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Abstract 

This paper summarizes the results of a Global Development Network study, carried on 

by sixteen multidisciplinary research teams and covering thirty developing countries, under the 

authors general direction, on the effects of different governance structures on the quality and 

equity of access in three public services: basic education, drinking water supply and roads. 

Governance reforms analyzed referred mostly to decentralization, formal processes of citizen’s 

participation and alternative modes of delivery and, within each of them, emphasis was placed 

on the effects of accountability systems, informational flows and incentive structures. Case 

studies used both econometric techniques and qualitative analysis based on surveys and 

structured interviews of policy makers, service providers and users. The impact of governance 

reforms and alternatives was found to vary significantly with country context, but three major 

conclusions emerged:  1) Political culture and legacy are the deeper determinants of effective 

accountability and results. Thus, countries with a history of highly centralized and authoritarian 

regimes find it harder to make decentralization, participation and competitive modes of 

delivery work effectively. However, a culture of accountability can be built overtime when 
                                                           
* Professor, Department of Economics, University of los Andes; Non Resident Fellow  , Center for Global 
Development; gperry@uniandes.edu.co 
** Director of the GDN global project on Varieties of Governance in Service Delivery. rangelescu@gdn.int 
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adequate institutions and incentives are introduced and maintained overtime; 2) Adequate 

information flows are not only a necessary condition, but they often promote effective 

accountability and better results, as they lead citizens and clients to demand accountability and 

agents to be more responsive to user needs; 3) Self-financing schemes also promote more 

accountability and better results, as users demand better services when they pay for them and 

citizens are more demanding (and local authorities are more responsive to their needs) when 

local taxes finance local services. 

Palabras clave: Governance, Institutions, Service Delivery, Accountability 

Códigos JEL: D02, D78, H7  
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Resumen 

Este trabajo sintetiza los resultados de un estudio del  Global Development Network, 

realizado por dieciséis equipos multidisciplinarios , cubriendo treinta países en vía de 

desarrollo, para analizar los efectos que distintas estructuras de gobernanza causan sobre la 

calidad y la equidad en el acceso a tres servicios públicos: educación básica, agua potable y 

carreteras.  Las reformas de gobernanza analizadas se refieren en particular a procesos de 

descentralización, procesos formales de participación ciudadana y modelos alternativos de 

provisión de servicios públicos.  Al interior de estas reformas, analizamos con especial atención 

los efectos de los sistemas de rendición de cuentas, los flujos de información y la estructura de 

incentivos.  Los estudios de caso utilizaron técnicas econométricas y análisis cualitativo basado 

en encuestas y entrevistas estructuradas a hacedores de política, proveedores y usuarios. 

Aunque encontramos que el impacto de las reformas de gobernanza varía 

significativamente entre países, identificamos tres conclusiones generales: 1) La cultura y el 

legado político de regímenes previos son los determinantes básicos de la existencia y 

efectividad de los sistemas de rendición de cuentas y de los resultados en la provisión del 

servicio público. Así, países que históricamente han tenido regímenes centralizados y 

autoritarios tienen más dificultades en lograr una descentralización efectiva, una participación 

ciudadana eficaz y modelos verdaderamente competitivos para proveer servicios públicos. A 

pesar de esto, encontramos que se puede construir una cultura efectiva de rendición de cuentas 

a largo plazo, cuando se establecen instituciones e incentivos adecuados y se mantienen en el 
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tiempo; 2) El flujo adecuado de información no solo es una condición necesaria para tener un 

buen sistema de rendición de cuentas, sino que es uno de sus determinantes y está asociado a 

mejores resultados en la provisión del servicio. En efecto, los flujos de información conducen 

a que los ciudadanos demanden rendición de cuentas por parte del sistema y a que los 

proveedores y hacedores de política sientan la necesidad de dar respuestas a las necesidades de 

la ciudadanía; 3) Los esquemas de auto financiamiento también promueven mayor rendición de 

cuentas y mejores resultados. Esto se explica por qué  usuarios que pagan por la prestación de 

un servicio público exigen mayor calidad en el suministro. Algo muy similar sucede cuando el 

servicio se financia con impuestos locales,  ya que en ese caso  los ciudadanos son más 

exigentes y las autoridades locales más receptivas a sus requerimientos. 

