 
minds of Ghanaians because “even the Government of Ghana relies a lot on foreign experts because they actually 
believe that anything Western is better [….] We do have a serious problem; we need to decolonize our minds,” as 
a development consultant put it in September 2018. It was emphasized that a colonial mentality led some senior 
government officials or bureaucrats, though the IDEs might have similar experience and qualifications as the NDEs, 
to accord the more respect and preference because of their foreign identity. For instance, one government official 
responsible for development planning remarked in September 2018: “The country [Ghana] doesn't seem to be inter-
ested in using its people to achieve certain key assignments. We tend to rely more on the foreigners.”

Many respondents, therefore, expressed that, in their engagements with IDEs, they occupied the lower rungs 
although they performed most of the work on the ground while the IDEs often possess little or limited understand-
ing of the Ghanaian context. IDEs’ ability to deploy the latest development technical jargon that match donors’ 
agenda/expectations also seem to serve to exert or maintain power and control over the NDEs, as an NGO employee 
described in September 2017:

Oh, the foreign experts are in charge, they are always in charge. On a scale of 10, they would get 8 
or 9 in terms of the decision-making process. You see, terms like monitoring, and value for money are 
being used sometimes to control national experts. From my experience, I wouldn't want to say that 
we are in control.

The empirical evidence presented in this section delineates how financial, structural, and linguistic capitals estab-
lish and reinforce power relations that exclude the NDEs from development policy/making in Ghana. However, it 
is important to mention that the existence of power dynamics is not only limited to IDE–NDE relations, but power 
disparities can also exist between and among NDEs. Below, we present our findings of the power relations between 
politicians and NDEs in detailing how the latter is often excluded in development policy/making and implementation 
processes.

4.2 | Internal political structure, competition, and power dynamics between politicians 
and NDEs

While it is evident that the views of the NDEs are frequently downplayed by IDEs through their perceived superior 
knowledge, as well as through the supply, access, and control of development financing, we also found that Ghana's 
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KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

national politics, competition, and power dynamics between politicians and NDEs have also made a substantial 
contribution to the process of how NDEs are being excluded from the national-level development policy-making.

According to many respondents, politicians, and bureaucrats in Ghana are more powerful than NDEs.3 The NDEs 
we interviewed explained that their ability to translate development policies into actual implementation depended 
largely on the bureaucrats and politicians. With regards to the bureaucrats, it was explained that they had a lot of 
control in the design and implementation of national development policies. For instance, in December 2018 a devel-
opment consultant gave some insights into how public sector bureaucrats controlled national development policies 
in Ghana by stating that:

The recommendations we have in the consultancy reports are for a Ministry or a local government 
entity. But as to whether they make use of the recommendations, we have no control over it. So that 
limits the work I do as an expert [consultant] trying to shape policies. If the bureaucrats and politicians 
don't take up the issues, nothing changes.

Some respondents further highlighted that although the bureaucrats have some level of influence over the design 
and implementation of national development policies, they are mostly controlled by the politicians. For this reason, 
politicians in Ghana were perceived to have more control over national development policies than the NDEs. In 
Ghana, it is the norm that politicians decide the fate of development trajectory as many respondents insisted that 
“politicians will always have their way.” For instance, in October 2018, speaking about the extent of the involvement 
of NDEs in development policy formulation, a development consultant argued:

Most of the time, these are politicians who want to make a decision and your suggestion as an NDE 
should not be dictating to them […]. For example, like the Free Senior High School policy, how many 
professional development experts have you seen making contributions to the policy discussions? We 
often leave it to the politicians, and the politicians then do what they like because they want to win 
votes in the elections.

This statement suggests that the recognition of NDEs’ role in influencing national development policies is minimal 
as politicians tend to claim any success from development programmes, thus serving their political objectives and 
ambitions, as explained by a lecturer in August 2017:

In Ghana, the politicians are more powerful than the policy-makers or development experts. Politi-
cians decide the fate of the development of the country. In the context of the government sector, for 
instance, one's role, employment status, etc. are determined by the executives who are there with 
political vision and interests.

Another respondent employed by the Bank of Ghana stated in October 2018:

Shaping the agenda for national development is for the politicians, and the politicians do what they 
like. The politicians will always have their way because they want to achieve something through these 
activities.

The above statements suggest that the design and implementation of national development policies and programmes 
are not free from political considerations. At this stage, we must restate that the process of development at the 

3 Although we have interviewed some government officials, it should be emphasized that we carefully selected respondents who have been involved in 
aid- and development-related roles. Meaning that statement like this should not be taken as suggesting that all bureaucrats are part of the wider group 
of the NDEs, and neither are all politicians linked to NDEs. While some government officials/bureaucrats involved in developmental roles may have some 
power, this statement refer to a wider set of bureaucrats largely not involved in aid distribution or other development-related roles.

