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Abstract: The article explores scientific discourse on the phenomenon of state fragility 
and reviews contemporary research that aims to uncover what factors account for the 
emergence of states that are vulnerable to risks and crises and lack the capacity to de-
liver a response on their own. In order to achieve this goal, the author analyzes the evo-
lution of the state fragility concept and reviews the literature on its causes. The article 
finds significant advancement in scientific thought about fragile states, acknowledg-
ing their continuous and multi-dimensional nature (the 'ALC' and 'OECD' approaches). 
However, these approaches tend to view fragile states as a deviation from the Europe-
an nation-state model and focus more on the attributes of fragility (inability to perform 
core functions of the state or lacking the capacity to cope with risks and crises) while 
failing to produce a precise explanation for its causes. Hence, there is a need to analyze 
the process of fragile states formation and its consequences, i.e., to look at the mac-
rohistorical dimension of state fragility. A better understanding of the historical con-
text of state fragility and stricter identification criteria for the subgroup of severely and 
chronically fragile states allows identifying some structural explanatory factors such as 
rigidity of pre-independence colonial state borders, heterogeneity of population, and 
preferences that constraints collective action and small economic size. The literature 
review presented in the article finds that fragile states often have an insufficient tax 
base to guarantee the efficient provision of public goods. There are also agency factors 
that contribute to increased state fragility. This review also finds that imperfect political 
institutions may produce kleptocratic political regimes detached from the population's 
interests and irresponsive to them.
Consequently, they are likely to deny or limit access to public goods for some popula-
tion groups. A combination of these factors is likely to create weak and fragile states, 
with the extent of fragility being context-specific. Recognizing the impact of the factors 
discussed in the article may help produce better policy responses to various develop-
ment problems that plague fragile states.
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The issues of “stateness," i.e., the state's ability to perform its core functions, 
has long been a subject of scientific debate (Ilyin 2011; Jackson 1990; Jackson, 
Rosberg 1982; Migdal 1988; Nettl 1968; Political Atlas of the Modern World… 

2010; Rotberg 2002). There have always been states that performed poorly regardless 
of the standards for their assessment. States continue to decline into failure or fragility 
due to the effect of some recent events and crises, for instance, the Arab Spring (Buter-
baugh et al., 2017).

The attempts to categorize such states commenced in the 1970s when the UN 
introduced the least developed countries (LDC) group1. However, this categorization 
was based solely on socio-economic grounds and failed to capture a diversity of prob-
lems these mostly post-colonial and weak states faced. In the 1990s, they drew growing 
scientific attention and at first were referred to as "failed states" (Helman, Ratner 1993), 
amid recognition that such states can generate not only internal grievances and insta-
bility but also global security threats. Since then, several new concepts have emerged 
to comprehend better what drives them to become weak and how the global commu-
nity can respond to their weakness. Currently, the most widely used concept is "state 
fragility", that has become more popular among scholars and policymakers since the 
mid-2000s2. 

This concept turned out to be preferable as it is devoid of some of the shortcom-
ings inherent in previous attempts to identify a group of countries facing severe de-
velopment problems and lacking the capacity to solve them. Firstly, it was a departure 
from a categorical notion of state failure (which implies that a state can not change its 
fortunes) and acknowledged that fragility is a continuous phenomenon so that that 
different states may be fragile to a different extent. Secondly, state fragility soon incor-
porated a multi-dimensional approach to stateness, thus recognizing that state perfor-
mance in one area may be independent of its performance in other areas.

State fragility has been a subject of extensive scientific research, which has covered 
the phenomenon itself and its definition (Baliamoune-Lutz, McGillivray 2011; Barte-
nev 2017; Bøås 2017; Grimm et al. 2014), attempts at the measurement of state fragil-
ity (Ferreira 2017; Mata, Ziaja 2009), its causes (Brinkerhoff 2011; Collier 2007, 2009; 
Lambach et al. 2015; Shevskiy 2017), costs and implications for development (Ault, 
Spicer 2019; Naudé et al. 2011), as well as the international response to fragile states' 
problems (Chauvet, Collier 2004; Di John 2010; Faust et al. 2015; Feeny, McGillivaray 
2009; Gisselquist 2014, 2015).

At the same time, the concept itself has been subject to criticism from both schol-
ars and political leaders of the states, which have been labeled "fragile." Some critics 
rendered the concept useless and harmful and called for its abandonment because it 
is too vague and obscures the diversity of problems these states face (Call 2011; Nay 

1	 United Nations. 1971. General Assembly, 26th session: 2027th plenary meeting, Monday, 20 December 1971, New York. 
URL: https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/736384 (accessed 10.08.2021).
2	 However, other terms remain in use and are often applied in a more or less synonymous way.
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2014; Saeed 2020). The "State fragility” concept is also criticized as it has been used to 
justify international interventions based on the belief in the convergence of all nation-
states (Hagman, Hoehne 2008). Meanwhile, political leaders of fragile states point at 
the danger of marginalization in the eyes of investors3 that may hamper their eco-
nomic development.

Although the causes of fragility have received coverage in the literature, there is 
no definitive answer to why it happens. Given the multi-dimensional nature of the 
phenomenon, it is evident that different factors may cause a change of fortunes and a 
downslide "from agile to fragile." Hence, researchers analyzed the impact of conflict 
(Aliyev 2017; Taylor 2014), poverty (Collier 2009; Naudé et al. 2011), external shocks 
(economic, ecological, or foreign intervention (Burke et al. 2009; Ismail 2016; Miguel, 
Satyanath 2011)) and many other variables. However, the authors recognize a potential 
for reverse causality, with some of them being the consequences of fragility.

In this article, the author argues that there is a need for a more in-depth analysis 
of causes and the macrohistorical dimension of state fragility. The article reviews the 
evolution of the definitions of fragility and fragile states, the literature on the causes 
of state fragility, and the genesis of fragile states to identify better factors that might 
explain rigid and chronic state fragility, which may help provide a more solid basis for 
existing scientific assessments. Therefore, the article shifts focus to factors that make 
states likely to become severely or chronically fragile. This review finds that although 
the research on the causes of fragility notes potential multiple causality in explaining a 
downslide into the category of fragile states, there is still insufficient understanding of 
why states are likely to become fragile. The article highlights that fragile states' state-
formation dynamics are different from those typical of resilient and stable ones, which 
is likely to produce structural and agency factors that increase their vulnerability and 
fragility. Understanding these historical differences can be crucial for the explanation 
of modern fragile states' shortcomings in achieving sustainable economic growth and 
social stability (Tilly 199explaininge targeted development policies in place for fragile 
states.

As the nature of the phenomenon is complex (Baliamoune-Lutz, McGillivray 
2011; Lambach et al. 2015), it is increasingly difficult to formulate a comprehensive list 
of fragile states. Besides, as fragile states are a rather diverse group, there is a need to 
understand better whether the concept retains its practical and analytical value or this 
diversity produces conceptual stretching (Collier, Mahon 1993). Therefore, the article 
focuses on states rendered fragile by such international institutions as the World Bank4 
and the OECD5. The reasoning for that is the following. First, this group is formalized 

3	 UN. 2009. Address by Pierre Nkurunziza, President of Burundi, to the United Nations General Assembly, 18 March 2009. 
URL: https://www.un.org/en/ga/president/63/pdf/calendar/20090318-education.pdf (accessed 10.08.2021).
4	 The World Bank denotes situations in states as fragile and conflict-affected. World Bank. 2021. FY21 List of Fragile and 
Conflict-affected Situations. URL: http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/888211594267968803/FCSList-FY21.pdf (accessed 
10.08.2021).
5	 OECD. 2020. States of Fragility 2020. Paris: OECD Publishing. P. 24. DOI: 10.1787/ba7c22e7-en
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by international institutions, and they are prioritized as the recipients of official devel-
opment assistance. Second, they share more characteristics that justify the application 
of the concept.

