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Abstract.  This  paper examines the nexus between the context  of  a  developing
country and external actors’ influence in the formulation of a national Information
and  Communication  Technology  (ICT)  policy.  It  questions  whether  context  of  a
country affects the way external actors influence formulation of a national ICT policy
following that external actors have mostly influenced policy formulation in Africa.
Drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts of field, habitus, capital and practice, the study uses
eighteen interview transcripts, three draft policy documents, two copies of minutes of
policy meetings and three reports to analyse the relationship. The paper finds that
external  actors  overtly  influence  the  formulation  of  a  national  ICT  policy  in
developing countries with limited economic, social and cultural capital. This finding
offers stakeholders of public policy and government important insights into how they
can  effectively  manage  external  actors  during  the  policy  process  in  developing
countries. 

Keywords: National ICT policy, External influences, Malawi, Country context.

1 Introduction

A national ICT policy is a specification of objectives intended to direct and control
implementation  of  ICTs  in  a  country  [39].  National  ICT  policies are  important
towards realising a country’s socio-economic goals such as enhancing democracy and
the general diffusion of ICTs, among other applications [45].  

Nearly 84% of countries in Africa have formulated national ICT policies [1], most
of which have been influenced by external  actors [35]. During policy formulation,
however, these actors played other roles such as providing blueprints for developing
national  ICT policies  [1]  and  setting  priorities  for  policy  and  action  [50].  In  the
process, the external actors either endorsed, undermined or actively facilitated “the
entry of different actors and interests depending on their national ideologies or inter-
ests” [19, p.6]. Influence denotes motivation, resources, expertise and power balance
during a national ICT policy making.

Malawi, a country in Africa, has been overtly influenced by external actors in the
formulation of its national ICT policy. The influences include provision of financial
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support  [29]  and  technical  assistance  [16].  UNDP  funded  a  pre-policy  survey  in
Malawi in 2002 to establish the levels of ICT utilisation at district and national levels
[29]. UNDP also funded workshops in early 2002, which were aimed at soliciting
views  from stakeholders  regarding  the  ICT policy  framework  that  Malawi  would
adopt [34], despite literature discouraging imposing of policy ideas on a country [44].
Furthermore, the process of developing the Malawi policy was highly convoluted go-
ing through three different drafts over a decade before the policy could be adopted
[33]. Malawi launched its first national ICT policy in 2013 [24].

Although there is a substantial body of qualitative research that has focused on ex-
ternal actors’ influences in national ICT policy making in Africa [1]; [10]; [19]; [33];
[35], there is a dearth of research that has attempted to focus on the effects of the in-
fluences.  This paper aims at extending previous research on external  actors’ influ-
ences by analysing how the context of a developing country affects the influence of
external  actors in the formulation of national ICT policies. An examination of the
nexus between country context and influence of external actors in policy making may
help unlock the mystery surrounding the reported poor ICT policy outcomes in devel-
oping countries. The analysis may also help stakeholders of public policy in develop-
ing  countries  to  devise  strategies  for  managing  external  actors  during  the  policy
process. The paper seeks to answer the research question: How does country context
affect the way external actors influence formulation of a national ICT policy of a de-
veloping country? 

Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice was adopted because of its focus on aspects of dom-
ination and relative strength of agents within social space [5]. External actors’ influ-
ences in the formulation of a national ICT policy are deemed to have resulted in some
forms of domination [30]. Documents and interviews with policy actors from Malawi
were used for the study. Malawi was selected as the case on the basis that it is heavily
reliant on donors for foreign aid [48]. World Bank reports also show that poverty lev-
els in Malawi are in excess of 70% of the population [47]. With this status, there is a
possibility that donors may influence the country’s policies given its context. 

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 outlines the literature that was re-
viewed for the study. Sections 3 and 4 describe the theoretical framework that was
adopted and the methodology used for the research. Section 5 provides a description
of the case study. Section 6 is an outline of the results. Section 7 discusses findings
and concludes the study.