10 of 19

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12656 by U

niversity O
f South W

ales, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

national level is not straightforward. There are multiple actors actively involved in ensuring that their interests are 
being served through numerous and often creative strategies and actions. It is also true that the NDEs are not a 
homogenous group, either. There are differences in terms of social, academic, and class backgrounds. To elabo-
rate, a senior government official insisted that there are different hierarchies among the NDEs based on seniority, 
levels of achievement, years of experience, connection, network, and political affiliations. For instance, when asked 
in September 2018 how seniority and years of experience influenced their level of involvement and participation in 
decision-making, a government official responded by saying:

I think in calling the shots, I certainly won't call the shots. My boss will call the shots; I only have the 
opportunity to make input into the decision. They are the key people for the decision and then if the 
President calls for accountability, I will not be there, my boss will be there. At my level, I may make an 
input but if it has to do with a political decision, I wouldn't be in those meetings.

At times, these differences can be subtle, unspoken, informal, and quite implicit, though in some contexts these can 
be explicit as well. The NDEs in Ghana are aware of such distinctions, and these are present in their professional 
involvements. According to many respondents, this can have two broader effects. First, the NDEs might offer them-
selves as an (often cheaper) alternative to the IDEs. Some NDEs might offer a high level of experience and knowledge 
while they might also have useful access to diverse socio-political networks (both local and international). Hiring an 
international consultant could cost a project a significant amount of money. For some, instead of hiring an interna-
tional expert for a shorter time, recruiting NDEs could, therefore, be more beneficial to the project, as explained by a 
member of staff of a multilateral donor agency on 19 August 2017:

The rise of the NDEs can substitute the work of international experts. An international expert will 
charge a huge amount of money, and the organization might pay that because of the consultants’ 
perceived expertise and the recognition they have garnered for themselves. However, that will be a 
short-term involvement, with the same money, a national expert can work for a longer time and do a 
lot of good.

Second, NDEs could also corroborate with others and abuse some of the existing loopholes in the aid sector. It was 
suggested that growing the number of NDEs is not the only way to offer an alternative to the international experts, 
but it also means that they will be competing against each other. For example, a senior official of a UN organization 
suggested that NDEs are increasingly not working in one particular place; they can take on multiple different roles 
at the same time. So, in other words, this creates a competition among themselves that can also be used to support 
the abuse of the aid system. Such is not common parlance but can happen in collaboration with some government 
officials, or with other officials in donor organizations. Often the outcome could be negative. While some influential 
actors (politicians, bureaucrats, and the NDEs themselves) might benefit from this, respondents maintained that in 
the long run, this ultimately affects the poor people, for whom development programmes are built and implemented. 
The following quotations explain this further, the first is from a development consultant in September 2018:

Now this donor-funded project that is being implemented by the government; you realize that most 
of the benefits do not really get to the people even though the projects are aimed at helping poor 
people. It is rather the government officials who benefit. That is why the poverty levels are still high.

An NGO member of staff had previously said in October 2017:

In the past some development workers especially those working with NGOs received a substan-
tial amount of funding which was misappropriated sometimes in connection with workers at donor 
offices. These funds were not used for the main purpose of supporting the poor.
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These statements highlight how the self-seeking interests of some NDEs often affect national-level development. It 
was mentioned that NDEs in Ghana are sometimes excluded from development policy-making processes because of 
their lack of vibrancy, also attributed in part to their self-seeking interests and the politicization of national develop-
ment policies. For instance, many NDEs working for think tanks and research institutes were accused, in the words 
of an academic in July 2018, of “wading into political issues and personalizing issues which makes all their talks not 
to mean anything.” (Some NDEs argued that for many of their colleagues, their purpose of existence was “based on 
the income they were looking for,” as a development consultant put it in December 2018, rather than influencing 
development policies which benefit the poor.)

For other respondents, the politicization of national development policies has meant that the ability of some 
NDEs to contribute meaningfully to discussions on national development remains limited, which has negatively 
affected their overall influence within the Ghanaian policy space, as a government official explained in November 
2017:

Government policies in Ghana are more political in nature. So even if you know that you can contrib-
ute meaningfully to policy discussions, you want to play safe because you don't want to be branded or 
affiliated with a political party. Most of us do not really want to be linked/tagged with any particular 
political circle.

The quotation above highlights how the politicization of development policies undermines the involvement of NDEs 
in national development. As mentioned earlier, the political nature of policy-making creates opportunities for politi-
cians who are at the higher end of the power hierarchy to call the shots in setting the policy agenda. In so doing, they 
can assert their control over NDEs, especially those in the public service, through political interference in recruitment 
and promotion. Nevertheless, some NDEs exercise agency by resisting and subverting such political control in their 
relationship with politicians as stated by an NGO employee in October 2017:

We have room for manoeuvre when we work with the politicians. You see, NDEs are the key players 
in the development of the country. The manoeuvring is usually done through the implementation of 
projects in terms of budget preparations, the undertaking of surveys, etc.

