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Transnational Actors and the Diffusion 

of Social Policies: An Ideational 
Approach

Privilege Haang’andu and Daniel Béland

�Introduction

Political scientists have established compelling scholarly evidence that 
transnational actors (TNAs) such as international organizations (e.g. the 
World Bank, International Monetary Fund [IMF] and United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO]), advo-
cacy networks and epistemic communities can have a significant effect on 
state policies, on the creation of international norms and on the subse-
quent diffusion of these norms into domestic practices (Boli and Thomas 
1999; Checkel 1997, 2005; Evangelista 1995; Finger and Princen 2013). 
Predominantly, the transnational policy diffusion literature focuses on 
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the institutionalist approach which holds that political institutions “medi-
ate, filter, and refract the efforts by transnational actors and alliances to 
influence policies in the various issue-areas” (Risse 2007, 269). According 
to this hypothesis, political institutions are necessary and sufficient gate-
ways toward successful policy diffusion (for a discussion see Orenstein 
2008). The main task of TNAs, therefore, is to seek strategic engagement 
with domestic, institutionalized political actors and to create among them 
winning coalitions for the acceptance of new policies and norms. In this 
chapter, using the example of disability and gender-based policies in Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA), we suggest that key actors involved in transnational 
social policy diffusion have overemphasized the role of political institu-
tions. This is the case because TNAs focus their mobilization on the 
engagement with powerful institutionalized domestic actors to foster suc-
cessful policy diffusion. However, while institutional factors are impor-
tant and might be enough to foster success in some policy domains, they 
fail to explain why some transnational networks operating in the same 
institutional context succeed, while others fail (Keck and Sikkink 1998). 
As Risse (2007, 270) argues, the political-institutional approach to trans-
national mobilization stresses “formal aspects of political and social insti-
tutions rather than the substantive content of ideas and norms embedded 
in them”. We selected disability and gender policy domains because of 
two reasons: first, because the study is about the success and failure of 
policy diffusion, we needed two policy areas with contrasting success 
rates. Disability and gender policies, despite facing significantly similar 
social barriers, show contrasting policy diffusion success rates in southern 
Africa. Moreover, we aimed at comparing two policy areas whose appear-
ance on the transnational scene is not punctuated by large temporal gaps. 
International issues of advocacy, disability, and gender became central at 
about the same time (2000 for Millennium Development Goals [MDGs] 
with MDG 8 specifying gender equality and 2006 for the Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [CRPD]). This situation makes it 
easier to compare the simultaneous fate of disability and gender policies 
in SSA. Second, both policy areas face similar ideational challenges (e.g. 
cultural-cognitive biases, stereotypes and marginalization).

In this chapter, therefore, we develop an alternative approach to trans-
national mobilization built on ideational factors (e.g. cultural contexts, 
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identities, norms, symbols and language) to explain the variation of TNA 
success with policy diffusion. Simultaneously, we lay out ideational fac-
tors shaping social policy diffusion in SSA and demonstrate the necessity 
of an ideational approach.

Our theoretical approach, contrary to the predominantly supply-
driven institutionalist approach, is driven by symmetrical interactions 
between the supply of policy ideas and the demand for these ideas in the 
policy diffusion process. Our approach, anchored in the role of ideas in 
policy diffusion, claims that policy diffusion is significantly impacted by 
local ideational factors beyond the reach of formal political institutions. 
As both supply and demand matter for policy diffusion, we argue that the 
bricolage and translation of ideas are important for achieving successful 
policy diffusion. While translation is about adapting foreign ideas to a 
particular normative or institutional setting, so that they can blend 
(Clarke et al. 2015), bricolage is about combining different pre-existing 
ideas and institutional components to create something new 
(Campbell 2004).

�An Ideational Framework

�Bricolage, Translation and Policy Transfer

To conceptualize a policy diffusion approach that goes beyond the domi-
nant political-institutional perspective discussed above, we propose an 
ideational approach (Parsons 2007) that finds expression by way of brico-
lage and translation (Campbell 2004). This new framework stresses the 
importance of ideational persuasion (see Fig.  12.1) for transnational 
actors seeking to bring about domestic policy change while minimizing 
the risk of resistance on the part of domestic actors (elected officials and 
the electorate).

To understand ideational processes, we can turn to Parsons (2007) 
who couches a typology for explaining political behavior according to 
two logics: the logic of position (structural and institutional) and the 
logic of interpretation (psychological and ideational). The logic of 
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position “explains by detailing the landscape around someone to show 
how an obstacle course of material or man-made constraints and incen-
tives channels her to certain actions” (Parsons 2007, 13). On the other 
hand, the logic of interpretation “explains by showing that someone 
arrives at an action only through one interpretation of what is possible 
and/or desirable” (Parsons 2007, 13). According to Parsons, therefore, 
explanations of political behavior can be classified as one out of four types 
contained in the two logics above: structural, institutional, psychological 
and ideational. According to the logic of interpretation, the difference 
between ideational and psychological forces is stark: the former are his-
torically constructed and the latter are about hard-wired cognitive pro-
cesses. What we abstract from Parsons is the concept of ideational 
explanations. For Parsons (2002, 48), ideas—which give ideational expla-
nations of their name—are “claims about descriptions of the world, 
causal relationships, or the normative legitimacy of certain actions”. Ideas 
are constructive interpretative lenses through which actors make sense of 
their material, social and political environment.

