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Abstract 

Foreign aid is an integral aspect of international cooperation. The complexity and controversy 

of foreign aid has sparked a debate about the capacity of aid to foster development. This 

paper analyses the underlying discourses of UK and Sweden’s foreign aid strategies. 

Dryzek’s discourse analysis model was used in this paper to assess the respective aid 

strategies of the UK and Sweden and describe how foreign aid actors view and understand 

developmental issues. Foreign aid strategies have been applied to various development 

contexts such as economic growth, basic needs, human capabilities, and the goal achievement 

like the Millennium Development Goals and the current Sustainable Development Goals. 

Additionally, geostrategic, economical, and political factors orientate aid strategies. The 

comparison between aid strategies of the UK and Sweden shows that the UK and Swedish 

discourses emphasise on democratic states and individuals as key factors for a sustain 

development in recipient countries. Their discourses, however, differ in their approach to 

effectiveness of aid and the conditions they use around aid. 
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GDP Gross Domestic Product 

Figure 1. The abbreviations that will be used throughout the paper.  
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1. Introduction 

For decades, donors have provided large volumes of foreign aid to countries even to countries 

with a dictatorship such as Mobutu’s Zaire, Marco’s Philippines, and Mugabe’s Zimbabwe. 

In some instances, aid was controlled entirely by these dictators (Birchler et al. 2016). 

However, in several cases, countries such as Taiwan in the 1950s, Botswana and the Republic 

of Korea in the 1960s, have used aid towards economic growth, where the Official 

Development Assistance1 (ODA) alone has brought ten million people out of poverty every 

year (Harrigan & Wang 2011). This has led to an important question: under which conditions 

foreign aid has performed well and is effective?  

The failure of foreign aid has been attributed to factors such as corruption, inefficiencies and 

bureaucratic failures in the recipient countries as well as inappropriate conditions around aid 

and lack of coordination between donors and recipient countries (Harrigan & Wang 2011). 

The fall of the Berlin wall following the end of the Cold War has led to a shift in the 

international cooperation that started considering that in addition to aid strategies, 

development policies of recipient countries determined their economic development (World 

Bank, 1998). Foreign aid objectives of donor countries too are often distorted by their 

commercial strategic and political motives (Harrigan & Wang 2011). These strategies are 

highly relevant as they are embodied in development discourses, which in turn guide and 

shape aid operations.  

Although, some aid actors would occasionally circumvent governments to target their aid 

projects directly to their cause their cause, ODA is generally allocated through the 

governments of recipient countries. This means that the aid strategy of the donors and how it 

interacts with the recipient country matters in fostering development. Dreher and Kilby 

argued that if the donor were motivated by the recipient’s need, then its allocation decision 

would depend on how the recipient uses aid. This induces the recipient to select 

developmental policies. However, the opposite is true as well, if the donor were motivated by 

self-interest, then the scope to influence policy is limited (2010). Donor aid strategies do have 

considerable influence on local development strategies in recipient countries.  

                                                           
1 Official Development Assistance (ODA) is defined by the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) as 

Government aid that promotes and specifically targets the economic development and welfare of developing 

countries. The DAC adopted ODA as the “gold standard” of foreign aid in 1969 and it remains the main source 

of financing for development aid.  
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This indicates that even if mutual accountability is an important aspect in the donor-recipient 

relationship, donor’ countries aid strategies highly account in aid success.  

In this paper, the foreign aid strategies of two prominent donors will be called analysed to 

understand how their aid can impact the development of recipient countries. These strategies 

are often communicated in official policy documents and therefore it matters to examine how 

discourse is carried out in these documents, the issues they prioritise and their concept of 

development with the goal of decreasing the gap between resource and people’s needs.       

1.1. Purpose and research background 

In this section, I will discuss the aim of my research and contextualise the backgrounds of 

UK and Sweden that I will be analysing and comparing.  

The analysis will study their latest governmental aid documents namely: “UK aid: tackling 

global challenges in the national interest (DFID 2015)” and the “Policy framework for 

Swedish development cooperation and humanitarian assistance (Government of Sweden 

2016). It uses an analytical framework that will assess their potential effects on aid 

effectiveness in recipient countries. The analytical framework will be discussed in the 

methodology section.  

I selected to examine the strategies of these two countries for several reasons. First, in 2017, 

both the UK and Sweden were among the top five Europeans countries meeting the minimum 

ODA spending target of .7 per cent of GNI set by the United Nations (OECD 2018). Second, 

both countries were rated among the top ten best foreign policies according to the Centre of 

Global Development (2017). Sweden appears to be driven by altruistic motives, pushing the 

international donor coordination agenda (Hårsmar 2010). The World Bank considers the UK 

as the second “thought leader” among aid donors, which has a considerable influence in 

international development fora (Fisher 2014). These metrics are useful to benchmark 

productive foreign aid development and the two countries are active players in international 

development. 

Since this is a discourse analysis, I would like to clarify that my paper does not focus on the 

foreign aid agencies, but on the aid strategies, as represented in their official strategic 

documents. However, the agencies will be referred to when discussing policy 

implementation. The UK’s agency is known as the Department for International 
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Development (DFID), while Sweden’s is the Swedish International Development Agency for 

Cooperation (SIDA)  

In 2017, the UK was the second largest foreign aid provider just behind the United States. It 

was also the first G82 country to reach the United Nations 0.7 aid target (Clarke 2016). The 

UK is active in 34 countries across Africa, Asia, and the Middle East and has four regional 

programmes in the Caribbean, Middle East and North Africa, Overseas Territories, and Sahel 

(DFID 2018). The UK has officially backed the framework called the 2030 Agenda of 

sustainable development and arguably wants to play a leading role in securing the 

implementation of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) built upon the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs). The UK is the first European donor in terms of aid volume of 

19.31 Billion (OECD 2014).  

The UK has played an important role in shaping the framework that led to the 2030 Agenda 

(Clarke 2018). Although it has used a variety of aid strategies, a significant shift was when 

the primary focus on poverty became a dual focus on poverty and fragility from the years 

2000. The UK allocated at least 50 per cent of new bilateral aid to fragile states in 2014-15 

(Clarke 2018). Other significant shifts involved the support towards a private sector 

development and conflict-affected countries rather than to the poorest. It emphasised the 

independent evaluation and separating aid from economic interests taking an apolitical 

approach to managing their donations (Clarke 2018).  

Sweden is the first European donor to cross the aid-spending target (1.09 % of GNI) and is a 

key actor in the International Development Aid system (OECD 2014). The country carries 

out development cooperation with a total of 35 countries in Africa, Asia, Europe and Latin 

America (SIDA 2018). As Hårsmar pointed out, Sweden is reputed to be a trustworthy 

dialogue partner on poverty reduction, and its aid strategy may be guided by altruistic 

motives (2010).  

Sweden has conducted extensive ODA since the 1970s, and since 2006 its aid spending has 

amounted to about 1 per cent of the GNI annually (OECD 2017; United Nations 2017). It was 

the first country in 1974 to meet the spending target of 0.7 per cent of GNP (CGD 2013; 

OECD 2013; Government of Sweden 2016). Sweden continues to target spending 1 per cent 

                                                           
2 The G8 is a group of country with 8 members namely the UK, the United States, Canada, France, Germany, 

Italy, Japan, and Russia. The group holds a summit every year to discuss global issues such as foreign aid, 

international terrorism, transboundary environmental problems…etc. 
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of the GNI (SIDA 2018). Furthermore, Sweden’s aid strategy has been regarded to be 

separated from its commercial interests, focusing instead on needs and good policies in 

recipient countries (Hårsmar 2010).   

Sweden has conveyed different strategies over time in their documentation, depending on the 

global development context and its approach to poverty reduction and development. Poverty 

alleviation, support for human rights, justice and equality have been the main objectives of 

Swedish aid since the first government bill on cooperation development in 1962 (Hårsmar 

2010; Baulch 2015). Successive government policies and papers including the government 

bills of 1978, 1988 and 1998 have sought to strengthen these objectives. Swedish aid, which 

was previously distributed across recipient countries, has prioritised cooperation development 

with only few countries. One hundred and twenty countries were receiving Swedish 

development assistance since the mid-1990s. This shift in the country’s programmatic focus 

was adopted in 2006, which aimed to concentrate on Sweden’s bilateral development 

cooperation with 33 development cooperation partners (Baulch 2015). The shift in Swedish 

aid strategy in 2006 has focused its development cooperation on three thematic and priorities: 

(i) democracy and human rights; (ii) gender equality and the role of women; (iii) environment 

and climate change (Government Office of Sweden 2008; Baulch 2015).  