2 Literature review

2.1 Policy Process

Nearly  all  public  policy  models  suggest  a  stages  approach  to  the  policy  process,
which include agenda setting, policy formulation, policy adoption, policy implemen-
tation and policy evaluation [15]. The problem or issue of concern is identified in
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agenda setting [32]. Within the same stage, challenges and opportunities associated
with the agenda are then defined. In most models, agenda setting entails local actors
identifying problems that have to be addressed since they are conversant with the so-
cial problem to be addressed. Next, goals and objectives are formulated to address the
challenges.

The third stage involves four steps: (i) formal consultation, (ii) risk analysis, (iii)
undertaking  pilot  studies,  and  (iv)  designing  the  implementation  plan.  The fourth
stage deals with implementation of the policy and may include development of legis-
lation and a delivery plan to support the implementation of the formulated policy [4].
The last stage deals with an assessment of the policy objectives to determine if they
are effective in addressing the challenges [15].  This is  one stage in which conse-
quences of a policy are understood in a real life situation [11]. After this stage, the
process may re-start. Although the policy process is conceptualized as sequential, in
reality it consists of iterative processes [32]. This study focused on the policy formu-
lation stage because most forms of external actors’ influences were identified in this
stage [30].

2.2 Policy Making and Policy Actors in Africa

External actors mostly influence policy formulation in most developing countries. Re-
search on the political economy of ICT policy making in Africa noted that most poli-
cies  and  ICT  programme  agendas  are  influenced  by  external  actors  rather  than
through participatory activities within the countries [1]. Similarly, [21] reviewed mat-
ters of ICT policy research and attributed poor ICT policy outcomes in Africa to the
scarcity of critical research that considers political dimensions of policy reform and
economic regulation. The review established that external actors initiated the policy
reforms instead of local actors, a practice that has been discouraged in literature [44]. 

The idea to formulate national ICT policies dates back to 1993 when the first Na-
tional Information Infrastructure (NII) was established in the United States of Amer-
ica [1]. By the mid-1990s, the NII initiative gave birth to national and regional infor-
mation society initiatives around the globe. The African Information Society Initiative
(AISI) was set up in 1996 with support from the United Nations Economic Commis-
sion for Africa (UNECA) and other international organisations [10]. Consequently,
the  AISI  developed  a  National  Information  Communication  Infrastructure  (NICI)
framework as a blueprint for formulating national ICT policies in Africa [1]. This is a
form of external influence.

Public policies are the effort  of a network of actors [4].  A policy network is a
group of actors that are recruited to take part in policy making [37]. Policy actors can
be classified based on whether they are visible or invisible [37]; official or unofficial
[4] or based on their place of origin such as foreign or local actors [35]. The term
foreign actors has been used interchangeably with external actors [35]. Policy actors
have also been classified into local, domestic and external actors where domestic have
represented actors that take part in regional policy making activities [10]. This study
classifies policy actors as nationals that were appointed into a policy network to take
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part in policy making activities and external as those actors who were not nationals of
a country (see Error: Reference source not found).

Table 1: Classification of policy actors based on their position vis-a-vis the policy network [10]
Category  of
Actor

Definitions Examples of Actors

Local actors Nationals  from  a  country  ap-
pointed in a policy network 

Actors from Public actors, Private ac-
tors  and local non-governmental or-
ganisations 

External actors Bilateral  donors,  international
organisations  and  regional
groupings and other countries 

Donors,  international  organisations
and  regional  groupings  and  other
countries 

In normal circumstances, government is the main actor in public policy making, even
in situations where ideas  come from other  actors  [4].  Government  sets agenda by
filtering issues  and problems that  are to  be solved [37].  However,  formulation of
public  policies  in  Africa,  a  stage  which  follows  agenda  setting,  attracts  external
actors.  The external  actors  in  policy  making activities  in  Africa  have  been  either
visible or invisible [10]; [35]. 

2.3 National Information and Communication Infrastructure 

The NICI approach consists of a framework,  policy, plan and structures [16].  The
framework is a platform for setting the agenda to develop the policy, plan and struc -
tures [16]. The plan outlines details of programmes and initiatives for implementing
government commitments while the structures deal  with bodies or institutional ar-
rangements  that  support  formulation and implementation of the policies and plans
[16].