Palabras clave: Gobernanza, Instituciones, Provisión de servicios, rendición de cuentas 

Códigos JEL: D02, D78, H7 
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1. Accountability, quality and equity in service delivery 

There has been major progress in coverage of basic services in the developing world in 

the last decades, though with significant differences across countries. See Graph 1. However, 

two problems still stand out in most cases: poor quality and unequal access by low income 

households, minority groups and poorest regions (Graphs 2 and 3). At the same time, most 

available empirical studies on service delivery focus on determinants of quantitative outcomes 

(enrolment in education, coverage of drinking water supply, density of roads), while empirical 

studies on determinants of quality and equity in access are more scarce. With these 

considerations in mind, the Global Development Network global research project on Varieties 

of Governance in Service Delivery focused mainly on the quality and equity of access to basic 

education, water supply and roads.  This notwithstanding, many of its case studies also 

analysed quantitative service outcomes in these sectors. 

Graph 1A:  Improvements in water supply coverage 

Source: World Health Organization 
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Graph 1B: Improvements in enrolment rates 

Source: World Bank WDI 
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Graph 2: Equity and quality issues in education 
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Accountability and quality of services  

Quality and equity of access problems are only partially due to scarcity of financial 

resources (Graph 2, Panel B). To a large extent they are due to the lack of adequate incentives 

along the delivery chain, which, in turn are associated to inadequate governance, institutions2 

and policies. Several previous studies, starting with the 2004 World Bank Development Report 

on service delivery3, have pointed out to the lack of adequate mechanisms of accountability of 

                                                           
2 Governance is understood here as the act of governing and institutions, following North,as the (formal and 
informal) rules and enforcement mechanisms that constraint and affect the behaviour of actors participating in 
the service delivery chain.   
3 Making Services Work for the Poor, World Development Report, World Bank, 2004 
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service providers (and of policy makers) to users and citizens, as the main reason behind poor 

incentives and poor service delivery performance.   

As the case studies in this project show, accountability mechanisms are especially weak 

with respect to quality and equity outcomes, thus explaining why most developing countries do 

particularly badly in this regard. This result is a consequence of the fact that principal/agent 

problems are particularly severe for quality and equity outcomes.  

Typically, information asymmetries and lack of effective enforcement mechanisms4 are 

much more problematic with respect to quality than to quantity of services. Quantity is more 

easily observable than quality. When coupled with policy-makers’ traditional short horizons 

(maintaining power and being re-elected) this creates a major bias against quality. Public sector 

providers may also have relatively short horizons, if there is high turnover of managers and 

weak administrative careers. Even private providers, without adequate regulation, may be 

willing to sacrifice quality in order to increase short term profits.  

A few examples from our selected sectors illustrate these problems. Parents can easily 

observe that a school is being constructed or functioning, that their children do attend and, 

even, that teachers show up. But they normally do not observe, neither do policy makers, what 

happens in the class room: how teachers are teaching and how much children are learning. 

Thus, they may become aware of poor quality only much later, when their kids fail to make it 

to University.5  

Similarly, users (and policy makers) can easily check if water is available and with what 

regularity. It is more difficult for them to gauge quality: citizens know how the water looks and 

tastes, but they may only learn much latter that their children got sick due to poor quality.6  

                                                           
4 Information Assymetries and Contract Enforcement  are at the core of so called principal/agent problems, in 
which a principal (eg, the citizen) delegates to an agent (a policy maker, a service delivery agency) the formulation 
and execution of policies and actions required to fulfill its goals or needs, but the agent has its own agenda and 
the principal cannot observe fully its actions, nor fully enforce on him its priorities.  See, for example, Besley and 
Ghatak (2003); Dixit (2002); Keefer and Khemani (2005); Gauthier and Reinnika(2007); Gauthier (2002); 
Holmstrom and Milgrom (1991); Homstrom (1979 and 1982); Laffont and Martimort (1998); Mookherje (2006); 
Mookherje and Tsumagari (2004); Radner and Marschak (1972); Tirole (1986); Wantchekon and Weltman (2007). 
5 Balu, Rekha, Harry Patrinos and Emiliana Vegas (2009), GDN Education Issues Paper, Global Development 
Working Paper Series No. 10, www.gdn.int. 
6 Straub, Stéphane (2009), Governance in Water Supply, Global Development Working Paper Series No. 11, 
www.gdn.int 
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In the same vein, neighbours and users know if a road is constructed and how it looks 

like, but they may only know after some years, just when it breaks down and needs major 

repairs or reconstruction, if it was built with poor materials or was poorly maintained.7 

In all these cases, citizens may become aware of quality problems only when it is too late 

to punish those policy makers or providers that were responsible for such poor performance. 