1.2. Research questions  

My analysis will focus on the following question:  

What are the similarities and differences within the discourses between UK and Swedish aid 

strategies and to what extent did these discourses have potential effects on aid effectiveness 

in recipient countries? 

To answer the above question, my approach will categorise the aid strategies of the UK and 

Sweden and determine the similarities and differences as well as their implications. The paper 

will identify the discourses of each aid strategy and analyse potential impacts of these 

discourses on aid effectiveness.  

1.3. Definition of key terms 

A lot of misunderstandings in human communication results from people bringing different 

meanings to the words they use in speaking and writing. Therefore, for the purpose of clarity, 

and to avoid this difficulty, it is necessary for this paper to clarify the meanings assigned to 

the terms discourses, aid effectiveness, and aid strategies. 
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Discourse: Discourse is tied to our way of thinking and communicating about people, things, 

the social organization of society and the relationships among and between all three. 

Discourse structures and orders our lives and relationships with others, and society and thus 

influencing what we can think and know (Cole 2018). In line with this, sociologists frame 

discourses as a productive force because it shapes our thoughts, ideas, beliefs, values, 

identities, interactions with others, and our behaviours. Similarly, Dryzek (2013) refers to 

discourse as a shared way of apprehending the world. It is embedded in language, and the 

adherents of discourses use a particular kind of language to address issues, and this language 

rests on common definitions, judgments, assumptions and contentions (Dryzek 2013, P 9). 

Thus, discourse will be regarded in this paper determine how the UK and Swedish 

governments perceive development and poverty reduction in developing countries and how 

development issues are communicated in strategic documents. 

Aid effectiveness: Effectiveness refers to the extent to which a specific intervention, 

procedure, regimen or service, when deployed in the field in routine circumstances does what 

it is intended to do for a specific population. The literature has commonly associated aid 

effectiveness to rising income. However, as pointed out by Kosack (2003), rising income is 

an important feature of aid effectiveness but not the only criterion that should determine aid 

effectiveness. Aid effectiveness is the ability to improve overall life quality meaning the 

attainment of those tools, which give a person the freedom to live a successful life in the 

modern world (Kosack 2003, P 1). Aid effectiveness, in this paper, will be examined as the 

potential impacts of strategies and discourses utilized by UK and Sweden on people living in 

developing countries to have the freedom to live a successful or a good quality of life.  

Aid strategy: Strategy is commonly defined as the art of planning and directing actions 

designed to achieve a long term or overall objective. Even though the development aid actors 

often claim to have a common goal— poverty reduction and welfare creation—these actors 

use different strategies. Aid strategies will be regarded in this paper as development 

approaches, plans and policies used by the UK and Sweden to allocate foreign aid that can 

help people in need to have the freedom to live a good quality of life.  

Over time, different aid strategies have been used in the foreign aid field. These strategies 

have mostly been associated with global development approaches that have helped some 

developing countries to improve life conditions to some extent (Mosley, Hudson & Horrell, 

1987). However, others aid strategies associated with many other purposes have instead of 



6 

 

helping people in need, strengthened the commercial and geo-strategic interests of donors. It 

helped them to resolve domestic problems such as unemployment through foreign aid 

programmes (Ireton 2013). This paper will present and discuss some aid strategies used 

gradually with time as well as the main development approaches that have dominated the 

foreign aid field.     
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2. Literature review 

In this section I will first review the literature on international development and foreign aid. I 

will then look at research surrounding aid effectiveness, aid strategies through policies, and 

development perspective that have shaped and guided the foreign aid strategies over time.  

2.1. Aid and aid effectiveness obstacles 

The concept of effectiveness is linked to programmatic performance and strategic impact in 

in reducing poverty at the targeted countries (Elayah 2016). Therefore, aid effectiveness is 

highly relevant when examining foreign aid strategies. 

Foreign aid has been defined in political realism as a tool that originated in the Cold War to 

influence the political judgments of recipient countries in a bipolar struggle. While liberal 

internationalism has defined foreign aid as a set of programmatic measures designed to 

enhance the socio-economic and political development of recipient countries. Finally, the 

world system perspective argues that foreign aid is a means of constraining the development 

of recipient countries, promoting unequal accumulation of capital in the world (Hattori 2001). 

Thus, it appears that there is no broad consensus on the purpose of foreign aid.   

Aid can also be considered a good act an actor (A) should do towards another actor (B) 

without any expectation of direct benefits. In this process, A is the donor country and B is the 

recipient country in the field. Gibson et al. (2005) have even tried to analyse this relationship 

in comparison to the story of the Jew who had been attacked, robbed, and left to die on the 

roadside and would surely never have survived without the Good Samaritan who rendered 

what aid he could and took the injured man to an inn to recover. The question to him then 

was “Why was a first century Samaritan able to provide aid whereas the developed world of 

the twenty-first century finds it so difficult?” The answer is tied to the existence of factors 

such as the breadth and the complexity of foreign aid field and the variety of actors involved 

in aid operations.  

First, foreign aid is a broad field because it concerns more than 100 developing countries 

around the world (Alkire et al. 2014) and represents a complex field in the sense that there are 

no existing strategies to reduce poverty and create welfare rather it’s about experiencing and 

learning processes. Secondly, an important gamut of actors such as states, private companies, 

non-governmental organisations (NGOs), civil society organisations as well as other 
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subcontractor organisations are all involved at different levels in aid operations with often 

diverse motives and goals (Gibson et al. 2005).  

The above factors make foreign aid a field where there are gains and losses all the time 

(Birdsall et al. 2011). One might argue that this situation makes international aid work like a 

business rather than an organized solidarity action towards those in need. In line with this, 

Gibson (2011) stated that “this process is perceived as a web of strategic relations among the 

various actor groups involved, whose incentives to contribute to foreign aid are assumed – 

and empirically shown – to depend on wide gamut of factors, ranging from personal concerns 

and career ambitions to organizational and contractual arrangements” (P 4).  

For decades now, foreign aid actors have spoken about aid effectiveness noting that even if 

foreign aid has achieved success to some degree, aid has not succeeded in its fundamental 

goals to reduce poverty worldwide (Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, 2005). For this 

reason, scholars, organizations, and authors have tried to understand foreign aid and its 

implications. However, one might question the essence of foreign aid and why it exists. 

Foreign aid is a complex field and a phenomenon with a plurality of ramifications and 

understanding its essence can be relevant in the actual debate about aid.  

Foreign aid has also been defined as an essential approach to implementing foreign policies 

and a product of the two world wars and the subsequent Cold War (Pickard, Louis, and Buss, 

2009 P 60). Picard et al. have stated that there are three motivations for foreign aid: “self-

interest”, “a concern for national security”, and “a sense of obligation and charity as some 

form of humanitarian reasonabilities” (2009, P. 284). However, foreign aid has often been 

presented by donors as an international solidarity approach to help developing countries get 

out from poverty. In this light, self-interest and concerns for national security tend to be 

concealed. Furthermore, Fejerskov (2016) has investigated how foreign aid through 

international cooperation has often been a strategic means for rich countries to control 

resources and geostrategic positions. According to Fejerskov, in development cooperation 

between donors and recipients, the success or failure of development projects is often a 

negotiated truth, a social construction of facts (2016).  

Thus, foreign aid is not only based on solidarity and “good Samaritan’s thoughts” because 

there are winners and losers in the aid delivery system all the time (Birdsall et al. 2011). One 

might argue that the negotiated truth pointed out by Fejerskov can shadow personal interests 

for both donors and recipients. Such context can be interpreted in different manners. Aid, for 
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example, can be perceived as a “business” through which donor countries use different 

strategies to promote their domestic economic interests (McLean 2015; Ireton 2013). Helping 

people in need and promoting domestic economic interests implies giving priority. It can be 

challenging for developed countries to compromise their economic interests to help others in 

need. In this light, helping people in need can be an option while promoting domestic 

economic interests tend to be a necessity in the current worldwide capitalist system.  

Alternative solutions have been elaborated in international agreements and scholarship. The 

objective of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness in 2005 was to significantly increase 

aid effectiveness and supporting efforts to strengthen governance and improve development 

performance (The Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness 2005). The Paris Declaration has 

emphasized requirements such the mutual accountability of aid actors, communication 

between aid actors, the definition of measures and standards of performance to strengthen the 

effectiveness of aid. Nancy Birdsall et al. (2011) have stressed the Cash on Delivery (COD) 

strategy as an alternative results-based approach involving independent verification to 

measure progress in recipient’s countries before they receive aid. One can argue that such an 

approach factors risks of the recipient country in delivering outcomes. Mutual accountability 

may work toward transferring full ownership and responsibility of the aid to the recipient 

country. The perverse incentives in the aid delivery system identified by Gibson (2011), the 

efforts of the Paris Declaration (2005) as well as the COD approach can certainly improve aid 

effectiveness, but what about donor strategies through their foreign policies that shape aid 

operations? Do donors strategies matter in sustain development?  