The framework became a blueprint for developing national ICT policies in African
countries and was created to fast track inclusion of Africa into the global information
society  through development  of  “national  ICT policies,  strategies  and  plans”  [10,
p.10]. To date, 56% of countries in Africa have used the blueprint to develop their na-
tional ICT policies [1]. Despite this revelation, not much has been done to explore
how country context is related to the influence of external actors in ICT policy mak-
ing.  

2.4 Influence of External Actors

External actors’ influences in the formulation of national ICT policies in Africa in-
clude the NICI framework, financial support, technical support and policy ideas [30].
The influences were categorised as direct where a local actor had direct contact with
an external actor and indirect where there was no direct contact during policy making.
[35]  classified  technical  and  financial  support  as  direct  influences  and  situations
where  external  actors  controlled policy formulation from behind-the-scenes  in  the
case of Swaziland, as indirect influences. The influences together with their catego-
rization do not reveal much about the effects of external actors on policy. 
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2.5 Country Context on Policy

Public policy studies in other disciplines present diverse findings on effects of context
on policy. An evaluation on the effect of context on climate change adaptation policy
found that contextual factors influence effectiveness of national energy conservation
measures [43]. Another study on effect of context on family policy highlighted “both
the  potential  of  systematic  interventions  in  parenting,  peer  relations,  and  social-
cognitive skills training, and the problems that will be encountered in trying to bring
these interventions to a community context” [14, p.443] as factors that may affect
policy.  These  studies  appear  to  suggest  that  each  discipline  may  have  its  own
contextual factors that can determine the effectiveness of a policy. 

The importance of country context in ICT projects has been discussed in research.
A study on E-government implementation in sub-Saharan Africa found that institu-
tional, cultural, and administrative contexts are prerequisites for the success of ICTs
[41]. This study focused on the implementation and use of ICTs, which are goals of a
national ICT policy [39]. However, there is a paucity of studies that have analysed the
link between influence of external actors in the formulation of a national ICT policy
and the context of a developing country. This paper is therefore intended to address
this gap. In this paper, country context refers to economic, cultural, social and politi-
cal status of a country at the time of formulating a national ICT policy.

3 Theoretical Framework

3.1 Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (ToP)

Bourdieu’s  framework  focuses  on  aspects  of  domination  and  relative  strength  of
agents (actors) within society [5], which was the interest of this study. Bourdieu un-
derstood domination in social space as primarily being prompted by unequal alloca-
tion of resources [5]. Examples of research that has adopted ToP are listed in Error:
Reference source not found.

Table 2. A summary of studies that have used Bourdieu’s theory of practice
Author(s)/Year Research title  
Collyer et al., 2015 Healthcare choice: Bourdieu’s capital, habitus and field
Gunter & Forrester, 2009 School leadership and education policy-making in 

England
Lingard et al., 2015 Researching the habitus of global policy actors in 

education

The concepts of field, habitus, capital and practice (see  Error: Reference source not
found) are used to explain interactions of agents within a context [6]. Agents are dis-
tributed in the field based on the volume of capital they possess [6]. An agent is de-
fined in the study as an individual, group of persons, donor or country who acts in a
field such as national ICT policy formulation. 
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A field is a network of relations with a specific distribution of power and has a
boundary, a purpose to be achieved within some time frame and agents [28]. These
agents go into the field with their habitus, which outlines their behaviour, beliefs and
values in the field [12]. Bourdieu argued that an explanation of social phenomenon
can be theorized by examining the social space in which interactions and events oc-
curred [7].  Practices describe the actions of actors  that are repeated and patterned
[40]. Agents occupy positions, which are structured in terms of power relations.

The Malawi national ICT policy formulation was the field of study in which habi-
tus of the actors was identified. Positions of actors in the field were identified based
on the capital actors brought to the field. 

Table 3. Concepts of Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice
Concept Definition Examples
Field A network of relationships of policy 

actors and positions occupied as a 
result of different forms of capitals 
the actors possess [28].

