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Are there trade-offs between short-term security objectives  
and longer-term development and statebuilding objectives  
in conflict-affected states? How can Security Sector Reform 
(SSR) interventions contribute to statebuilding more effectively? 
This Policy Brief draws primarily on UK government experience 
in Sierra Leone and Afghanistan. 

The Risks of Security-led Statebuilding
Paul Jackson

Further, SSR that privileges hard security 
affects statebuilding. It generates well-trained 
and equipped security services that have 
minimal governance, and omits complementary 
programmes to reduce poverty and other 
causes of conflict. 

Security-focused statebuilding, based on  
a ‘one size fits all’ approach to building  
a liberal state, risks creating superficial entities 
vulnerable to elite capture. It is in danger of 
fostering illegitimate governance that seeks  
to protect a regime rather than citizens. 

Underlying assumptions:  
building what kind of state?
Donor approaches to SSR and statebuilding  
are based on the orthodox model of liberal 
peacebuilding, and contain underlying 
assumptions about what states are and  
how they should be built. International  

Sierra Leone – cited as a case of ‘successful’ 
security-led development – remains near the 
bottom of the Human Development Index.  
The UK government has supported SSR in 
Sierra Leone for over ten years. However, the 
development benefits thought to be catalysed 
by SSR have not appeared – in Sierra Leone  
or elsewhere. 

Risks of prioritising security 
SSR includes aspects of security and 
development. (See overleaf for a discussion  
of concepts of SSR and statebuilding.) SSR’s 
emergence has been part of a trend towards 
greater integration of security and development 
in international interventions in conflict-affected 
states. The available evidence demonstrates,  
however, that when development and security 
policies work closely together in insecure 
environments, security is prioritised at the 
expense of development. 

Key messages
   External interventions in conflict-affected states have increasingly  

merged security and development objectives. However, short-term security  
has been prioritised, with implications for longer-term statebuilding and 
development processes. 

    Security Sector Reform has tended to focus on ‘hard’ security at the  
expense of developing a framework of governance and local ownership  
as a basis for statebuilding. 

   Security-led statebuilding risks fostering state institutions that are not locally 
grounded or legitimate, and that are more effective at protecting a regime  
than protecting citizens. 

   Politics, context, governance and ownership are often neglected in pursuit of 
technical-administrative solutions. Policymakers need to examine their underlying 
assumptions about the kind of state that is being constructed, and by whom.
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actors have tended to assume that the 
‘replacement’ of ‘dysfunctional’ or collapsed 
states is preferable for both citizens and the 
international community. External actors engaged 
in SSR have paid insufficient attention to the type 
of state that SSR is seeking to help construct.

Neglecting politics, context and  
governance in pursuit of ‘technical-
administrative’ reform
SSR and statebuilding have focused more on 
the technical aspects of the state – what states 
do – than on the political aspects of what 
states are. In addition, SSR and statebuilding 
have been approached as largely technical, 
rather than political, processes. 

Consideration of the context of reforms  
has also been neglected. For example,  
some SSR efforts have been politically 
impractical and have, at best, left the  
security situation unchanged.

Afghan village elders © U.S. Marines / Cpl. Logan E. Riddle

‘ Donor approaches to SSR 
and statebuilding are based 
on the orthodox model 
of liberal peacebuilding, 
and contain underlying 
assumptions about what 
states are and how they 
should be built.’
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Background: basic concepts of SSR and statebuilding

The OECD Development Assistance Committee’s Handbook on SSR suggests that SSR 
should involve partnership with countries to achieve: effective security system governance, 
oversight and accountability; sustainable delivery of better security and justice services;  
and local leadership and ownership of the process.1

The OECD DAC defines statebuilding as an endogenous process of states functioning  
more effectively, which external actors can support. The statebuilding process develops 
state capacity, institutions and legitimacy, and is driven by state-society relations.2

SSR programmes are part of statebuilding interventions in many countries: providing  
security and justice is a key area in which states need to function effectively. SSR’s – at 
least theoretical – focus on governance, legitimacy and civil-military relations as well as on 
state capacity gives it considerable potential to support statebuilding. However, there has 
been little analysis of SSR in relation to broader statebuilding.

1  OECD DAC, 2008, OECD DAC Handbook on Security System Reform: Supporting Security and Justice, OECD,  

Paris, p.21

2 OECD DAC, 2008, State Building in Situations of Fragility: Initial Findings, OECD, Paris, p.1
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‘ SSR requires the  
pragmatic ability to 
negotiate feasible solutions 
that are acceptable to 
multiple groups, and the 
flexibility to respond to 
unexpected outcomes.’
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In addition, technical approaches to  
SSR have neglected governance issues. 
Political and civil control over security  
and justice institutions is still inadequate  
even in Sierra Leone, where SSR has  
achieved some success.

Weaknesses of attempts to improve 
security governance
SSR in Sierra Leone and Afghanistan  
did aim to improve security governance  
as part of statebuilding. However, these 
programmes were undermined by their  
failure to: 
  Facilitate joint leadership (by both  

the recipient government and donors)
  Facilitate local ownership of SSR to  

help establish legitimate governance
  Adequately consider programme  

length and financial sustainability
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  Address broader aspects of security 
important to local people (such as 
economic conditions, crime and access to 
services), not just the ‘hard’ security of most 
interest to the international community.

Towards a more realistic and politically-
aware approach to SSR
Moving forward, SSR needs to be based on  
a deeper understanding of the country context. 
It requires the pragmatic ability to negotiate 
feasible solutions that are acceptable to 
multiple groups, and the flexibility to respond to 
unexpected outcomes. Policymakers need to:
  Consider what kind of state is the end  

goal, whether an SSR intervention will  
help or hinder that goal, and who should 
own the process

  Note that SSR lessons learned in one location 
will not necessarily be relevant elsewhere

  Avoid emphasis on technocratic models: 
expectations of neat linear causal 
relationships between SSR inputs and 
outcomes seem likely to be unrealistic

  Remember that transforming the ethos  
of security services so that they protect 
citizens rather than the incumbent regime 
will take a long time.
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