2.2. Aid strategies and foreign policies 

Aid strategies guide institutional actions and thus must be adapted and actualised to 

effectively face the challenges of a changing world. Ireton (2013) has discussed the UK’s 

foreign aid and how the government responded in terms of aid strategy to the changing 

international context after the Second World War. The motives of aid were essentially two-

fold. On the one hand, it was a moral imperative that welfare countries should provide 

resources to the poor countries and on the other hand, the motive was what has been called “a 

complex set of issues around self-interests” (Ireton 2013, P 19). This aid strategy in the Cold 

War context is not specific to the UK, rather, it was common strategy of Western countries. 

In fact, during the Cold War, the West wished to have developing countries adopt a pro-

western stance and not be seduced into the Soviet Union camp. At that time, the predominant 
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strategy behind development aid consisted mostly of bolstering allies (Crawford 2001). The 

west has supported even authoritarian regimes at this period. One can argue that the policy 

orientation has mostly consisted for industrialized countries to reinforce their own strategic 

and geo-political interests instead of creating welfare in developing countries. Foreign aid 

strategies have been used for political interests up to 1989 (Crawford 2001). 

After the Cold War, following the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989, there was less justification 

for donors to support right-wings authoritarian regimes and thus foreign aid became less 

determined by geo-political interests and compromises (Crawford 2001). The removal of 

competition between the West and East has led to an important shift in the strategies of 

donors. The post-Cold War context has made it easier for donors to impose political 

conditions on recipient countries. A new policy agenda emphasised democracy and human 

rights in donor countries at the end of the Cold War.  

The new aid strategy consisted of “forcing” recipient countries to move towards 

democratization processes. The global aid strategy thus required from recipient countries 

commitments to democracy and the liberal market reform (Pankaj 2005). These requirements 

have resulted in more harm than good, particularly in Africa. It can be acknowledged that 

democracy was not the problem, but that these countries were not ready and did not have 

institutions that could shelter and diffuse democratization processes.  

Democracy was perceived as providing the right political context to sustain economic reform 

efforts (Crawford 2001). In this light, it has been commented concerning Africa that “The 

reasoning behind political conditionality was partly economic because economic failure in 

Africa was in some due to the absence of democracy and political accountability and that 

without political change the imposition of economical conditionality…would not produce the 

desired economic results” (Crawford 2001, P 13).  

Arguably, aid strategies that have been used to support authoritarian regimes to make them 

allies during the Cold War, have later been used to influence political leaders to abandon their 

authoritarian practices and move towards democratization and market reforms. One of the 

products of these aid strategies, for example, has been the Structural Adjustment Programmes 

(SAPs) initiated by the World Bank in the 1990. The SAPs are mostly concerned with 

economic reforms such as privatisations and have been imposed on most developing 

countries as a political condition of foreign aid. The SAPs are known to have been 

unsuccessful especially in Africa; the World Bank claims that they have been badly 
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implemented (Crawford 2001, P 13). Today, most national companies that have been 

privatised in Africa through the SAPs are owned by western multinational companies, which 

have monopolised the market. Moreover, this monopolization of the market has been most 

beneficial to firms of the main World Bank donors (G 10) and has been used to make and 

unmake some undesirable regimes in developing countries (Foch 2013). This means that 

donors have often had concealed motives and interests behind aid strategies they have used to 

“support” recipient countries.   

Although development through foreign aid has improved circumstances in some countries, 

strategic interests of donor countries cannot be discounted.  Moreover, aid strategies are often 

linked with the donor’s approach to development. What are these approaches that have 

shaped foreign aid policy orientation?   

2.3. Aid and development approaches 

In the beginning, most aid strategies have depended on physical infrastructure, agricultural 

research, and sustaining and improving public sector institutions, particularly in former 

colonies (Ireton 2013, P 70). The focus on these three areas have partly increased the 

aggregate growth in many developing countries but at the same time created an outright 

discrimination against some poor groups: the self-employed small farmers, rural artisans, and 

members of the rapidly growing urban informal sector (Chenery et al. 1974).  

These categories of people mentioned above in fact were excluded from the growth model 

based on the Gross Domestic Product (GDP3). The discrimination created by the aggregate 

growth approach against poor groups, highlighted above by Chenery et al. (1974) shows that 

people were not the centre of this development approach. In this light, Frances Stewart 

pointed out that the aggregate growth was not designed as a measure of social welfare (1985), 

thus making the growth in GDP fail in creating social welfare and made many foreign aid 

actors to adopt the basic needs approach of development.  

The “basic needs” approach always includes the fulfilment of certain standards such as food, 

water, educational service, shelter and clothing as well as non-material needs such as 

employment, participation, and political liberty (Frances, 1985). Indeed, this developmental 

                                                           
3 Gross Domestic Product is an effective way to measure a country’s economy. GDP is the total value of 
everything produced by all the people and companies in the country. It doesn’t matter if they are citizens or 
foreign-owned companies. If they are located within the country’s boundaries, the government counts their 
production as GDP.  
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approach is tied to the idea of human capacity enhancement which is easily projected and 

transformed into human resources, meet human capital and allow them access their basic 

need.  

Historically, many donor countries and other multilateral donors have perceived development 

and welfare in terms of growth in GDP. Development thoughts have conceptualized 

development as a linear process of economic transformation, social modernization, and 

technological progress and welfare improvement should be the goal (Sakiko 2011). This has 

led to the argument that the essential trait of the Third World is “poverty” and the solution is 

economic growth while development became self-evident, necessary, and universals truths 

(Escobar 1995, P 24). 

One might argue that the problem with physical infrastructure and agricultural research in 

former colonies was not intended to benefit people that were living in colonized countries but 

to facilitate foreign companies by making their businesses more productive in these colony 

countries. In this light, it has either been argued in certain structuralism and dependence 

theories, that the underdevelopment of the South was rooted in the colonial economic system 

in which colonized countries depended on exporting primary commodities to serve growth in 

the colonizing countries (Monteon et al. 1979).  

Economic growth is a developmental approach that has shaped foreign aid strategies over 

time. However, the focus on economic growth has prioritised more productivity of the State 

and left people to the side. In furtherance, it has been argued that development has continued 

to be for the most part an ethnocentric, top-down and technocratic approach, which 

disregarded the inclusion of people and cultures (Escobar 1995). This abstract concept 

statistically figures people to be moved up and down in the charts of progress (Escobar 1995, 

P 24). In other terms, development conceived more in terms of economic growth and less in 

terms of culture in the sense that cultures were a residual variable, which should disappear 

with the advance of modernization.  

The result is that after a century of aid operations around the world, the Third World is still 

struggling with economic take off and lack of welfare while its culture has been destroyed by 

an alleged development in the name of people’s interest. Escobar highlighted that the 

conception of poverty and action-solutions was a discovery that occurred in the post-World 

War II and that whole concept was associated with a lack in terms of money and material 

possessions as well as standards of wealth (1995).  
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Economic growth is without doubt an important factor of any development process, but it 

needs to include and involve the people, their culture, their values and above all freedom. In 

this vein, another development approach stressed by the 1998 Nobel laureate in economics 

Amartya Sen has also shaped development strategies used by aid actors in the 2000s. 

Amartya Sen’s capability approach emerged as a leading theoretical framework in economics 

of welfare and development (Sakiko 2011). This development approach is tied to five types 

of freedom such political freedoms, economic facilities, social opportunities, transparency 

guarantees, and protective security (Sen 1999). In this perspective, famine, undernutrition, 

sickness, premature mortality, and little access to health care, clean water and sanitary 

arrangements are all forms of unfreedom. 

Freedom is both an end of development and a means to development (Sen 1999). The 

capabilities and human development approach developed by Sen is obviously opposed to the 

economic approach perceived as a welfare creator. In view of the forgoing, this approach has 

put people at the centre of developmental processes because freedom raises capabilities of 

people to create development, but economic growth doesn’t systematically create freedom. In 

other terms, in contrast to the conventional growth approaches, the capability and human 

development approaches emphasises the intrinsic value rather than the instrumental value of 

development (Sakiko 2011).  