A policy network and 
relationships within the group

Practice Actions that policy actors engage in, 
or what they do. Habitus generates 
practice [8] 

Over-dependence on foreign aid

Habitus Behaviour, beliefs, values, 
expressions of policy actors and are 
identified through the practices that 
enact the habitus [28]

Seeking external technical 
support

Capital Possessions of an actor [6] Cultural: skills, knowledge 
Economic: funding
Social: blueprint
Symbolic: tacit power  

Bourdieu classifies capital into economic, social, cultural and symbolic capital [12].
Economic capital is about resources such as income or property; social capital as in
connections [6], while cultural capital as knowledge and skills [7]. Bourdieu refers to
symbolic capital as a form of tacit power that an agent holds and all the different
forms of capital are interlinked. However, economic capital can be more easily and
efficiently converted into cultural,  social,  and symbolic capital  than the other way
round [6].

3.2 Limitations of the Theory

Despite its wide use, Bourdieu’s theory has some weaknesses. Bourdieu’s theory does
not clearly show “where to draw the line, that is, how to find out where the field ef -
fects stop” [28, p.78]. This limitation is associated with field boundary. This was ad-
dressed by specifying the time frame, purpose and actors that participated in the for-
mulation of the policy within the context. Second, there is a problem of change in the
field. Bourdieu theorized “fields as antagonistic, as sites of struggle. The game that is
played in fields has no ultimate winner, it is an unending game, and this always im-
plies the potential  for change at any time” [28, p. 79]. To understand the existing
form,  Bourdieu  stresses  analysis  of  the  way  the  field  develops  by  showing  how
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changes in the field take place over time [28]. The study analysed how policy formu-
lation progressed within different sub-fields.

4 Methodology

4.1 Approach

This qualitative study adopted case study strategy to answer the research question,
and used interviews and documents as the main methods of enquiry. Qualitative re-
search provides an insight into some phenomenon of interest [42]. In addition, case
study strategy was deemed necessary because it combines the phenomenon of interest
and the context; and its aim is to provide an analysis of context and processes that
may cause events associated with the occurrence of the phenomena [49]. The study
sought to analyse how country context affects the influence of external actors in the
ICT policy making. A case study uses multiple data gathering methods such as inter-
views and documents [3], which were used in this study. 

Although some scholars posit that one cannot generalise on the basis of a single
case [18], [20] argues that choice of a case, not necessarily the number of cases, is
central in case study research and can be used to generalise to theory. Walsham [46]
cited in [31, p.236] elucidates that with a “rich description of a case, the researcher
can generalise to concepts, to a theory, to specific implications, or to rich insight. All
four of Walsham’s examples involve generalising from empirical statements (reflect-
ing the observations made in a case study) to theoretical statements (concepts, theory,
specific implications, and rich insight)”. This study adopted the understanding of gen-
eralization to theory based on Walsham’s [46] citation and used a single case study.

4.2 Data Collection

Nineteen (19) interviews (see Table 4) of policy actors who directly took part in the
formulation of the national ICT policy and secondary data from draft national ICT
policy documents, minutes of policy meetings and  reports from the policy proceed-
ings (see Error: Reference source not found5) between 2001 and 2009 were used. 

Table 4. Summary of respondents
Sector Respondent
Academia ACADEMIC-1 to 5
Non-Governmental Organisation NON-GOVERNMENTAL-1
Private Sector PRIVATE-1 to 4
Public Sector PUBLIC-1 to 6
Public Sector STATUTORY-1 to 3

Influence of external actors was studied within three nested policy making fields in
the context.  The first field constituted policy making activities that took place be-
tween 2001 and 2003, the second from 2004 and 2006 whilst the third field was the
draft ICT policy between 2007 and 2009.
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Table 5. Secondary data sources
Unit of interest Primary data Secondary data
Local actor Semi-structured  interviews  with  18

respondents
Three  workshop  reports
[17];  [29];  [34]  and  two
copies  minutes  of  policy
meetings [22]; [23]

National  ICT
policy

Three  versions  of  draft  policies  (2003,
2006 and 2009)

None 

4.3 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was applied in an iterative manner to code the data using six phases
[9].  (see  Error:  Reference source  not found).  Informed by Bourdieu’s  concepts  of
field, capital, habitus and practice, an initial set of eight codes was developed and re-
fined using the first three interview transcripts. The 8 codes were subsequently ap-
plied on the remaining 15 interview transcripts and relevant policy documents in a
process that resulted in 23 codes. 