Parsons argues that ideational claims are particularistic in that they rely 
on the consequences of prior contingent actions, and that they trace the 
causes of action to some historically constructed practices, norms and 
ideas through which individuals interpret the world. However, as Parsons 
(2007, 97–98) notes, “people may invent a stunning range of beliefs and 
practices, but they do not quite do so in infinitely flexible ways”. Ideational 
foundations, though amenable to alternative persuasion through fram-
ing, foster stable sociological identities. As Trebilcock (2014, 39) argues, 
because societies’ ideational positions are relatively stable over time, they 
“serve as an important foundation to which policy proposals must gener-
ally be tied, in one form or another, in order to gain popular acceptance”. 
The fact that these beliefs are to some extent flexible makes it important 
to consider translating policy proposals for local appeal to a sense of nor-
mative fairness and appropriateness (see Trebilcock 2014). It is this need 
for framing in policy diffusion that necessitates the next part of our ide-
ational framework.

The concepts of bricolage and translation at the core of our ideational 
framework are derived from Campbell’s work on institutional change. In 
his analysis of how various ideas can shape institutional change, Campbell 
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(2004) discusses translation and bricolage, two mechanisms according to 
which different ideas and institutional elements are combined and 
reframed in particular institutional contexts. On the one hand, Campbell 
argues that when new ideas are introduced into a new cultural and insti-
tutional context through diffusion processes, these ideas are typically 
translated into local practice to varying degrees. From this perspective, 
translation is about adapting foreign ideas to a particular normative or 
institutional setting so that they can blend in (Clarke et  al. 2015). 
Bricolage, on the other hand, is about combining different pre-existing 
ideas and institutional components to create something new (Campbell 
2004). In other words, bricolage relates to the capacity of actors to create 
something new out of the ideational and institutional legacies that already 
exist in their environment (Campbell 2004; Carstensen 2011).

Bricolage and translation in policy diffusion in SSA are necessary to 
enhance policy diffusion. Empirically, because of its unique historical, 
cultural, economic, religious and political experiences that collectively 
shape social and political existence in a unique way, the SSA social con-
text does not render itself adequately amenable to the Western-centric 
legislative approach without addressing preliminary contextual and cul-
tural factors. As illustrated, existing models of concentrating on legisla-
tive procedures and targeting political institutions for envisioned 
transformation have proved futile and even counterproductive, demand-
ing alternative approaches. In practice, social norms cannot change over-
night through the prescription of legislation. Unfortunately, as Grech 
(2011, 93) argues, the Global South has since colonial times been “con-
strued as a blank slate, waiting for outside intervention”. Social norms, 
likable or not, constitute identities and meanings that cannot be sup-
planted through legislation alone. As Scott (2005) argues, cultural knowl-
edge is an essential component of policy design and meaning.

Contrary to the institutional approach, the translation and bricolage 
of ideas offer a more viable and tenacious promise as a mechanism for 
cultural and ideological policy change in the Global South. This change 
works both through strategic social agents at the societal level and, 
although later, through political institutions. While political institutions 
are often susceptible to political and economic manipulation by the pow-
erful, they are socially ill-positioned to drive such bottom-up ideational 
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innovation. Figure 12.1 illustrates the difference between the two diffu-
sion approaches. In the words of Miljan (2012, 5), “a program, law, or 
regulation hardly ever ‘solves’ a problem in the sense of eliminating the 
conditions that inspired demands for action. When a problem does dis-
appear, the reason often has less to do with government action than with 
changing societal conditions—including the emergence of new problems 
that push old ones below the surface of public consciousness”.

Without any ideational fix, therefore, law enforcement is powerless. 
Political actors, often perceived as elitists, are ineffective with engender-
ing changes of norms embedded in existing cultural and religious identi-
ties. In their place, we propose the deployment of strategic social actors 
whom we call civic educators as translators and bricoleurs (i.e. ideational 
entrepreneurs): traditional leaders, religious leaders, teachers, issue-based 
advocates, journalists and other social entrepreneurs. It is among com-
munities, families, social groups and associations that ideological frames 
are constituted and sustained. In her argument about when a subject 
ripens for public attention, Miljan (2012) demonstrates how, in industri-
alized democracies, a change of cultural attitudes preceded the political 
agenda to address unequal social conditions of males and females, for 
example equal pay for equal work. It was cultural change, not legislation 
per se, that necessitated the revolution for gender equality. Subsequent 
legislative efforts supported the ideational transformation that was a 
result of a policy discourse.

Civic educators are strategically positioned to reinforce or alter social 
beliefs, to challenge epistemological positions and to help re-align norms, 
values and “truths”. Simply put, they are well-positioned to actively pro-
mote ideational transformation. For example, in the Global South trans-
national actors can work through community players such as community 
leaders and heads of religious organizations incorporating endogenous 
norms, values and ideas. This is more impactful in reversing trends such 
as child marriage and domestic violence.

A potential entry point for championing ideational and policy influ-
ence in the Global South is an appeal to the pre-existing communitarian 
sense of solidarity, family care and social cohesion. For instance, Grech 
(2011) acknowledges the importance of family ties for offering solidarity 
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and social support in the Global South. Communal solidarity provides a 
profound opportunity for social policy development in the region.