Sakiko observes tangible measurements of MDGs in education, health, and income poverty, 

and objectives of justice, participatory governance and just societies, can be attained through 

democratic governance and the protection of human rights (2011). Certain researchers argue 

that the MDGs have been highly publicized in the 2000s, which makes it more of an end by 

itself and not a solution. However, why should aid only be given to meet the MDGs rather 

than other important objectives? Kremer & O'Connell (2004) have argued that the MDGs are 

regarded to rely more on a headcount measure of poverty (2004).  

I argue that this concept is limited in its approach as it narrows the people living below an 

arbitrarily drawn international poverty line, overlooking the standards of people living just 

above of it. Furthermore, according to Kremer and O'Connell, building national development 

plans around the MDGs was a risky strategy, because these goals do not cover the time 

following the deadlines (2004). For example, in Africa research investments focus on 

vaccines against diseases such as Malaria and AIDS, which might take longer than the 

stipulated deadlines. In such cases, if development planning revolves around the MDGs, 
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areas such as disease research may lose out on the investment. This gap will be demonstrated 

in the United Nations 2030 Agenda, adopted in September 2015 and constitutes the current 

development approach internationally recognised by donors and governments.  

The 2030 Agenda also known as Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is the new United 

Nations development agenda. Contrary to the MDGs that were a North-South partnership 

agenda, to be implemented in developing countries, the SDGs are a Global Partnership pact 

for Sustainable development with 17 goals and 167 targets (Palmer 2015). It has been stated 

that the new global strategy framed in the 2030 Agenda with the SDGs are intended to guide 

nations and communities towards attaining healthy and peaceful livelihoods that are free of 

poverty and hunger (Gratzer and Keeton, 2017). One could presumably argue that the 2030 

Agenda constitutes a broad development approach that has not considered the deadline 

limitation of the MDGs. The numbers are overwhelming where about 800 million people live 

with hunger and 1.2 billion live in extreme poverty (Von Grebmer et al., 2016; Suresh and 

Johnson, 2015). Moreover, complex issues such climate change presents its own challenges, 

which makes the timeframe of 2030 utopian. 
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3. Theoretical framework 

Foreign aid constitutes an important component of global development and has been 

legitimized over time as promoter of growth and development. Its legitimacy as promoter of 

growth and development was derived from the theory of economic development (the Harrod-

Domar growth model) that identified capital as the single most important factor of growth 

(Pankaj 2005).  

In development theory, there has been the formation of pro-aid and anti-aid discourses. The 

pro-aid discourse argued that the under-developed world deals with three major deficiencies – 

capital, foreign exchange and technical knowledge. Thus, a substantial level of development 

that occurred in these countries was attributed to foreign aid that deals with these deficiencies 

and creates development. On the other hand, the anti-aid discourses, which perceive aid as 

un-equal relations between the developed and the developing countries argued that the 

growth and development observed in the under-developed world came from internal effort 

(Pankaj 2005; P 105).  

Similarly, various schools of thought view foreign aid related development uniquely. The 

idealist school argues that developed countries have a moral obligation to help developing 

countries considering foreign aid to maintaining peace and prosperity around the world. The 

realist school which defines foreign aid largely in terms of power and national interests of 

donor country views foreign aid as an instrument of neo-colonialism (Pankaj 2005).  

The fact that the pro-aid is opposed to the anti-aid on the one hand, and the idealist school is 

opposed to the realist school on the other hand raises once more the old question of what 

effective development is or should be. Amartya Sen’s development theory will be considered 

as theoretical contextual framework for this paper because it matches our previous definitions 

of what effective development should be in the key term definition section and furthermore 

stands in line with the current global development agenda.  

3.1. Human capability theory 

The current global development agenda known as the 2030 Agenda discussed in the literature 

review part of this paper has urged the importance of reducing poverty by creating conditions 

such as access to a quality of education for all and especially for girls, gender equality, the 

promotion of peaceful societies and the rule of law, the building of resilience for societies to 
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face global problems like climate change and so forth. Even though, the new global 

development approach also recognizes investment and the strengthening of private sector 

capacity as important, it is obvious that the global development paradigm has shifted from the 

economic growth of societies to the human centred approach.  

The notion that “development” is synonymous with “economic growth” has been the greatest 

development theory in the first decades of development aid operations. Later, this approach 

has been subjected to severe criticisms and the most significant by far is Amartya Sen’s 

human development theory, which advocated that “commodities” – the production of which 

is a major part of economic growth – are only of value to us in terms of what they allow us to 

do (Sen 1999). Sen advocates that development should be thought rather in terms of 

capabilities to achieve those things that people have reason to value. In other terms, the focus 

is on the freedom that a person has to do this or be that – things that he or she may value 

doing or being (Sen 1999: P 231).  

This theory allows empirical analysis of individual wellbeing, which can be measured by 

their access not only to income and basic goods (food, clothing, shelter), but also the 

“capabilities” that enable them to pursue satisfying lives (Marsh 2014). These “capabilities” 

are expressed in the freedom from unjustified coercion, freedom of speech and expression, 

freedom of association, and of movement, and so forth. In line with this, development can be 

perceived as a process of expanding the real freedoms that people enjoy (Sen 1993; P 3). 

When considering development as “unfolding”, “growth”, “the fuller working out of the 

details of anything”, and bringing out the latent potential, international development could 

play the role of creating favourable conditions for people to build their capacities (Sen, 1999; 

Harris 2013).  

According to Marsh (2014), the human capability theory goes far beyond common 

development approach of development of economic growth rather than the freedom of people 

to enjoy a life that they value. This paper will consider this development theory to analyse the 

discourses on used in the aid strategies of the UK and Sweden.  

3.2. Limits of the Human capability theory 

Sen’s capability theory emphasises the freedom for an individual to make his/her own path 

(capabilities) through individual agency or institutions of access and is perceived by some 

such as Chandler (2016) as neo-liberal discourse. The neo-liberal discourse, in fact, has 
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turned human subjectivity to political subjectivity and thus human subjects have become 

unable to adapt, decide, think and imagine within their individual capabilities and choices 

(Chandler & Reid 2016). Sen’s capabilities theory, in this sense, would perceives humans as 

subjects which must be assisted in the process to set he/she own path which can allow 

him/her to live a life that he/her has reason to value. This approach then requires neo-liberal 

governance regimes, usually fostered by bilateral and multilateral aid programmes to create 

these that can guarantee the freedom to individuals in deciding their own paths. Sen´s 

capability theory doesn’t consider resilience, adaptation and vulnerability that also determine 

human development. Instead the “capability” discourse presents human subjects to be a 

passive subject secured and controlled by policies and actions.  

This conceptualization of the human subject does not consider their resiliency, an internal 

attribute that makes humans adaptable to change (Chandler & Reid 2016). Chandler and Reid 

(2016) argued that resilience building requires humans to adapt to global insecurity and give 

up their agential capacity to transform the world the way they desire. The point that Chandler 

and Reid made is a limitation of the “capability” theory, human resilience is not passive and 

is in fact a “facilitator of self-knowledge, self-growth, and self-transformation” (2016; P 14).  

Despite these limitations, Sen’s capability theory will be use as a standard for examining the 

different discourses of the UK and Swedish aid strategies because it’s a human centred theory 

that can be useful in revealing the emphasis of the UK and Swedish discourses and how these 

discourses potentially affect human as individuals as well as societies. These discourses are 

embodied in some actions and politics and their relationship with the human being is what 

this paper will analyse. That means, the human capability theory suits best with the analytical 

purpose of this paper.       
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4. Methods and empirical materials 

This section will present the materials or sources for this comparative study as well as the 

methods that will be used to come towards findings and analyse these findings. The primary 

sources or materials of this paper are the core aid strategy documents produced by the UK 

and Sweden respective governments.  

The data collected for this paper are primarily foreign aid policy documents or aid strategy 

documents from the governments of UK and Sweden. These materials are official 

institutional documents which are the “UK aid: tackling global challenges in the national 

interest (DFID 2015)” and the “Policy framework for Swedish development cooperation and 

humanitarian assistance (Government of Sweden 2016). These strategy documents constitute 

the latest governmental aid strategies of UK and Sweden and have been produced in the same 

global context after the adoption of the new global strategy of 2030 Agenda.  

The above materials or sources will be scrutinized and broken down into categories, using the 

sociological lens of Dryzek (2013). Documents can be studied in various ways such as 

content analysis method, narratives, descriptive etc. However, this paper will use discourse 

analysis to understand the discourse underlying these aid strategies and the different ways 

and approaches used by donors to face or tackle the same issues in the same contexts.  

4.1. Document analysis 

Document analysis constitutes the main method of data collection and analysis in the present 

paper. Organisational and institutional documents have been an interest of study in qualitative 

research for many years. Document analysis has been defined as a systematic procedure for 

reviewing or evaluating documents – both printed and electronic material (Bowen 2009). 