Table 6. Phases of thematic analysis [9, p.87]
Phase Description of the process
Familiarizing
yourself  with  your
data

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data,
noting down initial ideas.

Generating  initial
codes

Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion
across the entire data set, collating data relevant to each code.

Searching for themes Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant
to each potential theme.

Reviewing themes Checking if  the themes work in relation to the coded extracts
(Level 1) and the entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic
‘map’ of the analysis.

Defining and naming
themes

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the
overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and
names for each theme.

Producing the report The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling
extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back
of the analysis to the research question and literature, producing a
scholarly report of the analysis.

 
An examination of the codes revealed 4 overarching themes of context of policy for-
mulation, interaction among actors, domination of actors and behaviour of policy ac-
tors. NVIVO 11 software was used during the analysis. The theme on context of pol-
icy formulation is the focus of this paper.
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4.4 Limitations of the Methodology

The policy making process in Malawi took place more than ten years ago so memory
lapses were a limitation as some policy actors could not recall some of the events of
the policy process [42]. This was partly addressed by sending copies of the research
instrument and draft policy documents prior to the interviews. This was done to assist
the actors to recall some of the events that took place years back based on the contents
of the draft policy documents. 

Another limitation arose when the Ministry responsible for ICT could not trace
minutes for policy proceedings. This was mitigated by contacting some of the policy
actors who had kept few copies of the policy meetings. A third limitation arose when
most of the external actors failed to trace individuals who took part in the policy mak-
ing arena. Snowballing was used to identify some roles that the external actors played
during policy making. However, while some of the local actors presented their per-
sonal views about the roles of the external actors, their level of subjectivity could af-
fect the accuracy of the findings since the local actors’ views on the behaviour of ex-
ternal actors during the process could not be validated.

5 Case Description: Malawi Context

5.1 Country’s Historical and Political Perspectives

Malawi, a country located in East Africa, gained its independence from Great Britain
in 1964 [, the first national ICT policy for the country was only launched under Joyce
Banda’s presidency [24].

At the time of formulating the national ICT policy, Malawi had been facing chal-
lenges in most spheres of life such as illiteracy levels at 81%, population growth rate
at 3.2% and lack of access to higher education for the vast majority [17].

5.2 Malawi Public Policy Making Process 

Malawi adopts the standard public policy approach  described in Section 2.1.  This
process  starts  with  identification  of  an  issue,  followed  by  the  development  of  a
concept paper that would address the problem. Next, stakeholder  consultations are
held followed by formulation of the policy document, which is reviewed by cabinet.
Once  cabinet  approves,  the  policy  is  ready  for  implementation.  Beyond
implementation  stage,  issues  of  monitoring  and  evaluation  arise  [33].  TheError:
Reference source not found policy process may iterate at any of the stages.

5.3 Malawi National ICT Policy

The first activities to developing a national ICT policy started in 2001 when UNDP
funded  a  pre-policy  survey  [29]  and  pre-policy  workshops  in  2002  [34].  The
workshops  recommended  adoption  of  a  UNECA  framework,  which  was  used  in
developing the country’s first draft policy. An Information Technology Task Force
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(ITTF)  consisting  of  public  and  non-public  actors  (private  and  non-governmental
organisations) led the activity while the second and third draft policies were led by a
National ICT Working Group (NICTWG), which replaced the ITTF. In subsequent
drafts, the country abandoned the framework and took a national approach to policy
formulation. Although the name of the second draft policy was ICT4D, in the context
it was the ICT policy. The three draft policies are summarised in Table 7.