The interest in this subgroup of states (the most unstable and fragile, and even 
chronically fragile6) follows from the fact that they may pose a threat to global stabil-
ity and security, possibly generating regional conflicts through spillover effects (Iqbal, 
Starr 2008). These states lack political stability, cannot control their borders, and per-
form other core state functions, whereas aid and development discourses are not rel-
evant for them without political reform. Consequently, the question arises of how they 
should be organized. Lack of structures that can hold a state together can be traced to 
historical factors and needs a more profound analysis – regimes and orders change, 
though informal institutions persist and prevent "development." Hence, there is a need 
for more effective strategies of external assistance, which should be based on better 
evaluation of national contexts7. Although donors prioritize, it is often absent, and no 
other instruments can be applied to improve development outcomes for fragile states.

The review finds two main approaches to disaggregating state fragility. In the arti-
cle, they are referred to as functionalist or "ALC" (which stands for authority, legitima-
cy, and capacity), and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) approaches.8 (Carment et al. 2010, 2015). The former pays specific attention 
to a state's ability to perform its core functions, such as maintaining control over its 
territory and monopoly over the use of force and violence, as well as core public goods 
provision. Meanwhile, the latter focuses on the sources of risks that may cause a failure 
to perform these core functions, distinguishing between economic, environmental, 
political, security, and societal ones, which also serve as dimensions of state fragility. 
At the same time, these approaches lack a coherent view on causes of state fragility de-
fining fragility as adverse development outcomes resulting from deficiencies in formal 
and informal national institutions.

The review of the relevant literature identifies two groups of factors that constitute 
the macrohistorical dimension of state fragility. I denote the former group as structur-
al factors. The rigidity of pre-independence colonial state borders and heterogeneity of 
the population and its preferences constrains collective action and prevents states from 
functioning with uniform efficiency within their borders. Besides, upon independ-
ence, these states faced minor external threats and did not actively participate in the 

6	 The group of severely fragile contexts defined by the OECD consists of the countries scoring the lowest based on 
six-level scale clustering and mixed-method analysis (OECD. 2018. States of Fragility 2018. Paris: OECD Publishing. P. 212. 
DOI: 10.1787/9789264302075-en). Chronically fragile contexts are those considered as fragile by the organization since 
the inception of its States of Fragility report in 2008 (OECD. 2018. States of Fragility 2018. Paris: OECD Publishing. P. 26. DOI: 
10.1787/9789264302075-en).
7	 See: OECD. 2007. Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile States and Situations. URL: https://www.oecd.
org/dac/conflict-fragility-resilience/docs/38368714.pdf (accessed 10.08.2021); OECD. 2008. Accra Agenda for Action. URL: 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/34428351.pdf (accessed 10.08.2021).
8	 OECD. 2016. States of Fragility 2016: Understanding Violence. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264267213-en



Д.П. Елагин ИССЛЕДОВАТЕЛЬСКИЕ  СТАТЬИ

ВЕСТНИК МГИМО-УНИВЕРСИТЕТА  • 14(4) • 2021            111

international military competition and, consequently, faced little pressure to develop 
effective military and tax systems. Moreover, their small economic size often means 
that they cannot achieve scale economies in the production of public goods and lack 
resources to invest in institutional capacity. The latter is comprised of agency factors. 
Inefficient political institutions may produce kleptocratic political regimes that do not 
attend to the population's interests and may even restrict access to public goods to 
some groups. All these factors are likely to produce gaps in performing core functions 
of the state and contribute to increased state fragility. I provide a more detailed expla-
nation in the article, acknowledging that not all fragile states that this research focuses 
on share the highlighted characteristics.

The article is divided into three sections. Firstly, it reviews the evolution of the 
state fragility concept, focusing on definitions that capture in the best way the charac-
teristics that these states exhibit and on standards of "resilience." Secondly, it reviews 
the literature on the causes of state fragility. Thirdly, it draws on the findings from the 
previous sections and related literature to provide some commentary on the processes 
of fragile states formation and the macrohistorical dimension of chronic and severe 
state fragility. In the discussion section, it critically reviews the findings and provide 
some remarks on the practical and analytical value of the concept itself.

Modern approaches to defining state fragility

There have been debates on stateness (what constitutes a capable and effective 
state, to be precise) since the breakdown of the colonial system when the number of 
states in the international system significantly and somewhat rapidly increased (Jack-
son, Rosberg 1982; Nettl 1968). In the early 1990s, it became evident that some post-
colonial states showed no signs of becoming more effective, while others were in the 
process of disintegration. It was in these circumstances that researchers produced first 
attempts to categorize such states. G. Helman and S. Ratner (Helman, Ratner 1993) 
in their work introduced the concept of a failed state or state failure, but it remained 
rather broadly defined and understood as situations when "governmental institutions 
are overwhelmed by circumstances" (Helman, Ratner 1993: 5). Although their work 
helped attract scientific interest to the states they called failed, their approach was 
vague. They did not differentiate between degrees of state failure, neither did their 
analysis shed light on particular characteristics of such states (apart from them being 
in the process of disintegration and producing global threats).

The late 1990s saw growing attention to failed or fragile states that started to be 
recognized as sources of potential threats to the national security of Western states. 
The idea of fragility as a national security threat gained more traction after the 9/11 
terrorist attacks. Western governments identified fragile and failed states as implicated 
in the production and circulation of global threats (Fearon, Laitin 2004). Currently, 
this idea has not changed much. Fragile states and the problems they are plagued by 
(poverty, instability, ungoverned spaces) are viewed as posing a substantial threat to 
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the international community (Patrick 2007)9. This understanding laid the foundation 
for the international military interventions in some of the states which were consid-
ered to be fragile or failed (Somalia, Afghanistan, or Iraq10).

The donor's interest in fragile states stemmed from a shift to aid selectivity when 
official development assistance (ODA) started to be primarily dedicated to countries 
with effective institutions and showed progress in implementing reforms proposed 
by the donor community and international institutions (Grimm et al. 2014). Soon it 
emerged that there were "bad performers" that failed to meet the standards of aid ef-
ficiency and risked being marginalized. The criticism of aid selectivity led the financial 
institutions to reconsider their policies and formulate specific approaches to countries 
they referred to as low-income countries under stress, vulnerable states, or states in crisis 
(Grimm et al. 2014). The "aid community" has gradually embraced fragility as a less 
derogative, categorical, and offensive term (Faust et al. 2015; Grävingholt et al. 2015). 
Since the mid-2000s, this term and its derivatives (like states of fragility or fragile con-
texts) have mostly replaced others in the development discourse (however, others like 
failed or weak state remains in use), and attempts were made at conceptualizing a defi-
nition for this group of countries.