Documents can be assessed and evaluated in different ways and approaches. However, Pior 

(2003) has conducted extensive work on the use of documents in research and claims that “in 

most social scientific work, documents are placed at the margins of consideration” (P 4). As 

argued by Pior (2003), this less consideration of documents in social research could have 

originated in the fact that qualitative work, especially within the anthropological tradition, 

was developed through examining life in non-literate societies. In addition, Derrida has 

pointed out that in the metaphysics of the western world, speech has always been privileged 

over writing (1978).  
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However, documents remain important sources to understand the social world and provide 

insightful knowledge about how social groups, organizations, and societies understand and 

view issues of today.  

In line with the forgoing, Prior (2003) asserted that the modern world is made through writing 

and documentation (P 4). These writing and documentation are communications materials, 

and they can be used as an instrument to socially construct the images of institutions or 

countries and on the other hand, they can reveal the development priorities of countries as 

well as other foreign aid actors. Also, policy documents can be useful to identify the values, 

practices as well as the motives of countries in specific fields such as the foreign aid. In this 

vein, Boréus and Bergström (2017) argued that “Content analysis of document is suitable for 

finding patterns in larger bodies of materials” (P. 25).  

Bryman (2016) highlighted a great advantage of using documents in of being non-reactive 

sources (P. 546). This means that because, they are not specially created to do social research 

on, the possibility of reactive effect can be largely discounted as a limitation of the validity of 

data.  

4.2. Justification of method 

I acknowledge that lack of empirical research through interviews and field observations could 

limit the thesis’ validity. However, time and accessibility to policymakers were limited to 

carry out the field investigation.  Regardless, document analysis would still provide insights 

into motivations underlying decision-making processes. Prior has argued that documents, and 

especially that in use, can be a site or field of research (2003).  

This approach seeks to identify motivations and intent guiding the donor development aid 

strategies going beyond the universe of words and terminologies.  As mentioned earlier, I will 

use the Dryzek’s (2013) method of discourse analysis to assess the aid strategy documents. I 

would like to acknowledge the scope of this method, limiting my analysis to documents. The 

primary data are strategic documents of foreign aid of the selected countries. How these 

strategies are implemented in planning and programmatic practice will not be researched but 

only the potential impact of these discourses on aid effectiveness.  
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4.3. Method for analysis 

Discourse has been defined as a shared way of perceiving, interpreting and making sense of 

the world and discourses help us to transform received information into reasonable, 

meaningful descriptions and conceptions for analysing, debating, and discussing our 

environment (Dryzek 2013). Dryzek (2013) also stated that one way or another, every 

communication that we use is enabled or imbedded in discourses. In this line, Dryzek’s 

discourse analysis method can be applied to the materials or sources that constitute the object 

of study in this paper since these data are communications materials.  

My method will consist of four structural elements used by Dryzek to identify any discourse 

beyond environmental communications as guidelines to deconstruct the aid strategies of the 

UK and Sweden. These structural elements are 1) Basic entities whose existence is 

recognized or constructed. The basic entities are the things which are visible within a 

discursive representation of the world, for example “States”, “Market” …etc. 2) Assumptions 

about natural relationships which concern how the entities are linked and interact to each 

other. This relationship between entities can be materialized through “competition”, 

“cooperation” or “hierarchy”. 3) Agents and their motives. The agents represent the actors 

who can be human or nonhuman present in the discourse and how they mobilize resources to 

influence and gain in issues. 4) Key metaphors and other rhetorical devices concern more the 

way the discourse is framed, the way a situation is highlighted and presented to convince 

audience or to establish the right to do things (Dryzek 2013; P 20) (See Figure 2).  

The above structural elements will constitute our pre-defined categories to look through the 

aid strategy documents of UK and Sweden and then will help us highlight the similarities and 

differences within their discourses. Dryzek has elaborated this model of discourse analysis 

for mapping environmental discourses and their consequences, however the model analysis 

itself can serve as a guideline to study any communication material and identify the type of 

discourse beyond it. For this reason, this paper will use Dryzek’s classification and analysis 

model to understand the different strategies use by UK and Sweden to tackle poverty 

reduction by identifying how these discourses take in account the capabilities theory.   

In substance, the structural elements will serve as guidelines to go through the aid strategy 

documents and once the discourses on which these strategies rest are identified, these 

discourses will be evaluated using Sen’s capability theory. The way the discourses 

conceptualize aid effectiveness, the type of projects/programmes they fund and their 
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approach to conditions around aid can reveal how the human capability theory is considered 

within the discourses and how it effects perception of foreign aid and the UK and Sweden as 

donors.   

1. Basic entities recognised or constructed 

2. Assumptions about natural relationships 

3. Agents and their motives 

4. Key metaphors and others rhetorical devices 

Figure 2. Checklist of elements for the analysis of discourses (Dryzek, 2013)  
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5. Findings and analysis 

As stated in the methodology, the key elements of Dryzek discourse analysis model has been 

used to go through the respective aid strategy documents of UK and Sweden and this workout 

has led to some key findings. 

5.1. Basic entities in UK and Sweden aid strategies 

This analysis shows that the UK aid strategy document is dominated by some basic entities 

such as the “Human”, “States”, and the “Market”. Humans are a central entity within the 

UK’s aid strategy discourse. It represents a world where every human everywhere has access 

to commodities and even the freedom to enjoy these commodities.  According to the UK aid 

strategy “by 2030, every person has access to basic needs, including the rights of girls and 

women” (DFID 2015, P 4). The entity “Human” is sometimes viewed within the discourse as 

resting on two categories (Men/Women), however, people are considered to be individuals 

rather than collectives. The term “every person” shows that the entity “Human” is 

conceptualized in terms of individuals. For example, the UK aid addresses the human 

condition in terms of “every person” meaning any human without distinction, and on the 

other hand distinguishes gender. The use of terms such as “people, every person, children, 

girls, women” in the UK discourse are attributes of the entity “Human”. 

The second recognized entity is the “State,” which can be seen through attributes such as 

“democratic states”, “good governance”, the rule of law”, “tackle corruption”, “robust, strong 

and accountable institutions” (DFID 2015, P 5).  The State, in the UK’s aid strategy, 

particularly a democratic state is a necessary condition for human beings to enjoy their 

“human rights” that include “gender equality”, “girls’ education”, “access to decent 

education”, “equal access to property rights” “a free media and open”, “fight violence against 

women and girls”, “access to family planning for everyone who wants it” (DFID 2015, P 11). 

The UK’s discourse particularly emphasises “democratic states” as an indispensable factor in 

dynamics of development in the sense that its provide commodities to humans and guarantees 

the freedom for humans to fully enjoy these commodities. The state here represents guarantor 

or enabler for humans to enjoy their freedom including the material.  

Finally, the “market” is a dominant entity in the UK’s discourse. Key terms such as “trade 

and business”, “investments”, “economic growth”, “benefits” can be seen as attributes of the 

entity “market”. The market associated with the economic aspect of development seems to be 
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an important development catalyst in the UK’s discourse. Its purpose is to benefit humans as 

individuals in the targeted recipient countries as well as at home. For example, in its aid 

strategy, “promoting global prosperity will contribute to reduction of poverty and, also 

strengthen UK trade and investment opportunities around the world” (DFID 2015, P 3).  It 

adds that “there is no distinction between reducing poverty, tackling global challenges and 

saving our national interest – all are inextricably linked” (DFID 2015, P 4). These three 

recognized entities are the most dominant in UK’s foreign aid discourse.   

The most dominant entities identified in the “Policy framework for Swedish development 

cooperation and humanitarian assistance (Government of Sweden 2016), are “Human” and 

“States.” Sweden too emphasizes on the entity “human”. Key terms such as “populations” (P 

7), “human dignity” (P 4), “all people” (P 19), “women and girls”, “citizens” are attributes 

and refer to the entity “human”. Although the Swedish discourse uses terminologies such as 

women, men, girls which are social groups and categories, the entity “human” here should be 

understood as every person and thus as individuals.  

For the Swedish aid strategic discourse, the purpose of aid cooperation is to facilitate people 

living in poverty to be able to improve their living conditions (Government of Sweden 2016, 

P 19). Improving living conditions is the goal of their aid cooperation in line with the 

capability approach and similar to UK’s condition. The recognition of the “human” as entity 

is the first similarity within the two discourses. That means that the UK and Sweden hold 

within their strategic documents, a human centred discourse. These discourses perceive 

development as a set of material and non-material conditions that should be provided to the 

human giving him the capability to improve his living conditions.  