This section reveals a picture in which the NDEs demonstrate a very high level of agency with a greater awareness of 
the aid sector that can be used for more than one purpose (either pursuing their own interests or blindly supporting a 
donor agenda). This clearly shows how the NDEs tread carefully alongside the politicians and donors. We found this 
to be a balanced and measured approach to engaging in development in the context of Ghana. We observed that the 
respondents have been well aware of their status in contrast to the positionalities of different actors. There has been 
a feeling that NDEs are well placed to negotiate assorted aspects of development without angering the politicians 
and donors because, as a development consultant put it in November 2017, it would be unwise to “bite the hands 
which feed you.”

5 | DISCUSSION

This article examines what accounts for the exclusion of NDEs in development policy-making processes in Ghana. 
Drawing on empirical evidence from Ghana, our findings suggest that the attitude of the IDEs towards the NDEs is 
deeply embedded in the inequality of aid relationships. As development initiatives are intended to target the poor 
and other vulnerable groups, all experts should ideally be accountable to them. However, the experts (mostly the 
IDEs) do not seem to commit “mistakes” in the eyes of the donors and are generally mindful of administrative compli-
ance, again towards the donors and not the intended beneficiaries, governments of aid-recipient countries, or their 
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supposed peers (i.e., the NDEs) who are often treated as subordinates by the IDEs, as described in September 2018 
by a member of staff of a donor agency:

at the end of the day, s/he [the IDE] signs. If I have to go to the field, s/he signs, if I have to change a 
programme design, s/he signs […….] So, s/he [the IDE] has to take his time not to make any mistake 
in the eyes of donors. So, if anyone suggests that we have a low absorptive capacity that is not true. 
If you research to know why Ghana has a low absorptive capacity, you will find that it is largely due to 
foreign donor administrative issues.

Our findings on the institutional reproduction of hierarchical inequalities between NDEs and IDEs are a reflection of 
the dominant narrative in the literature, which indicates that IDEs enjoy extra benefits and occupy top positions in 
the aid industry compared to local staff with equivalent skills or responsibility (Peters, 2016; Sundberg, 2019b). The 
inequities in the relationship between IDEs and NDEs result in part from the dependency of the latter on the former 
for resources. According to Pfeffer and Salancik (2003), distribution of power and high exertion of control can emerge 
when there is resource dependence. Dependency creates power among groups/individuals. As we have shown in 
this article, funding arrangements are directly linked to the recruitment strategies employed by donors where IDEs 
occupy higher positions compared to their NDE counterparts which in turn leads to unequal power relations. The 
landscape of development, due to the funding mechanism, is almost entirely favourable towards the actors who give 
money and/or people coming from that side. In most cases, the option is to cohere with the donors and the process is 
well-known but subtle, and certainly not frequently spoken about, as was again explained by a donor agency member 
of staff in July 2017:

The donor is always smart and the tactic they use is that sometimes they give you the options they 
have so that you get to know the effects and it proves to be difficult not to abide by their rules. I was 
in [a donor agency] when we were told that if we don't do what the donors want, the money given to 
us will be moved from Ghana to other countries. What would you do? You will go the way of the donor 
because they have already shown you the available options for their money.

It is also important to mention that, while recognizing that donors set the agenda in terms of development poli-
cies, NDEs are not without agency. Indeed, our findings point to the fact that NDEs use their agency to contest 
and deal with the terms of aid and their relationship with IDEs. We have shown how the self-seeking interests of 
NDEs influence national development (at times negatively) in the context of Ghana. Our findings on the agency 
of NDEs resonate with existing studies that highlight how local aid actors exert their agency in negotiating, 
shaping, and driving their engagements with donors (see, for example, Mohan & Lambert, 2013; Sou, 2021). 
As documented by Sou (2021), senior civil servants in Antigua and Barbuda subverted the hierarchies in their 
engagements with donors by drawing on their experiences and understanding of the local context and engage-
ments in subtle forms of resistance in their partnerships with foreign consultants. These include disagreement 
and dismissal of consultants and confrontational arguments which in turn disrupts hierarchies between NDEs 
and IDEs.

Notwithstanding the agency of the NDEs, we have clearly evidenced that since IDEs and their governments 
provide the financial resources, it creates opportunities for the IDEs to hold leadership positions. Such practice 
enables IDEs to supervise the NDEs who may have greater experience, qualifications, and better contextual knowl-
edge. However, as Sundberg (2019b) highlights, local desk officers in Tanzania despite their contextual knowledge 
were often considered less competent and their professional opinions were valued less by their foreign counterparts. 
Our empirical evidence clearly demonstrates how funding arrangements or resource dependency influence recruit-
ment decisions. For instance, many respondents shared experiences of mentoring foreign interns who had become 
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their superiors at the workplace mainly because of their nationality or identity as foreigners as explained in October 
2018 by a member of staff of a bilateral donor agency:

They come here for six to eight months to have an internship. That gives them the African experience. 
So, when there is a vacancy and the advert says, one must have both African and European experi-
ence, they can show that they have both. Even though it was only six to eight months’ internship, it 
gives him/her some leverage [….] When you mentor a foreign intern in Ghana, the next thing that 
could happen is that you might get an email where s/he informs you that s/he has been appointed as 
the Director of Programmes. S/he has just got around six months’ experience from Ghana under your 
mentorship but then fast-tracked to a senior position, and you [the NDE] will remain here in Ghana at 
your level for a long time.