�Supply and Demand in Policy Diffusion

While some scholars believe that political institutions are necessary and 
sufficient gateways toward successful policy diffusion (Risse 2007), others 
see a stronger symbiosis between formal rules/laws that constrain and 
shape social action and the embedded informal norms that legitimate 
those formal rules (Campbell 2004; North 1994; Scott 2005). The latter 
ideational approach stresses that institutional change does not simply 
mean a change of policy instruments, but, most profoundly, a change of 
norms that underpin the objectives of these instruments and provide 
them with legitimacy.

We argue that this constructivist and ideational approach, which has 
two implications for policy diffusion, suggests a two-faceted policy diffu-
sion process: supply and demand. Before explaining this in greater detail, 
we are going to deal with the implications of our constructivist and ide-
ational approach. First, because policies—as formal rules and precepts—
are institutional realities, their change must seek to alter not just the 
instrumental aspects represented by formal rules but also the normative 
aspects including social expectations, customs and belief systems. These 
social factors, which Parsons (2007) calls ideational factors, matter sig-
nificantly for policy diffusion because every society is defined by its own 
sets of persistent cultural ideas. These ideas define societies, and they cre-
ate and establish social interests that societies live by and would not will-
ingly sacrifice because policy instruments have changed.

Without ideational strategies that socialize and rationalize the new 
precepts, no punitive law would easily engender any change of core social 
norms. This, therefore, raises an important issue about framing in policy 
processes. As Baumgartner and Jones (1991, 1046) demonstrate in what 
they call “policy imaging”, the framing of policy ideas is crucial not only 
for the justification of new policies but also for the legitimation of alter-
native world views.
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Second, the degree of policy change is only as profound as the policy 
proposers’ scope of engagement with diverse social actors who legitimate 
a given political idea. If Hall’s (1993) third level of policy change (para-
digm shift) is desired, context-specific ideas that determine social objec-
tives and goals according to which institutions and policies are designed 
must be taken into account. To do this, any meaningful activism should 
be based on a coherent and contextual understanding of institutions, 
their rules and operations. The assumption that institutions have a uni-
versal character often leads to the pitfall that they could resolve all social 
problems regardless of cultural and normative circumstances (Haang’andu 
2018). In this case, social scientists have shown that the logic according 
to which the change of formal rules (or policy instruments) is sufficient 
for changing human behavior is flawed. Douglas North (1994), for 
example, argues that while it is easy to change formal rules overnight, 
informal norms, which are the anchor for belief, identity, knowledge and 
behavior, usually change only gradually. The logic here is that institutions 
are birthed through social interactions and that they are often a represen-
tation of the people’s cultural-cognitive values and informal beliefs (see 
also Campbell 2004, 1–9). Institutions and their enforcement build on 
and reinforce informal norms and beliefs. They create reciprocal expecta-
tions and standards because of repeated human behavior and in response 
to them. In other words, they create a culture.

The preceding discussion leads to the conclusion that transnational 
policy diffusion should be mindful of two important components of dif-
fusion: the supply and the demand components (see Fig. 12.2). These 
two components have implications for understanding power relations in 
policy diffusion and for determining the success and failure of policy dif-
fusion. The supply side simply means that a policy entrepreneur identifies 
a situation (problematic or not) requiring a policy response and proposes 
a solution. For example, the observation that socio-economic and politi-
cal benefits are unequally distributed among men and women has led to 
the emergence of feminist solutions.

However, supplying policy ideas should be balanced with the demand 
side. The demand side has two components: inactive demand and active 
demand. The inactive demand side is primarily guided by what Campbell 
(2004, 94) refers to as “public sentiments”. It means that if an outsider 
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attempts to change them, public normative resistance is imminent, poten-
tially seeing such attempts as ideological and cultural intrusion. From this 
perspective, the inactive demand is where a given society does not actively 
seek change to its status quo, but an outside policy proposer seeks to initi-
ate change based on perceptions of a situation the outside actor sees as 
problematic. The policy proposer must prove through a compelling indi-
cator that there is need for a change of the status quo. As Kingdon (2003, 
93) argues, “constructing an indicator and getting others to agree to its 
worth become major preoccupations of those pressing for policy change”. 
For instance, society A could have traditional gender relations it does not 
see as problematic, although actor B (a TNA) considers them a problem. 
On the whole, transnational actors and policy proposers see problems 
beyond their jurisdictions and promote solutions, assuming or believing 
that a perceived problem borders on a universal principle or that their 
proposed solution is responsive to their diagnostic (see Shriwise, Chap. 2, 
this volume, but also Chinyoka and Ulriksen, Chap. 10, this volume).

The demand side also has an active component where a given policy 
community actively seeks policy solutions for a perceived problem. Still, 
this demand for policy solutions could be either endogenously or exoge-
nously created. Moreover, the interactions of the supply and demand 
sides of policy diffusion inherently entail power relations, whether sym-
metrical or asymmetrical. For policy diffusion to be legitimate, policy 
entrepreneurs must be aware of the potential for ideational domination. 
The next section specifies why and how power matters in policy diffusion 
and how, if not properly managed, it could result in ideational asymme-
tries and policy impositions.