Second, similar to the UK, “democratic states” appears as a recognized entity because in the 

representation of the Swedish aid strategy, state and specifically democratic states constitute 

a central element of development cooperation in the sense that its facilitates people being able 

to improve their living conditions (Government of Sweden 2016, P 19). The Swedish 

discourse perceives state and specifically a democratic state as the only entity that can 

safeguards human beings as well as the right perspective of people. This entity is identified 

through some key attributes such as “democratic development”, “functioning democracy”, 

“accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels”, “inclusive societies”, “transparent 

election processes” (P 19), “good governance” and, “democratic multi-party system, 

“promoting freedom of expression and opinion”, “freedom of association”, “protect human 
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rights defenders”, “free, independent and accountable media”, “the principles of the rule of 

law” (P 20), “gender equality” (P 21), “empowerment of women and girls” and, “non- 

discrimination” (P 22) (Government of Sweden 2016).   

These attributes show that democratic states constitute key conditions for people to best 

improve their living conditions at all levels and particularly enjoy the rights they value. This 

means the two main entities (states and human) recognized in the Swedish discourse are 

interlinked, and the first guarantees the existence and the development of the latter. The 

Swedish aid strategy highlights that “the right perspective means that the situation, needs, 

conditions and priorities of poor women, girls, men and boys is to be the point of departure to 

fighting poverty and promoting fair and sustainable development” (Government of Sweden 

2016, P 14). 

The analysis reveals that the recognition of “state” as an entity is similar within the 

discourses of the UK and Sweden. However, “states” are interpreted differently between the 

UK and Swedish discourses. The Swedish discourse perceives the entity “state” to be equally 

valuable, while the UK discourse does not. The Swedish aid strategy discourse 

conceptualizes the relationship between donor-recipient as an equal one and this equality is 

materialised in the concept of “partner country.” Countries that benefit from Swedish aid are 

considered as partners rather than just recipients or beneficiaries. The “partner country” 

concept implies “ownership”, “own visions, priorities and plans”, “responsibility for their 

own development” (Government of Sweden 2016, P 18). The implications of this difference 

within the two discourses will be analysed in this paper and the relationships of the above 

recognized and constructed entities from either side will be developed in the next section.       

5.2. Assumptions in UK and Sweden aid strategies 

As pointed out by Dryzek (2013), any discourse rests on assumptions, judgments and 

contentions (P 8). The UK’s discourse recognizes an important natural relationship in terms 

of cooperation between democratic states, humans, and the market. It argues that 

development cannot be effective if one or two of these entities must be prioritized over 

others, it should be a full cooperation between the three to create sustainable development to 

reduce global poverty in an effective way. The UK aid strategy emphasizes its action towards 

ending the need for aid by building peaceful and stable societies, creating jobs and strong 

economies, fighting corruption, unlocking the potential of girls and women, tackling climate 
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change and helping to save lives when humanitarian emergencies hit. Beyond cooperation, 

the other relationship seen as natural is the hierarchy based on political power.  

The UK supports and strengthens other states and institutions through dialogue (cooperation) 

and other practices and approaches (hierarchy and control), which will be discussed later. In 

fact, hierarchy is interpreted differently within the two countries’ strategies, which is 

observable in attitudes to conditions around aid such as political conditionality, for example, 

which too will be discussed later.  

Although the UK and the Swedish discourses both recognize “state” and “human” to be 

entities, their differences are in the different priorities assigned to the relationship between 

these entities. While the Swedish discourse perceives the natural relationship between states 

as equal through their concept of “partner states”, the UK considers it as a power dynamic 

between the donor and the recipient state.  

In the Swedish aid strategy, the first recognized natural relationship is broad cooperation 

between a democratic state and the human. This involves cooperation based on equality 

between donor states and recipient states as expressed in the concept of “partner state.” The 

Swedish aid strategy believes that the democratic state guarantees human rights and a strong 

humans rights culture reinforces and enriches democracy. The Swedish aid strategy argues 

that, “Support for building democratic forms of government is a central element of 

development cooperation and safeguarding human rights will continue to be a cornerstone of 

Swedish development cooperation” (PP 18-19). This emphasises the second natural 

relationship that indicates the relevance of democratic states and human. The Swedish 

discourse therein is arguing that the democratic state is the singular factor that can unlock the 

potential of humans as individual and give him/her possibilities and capabilities to live the 

life they value. This aligns with Sen’s capability theory that represents the state as the force 

that creates the conditions for humans as individuals to choose their own path.   

The third recognized natural relationship is the equality between donor and partner states. 

Sweden prioritizes dialogue, which it perceives as a strong catalyst for development 

outcomes. As the Government of Sweden stated, “Development cooperation and its direction 

must draw on the countries own visions, priorities and plans, based on the principle of the 

partner countries’ ownership and responsibility for their own development” (2016, P 18).  
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5.3. Agents and their motives 

The UK’s aid strategy involves a variety of agents at different levels, however, the key agents 

remain governments (agency), private investors, other development actors such as non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) and citizens. Governments and NGOs should be 

motivated by the public good. Although states are required to facilitate the process with 

agreements and coordinate with NGOs to implement these agreements, private businesses 

cannot be overlooked. The UK, therefore, has at several times highlighted that private 

companies and investors are vital in any development process and especially in foreign aid 

operations, “the promotion of economic development and prosperity will contribute to the 

reduction of poverty and also strengthen UK trade and investment opportunities around the 

world” (P 3). Furthermore, the grassroots movements or citizens appear as key agents in the 

UK’s discursive and must be motivated by the public good. However, the above agents can 

have mixed motives of public interest and self-interest. The motives of key agents will be 

discussed later as well  

Sweden’s aid strategy involves the gamut of actors at different levels, but key agents are 

citizens and governments. The Swedish aid strategy identifies citizens and governments as 

key actors as they hold that a sustainable development can only take place when governments 

create democratic conditions with full participation of citizens. The motives highlighted here 

is public interest. In line with this, the Swedish aid strategy argued that “Democracy 

facilitates people living in poverty being able to improve their living conditions and defend 

their human right…well-functioning institutions boost sustainability and resilience in a 

society, which can mitigate the effects of humanitarian crises.” (Government of Sweden 

2016, PP 19-20).  

5.4. Rhetorical devices in UK and Sweden aid strategies 

Most story lines depend on metaphors and rhetorical devices (Dryzek 2013; P 18) and the aid 

strategies of UK and Sweden use some to fight against poverty in the world.  Both discourses 

present the situation as warranting an acute “need for intervention.” Key terms such as 

“poorest countries”, “poor countries”, “developing countries”, and “developed countries” are 

used in the UK’s aid strategy discourse while others such as “very low-income countries”, 

“low income-countries” and “developed countries” are used in the Swedish aid strategy 

discourse. By qualifying and portraying certain countries as “very poor”, “poor” and having a 

“very low-income”, “low-income” highlight the unequal maturity stages of countries which 
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legitimizes industrialized/developed countries to intervene in various ways in non-

industrialized/developing countries. This legitimacy allows the matured states (industrialized) 

to intervene and “help” the maturing ones (non-industrialized).  

Moreover, the Swedish discourse uses the rhetorical device of “common spaceship” to justify 

its actions and interventions in other countries through foreign aid operations. “Common 

spaceship” and “interdependency” are expressed through key terms such as “the world is a 

shared responsibility”, “the globe”, “actions affect other”, “limited resources”, “we depend 

on each other”, “global transformation” (P 3). On the other hand, the UK connects its 

discourse with an economic “win-win process,” where foreign aid benefits the recipient as 

well as the donors. The “win-win process” can be discerned through key terms such as 

“business”, “investments”, “Opportunities for UK businesses” (P 5) and, “UK trade and 

investment opportunities around the world” (P 3), “Creating new trade and investment 

opportunities for UK companies” (P 17).     

“The public good” appears as an important rhetorical device in both discourses. The public 

good in Swedish discourse is related to key words such as “Help”, “support”, “strengthen”, 

“promote the principles of the rule of law” (P 19), “combat discrimination and impunity”, 

“safeguarding human rights” (P 18). The key words connected to the rhetorical device 

“public good” in the UK’s discursive style are “support,” “distribute,” “spend,” “promote 

global prosperity,” “strengthening resilience,” “helping the most vulnerable,” “save and 

improve lives” (P4; P 5).  