Consequently, policy makers and providers around the world are much more interested in 

building schools, roads and water systems, because their voters can immediately observe them, 

than in making sustained efforts to improve quality, that will only be recognized in the longer 

term. In addition, construction contracts can be used to benefit campaign financiers, and 

construction companies are, partially because of this reason, a powerful lobby behind public 

investment in most countries. No equally strong private lobbies normally advocate for 

maintenance budgets. 

In a similar fashion, policy makers may put more effort in making sure that children and 

teachers are in school, or that water is available most of the time, than in setting up and 

administering complex quality assurance and information dissemination systems. As the effects 

of poor quality may only be fully known overtime, they may not affect citizens satisfaction 

levels in the short term and, hence, policy makers’ re-election chances. Citizens’ awareness of 

quality problems will likely be a problem for future governments and public managers, which 

may be different from those taking present decisions.  

Several institutions and policies can partially correct these problems. Earmarking or 

setting apart funds for maintenance and quality enhancement may partially correct this bias. 

Many countries use such earmarking and special funds set by law, for this reason. 

Administrative monitoring and information systems are normally used in every education 

system, including in some cases inspectors randomly attending classes. Periodic testing of 

children’s progress in learning abilities, whose results are widely disseminated, is often a very 

efficient complement to reduce these information gaps. Similarly, policy makers can organize 

periodic testing for water quality and an effective system of supervision of road quality and 

maintenance, hopefully carried out by independent and competent agents. 

                                                           
7 Engel E., Ronald Fischer and Alexander Galetovic (2009, On the Efficient Provision of Roads, Global 
Development Working Paper Series No. 12. www.gdn.int.   
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However, such information systems may only affect performance if they lead to effective 

sanctions and rewards for providers and policy makers, and to policy evaluation and change.  

But internal administrative information systems are rarely known to parents, users and citizens, 

and often become pure formalities with minor consequences for providers, and hence have at 

most marginal effects on actual performance, as several studies in this project show (see 

Section 3.1).  To affect incentives they must be widely disseminated (so that parents and 

citizens can use them to demand improvements) and should lead to effective rewards or 

punishment of providers (e.g., improvements in student test results used as a basis for 

promotions or bonuses for principals and teachers and to more school autonomy; conversely, 

deteriorating quality leading to demotion of managers of public utilities and fines or 

termination of contracts for private providers; etc.). They should also lead to policy evaluation 

and adaptation, either by action of hierarchical superiors (policy makers) or through citizens’ 

pressure, including higher participation or voting with their feet, when options for voice or 

choice are available. 

So called ‘short route’ mechanisms8 can partially mitigate some of these problems, 

provided that technical information on quality is amply provided to citizens. Exercising voice 

(in participatory mechanisms) or choice (when there is competition among providers) requires 

access to good information on quality, which, as mentioned, is not normally available to 

citizens. They also require a culture of participation, whereby citizens actively seek this kind of 

information and use it as a basis for their decisions.  In more nascent democracies, such as 

some of the ones covered in this project, that is not often the case and direct citizen 

participation channels per se may have little impact.    

Private and community participation in provision may also help in this regard. Such 

providers normally have longer horizons than politicians and public managers, and thus are 

likely to care more for maintenance and quality. If they do not, their enterprises or 

cooperatives may eventually become non-viable or bankrupt and cannot rely on public rescue, 

as public utilities normally do. Well-structured water and road concession contracts may help 

                                                           
8 The World Bank (2004) differentiated between the ‘long route’ of service delivery (where citizens delegate policy 
decisions to policy makers and these delegate service delivery on specialized –public or private- agents) and ‘short 
routes’ through which citizens or users directly delegate and hold accountable the service providers. Full or partial 
examples of the latter are parents or community participation in autonomous School Boards, community 
managed provision of water or road maintenance, parents or users choice of schools or service provision when 
there is competition in provision and possibility of choice (e.g., through payment or vouchers) 
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to reduce the bias against maintenance and quality which is typical of purely public provision. 