Table 7. A summary of purpose and custodian of the policy
Version of policy Purpose Custodian of

policy
First draft national ICT
policy (2001 – 2003)

Contribute to the attainment of the aspirations of
the  Vision  2020,  the  objectives  of  the  Malawi
Science  and  Technology  Policy,  and  the
objectives of Malawi Poverty Reduction Strategy
paper [25, p.7]

ITTF

Second  draft  national
ICT  policy  (2004  –
2006)

Provide  a  framework  for  deployment,
exploitation and development of ICTs to support
the  process  of  accelerated  socio-economic
development in Malawi [26, p.2]

NICTWG

Third  draft  national
ICT  policy  (2007  –
2009)

Provide  a  framework  for  deployment,
exploitation and development of ICT to support
the  process  of  accelerated  socio-economic
development in Malawi [27, p.6]

NICTWG

5.4 Challenges Affecting the ICT Sector in the Country

Malawi is characterised by an underdeveloped ICT infrastructure, lack of skilled and
experienced human resources in policy formulation, a weak information and computer
use culture, high cost of telecommunications and unstable and unreliable power [17].
Given  these  challenges,  Malawi  has  continued  to  rely  on  financial  and  technical
support on most of its projects [48]. 

6 Results

The research sought to analyse the link between country context and external actors’
influences in the formulation of a national ICT policy in developing countries using
Malawi as the context. 

6.1 Policy Formulation Field

Policy formulation constituted three overlapping nested fields (see  Error: Reference
source  not  found1),  which  were:  (i)  draft  national  ICT policy  of  2003,  (ii)  draft
Malawi National ICT for Development (ICT4D) policy of 2006 and (iii) draft national
ICT policy of 2009. Each draft policy had a temporary boundary, a purpose to be
achieved in a time frame and a policy network that occupied different positions in the
field (See Table 8). Two additional fields shared relationships with the three policy
making fields.  These  are  political  field,  occupied  by cabinet,  and external  actors’
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field, in which most of the external influences were located (see Figure 1). While the
political field was nested within the second and third draft policy fields; the other
field was nested within all the three fields. 

Figure 1: Overview of overlapping and nested fields of ICT policy formulation in Malawi

With some level of autonomy and its own logics [7] , a field generates “its own values
and behavioural  imperatives  that  are  relatively  independent  from forces  emerging
from the economic and political fields” [38, p.458]. The national ICT policy field was
not completely autonomous. The control from the external actors’ and political fields
reduced the autonomy of the field. This control created cross-field effects and affected
the  policy  process:  “…when  the  template  was  thrown  out.  ...and  [the]  policy
approach  changed  from  UNECA  to  [take  a]  national  [stance],  that’s  what  has
worked [for the nation]” (NON-GOVERNMENTAL-1).   

6.2 Context of Policy Formulation (2001-2009)

The theme on context of policy formulation revealed that the ITTF omitted challenges
associated with country context in the first draft, which adopted the NICI framework.
However, the NICTWG acknowledged the contextual challenges in the second and
third draft policies.  For example, in the first draft policy there was little mention of
illiteracy as having an impact on access  to and usage of ICTs. Although the draft
policy mentioned literacy issues as in “Promote basic literacy and ICT literacy in
Malawi” [25, p.13], the policy was silent  about the country’s illiteracy levels as a
challenge relating to ICTs. Similarly, poverty was only mentioned in the context of
another  policy  paper:  “Furthermore,  the  conviction  is  demonstrated  through
Government’s  prioritization  of  ICT  activities  in  the  Malawi  Poverty  Reduction
Strategy Paper” [25, p.6]. In addition, contextual challenges such as energy were also
omitted  in  the  first  draft  policy  although  one  respondent  felt  that:  “…energy
[electricity] and poverty were not considered at the time of developing [the] policy”
(PRIVATE-1).

Economic and cultural capital have the potential to affect policy outcomes [13].
Thus, the habitus of  omitting challenges of  the country shaped the policy making
field. This could mean that the policy team was inexperienced and failed to appreciate
the importance of context in policy formulation. Alternatively,  it  could be that the
NICI framework was so over-powering, so they failed to customise it to the case of
Malawi. 