The following figure (See Figure 3) applied Dryzek’s discourse analysis model and is 

detailed through lists of key terms used in UK and Sweden’s aid strategies.  
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THE UK AID 

STRATEGY 

THE SWEDISH AID 

STRATEGY 

Basic entities -The market -Human being 
recognised/ -Human being -Democratic states 
constructed -Democratic states 

Assumptions -Cooperation. -Cooperation. 
about  -Market, democracy and  -Democracy and Human  
natural relationship human together. dominate over everything else. 
  -Hierarchy based on  -Equality between states. 
  political power of states.   
Agents and their  -Many agents at  -Many agents at different levels. 
motives different levels. -Governments and citizens  
  -Mix of public good and must seek public good. 
  self-interest.   
Rhetorical -Connection to need -Connection to need of  
devices of intervention. intervention. 
  -Connection to win-win. -Connection to public good 
  -Economic growth. -Common spaceships. 

Figure 3. Checklist of elements identified in the UK and Sweden aid strategies 

5.5. Discourse content of the UK aid strategy 

It appears, as per Figure 3, that the UK describes its intervention and aid operations as a 

response to the social and economic inequalities between industrialized countries (developed) 

and the non-industrialized ones (developing). In doing so, development for the UK implies 

the cooperation between three main fields, namely, democratic states, human being and the 

market. The strengthening of democratic values guarantees human rights and human rights 

help to reinforce democratic values, however, markets can boost the economy and benefit 

recipient as well as the UK, which represents the “win-win” notion in the UK’s discourse.  

Furthermore, the UK aid argues that “International development is about much more than just 

aid…the increasing financing such as remittances, trades flows, and private investments 

which alongside domestic tax revenues play a growing role in development” (DFID 2015, P 

19). The UK believes that democratic values and the rights of any human matter, but not 

sufficient to create development, effectively fight poverty and reduce inequalities. 

Development, according to them, is enabled if democratic values and human rights are 

associated with the market through investments and trade. International development is also 

about “Opportunities for UK businesses” (DFID 2015, P 5) and, “UK trade and investment 
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opportunities around the world” (DFID 2015, P 3), and “Creating new trade and investment 

opportunities for UK companies” (DFID 2015, P 17).  

As highlighted before, development in general and specifically foreign aid has long been 

largely understood by donors in terms of economic growth determined by the forces of the 

marketplace (Lagerkvist & Jonson 2011). Market fundamentalists believe in factors such as 

free trade, direct and private investments, opportunities for businesses, tax, etc. Similarly, the 

UK has stated that “It is strongly in the UK’s national interest: a more prosperous world 

means greater opportunities for UK businesses” (DFID 2015, P 5). In substance, contrary to 

this idea, aid has historically been ineffective in promoting growth to which the UK argues 

that aid spurs growth under specific conditions such as a marketplace, democratic states and a 

strong human rights culture (Easterly 2007a, 2007b; Rajan & Subramanian 2008).  

5.6. Discourse content of the Swedish aid strategy 

Sweden, similarly to the UK, considers that factors such as states (democratic states) and 

individuals (human rights) play an essential role in development. However, Sweden perceives 

states (democratic states) and human (human rights) as the most effective way to approach 

the poverty reduction issue. As illustrated in the figure above, democratic states and human 

rights appear to be the cornerstones of Swedish development cooperation. Democracy, 

according to them, gives the freedom and capabilities to humans (individuals) to set the path 

of their own development. The Swedish aid strategy points to democratic states enabling the 

fight against poverty and safeguarding human rights (Government of Sweden, 2016; P 19). 

The promotion of democratic governance and human rights is central to Swedish advocacy 

and guiding principle for ODAs, accounting for two thirds of SIDA’s aid (Dreher, Mölders, 

and Nunnenkamp 2010).  

Democratic states in the present context does not only mean set of institutions (elections, 

parliament, parties, etc.), rather it’s seen as a way of approaching problems (Dryzek 2013). 

Democratic states and human rights are emphasised as preconditions for people to attain the 

right skills to create economic growth in the ways that they wish and does not necessarily 

have to be associated with the marketplace, as the UK’s approach.  

The main similarity between the UK and Swedish discourses is the view of states (democratic 

states) and human (human rights) as development catalyst factors. However, the discourses 

diverge a little with the UK’s focus on the market. The market, however, is not totally absent 



30 

 

in the Swedish discourse, its less prioritized as an entity compared to the “state” and 

“human.” These perceptions underlying the discourses may have potentials effects on aid 

effectiveness and poverty reduction as well as implications that will be discuss in the section 

below.   

Sen’s capability approach of development can be applied to the UK and Swedish aid 

strategies discourse, where the human is the subject that must be assisted in the process to set 

his or her own path which can allow them to live a life that they value. In this context, the 

state plays the facilitator, which creates the conditions for human development. Another 

important dimension of the UK and Swedish discourse that stands in line with Sen’s 

capability approach is the human that may be understood here as every single people which 

in Sen’s capability is expressed as individuals.   

These findings have several implications at different levels. The UK and Swedish discourses 

centred on state and human can inform recipient countries’ policies. Most recipient countries 

could be willing to adopt democratic reforms towards democratic states and place an 

important emphasis on humans to beneficiate from aid. Also, the democratic states are in 

principle opposed to the non-democratic ones and such discourses implies the risk for 

undemocratic states to be excluded from foreign aid allocations which represent important 

sources of revenues and other technical assistance for most recipient countries especially 

those which are foreign aid dependent. Furthermore, these discourses of the UK and Sweden 

centred on state and human have a redundant echo in the international community arena since 

these donors are perceived as prominent and thus may have powerful voices within the 

international community. These discourses are powerful enough to influence the type of 

cooperation between other important donors such as the World Bank, the Programme of 

United Nations Development and the International Monetary Fund.   

However, by prioritizing trade and markets besides democratic states and individual as basic 

entities, the UK will be more likely to give aid that can strengthen democracy in the recipient 

states as well as yield returns to them. The selection of recipient states can be largely oriented 

towards countries that already perform a certain level of democracy and/or import more 

goods and services from the UK. Second, the “flexibility” and “generosity” in Sweden’s aid 

allocation, and emphasis on equal partnership reveals the difference in Sweden’s aid strategy. 
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6. Discussion 

As the results section have shown, the similarities between the UK and Swedish discourses 

are in the perceived relationships between the states and human. The state refers to 

democratic states and human refers to the capability provided to any person to influence and 

improve living conditions. This section will discuss the ways each discourse approaches the 

conditions around aid, the programmes/projects associated to their respective discourses as 

well as their ways to consider aid effectiveness. The projects/programmes funded by the UK 

and Sweden in recipient countries are important in understanding how democratic states and 

capabilities for humans to influence its living conditions can effectively take place. Also, the 

consideration of aid effectiveness by the UK and the Swedish discourses is vital in 

understanding the priorities and emphasis of the two discourses.   

6.1. Approach to conditions around aid 

Whether we like it or not, most donors impose conditions on foreign aid (Radelet 2006). The 

UK and Swedish discourses advocate a set of politics that is either worked through 

cooperation or hierarchical relationships between actors. The UK’s aid over time has covered 

free and fair elections, strengthening legislatures, support political parties, encourage the 

growth of a robust and vibrant civil society, and spread democratic norms and values among 

individuals (Dodsworth & Cheeseman, 2018). These actions often take place through 

democratic related projects in recipient countries and based on cooperation. In this light, good 

governance performances, the rule of law and accountability indicators practiced in recipient 

countries is required by the UK (DFID 2015, P 5). The discourse views these conditions 

around aid as necessary for aid to be effective. Furthermore, recent surveys have shown that 

democracy aid has a positive effect on the quality of political institutions (Jones & Tarp 

2016) and supports democratic consolidation (Dietrich & Wright 2015).  

The UK, however, has not always used cooperation to strengthen democracy and human 

rights in developing countries. It is known to attach political conditionality to aid. The 

political conditionality requires the recipient countries to commit to democracy and liberal 

market reform and is intended to induce democratic reforms. Fisher argues that the use of this 

condition by the UK upon its aid allocations has led to the suspension, the delay or the re-

direction of aid from recipient governments base on governance in around 31 instances 

(2014).  
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The UK discourse also suggests that international development is also about “Opportunities 

for UK businesses”, UK trade and investment opportunities around the world” and the 

creation of new trade and investment opportunities for UK companies” (DFID 2015, P3, P5, 

P 17). This refers to the entity of “market” in the UK’s discourse. This discourse is based on 

the strategy that strengthening democracy can unlock the potential of individuals to set their 

own path and benefit the UK through the market as well. This win-win conceptualization of 

foreign aid represents one of the conditions of the UK’s aid strategy.  