However, these alternative modes of delivery should be complemented by public testing and 

dissemination of information on quality, and corresponding rewards and sanctions to 

providers, to avoid the temptation to maximize short term revenues by sacrificing quality. 

Accountability and equity of access 

Similarly, accountability channels normally work better for the rich and the middle 

classes than for the poor. Poor families or regions, or rural areas, usually have less access to 

information and less political and economic power than richer urban households. Policy 

makers normally care more for the more powerful voice and mobilization potential of the 

urban rich and middle class populations and for their swing vote. Service providers also care 

more for these larger and more concentrated consumers, which are easier and more profitable 

to serve. Poorer and rural families are normally in a disadvantaged position to exercise their 

voice, due to lower access to the media and policy makers, or lower opportunities to choose, as 

they rarely have access to alternative providers.  

As a consequence, and especially in highly unequal societies, access to services, and 

especially to quality services, is highly uneven. Children of poor families normally have lower 

enrolment rates and higher repetition and dropout rates. Further, they normally attend lower 

quality schools. In some countries, especially in rural environments, girls still have less access 

than boys to schooling and other public services. Poor neighbourhoods and rural populations 

normally have less access to regulated water grids (either run by public or private providers) 

and have to rely on unregulated, poor quality and high cost private providers.9 These poor 

neighbourhoods and rural centres are usually not as well connected –both in a physical and a 

political sense- than rich or middle class urban neighbourhoods and large cities.  

To counteract such biases, there is normally the need to establish special institutions and 

policies in charge of levelling the playing field. Otherwise, normal accountability channels, 

whether through the long route or shorter routes, are likely to behave lopsidedly in favor of 

the richer, more educated and urban middle classes, hence maintaining unequal access to basic 

services that reproduce inequality along and across generations. The Peru case study illustrates 
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well this last point. In contrast, the Indian political reservations and quotas based on gender, 

caste and tribe, do appear to contribute to higher equality of access, as well as to improved 

quality. See Section 2. 

2. Accountability and performance within different institutional 

settings 

Countries have engaged in different types of institutional reforms that attempt to 

enhance accountability of policy makers to citizens and of service providers to their users. The 

most common forms of such reforms are related to decentralization of service delivery 

(attempting to bring policy makers and providers closer to their clients), mechanisms for 

direct citizen participation (to increase citizens and users voice in policy making or 

provision) and alternative modes of delivery in which communities manage services directly 

or citizens can exercise choice among providers or withhold payments for services. All of the 

country studies in the GDN project dealt with at least one of these three types of institutional 

reforms. We discuss below their insights with respect to whether accountability and service 

outcomes are indeed enhanced through these means and what seem to be the preconditions or 

requirements for this to happen. 

a. Accountability in decentralized systems: closer is not always better  

Decentralization is supposed to improve accountability and service outcomes through 

two major channels.10 First, it should be easier to establish effective information and 

enforcement mechanisms between providers and local authorities, thanks to proximity and 

better knowledge of local conditions. Similarly, accountability of local authorities to citizens 

should be easier to establish, again thanks to proximity and a more limited scope of 

responsibility. Indeed, local governments are mainly responsible for local public services, and 

thus may be evaluated by voters essentially over public service delivery issues, while central 

governments may be evaluated by voters over a wider array of issues and thus their 

accountability with respect to specific issues of service delivery might be more difficult to 

                                                           
10 Burki et al (1999), Fukasaku et al (1998), Manor (1999),  Faguet (2012),  Brosio and Jimenez (2012), Ahmad et al 
(2009) 
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establish. Further, ideological or political partisan issues may also loom larger on central than 

on local government elections. 

Our case studies showed that decentralization indeed often improves accountability and 

service outcomes, but that this is not always a foregone conclusion. Thus, on the one hand, 

econometric results from the India study suggest a generalized positive effect of 

decentralization strengthening on education, water and health outcomes in that country11. The 

same was obtained in the Burkina Faso study, where econometric estimates show that the 

management of water resources by local communities and the delegation to users associations 

considerably reduce the waiting time and improves the functionality rate12. Similarly, results 

from the Chile and Uruguay study find a significant association of school autonomy over 

resource allocation with average student test scores and school progression rates, especially of 

students from low income backgrounds13.  