I now proceed to review the evolution of the definitions of fragile states. Gener-
ally, they draw attention to the functions of the state either as a producer of public 
goods (Rotberg 2003, 2004; Zartman 1995) or as an entity that controls territory or 
holds a monopoly over violence (Jackson 1990; Krasner 2004). All these functions are 
derived from the perception of the ideal state, for instance, the Weberian state (Weber 
1958). The definitions at first focused on the characteristics that fragile states lacked 
and tended to be descriptive. The second generation of definitions began to recognize 
fragility as a multi-dimensional and continuous phenomenon, focused on state institu-
tions, and attempted to define them through authority, legitimacy, and capacity, which 
were understood as core functions of the state (Carment et al. 2010). Some modern 
definitions take a different approach and define state fragility as the inadequate coping 
capacity of the state to deal with and mitigate the risks they face11, which can fail to 
perform core functions of the state. I limit myself to reviewing the evolution of defini-
tions, acknowledging their ambiguity, refraining from arguing which one is better for 
practical or analytical purposes, and not entering the debate on defining state fragility.

At first, there was a tendency to define fragile states descriptively, focusing on the 
characteristics these states lacked. The core characteristics of fragile or failed states 
were denoted as a failure of institutions, functions, and processes of a country to ac-
cord with the strong image of a sovereign state (Migdal 2001), inability to suppress 

9	 Burns W.J., Flournoy M., Lindborg N. 2016. Fragile States and the Next President. Foreign Affairs, 11 September, 2016. URL: 
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2016-09-11/fragile-states-and-next-president (accessed 10.08.2021).
10	 Iraq was included in the group of fragile states after its categorization as rogue states, which, supposedly, are also 
implicated in the production of global threats (Call 2017). However, it can be observed that this has complicated defining 
fragile states as a group.
11	 OECD. 2016. States of fragility 2016: Understanding violence. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264267213-en
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intrastate violence, control state territory, and economic inequality (Brooks 2005), be-
ing "a low-income country under stress."12 "the loss of physical control of its territory 
or a monopoly on the legitimate use of force; the erosion of legitimate authority to 
make collective decisions; an inability to provide reasonable public services; the in-
ability to interact with other states as a full member of the international community."13. 
However, the attempts to do so often fail to capture the complete picture as the states 
deemed fragile is a diverse group that at first sight may have little in common concern-
ing internal conditions or external threats.

Since 2005 more comprehensive definitions emerged, mainly being the result of 
the work by donor institutions. US Agency for International Development (USAID) 
was among the first to propose a definition of a fragile state distinguished between 
states vulnerable to become fragile and states in crisis. While the former category com-
prised states "unable or unwilling to adequately assure the provision of security and 
basic services to significant portions of their populations and where the legitimacy of 
the government is in question" (USAID 2005: 1), states in crisis were defined as "those 
states where the central government does not exert effective control over its territory 
or is unable or unwilling to assure the provision of vital services to significant parts of 
its territory, where the legitimacy of the government is weak or nonexistent, and where 
violent conflict is a reality or a great risk" (USAID 2005: 1). The UK Department for 
International Development (DFID) defined fragile states as "those where the govern-
ment cannot or will not deliver core functions to the majority of its people, including 
the poor"14. A similar definition was proposed by the OECD (2007)15. According to the 
OECD, states become fragile when "state structures lack the political will and/or ca-
pacity to provide the basic functions needed for poverty reduction, development and 
to safeguard the security and human rights of their populations."16. The contemporary 
research on state fragility produced similar definitions highlighting their difficulties 
with the provision of essential public goods (Stewart, Brown 2009) and "the degree to 
which [a state] has deficits in one or all of its dimensions" (Patrick 2011: 19).

All definitions proposed in the late 2000s tended to view states whose institutions 
were incapable or unwilling to perform their core functions as fragile. What are these 
core functions? There has been some debate on what constitutes them and which are 
more critical, although a usual list includes monopoly over violence, control over ter-
ritory, tax provision, and the provision of welfare services17 (Engberg-Pedersen et al. 

12	 World Bank. 2002. World Bank Group Work in Low-income Countries under Stress. A Task Force Report. Washington, DC: 
World Bank/Task Force on the Work of the World Bank Group in Low-income Countries Under Stress
13	 Fund for Peace. What does state fragility mean? URL: https://fragilestatesindex.org/frequently-asked-questions/what-
does-state-fragility-mean/ (accessed 10.08.2021).
14	 DFID. 2005. Why We Need to Work More Effectively in Fragile States. London: ukaid/Department for International Develop-
ment. Р. 7.
15	 However, the organization later significantly refined it.
16	 OECD. 2007. Principles for Good International Engagement in Fragile States & Situations. Paris: OECD Publishing. P. 2. 
17	DFID. 2005. Why We Need to Work More Effectively in Fragile States. London: ukaid/Department for International Develop-
ment.
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2008; Political Atlas of the Modern World… 2010). A. Whaites (2008), for instance, 
provides a helpful distinction between "survival" and "expected" functions of the state. 
"Survival" functions denote the minimalistic conditions for the existence of a state 
which include the ability to maintain security, raise revenue, and govern through the 
rule of law. "Expected" functions reflect the social contract notion in the functions of 
the state and include the ability to meet citizens' expectations for service delivery and 
infrastructure development.

The OECD fragility framework typifies a departure from the public goods provi-
sion approach to defining state fragility18. The OECD defines fragility as "the combi-
nation of exposure to risk and insufficient coping capacity of the state, system and/or 
communities to manage, absorb or mitigate those risks. Fragility can lead to negative 
outcomes including violence, the breakdown of institutions, displacement, humani-
tarian crises or other emergencies."19. This definition presents an advantage because 
it emphasizes the lack of state and local informal institutions' capacity to deal with 
different risks that may arise. Besides, it acknowledges conflict and state collapse as 
potential consequences of fragility rather than its characteristics typified by the early 
attempts to define it.

Recent contributions to conceptualizing state fragility have recognized it as a 
multi-dimensional and continuous phenomenon, proposing to apply "whole of the 
government approach" to state fragility (Marshall, Cole 2017; Nay 2014) and recog-
nizing that there is no clear distinction between states considered "fragile" and those 
deemed "not fragile" (Baliamoune-Lutz, McGillivray 2011; Lambach et al. 2015). As a 
departure from the concept of state failure, it is now recognized that different states are 
fragile to different extents (and that all states may be fragile to some extent) and that 
degree that matters. Thus, states are scattered over a fragility-resilience continuum, 
with countries being less stable and their governments performing worse being placed 
on the left furthermost end of this axis. As a result, issues of measuring fragility arise, 
but they are not discussed in this article20.

As for the multi-dimensional nature of state fragility, there are at least two ap-
proaches to its disaggregation. The first one is inspired by the Weberian definition of 
the state and views fragility as the extent to which actual practices and capacity of the 
state differ from its idealized image (Carment et al. 2008; Carment et al. 2010). This 
perspective can be denoted as functionalist or the ALC approach21 (Carment et al. 
2015). Authority refers to the state's ability to enforce binding regulation, exercise co-
ercive force on the territory it controls, provide core public goods, and create enabling 
environment for the population. Legitimacy captures the extent to which a govern-

18	 OECD. 2016. States of fragility 2016: Understanding violence. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264267213-en
19	 Ibid. P. 73.
20	For a more detailed discussion of measurement issues, see (Faust et al. 2015; Ferreira 2017; Mata, Ziaja 2009; Milante, 
Woolcock 2017; Patrick 2011).
21	 Which stands for authority (A), legitimacy (L), and capacity (C).
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ment commands public support for its actions, whereas capacity refers to the ability of 
a state to mobilize and manage resources for productive ends and progressive service 
delivery22.