�Power and Policy Diffusion: Implications for Political 
and Ideational Asymmetries

Although international organizations often present transnational policy 
ideas and norms as being neutral, universal and disinterested, political 
scientists have demonstrated that transnational policy diffusion is charac-
terized by power contestations (Waltz 2000; Shriwise, Chap. 2, this vol-
ume). A perspective on the idea of power that has sparked academic 
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controversy is the one by Steven Lukes (2004). Lukes holds a neo-Marxist 
view according to which power is relational and asymmetrical. It is power 
over others. According to him, power is the ideological capacity to mis-
leadingly shape the preferences of other actors, in order of reinforcing 
their domination (Béland 2010). Contrary to Lukes’ conception of power 
as “power over”, Morriss (2006, 126) argues that “our primary under-
standing of power is as ‘power-to’” and that “it follows from this that 
‘power’ is best thought of as the ability to effect outcomes, not the ability 
to affect others”. Understanding the conceptual distinction between 
Lukes’ “power over” and “power to”, which refers to the capacity to shape 
outcomes (Morriss 2006), is crucial for our understanding of transna-
tional policy diffusion.

While transnational players are autonomous actors, their policy ideas 
are seldom those without the backing of powerful countries that finance 
their operations (see Shriwise, Chap. 2, this volume; Mioni and Petersen, 
Chap. 3, this volume). While many times TNAs have openly used their 
control over these institutions to manipulate global political outcomes 
(which Lukes suggests as “power over”), transnational policy is almost 
always characterized by power asymmetries. Although transnational pol-
icy diffusion, as Hall (1993) puts it, is always about “powering” and “puz-
zling”, achieving policy outcomes through the manipulation of formal 
political institutions, particularly on matters socially and culturally 
entrenched, is seldom a viable way of diffusing policy. In the case of dis-
ability policy, the failure has more to do with assumptions of Western-
centric norms that overshadow the predominance of local cultural ideas 
in influencing collective identities that could stifle policy diffusion. As 
Campbell (2004) suggests, policy change should address not only cogni-
tive but also normative ideas, bearing in mind the background and fore-
ground variables affecting the acceptability of policy change.

  P. Haang’andu and D. Béland
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�Case Study: Transnational Policy 
Diffusion in SSA

A couple of key points emerge from the preceding discussion that point 
to the inadequacy of the political-institutional framework and stress the 
need for our alternative ideational approach. To illustrate the usefulness 
of this approach, we apply it to transnational disability policy diffusion in 
SSA, which we then compare with diffusion in the field of gender equal-
ity. By way of these factors outlined below as part of our general frame-
work, we demonstrate how the policy diffusion process could be 
enhanced.

The reason why we selected disability policy to illustrate the benefit of 
our approach is twofold. First, it is a field in which the limits of the tra-
ditional-institutionalist approach to social policy diffusion are easy to 
identify (Haang’andu 2019). Second, it is a field where the supply side to 
social policy diffusion has been overemphasized without paying attention 
to the demand factors. Disability literature is dominated by a strong 
Western-centric institutionalist approach that has effectively marginal-
ized the role of local ideas in building strong social policy responses to 
disability. As some scholars have acknowledged (e.g. Devlieger 1999; 
Grech 2011; Meekosha 2011; Soldatic and Grech 2014), despite account-
ing for over 80% of persons with disabilities worldwide, the Global South 
remains at the periphery of “development policy, research and programs, 
and virtually excluded from the Western-centric disability studies” (Grech 
2011, 87). In addition, they argue that the “universalization” of Western-
founded disability paradigms, which in our model is denoted by the sup-
ply component, has negative impacts, especially on the Global South 
where experiences of disability are profoundly different.

What we see in SSA in the two policy domains under consideration is 
a contrast between how gender policy entrepreneurs designed a very well-
orchestrated diffusion approach addressing both the demand and the 
supply sides, while the disability policy entrepreneurs stagnated at the 
supply side, weakly addressing the demand side. Where the supply side is 
emphasized, especially if policy ideas border on power relations, policy 
change evokes ideational asymmetries, something Grech (2015) calls 
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epistemic violence. Often, this leads to ideational acquiescence and con-
quest. In Haang’andu’s (2019) study, disability policy participants agreed 
that cultural barriers such as beliefs in ancestral curses, myths about the 
causes of disability and religious beliefs were strong, but also that organi-
zations of persons with disability (PDOs) are fragmented. This means 
that the two demand components (active and inactive) of the disability 
policy framework are unviable. While the inactive component of the 
demand side of gender policy was equally non-viable (by being ideation-
ally guarded), its active demand component facilitated dynamic changes 
to the two demand ends (active and inactive) to increase cultural recep-
tiveness at the supply end. This process is key to the legitimation of pol-
icy change.