On the other hand, the case studies in Colombia14, Indonesia15, Uganda and other 

countries suggest that decentralization has had positive effects on accountability and outcomes 

in some localities, but not in others, depending on a variety of local conditions. These apparent 

pre-conditions, for the potential positive effects of decentralization to be realized, include: (1) 

active local political participation, competition and oversight, in order to guarantee effective 

accountability and avoid capture; (2) a minimum technical and managerial capacity of local 

providers and authorities, depending on the complexity of local service supply issues;  (3) 

sufficient autonomy over resource allocation, in order to be able to adapt service delivery to 

local preferences and conditions; and (4) adequate incentives for providers, including 

compensation in cases where there is community provision. In addition, financing with own 

                                                           
11 Joshi, O. and H.K. Nagarajan (2013), Varieties of Governance and Varieties of Outcomes, GDN Project on 
Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov.  
12 Kabore, S., A. Siri and S.A. Some (2013), Governance of Public Water Service and Water Provision Delivery 
Outcomes in Burkina Faso, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, 
www.gdn.int/gov. 
13 Mancebo, M.E., D. Vaillant and Others (2013), Public Service Delivery In Basic Education: Institutional 
Arrangements, Governance And School Results In Chile And Uruguay, GDN Project on Varieties of 
Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov.  
14 Torres, F.S. and M. Pachon (2013), Decentralization, Fiscal Effort and Social Progress in Colombia at the 
Municipal Level, 1994-2009: Why Does National Politics Matter?, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: 
Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov 
15 Kuncoro, A., V. Adrison and I. Isfandiarni (2013), Decentralization, Local Democracy and the Effectiveness of 
Public Service Delivery: The Case of Roads in Indonesia, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective 
Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov 
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taxes appears to increase capacities and autonomy and to promote more effective 

accountability, and hence better performance, as the Colombian and other case studies 

illustrate. Further, high local elections costs and lack of official or party financing may, on 

occasions, lead to high local corruption, undoing much of the expected benefits of 

decentralization, as the paper on Indonesia suggests. More generally, political culture and 

legacy appear as deep determinants of the potential success of decentralization, in so far as 

they largely explain the presence or absence of some of the previously mentioned 

requirements.  

We discuss below in more detail some of these results.  

The importance of history and political legacy 

India stands out as a case of unambiguous success of decentralization in service delivery, 

in the sense that the recent deepening of decentralization has had robust positive effects on 

diverse service outcomes. The very long history of local self-government in the country and a 

well-established and well organized civil society has led to effective citizens participation and 

high synergies between local councils –Panchayats- and participatory mechanisms, like the 

VEC’s (village education committees), as well as to strong local capacities and unambiguous 

devolution (high autonomy of Panchayats).   

Econometric estimates and interviews by the authors of the Indian paper16, show that 

the involvement of Panchayatts in education, health and water supplies has had measurable 

positive impacts on increased expenditures in the three sectors, especially in water. Further, 

both Panchayatt involvement and increased expenditures in water supply appear to have had 

significant effects on water provision, measured through the reduction in time spent in 

fetching water, often a huge burden on women especially in rural areas. Similarly, increased 

expenditures in Panchayatt schools (and interaction of Panchayatts and VEC’s) appear to be 

seen by citizens as a sign of improved quality and consequently parents do increase their 

preference for these schools. In turn, the authors found that these better service outcomes 

have led to increased household incomes –especially through more time allocated to 

productive activities, as time spent in fetching water is reduced. 

                                                           
16 Op cit. Joshi and Nagarajan (2013) 
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In contrast, in countries that come from highly centralized and hierarchical systems, with 

no previous culture of citizens participation, present local political participation and 

competition are scarce (or vary a lot among localities), decentralization is often incomplete 

(autonomy of local units is low, because central agencies are keen in retaining authority and 

control), capacities are often underdeveloped (and show significant variance), information 

flows are scarce, monitoring and standards have no practical implications where they even 

exist, and local financing is constrained. Hence aggregate results on service outcomes are 

normally ambiguous and show a lot of variance across local governments. 

As an example, the case study on educational quality assurance systems (QAS) in six 

South East European countries17 show clearly the influence of historical legacy on incomplete 

and rather ineffective decentralization, characterized by poor information flows and incentives 

for better performance. According to the authors, tthough decentralization is at different 

stages of advancement in the different countries in the sample, the QAS profiles for most of 

them can be characterized as “de-concentrated instruction, though heavily managed from the 

center”. Central governments have in most cases much more responsibility over QAS actions 

than local governments or school management, which normally has the least responsibility. 

