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Application to Table Paper at Annual Doctoral Conference 
 
 

Title: Analysing Institutional Change in the Resource Curse Context 
 

Problem Statement and Research Question 

Resource curse theorising is largely dominated by the grim tale of natural resource wealth 

leading to poor developmental outcomes (Auty, 1993; Warner and Sachs 1995). Dominant 

political economy explanations (Robinson, Torvik and Verdier, 2006; Karl, 2007) argue that 

natural resource-rents re-configure the incentive structures of political elites away from 

economically efficient policy choices that serve the common good and towards self-enrichment 

policies (such as engaging in patronage politics). Resource rents increase the value of a 

politician’s stay in power and at the same time attract other players to vie for political power 

often resulting in corruption, conflict and economic malaise (Kolstad and Wiig, 2009). The 

literature thus emphasises a pattern of continuity with limited scope for institutional change 

apart from significant external disruptions.  

While Zambia largely conforms to the “resource cursed” classification, changes in governance 

indicators and indicators of institutional and legal setting raise questions about the possibility 

of gradual, non-disruptive change. Between 1996 and 2013, Zambia saw an 8.5%, 15.8% and 

24.6% rise in its voice and accountability, rule of law and Government effectiveness indices, 

respectively1; all of which seems to run counter to the institutional deterioration predicted in 

resource-curse debates. Zambia similarly obtains the highest score of 100 in terms of 

independent licencing processes, an important element of resource governance by the Natural 

Resource Governance Institute (2013).  

Taking these positive indicators as a starting point, this paper investigates the extent to which 

such outcomes can be attributed to gradual, non-disruptive change in the institutional structure 

in line with arguments by Streeck and Thelen (2005). The specific policy area analysed is that 

of mineral licencing processes and the research question posed is: 

What factors account for changes observed in Zambia’s licencing procedures and to 

what extent can such change be attributed to gradual, transformative, institutional 

change? 

Theoretical Framework: 
Douglas North’s theory of institutional change: According to North, institutions are the rules 

of the game and therefore define the opportunities available to players through the incentives 

and constraints they set. It follows that institutions then determine the kinds of organisations 

that emerge in a particular society. This is because depending on the objective of an 

organisation, be it profit maximization or term in office, the organisation will seek to develop 

ways of maximising its objectives within the parameters of what the institutional structure 

rewards and punishes. Institutional change occurs when an entrepreneur in an organisation 

changes their perceptions and decision-making processes through processes of learning or 

external impacts. The role of institutions in creating incentives for players in North’s framework 

very clearly depicts the dynamics of the resource curse context; however, the framework is 

directed at endogenous change which somewhat limits applicability.    

                                                 
1 (Worldwide Governance Indicators, World Bank, 2014) 
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Methodology:  
A qualitative approach to the study of institutional change shall be adopted. The Universe of 

Cases to which the proposed study applies is resource-rich developing countries. The dependent 

variable shall be licencing policy and procedures while the independent variables are actors 

within Government and external actors (civil society and aid agencies). The study will rely on 

data sets from the Natural Resource Governance Institute (NRGI), which produces the Resource 

Governance Index and allows for gauging of institutional changes over time and also provides 

information from detailed questionnaires that provide useful insights into the aspects that 

proved important for change. The Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) similarly provide 

country data for six aggregate governance indicators. The WGI also allows for analysis of 

trends over the years along various lines (e.g. voice and accountability, rule of law, control of 

corruption) that relate to institutions needful for mitigation of the resource curse. The study will 

also rely upon in-depth interviews with key informants both within and outside government to 

help decipher who the key drivers of the identified changes were and the contextual factors that 

may have catalysed the change.  

 