The second approach also refers to authority, legitimacy, and capacity discourse 
but focuses on the sources of risks and challenges fragile states face. The recent OECD 
publications exemplify this approach23. Unlike the ALC approach, the OECD disag-
gregates fragility based on conceptual risk typology and identifies five dimensions: 
economic, environmental, political, security, and societal. Each dimension represents 
sources of potential risks. The OECD typology follows the earlier work by S.Rice and 
S.Patrick (Rice, Patrick 2008), who proposed economic, political, security, and social 
welfare functions to be viewed as the main pillars of statehood. However, the OECD 
approach is different as it focuses on the sources of risks that can cause a failure to 
perform core state functions, but not these functions per se.

A more detailed description of the approaches and their differences in defining 
and disaggregating state fragility is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Comparison of ALC and OECD approaches to defining and disaggregating 
state fragility

Criterion ALC approach OECD approach
Critical aspects of 
defining state fragility

Based on Weberian definition of the 
state focuses on how effectively the state 
performs its core functions.

The conceptual risk typology; focuses on the state's 
vulnerability to risks and crises resulting from its 
institutional structure.

Disaggregation 
criteria

Core functions of the state under Webe-
rian typology

Conceptual risk typology identifying sources of 
potential risks and crises

Dimensions of state 
fragility

Organized into three dimensions – 
authority, legitimacy, capacity – that 
correspond to core functions of the state 
under Weberian typology

Organized into five dimensions – economic, envi-
ronmental, political, security, and societal – that 
reflect sources of potential risks that can cause a 
failure to perform core state functions

Causes of state 
fragility

Failure to perform essential state 
functions effectively creates structural 
gaps that leave a state vulnerable and 
unstable.

Lack of coping capacities to deliver a response to 
risks and crises that results from deficiencies in 
formal and informal national institutions

Consequences of state 
fragility

Failure to fulfill critical functions leads to 
increased fragility, a higher probability of 
conflict onset, and other emergencies.

Failure to respond to risks and crises effectively 
creates additional pressures and grievances, which 
lead to increased instability and emergencies, 
including violent conflict.

Sources: (Carment et al. 2008; Carment et al. 2010; Carment et al. 2015)24.

The information presented in Table 1 shows that although the two approaches 
agree on the consequences of fragility and view some of the critical attributes of state 
fragility similarly, they differ in their definitions and the ways of phenomenon dis-

22	 There were attempts to add a function of public finance management (Cliffe, Manning 2008) rather than include it in 
the state capacity dimension; however, it has not gained much popularity among academia and policymakers.
23	 OECD. 2020. States of Fragility 2020. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/ba7c22e7-en; OECD. 2016. States of fragility 2016: 
Understanding violence. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264267213-en
24	 OECD. 2016. States of fragility 2016: Understanding violence. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264267213-en
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aggregation. These dissimilarities come from different conceptual underpinnings 
on which these approaches are based. Whereas the ALC approach focuses on state 
performance and disaggregates state fragility following the state's key functions, the 
OECD approach is based on conceptual risk typology and pays specific attention to 
the sources of potential risks. At the same time, both approaches have not developed 
a thorough explanation of the causes of fragility and view them as negative outcomes 
that result from bad governance.

To sum up, there is a consensus that state fragility has multi-dimensional and 
continuous nature, although the organization of these dimensions may differ (Gräv-
ingholt et al. 2015). I argue that these approaches are complementary as risks or their 
combinations that fragile states face may be different and context-specific. Regardless 
of that, the inability to deliver an efficient response to risks and crises may stem from 
specific gaps inherent to fragile states.

Despite significant development in scientific thinking about state fragility, the cur-
rent mainstream approach to state fragility is based on an idea of a norm and deviation 
from it (Bøås 2017; Patrick 2011) and, to some extent, on a "teleological belief in the 
convergence of all nation-states to the norm" (Hagman, Hoehne 2008: 42). Moreover, 
there is a tendency to define fragile states by what they are not or lack, i.e., state ef-
ficiency, whatever model is applied, be it Weberian, Tillyian, or "OECD-model" state 
(Eriksen 2011). However, whether these standards are universal remains debatable as 
different states have different informal social institutions and cultural orientations.

On the causes of state fragility

This section of the article reviews the research on the causes of state fragility (or 
state failure). The multi-dimensional nature of fragility suggests that there can be no 
single determinant of fragility as it is relatively rare that states are uniformly fragile 
across all dimensions (Carment et al. 2010). It is often several development problems 
that these states face which may not be linked directly. Hence, state fragility maybe 
even an issue of multiple causality. Most of the research on the causes of fragility has 
been quantitative and instrumental and aimed at establishing causal links between 
different variables (internal conflict, poverty, ethnic heterogeneity, etc.) and state  
fragility.

In contrast, the institutional approach has focused on national institutions and 
organizations that might make states vulnerable. As a result, we end up with various 
causes that may explain a downslide to fragility or a state of 'natural disorder.' How-
ever, most research rarely accounts for the possibility of reverse causality (probably, it 
is not conflicting that makes these states fragile, but fragility makes them more sus-
ceptible to violence). Consequently, the causes of such instability and vulnerability to 
risks remain open to debate. 

I identify several streams of academic literature devoted to explaining state fragil-
ity.
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The first one is comprised mainly of comparative econometric analysis aimed at 
establishing causal links between variables of interest and state fragility (or its extents). 
The variables usually include civil conflict or war, resource dependence, onsets of vio-
lence (Aliyev 2017; Collier, Hoeffler 2004; Ross 2004). The argument is that availability 
of resources makes rebellion feasible (Collier et al. 2009), and combined with other 
socio-economic factors (poverty and deprivation, social exclusion, ethnic heterogene-
ity or fractionalization, repression, etc.), it may give rise to civil unrest in an attempt to 
resolve grievances or to gain access to resources. However, prolonged conflict results 
in lower quality or even absent public goods provision, which means states become 
even poorer and more fragile.

The second stream of the literature (institutional approach) focuses on state-so-
ciety interactions and the emergence of states as limited access orders (North et al. 
2012). It argues that fragility can be viewed as a type of natural order that produces the 
most adverse development outcomes. D. Acemoglu and J. Robinson (Acemoglu, Rob-
inson 2012) argue that such states are inherently fragile and that they sow the seeds of 
their destruction by relying on clientelism, rent-seeking, and corruption as a means of 
maintaining power and control while repressing their population. Consequently, these 
states have dysfunctional economic, political, and public administration systems that 
increasingly rely on resource exploitation and rent-seeking by the elite. Ultimately, 
it means that if internal or external shocks arise, these states will lack the capacity to 
mitigate them and will be likely to fail at providing public goods to the population and 
lose control over it.