The NICTWG considered country context during the second draft policy: 



12

 “…Malawi faces a number of challenges that must be taken into account
in order to achieve sustainable development processes and outcomes and
promote the development and use of ICT. More often such challenges have
affected and derailed the implementation of policies and strategies on one
hand and intended outcomes, on the other” [26, p.7]. 

Likewise, in the third draft policy, challenges in the context were acknowledged:
“socio-economic  challenges  which  are  associated,  among  other  things,  with
inadequate communication infrastructure, very low utilization of technology and lack
of information” [27, p.6]. 

Despite acknowledging the challenges such as over-dependence on aid, the local
actors still  considered donor support  as a strategy to implement policy objectives:
“Encourage donor agencies, non-government organizations and other development
partners of  the country to help in ICT capacity  building initiatives” [26, p.31]. In
other words, an identified challenge becomes a solution at the same time.

External actors may have taken advantage of the practice of over-dependence on
foreign  aid,  for  example,  and  played  other  roles  than  the  tradition  of  providing
financial and technical support [10]. (see Table 8Error: Reference source not found).
The different  pre-policy  activities  that  were  funded by  external  actors  constituted
agenda  setting.  Funding  is  classified  as  economic  capital  [6].  The  importance  of
agenda setting as a foundation of policy making has been noted. Problems in agenda
setting may bring forth undesired effects for the policy process and policy outcomes
(Fox et al., 2006). The agenda for ICT policy making in Malawi was set by external
actors: “… a donor came and said there are issues of an ICT policy so a donor came
and said we will fund it, hence Malawi did not own the policy” (PRIVATE-1). This
may suggest that the context was not ready for the policy. A summary of the capital,
habitus  and  practices  identified  in  the  context  is  in  Figure  2.  Donor  dependency
syndrome negatively affects realisation of policy outcomes [48]. 

Government  requested  UNECA  to  provide  technical  assistance  in  the  context,
which  was  in  a  form  of  customizing  the  NICI  framework.  Many  respondents
expressed lack of technical skills in policy formulation as the reason why government
sought external support: “[there was] admission that the country did not have skills
in policy formulation hence [government] called for assistance” (PUBLIC-5).  In this
case, the habitus of seeking external technical support shaped the policy.  
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Figure 2. A summary of the capital, habitus and practices in the context

7 Discussion and Conclusion

External  actors  played  different  roles  in  the  context  because  of  the  capital  they
brought into the policy making field,  which shaped the design and process of the
national ICT policy (see  Error: Reference source not foundError: Reference source
not found). The context did not appear to have sufficient economic capital compared
to the external  actors’  financial  resources.  Bourdieu identifies  economic capital  as
resources such as income or property [6]. Some respondents said that the habitus of
expecting donor support pushed government to accept funding from external actors
towards initiatives although these were not priorities of government at the time. For
example,  government received funding from the World Bank for formulation of a
Universal  Access  policy  at  a  time  implementation  of  the  policy  could  not  be
sustained. In this case, an external actor played the role of setting a priority for the
context.
 

Acceptance of this funding may be attributed to the country’s overdependence on
donor aid, a practice that is produced and reproduced in the context. This agrees with
literature  that  40% of the country’s  annual  budget year-in and year-out is  supple-
mented by foreign aid [36]; [48]. Some respondents said that an external actor part-
nered with a local actor through provision of funding and controlled formulation of
the Universal  Access  policy. This supports literature that: “Through these funding
partnerships, donors can sometimes control policy agendas and project ideas” [10,
p.94]. External actors’ actions may have led to abandonment of and delays in launch-
ing the policy. Indeed, the first draft policy was later abandoned in favour of local ini-
tiatives within the context. Furthermore, formulation of the national ICT policy was
also prolonged as the final policy was only launched more than 10 years later. 