Moreover, in SSA, disability policy diffusion is an understudied topic 
that requires a more systematic approach, something we offer in the fol-
lowing sub-sections. In these sections, where useful, we compare policy 
diffusion in the field of disability with the situation prevailing in the area 
of gender equality. We do so because gender equality as an issue provides 
a revealing contrast with disability policy as far as the study of diffusion 
patterns is concerned. First, because the chapter is about the success and 
failure of policy diffusion, we needed two policy areas with contrasting 
success rates. Moreover, we selected two policy areas whose appearance 
on the transnational scene is not separated by a large time difference. 
These two became prominent on the transnational scene at about the 
same time, the year 2000 for gender, as one of the eight United Nations’ 
MDGs, and the year 2006 for the CRPD. The fact that they have had 
fairly an equal time for implementation legitimates a comparison. Second, 
both policy areas face similar ideational challenges (e.g. cultural-cognitive 
biases, stereotypes and marginalization). Our interest here is not why 
gender equality and not disability has made it among the core MDGs. 
Instead, our goal is to compare policy processes that transnational actors 
and their domestic allies have undertaken to reverse women’s marginal-
ization and those that transnational actors and their allies have deployed 
the past two decades in disability advocacy. How did transnational actors 
transcend the political processes to attend to sociological causes such as 
child marriages, gender-based spousal violence, sexual cleansing/HIV 
and female genital mutilation? These are entrenched social/cultural issues 
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that formal political processes alone could not resolve. Considering that 
transnational disability actors face similar ideational challenges, how 
could gender policy diffusion processes shed light on disability policy 
diffusion?

�Individual Rights, Communitarianism and Policy 
Diffusion: Contesting Universality

In a statement disputing the assumed universality of a Eurocentric dis-
ability discourse, Grech (2015, 11) writes:

Despite the attempts by a handful of materialist disability theorists to 
engage with the so-called ‘majority world’ […], it becomes immediately 
clear that these efforts appear to be limited to writing in, or making the 
Global South fit into their dominant perspectives as opposed to learning 
about this complex and hybrid space in its own right […]. For some, the 
objective may well be the transfer and exportation of discourse, in this case 
the strong social model of disability to everyone, everywhere, with the 
objective of reinforcing its universality as a global narrative and perhaps 
reasserting the power of those generating and selling it.

Indeed, the current transnational disability discourse is imbued in 
Western knowledge and ideological, theoretical, cultural and historical 
assumptions (Grech 2015), with little sensitivity to different ideational 
local contexts. One such method is the rights-based approach to disabil-
ity that seeks to valorize the individual against the collective. One of the 
biggest challenges with transnational human rights-oriented policy diffu-
sion in Africa is the overlooking of historically entrenched collective 
identities which are essentially non-individualistic. Many African schol-
ars have written on the Bantu philosophy of Ubuntu (e.g. Christians 
2004; Mji et al. 2011; Wiredu 2008) that so profoundly characterizes the 
Bantu people of SSA. The term ubuntu is common among many Bantu 
languages across the continent and it translates as “humanity for others” 
(Christians 2004, 241). In the Zulu language, for example, ubuntu 
derives from a maxim umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, which translates as “a 
person is a person through other persons” (Christians 2004, 241; see also 
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Mji et al. 2011) or I am because we are. As Christians (2004, 241) explains, 
ubuntu “means that a person depends on personal relations with others to 
exercise, develop and fulfil those capacities that make one a person […]. 
Personhood comes as a gift from other persons”. Central to the concept 
of ubuntu is the understanding that human beings are intrinsically social 
beings and that their dignity is integrated in rationality and morality 
(Christians 2004).

Contrary to this approach by disability advocates, in his comparative 
study on disability and gender policy advocates in Malawi and Zambia, 
Haang’andu (2019) finds that while the promotion of gender equality 
was central to the objectives of feminist TNAs, persuading endogenous 
ideational factors was equally important. The most notable intermediary 
TNAs and local organizations engaged with transforming social norms 
were traditional leaders, teachers, religious leaders and husbands. 
Haang’andu (2019) shows that TNAs and their partners used framing 
techniques to persuade ideational, cultural and knowledge leaders toward 
alternative frames of gender relations. This helped, prior to the attain-
ment of effective institutional frameworks, with altering entrenched soci-
etal ideas maintained in the context of belief systems and practices that 
placed women at the periphery.

The comparison demonstrates that cultural identity, unlike Western 
individualism, is more of involuntary acquiescence. People are born into 
a culture they can individually hardly control. Individuality versus com-
munitarian comparatives has serious implications for the applicability of 
legal and judicial frameworks that stress individual rights against com-
mon values. In entrenched Western democratic societies, where individ-
ual liberties and freedoms are central to civilization, court systems and 
litigation are effective. In these societies, judicial processes through insti-
tutionalized courts are strong and binding for all parties involved. The 
institutional court system as we know it today, as a pinnacle of individual 
emancipation, is an abstraction of the Western civilization. The judiciary, 
as an arm of government, is a colonial inheritance. Like other colonial 
institutions of governance in Africa, the concept of the Western-centric 
judiciary is still struggling to entrench itself in African political cultures.

This has created two problems. First, the sense of communal solidarity, 
collective responsibility and shame is more binding than the doctrine of 
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individual exoneration through judicial victories (Haang’andu 2018). 
Second, judicial impartiality in Africa remains a significant problem. 
Some scholars have argued that judicial systems in developing countries 
are generally weak (Besley and Persson 2014). In a robust study on the 
adjudication of electoral disputes in SSA, O’Brien Kaaba (2015) docu-
ments the challenges of judicial neutrality throughout Sub-Saharan 
Africa. In all SSA countries, constitutions allow presidents to appoint 
judges, often without tenure of office, leaving the judges’ security of office 
to the caprices of politicians: the result has been that judges are often 
politically pliable. In the rare cases when judges exhibit independence 
and rule against government officials, their verdicts are ignored, publicly 
ridiculed and sometimes judges are removed (Haang’andu and 
Béland 2019).