The third stream of the literature adopts a functionalist approach to explain-
ing state fragility by looking at core functions of the state (ALC approach has been 
discussed previously). Fragile states exhibit structural gaps that can be disentangled 
across three lines – authority, legitimacy, service or capacity (Brinkerhoff 2007, Stew-
art, Brown 2009). Authority gaps include failure to provide security for population and 
property, as well as inability to control state territory. Service or capacity gaps point to 
the failure to provide basic public goods and infrastructure and the inability to create 
an enabling environment for the population's well-being. Legitimacy gaps indicate in-
ability to form a responsive and accountable government that is capable of managing 
public support. According to the World Bank25, the states that fail to perform these 
functions risk entering a vicious cycle that makes them increasingly fragile over time. 
However, researchers failed to distinguish which of the government’s functions was 
more important in explaining fragility (Takeuchi et al. 2011). Anyway, failure to fulfill 
these functions may lead to increased fragility, higher probability of conflict onset with 
a possibility of a country entering a fragility trap, when it gradually becomes increas-
ingly fragile and moves towards disintegration (Goldstone 2008).

25	 World Bank. 2011. World Development Report 2011: Conflict, Security, and Development. Washington DC: World Bank.
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Finally, the fourth stream of the literature focuses on exogenous factors of state 
fragility. Among them, the authors note the spread of terrorist groups (Patrick 2007; 
Sandler 2015) and transnational criminal networks (Berdal, Serrano 2002; Duffield 
2001) which are implicated in illicit activities and which find safe haven within the ter-
ritory of the fragile states. According to the World Bank26, their activities are likely to 
weaken governmental institutions, foster corruption and undermine popular trust in 
the state institutions. Fragile states are often locked in a “bad neighborhood” problem 
as they have borders with other fragile states (Collier 2007). Negative outcomes in one 
state, consequently, may produce negative dynamics in its neighbors through spillover 
effects (due to forced migration, extension of conflict zone, trade shocks, etc.) (Iqbal, 
Starr 2008). There are also causes related to terms of trade and ecological shocks. Since 
fragile states have dysfunctional economic systems, they are often dependent on food 
imports, thus any price shock substantially increases their vulnerability. R. Burke et 
al. (Burke et al. 2009) and E. Miguel and S. Satyanath (Miguel, Satyanath 2011) also 
document that diminishing rainfalls and temperature rise create additional pressures 
for African states and make them subject to more risks.

There are also critical approaches which I denote here as a separate literature 
stream acknowledging though that they have some theoretical and methodological 
differences. However, they can be considered as a single one for the purposes of this 
article since they are critical of the concept itself and do not apply it in their analysis 
of the "Global South" development problems, while they also help escape some of the 
shortcomings of the mainstream approaches, for example, their normative nature and 
lack of attention to informal institutions, contextual factors and historical dynamics. 
There are two major streams of critique: 1) dependency and world-systems theory, 2) 
postdevelopment theory.

Dependency and world-systems theory posits that global inequalities produced by 
the colonial legacy and preserved in the post-colonial world order are major prerequi-
sites of the development problems faced by post-colonial nations. Their dependent po-
sition in global economic and political relations that stems from unfair trade practices 
and lack of economic diversification deprives them of an opportunity to change their 
fortunes and makes them susceptible to state fragility or even failure (O'Kane 1993; 
Tusalem 2016; Wallerstein 2011).

Post-development theory also emphasizes the role of colonial legacies in adverse 
development outcomes for post-colonial nations but offers a different explanation. 
They are interpreted as the result of the Western formal political and economic institu-
tions imposition on the "Global South" without due attention to contextual differences 
and informal institutional structures. As a consequence, these countries produce only 
a flawed imitation of Western institutional structures which do not correspond to local 
informal practices. Post-development theory is also more critical of the concept itself. 

26	 Ibid.
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It is viewed as a reflection of Western perceptions of state efficiency, which may be 
viewed as universalist and derogative and which serves as a pretext for interventions 
and development efforts that can be counterproductive with a possibility of creating 
even more development problems (Call 2008; Escobar 2011; Nay 2013, 2014; Saeed 
2020).

There are several problems common to all of the critical approaches. Firstly, they 
exhibit bias and base their positions on Marxist (or Neo-Marxist) or anti-Western 
political traditions27. Secondly, they see colonial legacies (though they offer different 
interpretations of how they affected post-colonial nations) as the major factor behind 
the development problems of the states referred to as fragile in this article. These ap-
proaches also blame the West for imposing institutions and model of thinking which 
upholds its dominance and supremacy in international relations without due attention 
to internal and structural factors that affect the stability of fragile states. 

To sum up, there is a consensus among scholars that a single root cause of fragility 
does not and cannot exist, as the countries in question suffer from different problems 
and to different extents. Fragility, thus, cannot be attributed to an isolated influence of 
such factors as civil war, poverty, having weak institutions, or external shocks (Brink-
erhoff 2019). There is usually a combination of variables that drives states on a trajec-
tory towards increased vulnerability and instability. A contrasting view is offered by 
critical theories (dependency/world-systems theory and post-development theory) 
that see colonial legacies as a significant prerequisite for the emergence of weak states. 
However, it remains unclear why fragile states lack coping capacities.

Macrohistorical context of state fragility

This section covers the macrohistorical dimension of state fragility. Having identi-
fied that fragile states are incapable of coping with risks and shocks, I review existing 
literature and provide commentary on predicting severe or chronic fragility risks. It 
allows uncovering how the interaction between historical dynamics and the processes 
of their genesis accounted for the poor performance of this subgroup of states.

There is a tradition of thinking about fragile states as the antipode of effective 
and capable states within two competing perspectives. The first one views the state 
as service providers (output-oriented approach), with public goods as their primary 
purpose, whereas the second one is inspired by the Weberian definition of the state 
(Eriksen 2011). S. Eriksen (Eriksen 2011) suggests that the output-oriented approach 
to state performance is hardly suitable as an analytical concept when dealing with frag-
ile states as it is closely tied to what he calls the "OECD model" and exhibits democracy 
bias when measuring the legitimacy of the state. 

27	 The mainstream approaches covered in this article may not be free from similar shortcomings.
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Weberian tradition (Weber 1958) focuses on the state's institutional capacity, i.e., 
its ability to uphold the claim to the legitimate use of force to enforce its order. This 
tradition tends to disaggregate core state functions in three dimensions –authority, 
legitimacy, and capacity28, which loosely correspond to a "trinity" of legitimized mo-
nopolies – monopoly of rule-making, monopoly of violence, and monopoly of tax 
collection. Any private participation in performing core functions of the state should 
be authorized by it.

To shed light on the emergence of fragile states, I proceed with the analysis of their 
genesis. Chronically or severely fragile states often fail, at least partly, to comply with 
these ideal perceptions, be it "OECD-model" state or a Weberian state. As shown in the 
first section of the article, they are often characterized by the lack of control and capac-
ity to enforce rules over their territory so that their institutions are likely to produce 
gaps across all dimensions.

Meanwhile, historical-institutionalist perspective views 'disorder' as a natural or-
der and posits that it is the emergence of effective states that needs explanation (North 
et al. 2012). Nevertheless, as a Western model of statehood is recognized as a norm 
for national political organization, it is important to understand what historical pe-
culiarities prevent states defined as fragile by the World Bank and the OECD from 
developing more effective institutional structures and producing better development 
outcomes. Moreover, official documents presuppose political component to develop-
ment which calls for better evaluation of contextual characteristics. To produce better 
development outcomes for fragile states, it is important not to overlook the macrohis-
torical factors that make them inherently fragile.