Another respondent working for an international NGO added on 30 October 2018:

There are a number of them [the IDEs] we have worked with and they come to learn from us [as 
interns]. But immediately they leave, they get bigger positions […] There have been several positions 
within my organization but they have been limited to only to the Americans because that is their 
organization.

The above resonates with the observations of Shutt (2006) and Fassin (2007) about power inequities between 
foreign staff and local staff where the foreign staff, mostly white, tend to occupy the leadership positions. As Ong 
and Combinido (2018) describe among Filipino workers employed by international aid agencies, local aid workers 
are often positioned as “second-class citizens” or what Peters (2016) calls the “savage slots” when they engage 
with foreign staff. Our empirical evidence, therefore, shows that while some NDEs may have long years of expe-
rience and better understanding of the local contexts, they still occupy the lower positions and could therefore be 
treated as subordinates by their counterparts, IDEs. Such disparity is also manifested in gaps in the remuneration 
pack ages,  access to information and job mobility (Carr et al., 2010; McWha, 2011; Sundberg, 2019b). When NDEs 
are treated in this way, the implication is that it has the potential of affecting their performance because their career 
progression may be threatened by the expatriates who act as a glass ceiling (Syed et al., 2014). In addition, it may 
result in a lack of trust and feelings of hostility between IDEs and the NDEs (Toh & DeNisi, 2005).

The Ghana case further highlights that power inequities in aid-land are not only limited to IDE–NDE relation-
ships but also between and among NDEs and local actors especially politicians which in turn leads to the exclusion 
of the former in the design and implementation of development policies and programmes. In the case of Ghana, 
NDEs, despite their knowledge and experience, are often not in charge of the policy-making decisions, rather it is the 
politicians that mostly decide the fate of the country's development. In speaking about how politicians are in direct 
control of Ghana's development policies, a development consultant explained: “In Ghana, because of our democratic 
system, the power is always with the politicians rather than development experts when it comes to policy-making in 
the country.”

This is clearly an evidence of unequal power relations which are not restricted only to IDE–NDE relations. This 
is manifested in the actions of some powerful bureaucrats and politicians who tend to sideline the local experts 
as part of the efforts to promote their self-seeking interests. In fact, in Ghana, processes of development are not 
devoid of politics, power relations, and elites’ interests (Abdulai, 2017). Our findings complement the literature on 
the primacy of politics and power relations in shaping the design and implementation of development policies in 
Ghana (see Abdulai & Hulme, 2015). This is also not to suggest that NDEs are not involved at all in the formulation 
and implementation of development policies. Rather, in addition to unequal power relationships between the IDEs 
and NDEs, we highlight their limited roles as a result of their exclusion by politicians who often want to further their 
interests through national development. This was also attributed to the lack of a clear national development vision, 
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which presents an opportunity for politicians to further their self-seeking interests as an economic analyst explained 
in October 2018:

Development policies in Ghana is not working because as a nation, we have not clearly defined our 
development goals or vision. So, when we leave it to the politicians, they will do what they want in 
order to get votes during elections.

The ability of politicians to assert their authority over NDEs also stems in part from the politicization of development 
by the ruling elites in Ghana (Mohammed, 2021). The Ghanaian state is highly politicized, which in turn has implica-
tions for whether the NDEs can participate meaningfully in the development of the country. The political system of 
the country is characterized by competitive clientelism (Abdulai & Hulme, 2015; Mohammed, 2021). As the findings 
from this study suggest, many NDEs when expressing their views on national issues are wary of being tagged politi-
cally because of its implications for example, on career and their reputation. Some interviewees, such as this member 
of staff of a donor agency, commented in September 2017 that this is because of the ability of politicians to control 
NDEs, especially those working for think tanks:

You see no individual will go and do press conference but these think tanks are doing it on every 
national development issue. So that also exposes some think tanks. Most of these think tanks are 
sponsored by political parties and politicians, so they have an interest to begin with. They can also 
be neutral when they are self-funded but that is not the case here in Ghana. So, neutrality with think 
tanks is challenging in Ghana because of the interests of politicians. Their neutrality ends when some-
one [politicians] supports them.