Sweden’s political discourse is carried out through cooperation that is embedded in terms 

such as “the partner country” and the flexibility in aid allocations. Broadly apparent is 

Sweden’s promotion of democratic governance and human rights to be fundamental for 

Swedish ODA decisions. This approach has accounted for two thirds of SIDA’s aid (Dreher, 

Mölders, and Nunnenkamp 2010; Hårsmar 2010). Furthermore, the partnership dimension is 

about cooperation on more equivalent conditions. It’s about capacity building and enabling 

such cooperation despite unequal statuses (förutsättningar). For example, their aid would 

support African-governance processes of change, improving the provision for most of the 

people and strengthening democracy (Dahl 2001). Sweden’s aid has often been described as 

flexible and soft because of less rigorous conditions to strengthen democratic systems in 

recipients’ countries (Carlson 1998; Hyden & Mukandala 1999).  Their strategy involves 

enabling the recipient countries to use the aid according to their requirements, which amounts 

to aid effectiveness as it takes the contexts of local development plans. The flipside of this 

flexibility is that the lack of control could lead to corruption and misuse of aid funds in 

recipient countries. Moreover, where democratic states with good and accountable 

governments lack capacity, it will affect the capabilities for the individuals to influences their 

life trajectories.   

The above discourse analysis shows that the UK and Swedish approach conditions for 

development differently. The UK discourse emphasises the relationship between political 

conditionality and the direct return benefit from foreign aid allocation to the UK, while the 

Swedish discourse views aid through flexibility and partnership. These differences within the 

two discourses have some implications at different levels. Moreover, the political condition 

around aid most used by the UK legitimizes the authority of the donor state as a matured state 

(donor) to demand what is right and good for unmatured sovereign states (recipients). These 

expectations of direct return benefit positions aid more in terms of “business” and 
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“investment” where the purpose is to make profit rather than support individuals to access 

capabilities that can lead to improving their living conditions. 

6.2. Type of projects/programmes funded 

The UK aid strategy emphasizes democratic states and humans as individuals. This has led to 

support freer and fairer elections in 13 countries in which 162.1 million people voted (DFID 

2015). Furthermore, the emphasis on education as way to unlock the potential of individuals 

in the UK discourse has led to support 11 million children, of whom 5.3 were girls in primary 

and lower secondary education (DFID 2015). On the other hand, the Swedish aid strategy 

highlights that Sweden will work to build and strengthen democratic structures of 

governments and institutions and the safeguarding of human rights (Government of Sweden 

2016; P 18). In addition, it urges democratic states to strengthen policies focusing on the right 

to education and skilling individuals, especially girls and women to transform their living 

conditions (Government of Sweden 2016).  

Both the UK and Sweden’s aid strategies are directed at democracy and social development 

according to their projects and programmes. These factors are highlighted by the UK and 

Swedish discourses as essential to development and poverty reduction for several reasons. 

First, democratic states give priority to issues such good governance, gender equality, 

transparency, inclusive governance, freedom, and education ensures social development and 

capacity as individuals develop appropriate skills and get equal access to the opportunities 

necessary to change their living conditions.  

This means that the UK and Swedish discourses perceive development as the process of 

unlocking individual potential through education projects and programmes in a convenient 

environment, which is a democratic state, rather than on just growth that can benefit 

individuals. Democratization and human rights are tied to education in the sense that 

empirical studies have linked schooling and per capita income to democratization (Lipset 

1959; Burkhart & Lewis-Beck 1994, Barro 1997).   

Sen’s capability theory argues that development is the freedom (of choice) that a person has 

to do this or be that, and the UK and Swedish discourses have argued that the only factors 

that can give individuals the freedom and the skills to live a life they value are democratic 

states that guarantee equal rights and opportunities for individuals as well as education that 

can unlock the potential of individuals. In fact, democratic states reinforce the freedom, rights 
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and guarantee equal access to opportunities and vice versa, where human rights and skilled 

individuals enrich democratic states in various ways. This dialectical relationship between 

democratic states and human as individual is the core of the UK and Swedish discourses.  

6.3. Consideration of aid effectiveness   

Aid effectiveness refers to the ability to improve an individual’s overall quality of life 

creating an environment that gives a person the freedom to live a successful life in the 

modern world (Kosack 2003, P 1). This conceptualization of aid effectiveness emphasizes 

two dimensions: tools and freedom. In parallel, the UK and Swedish discourses emphasize on 

democratic assistance projects, which facilitate freedom for individuals, and education gives 

tools and skills to individuals to set their own path. 

The UK and Swedish discourses consider democracy as the bedrock for development, if 

freedom of individuals were to be guaranteed. The Swedish aid strategy approaches 

democracy in empowering people living in poverty to improve their living conditions and 

defend their human rights (Government of Sweden, 2016; P 19). The UK aid strategy 

converges on this perspective and continues to promote democratic principles such as the rule 

of law, property rights, a free media and open, accountable institutions (DFID 2015; P 11).  

Democracy guarantees individual freedoms such as the freedom to have associational lives, 

organize protests against arbitrary and exclusive decision-making processes, the freedom to 

participate in decision-making processes, freedom of expression, etc. Consequently, these 

freedoms cannot be enjoyed fully by all people without a functioning democracy and thus the 

UK and Swedish discourses view aid effectiveness as aid projects and programmes that 

strengthen democratic states.  

Education is highlighted as highly relevant to social development and access to freedoms. In 

this light, Sweden says that it will work for equitable and inclusive education of good quality 

at all levels for all girls and boys, women and men, from earlier childhood education and 

throughout their lives (Government of Sweden 2016; P 39). On the other hand, the UK aid 

strategy has aimed to help at least 11 million children in the poorest countries gain a decent 

education and promote girls’ education (DFID 2015; 11). This follows Sen’s human 

development theory that recommends that all humans have a right to choose their life 

trajectories and should be provide with the tools that allow them to flourish (Glassman & 

Patton, 2014)  



35 

 

The UK and Swedish discourses argue that both education and democratic values play 

important roles in creating the convenient contexts that allow individuals and societies to 

recognize capabilities. The UK and Swedish discourses’ representation of aid effectiveness is 

grounded in democratic states with well-functioning institutions and education that provide 

individuals the “skills and tools” that enable them to harness their full potential to improve 

their living conditions. This representation of aid effectiveness is similar within the UK and 

Swedish discourses, but their approach to conditions around aid is different.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



36 

 

7. Conclusion 

The analysis suggests similarities and differences in the UK and Swedish discourses. First, 

both discourses are dominated by the recognition of entities such as “states” and “human.” 

The discourses of the UK and Sweden conceptualize aid effectiveness in terms of democratic 

states that provide the freedom to the human beings to fully enjoy their rights as well as 

education that provide the tools and skills for human to set their own path. This way of 

understanding and viewing the world can be said to be rooted in Amartya Sen’s human 

capability and the freedom for individuals to set their own path. However, the discourses 

interpret these basic entities differently. The UK discourse views development in terms of 

cooperation between “democratic state”, “human” and “market”, while the Swedish discourse 

views “democratic state” and “human” as prevailing above everything else.  

Although, the two discourses recognize “state” and “human” as important entities that are 

integral in development processes and especially for aid effectiveness, the UK and Sweden 

have different approach to conditions around aid. The UK views conditions around aid as 

important for aid effectiveness since political aid remains risky and complex, while the 

Swedish discourse does not place considerable emphasis on conditions around its aid, rather 

presents its aid as flexible because using less conditions and accounting equality in the 

relationship donor-recipient.    

Furthermore, the discourses place an emphasis on projects and programmes tied to 

democratic assistance that can provide freedoms to human being as well as education projects 

and programmes necessary to unlock the potential of human. The UK and Swedish discourses 

present the global inequalities between South and North as a situation that demands 

intervention establishing the legitimacy to intervene in recipient states in various ways 

through aid operations.  

Beyond these two cases, this discourse trend centred on democracy and human development 

can perhaps be seen in others donor’ discourses. Dryzek pointed out that “it is unfashionable 

for anyone, anywhere in the world to proclaim themselves to be anything but a democrat” 

(2013, P. 99). However, beyond the discourse on democratic states and human development 

that presents aid as a public good, there are transactional elements. Finally, the types of 

projects/programmes funded by the UK and Sweden, and the way they conceptualize aid 

effectiveness are based on the human capabilities theory. The discourses view the 
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cooperation between democratic states and individuals as the most appropriate way to 

achieve human capabilities. These discourses are rooted in the human capability theory, 

revealing how this development theory is the theoretical framework guiding current foreign 

aid operations of the UK and Sweden.  

The discourses underlying the UK and Swedish aid strategies are vital in understanding the 

development priorities of donors and these priorities affect our perception of aid operations.   
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