Ch. Tilly (Tilly 1990) explains the emergence of affective states as the result of in-
ternational military rivalry, which changed states from "stationary bandits" (in terms 
of M. Olson (Olson 1993)) to modern public goods providers29. He shows that a need 
to finance military activities and increasing military spending forced states to develop 
taxation to have secure domestic revenue sources, which allowed them to manage the 
debt burden. Maintaining efficient taxation systems required supporting institutions 
and at least maintaining security on the territories the state-controlled. Over time 
such states developed an interest in creating a more enabling environment for private 
economic activity as it helped increase their tax revenue. Therefore, they expanded 
the provision of public goods, accepted accountability, and developed the institutions 
of representation to promote wealth generation and accommodate citizens' interests. 
Finally, in this quest for state efficiency (which P. Collier (Collier 2009) compares to 
Darwinian natural selection), borders changed, and only effective states survived.

28	Some authors (Lambach et al. 2017) proposed excluding legitimacy from the list for it setting too high a standard for 
most modern states and challenging to operationalize quantitatively.
29	A similar account is presented by S.Bartolini (Bartolini 2005).
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As Ch. Tilly (Tilly 1990) depicts the macrohistorical dynamics of resilient states, 
these processes were different for the fragile states as defined by the World Bank and 
the OECD. P. Collier (Collier 2009) posits that their genesis was qualitatively different 
and, as a result, they ended up with different political economies. Firstly, this "Darwin-
ian process" was largely absent, and fragile states mainly emerged after the break-up of 
empires or decolonization and often inherited the borders of former colonial entities. 
Secondly, unlike the "Tillyian state," they faced few external threats and did not active-
ly participate in international conflicts. That is why they faced little pressure to devel-
op effective and expensive military and, consequently, effective tax systems30. Thirdly, 
these new states tended to be divided along ethnic and sectarian lines, which made 
collective action and bargaining processes more difficult (Metamorfozy razdelennykh 
obshchestv 2020)31. In addition, some of these states were endowed with natural re-
sources, which made efficient taxation systems not necessary. Finally, although they 
did not face a significant risk of international conflict, these states were far from secure 
and plagued by intrastate conflicts. As they did not have incentives to improve the 
efficiency of their institutions, they remained poor, which possibly made rebellions 
more viable32. However, there is a possibility of reverse causality, with conflict being 
the result of state fragility.

Another perspective is presented by A. Alesina and E. Spolaore (Alesina, Spolaore 
1997; Alesina, Spolaore 2003),who proposed a model that addresses the number and 
size of nations in the international system. The size of the states and, consequently, 
their number is determined by the trade-off between costs and benefits of size and the 
costs of heterogeneity of preferences over the provision of public goods and govern-
mental policies it entails. The efficiency of government diminishes linearly the further 
the point is from the center of the state. The equilibrium is achieved either by public 
choice, when a region decides a part to what state it becomes, or is exogenously con-
figured by "dictatorial Leviathans". The equilibrium in the world therefore consists of 
an N number of equal-sized states with maximized average utility. The equilibrium, 
however, can be affected by global security threats and economic liberalization that 
shift it to a lower or higher number of states. 

Consistent with the model's predictions (Alesina, Spolaore 1997), the number of 
states in a post-1945 world system substantially increased. At the same time, the au-
thors (Alesina, Spolaore 2003) note that borders in Africa do not reflect ethnic, reli-

30	Since 1945 not only have international conflicts become much rarer but also no state ended up incorporated into the 
other as a result of military conflict (Tir et al. 1998; Zacher 2001).
31	 Recent research (Arbatli et al. 2020) suggests that it may be even intra-group heterogeneity that contributes to the 
emergence of unstable political economies which are likely to experience conflict and state fragility. Unsurprisingly, it is 
the post-colonial (and mostly African) states that exhibit the highest degree of intra-group heterogeneity. In terms of the 
Alesina-Spolaore model (Alesina, Spolaore 1997) discussed later in the article, it means that the state's capacity to perform 
its core functions maybe even more unevenly distributed than predicted by the model.
32	 T. Beesley and T. Persson (Beesley, Persson 2008a) confirm that at low levels of income, rebellions are both "cheap" and 
common.
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gious or cultural divisions33. Therefore, the model predicts the chaotic nature of bor-
ders in Africa and some other post-colonial regions. Consequently, the heterogeneous 
population of these new countries means that heterogeneity of preferences is non-lin-
ear and that the function of state effectiveness would also follow that pattern. This can 
explain why these new post-colonial states are inefficient in providing public goods to 
the population or producing better development outcomes and "economic success" 
as they cannot function with uniform efficiency within their state borders (Alesina et 
al., 2011). Consequently, they are more likely to experience chronic or severe fragility.

It can also be observed that secession or territorial change was quite rare. A. Alesi-
na and E. Spolaore (Alesina, Spolaore 2003) attribute it to a conscious decision of Afri-
can leaders. However, the UN-backed consensus on the respect for territorial integrity 
and the Organization of African Unity (now African Union) resolution supporting 
respect for inherited borders also came into being (Zacher 2001). Thus, the evolution-
ary process of territorial change that could create more unified and efficient states was 
prevented34.

By making these historical comparisons, I do not mean to say that fragile states 
should necessarily follow the path of state formation experienced by the "resilient" 
states – higher institutional effectiveness may be achieved through different means 
in the modern world. Instead, they are drawn from the related literature to show that 
the paths of state formation could create conditions that may exclude any prospect for 
sustainable socio-economic development. I provide explanation further in this sec-
tion. Moreover, even though these dynamics may match more or less every post-1945 
former colonial state, not all of them are categorized as fragile by the OECD and the 
World Bank. High probability of falling into fragility does not exclusively depend on 
the path of state formation. Consequently, there may be some specific characteristics 
that account for insufficient coping capacities of certain states.

Authors (Beesley, Persson 2008b; Collier 2009) also attribute fragility to small eco-
nomic size of these new nations. Upon their independence, many states were extreme-
ly poor and their poverty was combined with low population size35. It prevented them 
from exercising scale economies in the provision of public goods, particularly security, 
as that in a big state, maintaining security is less costly on a per capita scale. As a result 
of that, relatively high military and security expenses of these states prevent them from 
investing in the institutional capacity. Therefore, these often small and impoverished 
states with chaotic borders and heterogeneous population do not command enough 
resources to be resilient in the face of different threats that arise and are likely to fall 
into the category of fragile states.

33	 This is also substantiated by other researchers (Herbst 2000; Michalopoulos, Papaioannou 2020). A. Alesina et al. (Alesi-
na et al. 2011) even call states with such a configuration of their borders "artificial."
34	 That could serve as an explanation for why some post-colonial states are caught in the inefficient public goods provi-
sion trap.
35	 For GDP per capita and population data, see: World Bank. World Bank Open Data. URL: https://data.worldbank.org/ 
(accessed 10.08.2021).
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The processes of state-formation discussed above may produce authority, legiti-
macy and capacity gaps. That is why the core functions of the state can not be per-
formed in due form.

Authority gaps manifest themselves in an inability to maintain a monopoly of vio-
lence or tax collection due to the costly nature of providing security as a public good. 
Without that, tax collection is also likely to be limited and restricted to tariff collection. 
Governments, consequently, would be forced to primarily rely on external sources of 
revenue.