In addition, some interviewees expressed the view that politicians’ control over the NDEs also relates to their ability 
to replace NDEs with certain positions in government agencies with “party people” as highlighted by a develop-
ment consultant who maintained that: “your ability to work as an NDE in government agencies depends on the 
political party that is in power.” As Appiah and Abdulai (2017) highlight, when there is the transition of power in 
Ghana, NDEs—including public servants who are perceived as “political enemies”—are often removed or transferred 
to undesirable/unfavourable locations. More importantly, the winner-takes-all politics in Ghana means that NDEs not 
aligned with the ruling government are often sidelined from national development and decision-making processes, as 
highlighted in the following quotations. The first is from an NGO employee in October 2018, “if you're an expert  and 
you know you can contribute meaningfully to the policy discussions, but because you're not affiliated to the political 
party in power, it will definitely limit you in some way.” A development consultant underlined this further, also in 
October 2018:

Because of the nature of the Ghanaian political system, NDEs cannot really express themselves 
or advocate very well on national development issues. Once you express a view that is against the 
government, the opposition parties will just take it and go and make noise about it.

Our empirical evidence suggests that important policy actors, including the National Development Planning Commis-
sion (NDPC) and technocrats, are often sidelined. This is due in part to the parallel governance and policy systems 
that tend to focus on achieving manifesto promises and the priorities of the ruling party. For instance, recent years 
have seen the establishment of units such as Economic Management Teams (EMTs) by ruling governments that 
provide technical inputs and policy directives for governments on matters of the economy and national development 
in general. For this reason, policy-making in Ghana is influenced largely by neo-patrimonial practices and clientelist 
political settlement which negatively disrupts and fragments national development policies, making “the EMT more 
influential in Cabinet decision making than NDPC” (Gatune et al., 2021, p. 5). This has also limited the influence of 
NDEs on national development issues.
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6 | CONCLUSION

This article focuses on how power dynamics between the IDEs and NDEs, and internal political structure and 
competition between NDEs and politicians, lead to NDEs’ exclusion from national development policy-making 
in Ghana. The way that power inequalities between the IDEs and NDEs, as evidenced in this article, eventually 
exclude the latter, complements and adds new insights to the existing knowledge relating to various relation-
ships around aid. Evidently, those who supply and control resources have leverage over those who rely on 
them. As the empirical findings clearly demonstrate, IDEs working with NDEs in Ghana are able to exercise 
agenda-setting and development decision-making powers mainly because their governments or organizations 
provide funding for many development projects in Ghana. This allows the IDEs to influence development poli-
cies and practices. The notion of development  expertise seems, it could be argued, to be attributed exclusively 
to foreigners.

In addition to highlighting the power differentials as one of the main reasons for NDEs’ exclusion in Ghana's 
development policy-making, it is also important to mention that the existing literature on local aid workers 
(Sou, 2021; Sundberg, 2019a) focuses exclusively on their engagements with foreign expatriates. Furthermore, 
some literature highlights the racialization of expertise and salary differentials (Carr et al., 2010; Kothari, 2006; 
Pailey, 2020; White, 2002). The empirical evidence presented in this article both augments the literature and adds 
new insights about internal dynamics, such as competition and power relations between NDEs and local actors 
(including bureaucrats and politicians), that are scarcely addressed in current scholarship. However, as our findings 
clearly manifest, NDEs are not a homogenous group, hence there are also internal dynamics fuelled in part by the 
perceived superiority of politicians in their relationships with NDEs. The distribution of power and the interests of 
the ruling elites (particularly politicians) are crucial for understanding why NDEs are often undermined and excluded 
from the policy-making processes. In fact, the formulation and implementation of development policies in Ghana 
have largely been undertaken exclusively by politicians, with little input from local or domestic non-state actors 
including development experts (Ohemeng, 2005). NDEs’ exclusion from national development undermines efforts 
to promote national ownership because absence of NDEs’ perspectives can make development policies limited with 
contextual understanding of development issues in the country. The exclusion of NDEs also creates opportunities 
for the politicization of national development policies, undermining inclusivity and policy continuity, and making the 
abandonment of development policies likely when there is a change in government. We argue that the politicization 
of the national development agenda negatively affects the ability of the country to design and implement long-term 
development policies and strategies. While acknowledging that the findings in this article have offered some impor-
tant, yet largely unexplored, perspectives on the processes that lead to the exclusion of NDEs from development 
policy-making and practice, it would not be prudent to claim that these are common to all aid-recipient countries 
based on a single-country case study.

While some of the extant scholarship highlights inequalities and power disparities among IDEs and NDEs and 
suggests that NDEs’ knowledge is seen as less reliable (Koch, 2020), leading to their being given “inferior desk-based 
roles” in local country offices (Sundberg, 2019a) and being tasked with less important undertakings (Kothari, 2006) 
as well as receiving significantly lower remuneration (McWha, 2011), we feel that future research should seek to 
undertake comparative studies to provide an understanding into the underlying factors and processes accounting 
for the exclusion of NDEs in national development in other contexts. A comparative perspective on NDEs could 
inform efforts to deepen the scholarship relating to these important yet almost invisible development actors. As part 
of efforts to expand the emerging literature on NDEs, future research could usefully examine how NDEs use their 
agency and room for manoeuvring to subvert control and cope with unequal power relations with politicians and 
IDEs. This will also help to provide insights into the political economy of development assistance and the micropolitics 
of knowledge generation in international development.