The foregoing two points have far-reaching implications for policy dif-
fusion in SSA, when we bring the example of gender equality to the fore 
as a comparative device. First, women and persons with disabilities, like 
everybody else, hold collective purposes more than individual “rights”, 
contrasting the experience of Western civilizations (see also Grech 2011). 
These social ties shape the experience of gender relations and the disabil-
ity experience in a way that creates unique opportunities and challenges 
for policy intervention. Our experience of research in Malawi and Zambia 
shows that women are overly reticent about gender-based abuses because 
of this cultural-blanket. In many cases when reports are filed, they are 
often withdrawn, and cases can be withdrawn to preserve collective 
“integrity”. Second, although courts have mostly acted efficiently in case 
of gender-related violations where they have been allowed to, the impli-
cation of weak judicial systems for the transnationalization of disability 
norms is that there is no predictability as to whether court systems would 
act as credible remediation for disability causes. In SSA, where govern-
ment executives frequently influence the judiciary or defy judicial rul-
ings, it is difficult to imagine that courts would—contrary to Vanhala’s 
(2010) arguments for the relevance of courts in Canada and in the United 
Kingdom—be credible means to champion disability “rights”, especially 
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when judicial outcomes have punitive financial implications on arms of 
government (Haang’andu 2018).1

�Ethnolinguistic Fractionalization and Policy Diffusion

One of the conspicuous characteristics of many SSA societies is cultural 
heterogeneity. Political scientists have theorized about the implications of 
ethnolinguistic fractionalization when it comes to the building of institu-
tions. One of the arguments brought forward is that ethnolinguistic frac-
tionalization complicates institution-building and policy change (Besley 
and Persson 2014; Mauro 1998). In an ethnolinguistically fractionalized 
society, the diversity of cultural ideas makes it difficult to impose a 
homogenous policy across the country. The assumption that gender 
equality norms, disability knowledge and policy ideologies founded in 
one part of the world would seamlessly localize in ethnolinguistically 
fractionalized SSA is problematic (Haang’andu 2018).

Because of their ethnolinguistic fractionalization, many SSA societies 
are ideationally and culturally fragmented and require more complex 
strategies of disability and gender policy response than the Western uni-
versalistic agenda. The existential realities of persons with disabilities in 
SSA are, in terms of both challenges and opportunities, uniquely shaped 
by local ideational factors that might not be amenable to a universal pol-
icy prescription. Building universal disability regimes that command vol-
untary multi-ethnic acceptance is much more complex than the 
transnationalization of unquestioned Western-based ideologies 
(Haang’andu 2018).

In his study on Malawi and Zambia, Haang’andu (2019) finds that an 
important obstacle to disability policy diffusion in SSA is the lack of 
TNAs and their partners’ strategic engagement with grassroots actors to 
initiate a critical ideational shift that both backs the change in formal 
laws and rules and, at the same time, puts pressure on social factors sus-
taining existing frames about disability. Gender activists and their TNA 

1 This is a good project for future investigation. There is the need to study how effective courts have 
been in adjudication disability and gender cases in SSA. It is not the priority of this research to 
delve into such details.
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partners have applied this model. While fighting for legislative reform 
(laws, budget inclusiveness, increased electoral participation, more repre-
sentation in appointed senior government positions, etc.), they took to 
the grassroots to sell and rationalize alternative ideational images and 
frames about male-female relations. Gender activists and disability activ-
ists in SSA face similar social obstacles: inhibitive social and religious 
belief systems, stereotypes, contested status and so on. Like gender TNAs 
and advocates acknowledged in Haang’andu (2019), framing requires 
skillful engagement with oppositional and often-entrenched cultural 
images that people could be defensive about. It also requires persuasion 
rather than conquest.

As Grech (2011, 89) aptly observes, when disability knowledge and 
policy is grounded on Western-centric ideologies and experiences, “it 
implies that it is theoretically ill-equipped to deal with majority world 
views and the nuances of majority world contexts (historical, social, eco-
nomic and political)”. Given the cultural-cognitive embeddedness of 
both gender relations and disability in SSA countries, it is important to 
understand that whatever policy interventions are made, they must con-
front the harsh reality of the deep ideational understanding of gender 
relations and disability (Haang’andu 2018). As such, activist efforts in 
these contexts need to employ effective discursive (or rationalization) 
frames toward the public through carefully selected strategic intermediar-
ies (i.e. civic educators) to convince them that reform is necessary 
(Kingdon 2003). Like any other societies, SSA societies have unique cul-
tural idiosyncrasies that are difficult to change overnight. Many countries 
in SSA have a strong adherence to social collectivism and family ties (for 
disability in the Global South in general, see Clare Barker and Stuart 
Murray 2010; Grech 2011).

In his research on Zambia, Haang’andu (2019) found that over 90% 
of domestic child sexual defilement cases were perpetrated by close rela-
tives and not by unknown strangers. He found that the greatest obstacle 
to fighting sexual violence and rape of women and young girls is not the 
lack of punitive laws but that families decide to protect violators to pre-
vent “family shame”. In this example, despite the existence of punitive 
legislative provisions, social norms, beliefs and practices (which Elinor 
Ostrom (2014) refers to as evolutionary and cultural social norms that 
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create reciprocal expectations) stifle the prosecutorial prospects. While 
most of the cases remain unreported due to these social justifications, in 
some instances victims report violations but withdraw complaints yield-
ing to family and societal pressure, to avoid “family shame”. Often, fami-
lies prefer secret domestic dispute settlement to judicial proceedings that 
could potentially result in the arrest and persecution of one of their kith 
and kin, sometimes the family breadwinner. Haang’andu (2019) found 
that familial protectionist tendencies exacerbate the sexual abuse of girls 
and women. Women with disabilities, whom some African societies 
believe to possess spiritual powers to cure sexually transmitted diseases, 
are at a higher risk.