Legitimacy gaps result from heterogeneity of preferences of population, which 
are likely to change nonlinearly due to the somewhat chaotic nature of national bor-
ders. Thus, a state would have a hard time commanding the support of the population.  
T. Beesley and T. Persson (Beesley, Persson 2008b) suggest that another issue concern-
ing legitimacy may arise. Governments may get detached from the interests of the 
population and become irresponsive if they rely on tariffs as a source of revenue36.

Capacity gaps may occur due to a lack of incentives to strengthen national institu-
tions as states of small economic size are more likely to fall prey to rebellions and civil 
wars. As a result, maintaining military expenditure ends up crowding out non-military 
expenses, while heterogeneity of the population and its preferences means that a state 
can not be uniformly effective in different parts of its territory. A combination of these 
problems may create a state we would call fragile or even extremely fragile depending 
on the extent of the problems it encounters.

S. Michalopoulos and E. Papaioannou (Michalopulos, Papaioannou 2020) show 
how historical legacies and structural factors that were described in this section create 
increasingly unstable and fragile states in Africa. Their review notes that colonialism, 
though short, established borders that did not reflect the ethnic composition of the 
territories and institutional structures that were primarily aimed at exploiting the con-
tinent's riches (Michalopoulos, Papaioannou 2014). The provision of public goods in 
these countries was limited to capitals and significant urban hubs (Michalopoulos, Pa-
paioannou 2014). Upon independence, the population of African states was poor and 
heterogeneous, while the institutions in place were unable to enact policies that would 
allow infrastructure or human capital development needed for economic growth. The 
relative poverty of these new states and the extractive nature of institutions meant 
that governments lacked interest in developing more effective tax systems since they 
depended on foreign trade as their primary source of income. This prevented the effec-
tive functioning of the institutions of representation and investment in infrastructure. 
In contrast, heterogeneity of population meant that it was difficult for the governments 
to rely on the support of the whole population, which created the potential for violent 
conflict that further destabilized some states.

36	 J. Weigel (Weigel 2020) suggests that lack of incentive and capacity to develop direct tax collection in fragile settings 
may also explain low levels of political participation, which could improve the quality of institutions, and to some extent, 
may be attributed to a conscious decision by the political elites of such states.
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The author provides some commentary on the inconsistencies in the generaliza-
tions taken from the literature. This review focuses on factors that may help explain 
state fragility, and by that, the author does not mean that all states categorized as fragile 
by the international institutions share all of the characteristics highlighted in the previ-
ous paragraphs. There are some counterexamples – DRC is not of small economic size 
though its population is impoverished, and it matches most of the other characteristics 
this review finds (Weigel 2020). It is better to think of the characteristics highlighted in 
the article as potential variables that may be expected to be positively correlated with 
the degree of observed state fragility. The more these characteristics a state exhibits, the 
higher degree of state fragility would hypothetically be observed.

As the article has covered some structural gaps that may explain macrohistorical 
dynamics of the emergence of fragile states, there is also a group of factors referred to 
as agency problems. Firstly, as fragile states tend to have weak political institutions and 
the population may have little say or control over decision-making, the political lead-
ers of such states may pursue their benefit, which may lead to the formation of klepto-
cratic and corrupt political regimes (Acemoglu, Robinson 2012; De Waal 2014; Herbst 
2000). Consequently, such regimes are unlikely to produce economic gains for the 
population and are likely to generate additional grievances that contribute to increased 
fragility. Secondly, such weak institutional structures may substitute the provision of 
public goods with the provision of club goods, deliberately denying access to them for 
some groups of the population37 (Alesina et al. 2011). 

A. De Waal (De Waal 2014) shows how the factors described in the previous para-
graph can lead to state collapse. He observes that South Sudanese governance has long 
been neo-patrimonial and kleptocratic and has retained these features upon independ-
ence. Moreover, the population of the country is heterogeneous, and leading political 
groups claim to represent the interests of different groups of the population. Organized 
violence is often used as a means of bargaining, which leads to internal instability and 
violence ending in the redistribution of resources, but not in better governance. As a 
result, access to public goods relied on unstable client-patron relations that were sub-
ject to renegotiation, use of force was widespread and cyclical, while military expenses 
reached as high as 10% GDP. As the quality of institutions remained poor, South Sudan 
entered what may be called a "fragility trap."

The macrohistorical dimension of state fragility analysis indicates that although 
risks and threats are context-specific, fragile states as defined by the World Bank and 
OECD share some patterns of state-formation processes that may make them vulner-
able and more likely to fall into the category of fragile. Firstly, they are primarily post-
colonial states that inherited colonial borders. Second, with their population being 
heterogeneous and often divided along sectarian, ethnic, and cultural lines, they face 
collective action problems because of high transaction costs, which may prevent them 

37	 OECD. 2009. Service Delivery in Fragile Situations: Key Concepts, Findings, and Lessons. OECD Journal of Development. 
9(3). Р. 7-60. DOI: 10.1787/journal_dev-v9-art26-en.
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from bargaining and establishing better institutions. Thirdly, a common characteristic 
of fragile states is the small economic size (low population size coupled with low per 
capita income) which means that they cannot reap economies of scale in the provision 
of security and other public goods. As a result, they also lack resources to invest in state 
capacity due to negligible tax bases.

Along with these structural gaps, there are also agency problems that may explain 
state fragility. Imperfect political institutions may produce kleptocratic political re-
gimes detached from the population's interests and irresponsive to them. At the same 
time, there is also a possibility for some groups to be denied access to the public good 
or to be subject to limited access. These factors may further undermine state capac-
ity and produce increasingly fragile states. Of course, there are exceptions to these 
generalizations, but most of the fragile states as defined by the OECD or the World 
Bank, i.e., extremely or chronically fragile, may be expected to fit the pattern of state-
formation described in the article.

Results

The literature review finds significant advancement in defining a group of states 
that are vulnerable to risks and crises and cannot produce an efficient response to 
them despite some inconsistencies and ambiguity in the application of state fragility 
concept. Since the mid-2000s, these states have been mostly referred to as fragile states; 
however, its derivates and other terms (like weak states, failed states) remain in use and 
are often applied in a synonymous way. Despite fragility being a multi-dimensional 
and continuous phenomenon, which means that fragile states may suffer from differ-
ent problems and to different extent, the defining characteristic of a fragile state is its 
vulnerability to risks and crises and inability to cope with them.

The article also finds there is a consensus among scholars that a single root cause 
of fragility does not and cannot exist. Therefore, state fragility cannot be attributed 
to an isolated influence of such variables as civil war, poverty, weak institutions, or 
external shocks, with a combination of factors that drive state fragility. However, the 
literature review presented in the second section of the article explains the change in 
the degree of fragility rather than its emergence. 

Besides, the diversity of potential causes of state fragility and structural gaps that 
it manifests itself in makes the concept ambiguous and points to the need to search 
for a more solid ground to identify fragile states. This article argues that this can be ef-
fected by analyzing the macrohistorical dimension of state fragility – the processes and 
dynamics of state formation and development. This review indicates that chronically 
or extremely fragile states share some patterns of state-formation processes that may 
make them vulnerable and likely to fall into the category and distinguishes them from 
more solid and resilient states.