Further, central governments retain major functions and roles in all of QAS functions (goal 

setting, evaluation and feedback, intervention), in some cases through horizontally 

decentralized institutes. Local authorities in most of these countries have become effectively 

involved only in managing investments and school maintenance, while failing to play a 

significant role in school governance, curriculum reform or quality assurance actions18. 

Interestingly, Slovenia the highest achiever of the sample in terms of PISA19 results is at 

the same time the most advanced in terms of decentralization, largely because of its particular 

historical legacy. In Slovenia evaluation was done traditionally at school-level (including self-

evaluations) and centralized examinations were introduced only after the break-up of former 

Yugoslavia. Further, community branch schools have been an important part of Slovenian 

 

                                                           
17  Albania, Bulgaria, Macedonia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia.  
18 Murafa, C. and Others (2013), Quality Assurance In Basic Education In South Eastern Europe: What Works in 
Our Region?, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov 
19 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) is an international study which aims to evaluate 
education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge of 15-year-old students. To date, students 
representing more than 70 countries and economies have participated in the assessment. 
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basic education. Thus, in Slovenia, as opposed to the other South-East European countries, 

schools have more responsibility over QAS than authorities at the national level.  

Similar insights were provided by the case study on water service delivery in Romania, 

Armenia and Hungary20. According to the authors, Romania keeps a very strict and precise 

legal regulation and a central regulatory agency with strong power and influence. Large 

European Union investment funds are distributed centrally, and the service provider is then 

responsible for developing investment plans in its service area. Accountability relations 

between service providers and local governments are quite weak and indirect, because 

municipalities’ water sector associations stand between them. This system has advantages of 

economies of scale and efficient use of development funds, but it is also characterized by a 

lower level of transparency and accountability. Armenia also has a very centralized water 

management system, with several regulatory agencies (sometimes with overlapping functions), 

central price regulation (well below full cost recovery) and ad-hoc central grants for operation 

and maintenance. The central government promotes central service provision (or private 

provision, as in case of Yerevan) and neglects municipal service providers. Small villages, 

which are not part of the central system, end up seeking individual solutions without any 

central support or oversight, characterized by low service quality and high costs. In Hungary, 

in contrast, central legal regulation is weak and hardly enforced.  Local governments are the 

owners, strategy makers (they decide about new developments and investments), and main 

regulators. Accountability relations between service providers and local governments are 

strong, certainly stronger than in the other countries examined in this case study, though they 

differ somewhat depending on the size of the utility and the service area (whether covering one 

single municipality, or several). There is also more transparency. However, when, after 

transition, most of the water companies were transferred to the municipalities, these entities 

were under strong financial pressure. As political incentives were against raising tariffs, 

financial pressures were often alleviated by sacrificing quality.  

The main lesson derived from the Hungarian case is that when local citizens’ 

participation and oversight is absent, there is the risk that cash-strained municipalities may cut 

resources necessary for maintenance, if uncontrolled by central regulatory agencies. These 
                                                           
20 Hegedus J., A. Tonko, G. Peteri and Others (2013), Effects of Governance Models on Affordability, 
Sustainability and Efficiency of the Water Services in Three Transition Countries (Armenia, Hungary, Romania), 
GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov. 
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cases illustrate a more general point: in any delivery mode: the chance for opportunistic or 

perverse behavior is high if some of the stakeholders have disproportionate control over 

service delivery operations without adequate checks and balances.  

The Philippines case also demonstrates the importance of legacy issues for accountability 

in recently decentralized settings. The authors found that in spite of the relative autonomy 

given to the local education units by law, educational budgets are still by in large centrally 

determined, in practice. The authors attribute this result to the persistence of ‘bossism’ in 

Philippines politics:  local policies are highly dependent on local leaders and local heads of civil 

society organizations that participate in a chain of patronage relations, essentially driven by 

higher level politicians and officials. In their words, ´accountability of local authorities is not 

determined by existing formal mechanisms but mostly by the existing local political realities´. 

They also found indications of political alignment still influencing allocation of resources in 

many of the cities21.  

