. ¥y
J{_’/.‘-"/UW:A’.;i
Quarterly.risstudies.org

Article history:
Received 08 November 2024
Revised 22 December 2024
Accepted 05 February 2025

P hed online 15 May 2025

Strategic Studies Quarterly

Volume 28, Issue 1, pp 141-168

P-I1SSN: 1735-0272
E-ISSN: 2980-910X

The Impact of Security Forces
on Economic Development

Abdollah Ghanbarloo

Department of International Relations, the Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies, Tehran, Iran.
Corresponding author email address: ghanbarloo@ihcs.ac.ir

Article Info

Extended Abstract

Article type:
Original Research

How to cite this article:
Ghanbarloo, A. (2025). The
Impact of Security Forces on
Economic Development. Strategic
Studies Quarterly, 28(1), 141-168.
doi: 10.22034/s5q.2025.217275

© 2024 the authors. Published by
Research Institute of Strategic
Studies (RISS), Tehran, Iran. This
is an open access article under the
terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International (CC
BY 4.0) License.

CrossMark

Introduction

A country's economic development is shaped by various factors,
including geography, natural resources, access to technology, human
and social capital, governance quality, and institutional
effectiveness. Development scholars, depending on their theoretical
perspectives, have emphasized the importance of different factors.
This article focuses on one often overlooked but critical element: the
role of security forces in economic development.
The central question here is: How do security forces impact
economic development? The answer largely depends on how these
forces interact with the institutions that shape development. Their
impact can be positive or negative, based on whether they act within
the boundaries of their professional mandate. When security forces
align with national interests and objectives, they can significantly
contribute to development. However, when they exceed these limits,
the results can be harmful.
In this context, “security forces” refers to all individuals and
institutions  professionally involved in maintaining national
security—primarily the military, law enforcement, intelligence
agencies, and the judiciary. These actors are essential in maintaining
internal stability and protecting nations from external threats, both of
which are crucial for economic development.
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Methodology

This is a theoretically driven study aimed at explaining the mechanisms through which security forces
affect economic development. It draws on institutional economics as a conceptual framework and relies
on a mix of quantitative and qualitative data, both historical and contemporary, sourced from diverse
materials.

Results

The impact of security forces on development depends heavily on how they engage with the
institutions that support economic growth. Sustainable development requires a cohesive framework where
both formal and informal institutions support long-term, effective reforms. These institutions must protect
property rights, enforce contracts, reduce transaction costs, promote competition and innovation, and
build trust through transparency.
Security forces influence these institutional mechanisms in multiple ways. Their involvement in shaping,
supporting, and enforcing the rules that underpin economic activity is not only common—it is often
necessary. As state actors, they play a key role in ensuring the effective implementation of laws and
policies.
One key benefit of security forces is the provision of public security, which reduces production, trade, and
development costs by ensuring stability. They also contribute to resource redistribution, which is vital for
social development. Economic growth isn’t only about GDP or income—it’s also about improving quality
of life, which requires fair and efficient systems of redistribution. In these efforts, security institutions
often play a pivotal role.
However, despite their potential benefits, security forces can also obstruct economic development in
significant ways. The first major concern relates to mission drift—when these forces prioritize regime
protection or elite interests over safeguarding economic freedoms such as property rights or free
enterprise.
Another issue is oversizing: when the scale of security institutions exceeds actual national security needs,
they can absorb disproportionate public resources. According to the principle of diminishing returns,
security spending becomes unproductive when the additional costs no longer generate comparable gains
in development. A notable example is the Soviet Union, where excessive military spending was a key
factor in economic decline and collapse. By the late 1980s, security forces had become powerful enough
to resist economic reforms altogether.
In many developing countries, weak laws and lack of oversight enable rent-seeking within security
institutions. The appeal of unearned income often outweighs the rewards of productive economic activity.
In extreme cases, this dynamic has even led to military coups, driven by access to state resources. Such
interventions typically lead to instability, lawlessness, and uncertainty—all of which undermine
development.

Conclusion

Security forces influence economic development in three primary ways, each with distinct consequences,
as demonstrated by experiences in various countries:

A. Facilitating Development Mechanisms: When institutions that support development—such as property
rights, labor rights, trade freedoms, and protections against poverty and discrimination—are in place or
evolving, strong, accountable security forces are not just helpful but essential. Without them, contract
enforcement and protection of property are impossible.

B. Rent-Seeking and Institutional Distortion: Here, security forces deviate from their intended role. With
the power of coercion at their disposal, they are prone to rent-seeking and corruption. In such cases, they
may prioritize maximizing their own budgets and benefits over national development goals.

C. Controlling Institutions through Political Power: At this level, security forces — especially military
forces - dominate the development process by taking direct control of the government. The historical
record shows that military regimes often have poor economic track records and, in some cases, have led
to major setbacks in development.

Keywords: Economic Development; Security Forces; Development Mechanisms; Rent-Seeking;
Institutional Economics.
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