The literature review presented in the article discovers several macrohistorical fac-
tors that may explain why states are likely to be weak and fragile and categorizes them 
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into two groups – structural gaps and agency problems. Firstly, fragile states are mostly 
post-colonial states that inherited colonial borders. Secondly, with their population 
being heterogeneous and often divided along sectarian, ethnic, and cultural lines, they 
face collective action problems that may prevent better institutions. Thirdly, a com-
mon characteristic of fragile states is their small economic size which means that they 
lack resources to provide public goods to their population. As a result, they also lack 
resources to invest in state capacity due to negligible tax bases.

Along with these structural gaps, there are also agency problems that may ex-
plain state fragility. Imperfect political institutions may produce kleptocratic political 
regimes that are detached from the population's interests and irresponsive to them, 
while there is also a possibility for some groups to be denied or be subject to limited 
access to public goods. A combination of these factors is likely to produce states that 
are weak and fragile across multiple dimensions.

Discussion

As the concept of state fragility is subject to criticism from scholars (the same 
holds for the concepts of failed or weak states), there is a critical issue to be raised 
here. As shown in the article, these states' state formation processes and their limited 
capacity in terms of public goods provision are often seen as a "deviation from the 
norm" (Bilgin, Morton 2004; Eriksen 2011), with the norm being a resilient Western 
state. However, the state fragility concept may be seen as progress in scientific think-
ing about states that do not produce positive outcomes for the population. It remains 
a matter of debate whether it is helpful to apply this general framework of statehood 
to non-Western states that fail to emulate it for the reasons described in the previous 
sections of the article.

The criticism thus focuses on several aspects of the concept. Firstly, it implies that 
if institutions of these states are inherently different, they can produce only a flawed 
imitation of the model (Hansen, Stepputat 2001). Secondly, it argues that the concept 
is of limited analytical utility because it is applied in wildly divergent and problematic 
ways (Call 2012; Nay 2014). Thirdly, it serves as a ground for sometimes counterpro-
ductive international interventions.

This article argues that a concept of state fragility holds its analytical and practical 
value. Firstly, formal institutions of all (or at least most) states are still based on the 
European model of statehood, and leaders of post-colonial states raise no objections to 
that (Alesina, Spolaore 2003). Second, this modern state model is globally recognized 
as a political unit (Eriksen 2011). Therefore, states that fail to perform their functions 
and react to risks and crises can be viewed as fragile. It may be argued that given the di-
versity of fragile contexts and their development problems, this concept may obscure 
reality rather than help better understand it. However, this research finds that some 
macrohistorical factors provide a more solid ground for identifying state fragility – at 
least if a subgroup of severely and chronically fragile states is considered.
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The analytical and practical value of the concept is also demonstrated that fragile 
states are at the highest risk of failing to achieve Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). 
Economic development and social progress remain uneven, and there are prospects of 
them producing regional or global threats through spillover effects (because of con-
flict, human flight, transnational crime, etc.)38 (Iqbal, Starr 2008). As these countries 
do not command enough resources or institutional capacity to cope on their own, 
international institutions and donor agencies correctly pay special attention to them. 
Whereas better economic outcomes for the less developed countries and increased po-
litical stability remain at least a desirable result of global development efforts, identify-
ing states affected by severe and chronic fragility, along with a better understanding of 
what makes them fragile, may be helpful in decision making and priorities selection for 
the official development assistance39. Improved and more acknowledged development 
policies are critical amidst the COVID-19 pandemic as fragile states suffer from not 
only internal problems (insufficient infrastructure and funds to cope with the spread 
of the disease) but are also subject to potential external shocks such as food security 
and price shocks, restrictions on the movement of people, the decline in international 
aid due to internal pressures donors face40.

Though the findings of this review remain speculative, they open avenues for fur-
ther research. The results could be substantiated by quantitative analysis linking the 
expected state fragility based on the peculiarities of the state-formation process this 
article uncovered with the observed data.

*   *   *
States may be vulnerable or at risk of failure even before they are acknowledged 

as failing or fragile. Pathways to fragility are relatively easy to establish, and there is no 
lack of empirical research linking fragility to conflict, poverty, deteriorating ecological 
or economic conditions. However, this view on fragility lacks a macrohistorical per-
spective: what makes a state likely to become chronically fragile?

The author answered this question by looking at macrohistorical dynamics of the 
states that fall into the category as defined by the World Bank and the OECD. The 
review of the literature presented in the article finds that they are qualitatively differ-
ent. Unlike the models of statehood reflected in Weberian or Tillyian tradition, most 
fragile states are post-colonial and have a heterogeneous population, which may in-
crease the heterogeneity of population preferences for public goods and governmental 
policies. In combination with their small economic size, it means that they are likely to 
be inefficient in both providing public goods and responding to crises. Therefore, they 

38	OECD. 2018. States of Fragility 2018. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI: 10.1787/9789264302075-en
39	 Ibid.
40	OECD. 2020. Covid-19, Crises and Fragility. URL: https://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/covid-19-crises-
and-fragility-2f17a262/ (accessed 10.08.2021).
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are likely to experience higher degrees of state fragility and suffer from a multitude of 
development problems.

The article also provides justification for the application of the concept. Accord-
ing to its findings, fragile states do have common characteristics with regard to the 
dynamics of their formation and development. Therefore, identification of the group 
of countries which are the most vulnerable to risks and crises may help build a more 
stable and equal global environment through targeted development strategies based 
on a more solid scientific ground.
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Представленный в статье анализ научного дискурса по проблематике «государствен-
ной неустойчивости» направлен на критическое переосмысление значимости фак-
торов, с которыми обычно связывают уязвимость некоторых государств к рискам и 
кризисам и их неспособность найти ресурсы для самостоятельного противостояния 
им. В поисках ответа автор рассматривает концепт «неустойчивых государств» и пред-
лагает обзор литературы, посвящённой различным аспектам «государственной не-
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устойчивости». Проведённое исследование позволяет говорить о том, что учёные и 
эксперты добились значительных успехов в концептуализации этого феномена и ос-
ветили его многомерный характер. В частности, в результате детализации концепта 
возникли такие новые подходы к причинам «государственной неустойчивости», как 
функционалистский или ALC и подход ОЭСР. Однако эти подходы (и основанные на 
них практики помощи развитию) исходят из оценки функционирования «неустойчи-
вых государств» как отклонения от нормативной модели национального государства 
европейского происхождения. Таким образом, в современных условиях необходимо 
учитывать и траектории формирования государств этой группы, т.е. анализировать 
макроисторическое измерение «государственной неустойчивости». Представленный 
в статье обзор исследовательской литературы позволяет обратить внимание на такие 
структурные факторы «неустойчивости», как сохранение границ колониального пери-
ода и гетерогенность населения и его предпочтений (что ограничивает способность 
индивидов к коллективному действию), а также малый размер экономики, в результа-
те чего «неустойчивые государства» часто не обладают достаточной налоговой базой 
для эффективного предоставления общественных благ. Не менее важными являются и 
агентивные факторы: слабость политических институтов способствует формированию 
клептократий, которые отстраняются от интересов населения и могут ограничивать 
доступ к общественным благам для определенных групп. По мнению автора, учёт вы-
раженности влияния рассмотренных в статье факторов позволит лучше учитывать ка-
чество и степень «государственной неустойчивости», которая демонстрирует высокую 
зависимость от контекстуальных характеристик, и разрабатывать более эффективные 
меры в сфере развития.
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