At the time of formulating the national ICT policy, the country context was experi-
encing economic challenges such as severe poverty and heavy dependence on donor
assistance [17]. This appears to suggest that the context had limited economic capital.
Thus, setting priorities for such a country may overburden government to allocate fi-
nancial resources, in this case economic capital, on projects that are not sustainable or
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cannot be implemented. Setting policy priorities in such a country may “contribute to
policy fragmentation, overburden local administrations and tie up scarce professional
resources” [2, p.36] and contradicts literature that donors and partners should focus
their efforts around “country-owned and defined objectives and expected results” [50,
p.9]. 

Some respondents observed that an external  actor shaped the content of an ICT
policy in the context through provision of a blueprint as a tool for developing a na-
tional ICT policy. The blueprint was a resource that was adopted in the context in the
formulation of the policy. Bourdieu describes social capital as a resource that is con-
nected with group membership and social networks but is also based on mutual under-
standing and appreciation among agents [6]. Some respondents mentioned that they
did not support adoption of the blueprint because they did not share the idea of using
the blueprint. This is consistent with literature that imposing ideas on a country may
fail to produce the desired output [44]. Other respondents accepted that the blueprint
was useful  as  it  worked  as  an eyeopener  given  that  the  context  did not  have  the
knowledge and skills to develop a national ICT policy. The different viewpoints may
have resulted in unintended policy outcomes since decisions among the local actors
were made through consensus. Indeed, after a while, local actors abandoned the blue-
print and took a different approach to policy making. This was despite the context
holding several sensitisation workshops seeking views of different stakeholders on the
suitability of blueprint in the context. This may mean that the country context did not
fully support adoption of the blueprint on account of limited social capital with re-
spect to the blueprint. 

Table 8. Roles of external actors in the Malawi policy field vis-à-vis traditional roles

Forms of 
capital 

External actor(s) Roles of external actors

Economic 
capital 

UNDP, COMESA, the World 
Bank

Providing financial resources

Cultural 
capital

External consultants Setting policy priorities   
UNECA, UNDP and the World
Bank

Facilitating entry of external actors

Social capi-
tal

UNECA Shaping of policy content
UNECA, Rwanda Shaping of policy formulation

Most  respondents  also  acknowledged  that  the  context  did  not  possess  sufficient
knowledge  and  skills  for  formulating  a  national  ICT  policy.  Bourdieu  identifies
knowledge and skills as a category of cultural capital [7]. So, as a starting point, gov-
ernment made a request to external actors to provide technical support in policy mak-
ing. External actors also recruited consultants to offer technical support during policy
activities in the context. In this way, external actors facilitated entry of other actors
into the policy making arena through provision of technical support, which was in
limited supply in the context. There was admission that the local actors did not have
cultural capital at the time for developing a national ICT policy.  The country’s lim-



15

ited cultural capital in the field shaped the habitus of seeking external technical sup-
port, which in turn generated the practice of overdependence on foreign aid.

Because of the country’s limitations, external actors brought economic, social and
cultural capital during policy formulation field and played roles that contradict litera-
ture on the tradition of providing financial and technical support in projects [10]. The
different forms of capital that were identified in the policy making space constituted
the context.  External actors brought sufficient economic, social and cultural capital in
the country context at the request of government. This agrees with literature that all
the different forms of capital are inter-linked [6]. 

This discussion leads to a proposition that: 

P1 When the context of a country is characterised by limited economic,
social  and cultural capital  during formulation of  a national ICT
policy then external actors play other roles in the context that result
in unintended policy outcomes than the tradition of providing fund-
ing and technical support 

In summary, Bourdieu’s concepts of field, capital and habitus have been used to illu-
minate the field in which formulation of a national ICT policy took place. The major
tools used in this paper are field and capital. The study has found that when the con-
text of a developing country has limited economic, social and cultural capital then ex-
ternal actors such as donors, international organisations take advantage of the context
and play roles other than the tradition of providing funds and technical support. Exter-
nal actors shape policy formulation, content of a policy but also set priorities which
are not on the government’s agenda. These roles in turn affect other stages of the pol-
icy process. A limitation in this study was that the research focused on a single case,
which may give a narrow view. Future research may consider comparing contexts
from more developing countries to broaden the view.  
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