How should activists confront such socially entrenched barriers? Any 
gender or disability activism that insists on the supremacy of individual 
rights is not only incongruent to the experience of gender relations or of 
persons with disabilities in this context, but it is counterproductive. 
Given all the historically created and sustained social expectations, it is 
unlikely that women or individuals with disabilities—so embedded 
within this social fabric—would seek litigious measures against their 
immediate family, community or ethnic group for perceived violations.

Where powerful policy proposers use their economic incentives to 
manipulate and obtain compliance, ‘power over’ could secure a change of 
policy instruments but not of social identities, norms and practices. With 
transnational actors playing dominant roles in financing development 
policies in both gender and disability in SSA, these countries are faced 
with the challenge of “puzzling and powering”. Presented with treaties at 
the international level, disregarding their capacity and desire to imple-
ment the provisions, these countries’ dispositions to accept policy pro-
posals are constantly determined by the “powering” dynamics of 
appeasement and the fear of retributions. For example, in September 
2018, the British Government, along with the Swedish, Irish and Finnish 
governments, suspended donor aid to Zambia after the Zambian govern-
ment had misappropriated over $4 million meant for social cash transfer 
programs for poor people and people with disabilities. Therefore, the split 
of control between transnational actors who wield financial power and 
state actors who organize their local systems threatens the viability of real 
paradigmatic change in policy diffusion in general. Although there are no 
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absolute solutions to this problem, aligning both actors’ goals through 
ideational bricolage and translation provides a strong remedy. Bricolage 
and translation offer an ideational approach that both presents legitimacy 
for locals and satisfies the universalistic aspirations of the TNAs.

�Bricolage and Translation of Ideas

At first, to make disability policy pathways that might break up the socio-
logical and cultural foundations of African societies, disability activism in 
SSA should be informed by the endogenous understanding and experi-
ence of society. In other words, both translation and bricolage should be 
cognizant of endogeneity. Using bricolage and translation, we can begin 
to build an Afrocentric disability activist paradigm whose foundations 
derive from African cultures themselves. To start off the bricolage process, 
we acknowledge that typically African societies are characterized by a cul-
ture of reciprocity, dignity, humanity and mutuality in the interest of 
building and maintaining communities with justice and communal car-
ing (Gyekye 1997). Bricolage entails the incorporation of these pre-
existing endogenous attributes into policy responses. For example, the 
institutionalist introduction of designated homes for persons with dis-
abilities, such as mental health clinics and hospices, negates the entrenched 
community predisposition of caring for “disadvantaged” members of 
society. A welfare system created through bricolage that seeks to address 
the needs of persons with disabilities in such a context would be respon-
sive to pre-existing societal attributions and combine them with other 
policy elements. The abovementioned African philosophies present pro-
found opportunities for the reconceptualization of a context-responsive 
model of disability activism within the SSA context. Because it is among 
communities, families and sociological groups and associations that dis-
ability frames are constituted and sustained, it is also from among them 
that ideational spinners for conceptual shifts should emerge. The preoc-
cupation of transnational activists with political processes of disability 
policy change and rights promotion misses this point.

Unlike bricolage that maximizes pre-existing attributes for anchoring 
policy change, translation is predominantly supply-driven. Because the 
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supply aspect of policy ideas could easily be perceived as an imposition or 
as the supplanting of a status quo and, therefore, trigger oppositional 
public sentiments, it requires a careful framing and translation of ideas. 
While political institutions play a significant role in the policy process, 
they are ill-positioned to mediate the framing and translation of supply-
driven ideas to how to reconcile them with entrenched non-formal 
cultural-cognitive beliefs and attitudes. Instead, it is civic educators (tra-
ditional leaders, religious leaders, community leaders, teachers, etc.) that 
are best placed to be ideational entrepreneurs. Civic educators, particu-
larly in the African context, are strategically positioned to reinforce or 
alter social beliefs, to challenge epistemological positions and to help re-
align norms and values. The pitfall of the Western-centric disability activ-
ism is both its assumed universalistic disability knowledge paradigm and 
its methodological approach that, despite ideational variation, seeks an 
institutional expansion of individual rights in a deeply communitarian 
society.