16 of 19

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12656 by U

niversity O
f South W

ales, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
We thank Victor Essel for his support in the conducting of the fieldwork in Ghana. We are also grateful to the 
respondents for their participation in this research.

FUNDING INFORMATION
This work was supported by the University of South Wales, United Kingdom, under the Dean's Research Fund.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
Data available on request from the authors: The data that support the findings of this study are available from the 
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

ORCID
Palash Kamruzzaman  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6363-7186

REFERENCES
Abdulai, A. G. (2017). Rethinking spatial inequality in development: The primacy of power relations. Journal of International 

Development, 29(3), 386–403. https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.3265
Abdulai, A. G. (2021). Competitive clientelism, donors and the politics of social protection uptake in Ghana. Critical Social 

Policy, 41(2), 270–293. https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018320945605
Abdulai, A. G., & Hulme, D. (2015). The politics of regional inequality in Ghana: State elites, donors and PRSPs. Development 

Policy Review, 33(5), 529–553. https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12124
Abraham, K. A. A. (2019). The role and activities of policy institutes for participatory governance in Ghana. In H. M. Grimm 

(Ed.), In public policy research in the Global South: A cross country perspective (pp. 151–170). Springer. https://doi.org/  
10.1007/978-3-030-06061-9_9

Agyekum, H. A. (2021). ‘Monkeys play by sizes’: The reconstruction of military hierarchy in Ghana's armed forces. Africa, 
91(5), 874–892. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972021000620

Appiah, D., & Abdulai, A.-G. (2017). Competitive clientelism and the politics of core public sector reform in Ghana (ESID Working 
Paper No. 82). https://www.effective-states.org/working-paper-82/

Brass, J. N., Schon, J., Baldwin, E., & MacLean, L. M. (2020). Spatial analysis of bureaucrats’ attempts to resist political capture 
in a developing democracy: The distribution of solar panels in Ghana. Political Geography, 76, 102087. https://doi.org/  
10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102087

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 
589–597. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

Brown, S. (2017). Foreign aid and national ownership in Mali and Ghana. Forum for Development Studies, 44(3), 335–356. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039410.2017.1344728

Carr, S. C., McWha, I., MacLachlan, M., & Furnham, A. (2010). International–local remuneration differences across six coun-
tries: Do they undermine poverty reduction work? International Journal of Psychology, 45(5), 321–340. https://doi.org/
10.1080/00207594.2010.491990

Chambers, R. (1997). Whose reality counts? Intermediate Technology Publications.
Crewe, E., & Harrison, E. (1998). Whose development? Zed Books.
de Haan, A. (2009). How the aid industry works: An introduction to international development. Kumarian Press.
Easterly, W. (2013). The tyranny of experts: Economists, dictators, and the forgotten rights of the poor. Basic Books.
Escobar, A. (1995). Encountering development: The making and unmaking of the Third World. Princeton University Press.
Eyben, R. (2006). Introduction. In R. Eyben (Ed.), Relationships for aid (pp. 1–17). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/97818  

49772327
Fassin, D. (2007). Humanitarianism as a politics of life. Public Culture, 19(3), 499–520. https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-  

2007-007
Gatune, J., Commodore, R., Darko, R., Atengble, K. O., Harris, D., Osei, D. R., Oteng-Abayie, F. E., Shah, N., Bainson, A. K., 

Fenny, A., Osei, C., & Rosengren, A. (2021). The role of evidence in policymaking in Ghana: A political economy analysis. 
SEDI.

Holmes, C. (2021). Standing out and blending in: Contact-based research, ethics, and positionality. PS: Political Science & 
Politics, 54(3), 443–447 10.1017/S1049096520002024.

Kamruzzaman, P. (2013). ‘Civil society’ or ‘comprador class’, participation or parroting? Progress in Development Studies, 13(1), 
31–49. https://doi.org/10.1177/146499341201300103

17 of 19

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12656 by U

niversity O
f South W

ales, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6363-7186
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6363-7186
https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.3265
https://doi.org/10.1177/0261018320945605
https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12124
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-06061-9_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-06061-9_9
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0001972021000620
https://www.effective-states.org/working-paper-82/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102087
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2019.102087
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039410.2017.1344728
https://doi.org/10.1080/00207594.2010.491990
https://doi.org/10.1080/00207594.2010.491990
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781849772327
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781849772327
https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-2007-007
https://doi.org/10.1215/08992363-2007-007
https://doi.org/10.1177/146499341201300103


KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

Kamruzzaman, P. (2017). Understanding the role of national development experts in development ethnography. Development 
Policy Review, 35(1), 39–63. https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12200

Kamruzzaman, P. (2021). ‘Epistemic injustice’ in aid sector and agenda for researching national development experts. Social 
Epistemology Review and Reply Collective, 10(6), 77–84 https://social-epistemology.com/2021/06/28/epistemic-  
injustice-in-aid-sector-and-agenda-for-researching-national-development-experts-palash-kamruzzaman/

Koch, S. (2020). “The local consultant will not be credible”: How epistemic injustice is experienced and practised in develop-
ment aid. Social Epistemology, 34(5), 478–489. https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2020.1737749

Kothari, U. (2006). An agenda for thinking about ‘race’ in development. Progress in Development Studies, 6(1), 9–23. https://
doi.org/10.1191/1464993406ps124oa

Kumi, E., & Kamruzzaman, P. (2021). Understanding the motivations and roles of national development experts in Ghana: 
‘We do all the donkey work and they take the glory’. Third World Quarterly, 42(6), 1157–1175. https://doi.org/10.1080
/01436597.2021.1877127

Langdon, J. (2013). Decolonising development studies: Reflections on critical pedagogies in action. Canadian Journal of Devel-
opment Studies, 34(3), 384–399. https://doi.org/10.1080/02255189.2013.825205

Lemke, T. (2001). The birth of bio-politics: Michel Foucault’s lecture at the College de France on neo-liberal governmentality. 
Economy and Society, 30(2), 190–207. https://doi.org/10.1080/03085140120042271

Lewis, D., & Mosse, D. (2006). Development brokers and translators: The ethnography of aid agencies. Kumarian Press.
Li, T. M. (2007). The will to improve: Governmentality, development, and the practice of politics. Duke University Press.
Marriage, Z. (2006). Not breaking the rules, not playing the game: International assistance to countries at war. Hurst & Co.
Mathijssen, B., McNally, D., Dogra, S., Maddrell, A., Beebeejaun, Y., & McClymont, K. (2021). Diverse teams researching diver-

sity: Negotiating identity, place and embodiment in qualitative research. Qualitative Research. Advance online publication. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941211006004

Mawdsley, E. (2014). Public perceptions of India’s role as an international development cooperation partner: Domestic 
responses to rising ‘donor’ visibility. Third World Quarterly, 35(6), 958–979. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2014.
907721

McWha, I. (2011). The roles of, and relationships between, expatriates, volunteers, and local development workers. Develop-
ment in Practice, 21(1), 29–40. https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2011.530225

Mohammed, A. R. (2021). The politicisation of social programmes: Insights from Ghana's school feeding programme. Devel-
opment in Practice, 32(7), 901–911. https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2021.1937568

Mohan, G., & Lampert, B. (2013). Negotiating China: Reinserting African agency into China–Africa relations. African Affairs, 
112(446), 92–110. https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/ads065

Mvulirwenande, S., Wehn, U., & Alaerts, G. (2019). Policy factors explaining the failure of delegated management in water 
supply: Evidence from Ghana. Water International, 44(1), 14–30. https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2018.1539697

Ohemeng, F. L. K. (2005). Getting the state right: Think tanks and the dissemination of new public management ideas in 
Ghana. The Journal of Modern African Studies, 43(3), 443–465. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X05001047

Ong, J. C., & Combinido, P. (2018). Local aid workers in the digital humanitarian project: Between “second class citizens” and 
“entrepreneurial survivors”. Critical Asian Studies, 50(1), 86–102. https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401937

Pailey, R. N. (2020). De-centring the ‘white gaze’ of development. Development and Change, 51(3), 729–745. https://doi.
org/10.1111/dech.12550

Patel, K. (2020). Race and a decolonial turn in development studies. Third World Quarterly, 41(9), 1463–1475. https://doi.org/
10.1080/01436597.2020.1784001

Peters, R. W. (2016). Local in practice: Professional distinctions in Angolan development work. American Anthropologist, 
118(3), 495–507. https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12597

Peters, R. W. (2020). Implementing inequality: The invisible labor of international development. Rutgers University Press.
Pfeffer, J., & Salancik, G. R. (2003). The external control of organizations: A resource dependence perspective. Stanford University 

Press.
Scott, J. C. (1990). Domination and the arts of resistance: Hidden transcripts. Yale University Press.
Scott-Villiers, P. (2011). We are not poor! Dominant and subaltern discourses of pastoralist development in the Horn of 

Africa. Journal of International Development, 23(6), 771–781. https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.1809
Shutt, C. (2006). Power in aid relationships: A personal view. IDS Bulletin, 37(6), 79–87. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-  

5436.2006.tb00325.x
Sou, G. (2021). Aid micropolitics: Everyday southern resistance to racialized and geographical assumptions of expertise. Envi-

ronment and Planning C: Politics and Space, 40(4), 876–894. https://doi.org/10.1177/239965442110481
Sundberg, M. (2019a). Donors dealing with ‘aid effectiveness’ inconsistencies: National staff in foreign aid agencies in Tanza-

nia. Journal of Eastern African Studies, 13(3), 445–464. https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2019.1628384
Sundberg, M. (2019b). National staff in public foreign aid: Aid localization in practice. Human Organization, 78(3), 253–263 

10.17730/0018-7259.78.3.253.