To amplify the mechanisms of policy translation, let us consider a con-
crete gender-related example that enriches our comparative analysis of 
the two policy domains under consideration. In the early 2000s, transna-
tional activists sponsored and supported a vibrant gender activism in 
Africa that resulted in a plethora of women-led activist organizations 
(Haang’andu 2018). At inception, there was a strong focus on criminal-
izing certain social ills; for example, spouse inheritance, sexual cleansing, 
gender-based violence, the marriage of underage girls and so on. Certain 
male-female interactions that are commonly taken for granted in African 
societies came under scrutiny, and many were deemed violations of wom-
en’s rights. Although these efforts were obviously important for trying to 
deter the abuse of women and for enhancing women’s rights, transna-
tional and domestic organizations that worked to reverse these trends in 
many African countries eventually realized, after decades of working 
through legislative avenues of government with little success, that work-
ing through community leaders such as chiefs and heads of religious 
organizations, incorporating endogenous norms, values and ideas, was 
more impactful for reversing the trends. In fact, in some cases, simply 
enforcing the law was counterproductive because societies became more 
reticent about the occurrences of some of these ills. For example, the 
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Zambia National Women’s Lobby, the largest women’s movement in 
Zambia with a wide regional range in southern Africa, acknowledged 
during an interview that they had learned that they needed to desist from 
framing their messages as “promoting women’s rights” during their cam-
paigns to make an impact on the heavily patriarchal Zambian society 
(Haang’andu 2019). The justification for using alternative frames was 
that the patriarchal Zambian society would be aversive to such language 
and, therefore, resistant to transformation. Yet, the result of its advocacy 
was the attainment of communities that developed a new sense of respect 
for women and their contribution to society and the condemnation of 
the physical and emotional abuse of women in marriage as well as the 
increased appreciation of education for girls. The organization also reiter-
ated the importance of working through informal structures as opposed 
to concentrating on legislation. This point was reiterated by a senior 
Zambian government official during an interview: “we do not want to be 
a police state. We need transformation of attitudes and not mere forced 
compliance to legislation”.

This illustration serves to stress a couple of points. First, understanding 
ideational and cultural contexts is fundamental for activism on sociologi-
cally entrenched phenomena like gender and disability. Assumptions of 
universal categories only serve for stifling progress in ideational transfor-
mations. To maximize their impact, transnational activists therefore need 
to avoid assuming that a knowledge paradigm generated in one cultural-
cognitive context meets universal resonance and, instead, seek niches for 
bricolage and identify effective intermediaries for translation.

Second, while the strengthening of institutions is important and in 
fact essential for a sustained policy, political institutions are not always 
the best entry points for socially effective policy change. The above illus-
tration shows that informal community structures could be more 
impactful with proliferating alternative worldviews and with reversing 
historical frames about taken-for-granted social experiences. In African 
settings, elected leaders, frequently construed as “seasonal visitors” who 
show up near election time, are often less trusted than community and 
religious leaders when it comes to norms-related issues. Traditional eth-
nic leaders and religious leaders wield both political and ideational 
authority over communities. They are influential normative spinners 
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and can function as strategic ideational entrepreneurs for new knowl-
edge shifts. They are better placed socially to be carriers of new disability 
frames and to be agents of ideational change than conventional political 
institutions.

�Conclusion

The contribution our ideational approach makes to transnational policy 
diffusion is threefold. First, using the examples of disability and gender 
social policies, it strives to explain the limitations of the institutionalist 
approach to transnational policy. More broadly, focusing on both, the 
supply and the demand sides, the framework strives to determe the cir-
cumstances under which TNAs succeed and/or fail to diffuse transna-
tional norms in an ideationally charged socio-political environment. 
Second, the framework abstracts the implications of underlying power 
factors in policy diffusion. Here we propound the ideational and policy 
implications of a policy exchange situation that is characterized by power 
asymmetries. Third, our framework bridges complex public policy con-
cepts to devise an explanatory framework for social policy diffusion that 
could be applied to many policy situations. Through Parsons’ (2007) 
notion of ideational explanations, we have abstracted ideational compo-
nents of SSA societies and how they define these societies’ identities. 
Using Campbell’s (2004) concepts of bricolage and translation, we devise 
a comprehensive and inclusive approach to policy diffusion that institu-
tions could adopt to strengthen their own chances of success in diffusing 
social policies.

This constructivist argument we advance for disability policy diffusion 
based on ideational considerations, and against a purely positivist 
political-institutional approach, adds a novel approach both to disability 
literature and to transnational policy diffusion thought. The approach 
stands in contrast to the dominant and often-unquestioned political-
institutional paradigm of the transnationalization of the disability dis-
course which, if anything, overlooks context-specific cultural and 
ideational factors by assuming the universality of Western geopolitical 
ideologies, norms and interests. Through a strong emphasis on the 
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importance of ideas, social meanings, as well as historical and cultural 
identities in disability policy design and implementation, this study con-
tributes to constructivist theory-building in public policy research.

While this chapter, to a large extent, breaks new ground in social pol-
icy diffusion, the framework could benefit from further research work. 
First, future research could focus on concrete comparative cases drawn 
from SSA countries while representing internal political and cultural 
variations (e.g. colonial legacies), to find out: (1) if political historicity 
has any influence on policy diffusion behavior by TNA; and (2) if colo-
nial legacies have significance for local societies’ disposition to exogenous 
influence. Second, future research could compare what the dynamics of 
policy diffusion are between more ethnically heterogeneous societies and 
those less ethnolinguistically fractionalized. Here, it would be useful to 
investigate whether less fractionalized societies are more or less cohered to 
social identities such as culture, belief systems and norms. It would also 
be useful to know whether such societies are ideologically more amenable 
to political-institutional influence than the more heterogeneous ones.

Further research could also examine differences in the progression of 
disability policy design and implementation among various SSA coun-
tries, ascertaining sets of key players and their respective influence both 
in policy advancements and sociological ideational reforms at the 
local level.
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