18 of 19

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12656 by U

niversity O
f South W

ales, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12200
https://social-epistemology.com/2021/06/28/epistemic-injustice-in-aid-sector-and-agenda-for-researching-national-development-experts-palash-kamruzzaman/
https://social-epistemology.com/2021/06/28/epistemic-injustice-in-aid-sector-and-agenda-for-researching-national-development-experts-palash-kamruzzaman/
https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2020.1737749
https://doi.org/10.1191/1464993406ps124oa
https://doi.org/10.1191/1464993406ps124oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1877127
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2021.1877127
https://doi.org/10.1080/02255189.2013.825205
https://doi.org/10.1080/03085140120042271
https://doi.org/10.1177/14687941211006004
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2014.907721
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2014.907721
https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2011.530225
https://doi.org/10.1080/09614524.2021.1937568
https://doi.org/10.1093/afraf/ads065
https://doi.org/10.1080/02508060.2018.1539697
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022278X05001047
https://doi.org/10.1080/14672715.2017.1401937
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12550
https://doi.org/10.1111/dech.12550
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.1784001
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2020.1784001
https://doi.org/10.1111/aman.12597
https://doi.org/10.1002/jid.1809
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2006.tb00325.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-5436.2006.tb00325.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/239965442110481
https://doi.org/10.1080/17531055.2019.1628384


KAMRUZZAMAN ANd KUMI

Syed, J., Hazboun, N. G., & Murray, P. A. (2014). What locals want: Jordanian employees' views on expatriate managers. The 
International Journal of Human Resource Management, 25(2), 212–233. https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2013.812975

Toh, S., & DeNisi, A. (2005). A local perspective to expatriate success. Academy of Management Executive, 19(1), 132–146. 
https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2005.15841966

Tortajada, C. (2016). Nongovernmental organizations and influence on global public policy. Asia & the Pacific Policy Studies, 
2(3), 266–274. https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.134

Turner, S. P. (2013). The politics of expertise. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315884974
Watene, K., & Yap, M. (2015). Culture and sustainable development: Indigenous contributions. Journal of Global Ethics, 11(1), 

51–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2015.1010099
White, S. C. (2002). Thinking race, thinking development. Third World Quarterly, 23(3), 407–419. https://doi.org/10.1080/  

01436590220138358
White, P. D. (2020). ‘Bastard children’: Unacknowledged consulting companies in development cooperation. International 

Development Planning Review, 42(2), 219–240. https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.2019.36
White, P. D. (2015). The spectrum of motivations, experiences and attitudes in technical development cooperation. Forum for 

Development Studies, 42(1), 89–112. https://doi.org/10.1080/08039410.2014.997790
Williams, M. J., & Yecalo-Tecle, L. (2020). Innovation, voice, and hierarchy in the public sector: Evidence from Ghana's civil 

service. Governance, 33(4), 789–807. https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12472
Wilson, G. (2006). Beyond the technocrat? The professional expert in development practice. Development and Change, 37(3), 

501–523. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0012-155X.2006.00488.x
Woll, B. (2008). Donor harmonisation and government ownership: multi-donor budget support in Ghana. The European Jour-

nal of Development Research, 20(1), 74–87. https://doi.org/10.1080/09578810701853215

How to cite this article: Kamruzzaman, P., & Kumi, E. (2023). Why national development experts are not 
included in development policy-making and practice: The case of Ghana. Development Policy Review, 00, 
e12656. https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12656

19 of 19

 14677679, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/dpr.12656 by U

niversity O
f South W

ales, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [20/01/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2013.812975
https://doi.org/10.5465/ame.2005.15841966
https://doi.org/10.1002/app5.134
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315884974
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449626.2015.1010099
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590220138358
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436590220138358
https://doi.org/10.3828/idpr.2019.36
https://doi.org/10.1080/08039410.2014.997790
https://doi.org/10.1111/gove.12472
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0012-155X.2006.00488.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/09578810701853215
https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12656

	Why national development experts are not included in development policy-making and practice: The case of Ghana
	Summary
	1 | INTRODUCTION
	2 | DEVELOPMENT EXPERTS IN INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
	3 | RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND THE GHANAIAN CONTEXT
	4 | KEY FINDINGS
	4.1 | Power dynamics between IDEs and NDEs
	4.2 | Internal political structure, competition, and power dynamics between politicians and NDEs

	5 | DISCUSSION
	6 | CONCLUSION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	FUNDING INFORMATION
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
	ORCID
	REFERENCES