The key importance of providers’ autonomy and incentives  

An interesting illustration of this comes from Chile and Uruguay which had a highly 

centralized educational system until the early eighties. Both countries, and especially Uruguay, 

had relatively high levels of coverage by Latin American standards. Chile then opted for a 

highly decentralized model, in which schools have different degrees of autonomy and are 

administered by the local governments (“municipios”), while Uruguay continued to work in an 

extremely centralized and hierarchical way22.  

Results in Chile have tended to be superior to those in Uruguay since then, both in terms 

of enrollment figures, improvement in student tests results and school progression (reduction 

of drop outs and repetition rates). Even more notably, the Chilean system has performed 

better on equity terms, as all these variables have improved more for the poorest students in 

Chile, while inequality in access and outcomes has increased in Uruguay, in spite of the fact 

                                                           
21 Aceron J., R. David, M. Vital, J. Santos and K. Parrera (2013), Civil Society Participation and Education 
Spending of Philippine Cities, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, 
www.gdn.int/gov. 
22 Op cit. Mancebo et al. (2013) 
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The Philippines case also demonstrates the importance of legacy issues for accountability 

in recently decentralized settings. The authors found that in spite of the relative autonomy 

given to the local education units by law, educational budgets are still by in large centrally 

determined, in practice. The authors attribute this result to the persistence of ‘bossism’ in 

Philippines politics:  local policies are highly dependent on local leaders and local heads of civil 

society organizations that participate in a chain of patronage relations, essentially driven by 

higher level politicians and officials. In their words, ´accountability of local authorities is not 

determined by existing formal mechanisms but mostly by the existing local political realities´. 

They also found indications of political alignment still influencing allocation of resources in 

many of the cities21.  

The key importance of providers’ autonomy and incentives  

An interesting illustration of this comes from Chile and Uruguay which had a highly 

centralized educational system until the early eighties. Both countries, and especially Uruguay, 

had relatively high levels of coverage by Latin American standards. Chile then opted for a 

highly decentralized model, in which schools have different degrees of autonomy and are 

administered by the local governments (“municipios”), while Uruguay continued to work in an 

extremely centralized and hierarchical way22.  

Results in Chile have tended to be superior to those in Uruguay since then, both in terms 

of enrollment figures, improvement in student tests results and school progression (reduction 

of drop outs and repetition rates). Even more notably, the Chilean system has performed 

better on equity terms, as all these variables have improved more for the poorest students in 

Chile, while inequality in access and outcomes has increased in Uruguay, in spite of the fact 

                                                           
21 Aceron J., R. David, M. Vital, J. Santos and K. Parrera (2013), Civil Society Participation and Education 
Spending of Philippine Cities, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, 
www.gdn.int/gov. 
22 Op cit. Mancebo et al. (2013) 
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that Uruguay has always had a better income distribution and that resistance to 

decentralization and school autonomy in this country was largely based on equity arguments.  

Such such a difference in results cannot be attributed to a single factor like 

decentralization, but rather to the cumulative effects of many changes (including the 

establishment of public information flows, teachers incentives and support for special 

programs). However, the authors found that greater school autonomy in the allocation of 

resources is associated with differences in school progression and in students tests results 

between Chile and Uruguay23, after controlling for individual characteristics, grade and school 

inputs. They further found that differences in school progression in secondary education 

explain differences in quality outcomes between Uruguay and Chile.24 When analyzing each 

country separately, the positive marginal association between autonomy in resource allocation25 

and test results remains strong in Chile (where the level of autonomy in public and subsidized 

private schools, as well as the amount of subsidy per poor student, depends on their academic 

results26). In Uruguay, in contrast, the positive association between school autonomy and 

outcomes is closely linked to the type of provision, as public schools have no autonomy at all. 

This positive marginal association between school autonomy, school progression and 

quality was found to be especially strong at lower quartiles of school socioeconomic status, 

where large differences between the two countries are observed.  School autonomy appears to 

have led to special care given to reducing repetition and dropout rates, thus benefiting 

especially students from low income backgrounds and contributing to explain differences in 

equity results within the two countries. 

 

 

 

                                                           
23 In reading and science, though not in mathematics. 
24 This is a plausible result, as school progression is likely to have an impact on acquired cognitive skills. 
25 However, autonomy on curriculum and content was not found to be associated with better performance in 
terms of students tests. In any case, the influence of teachers on course content and assessment practices is more 
frequent in private schools in both countries and in public schools in Chile, though not in Uruguay.  
26 Reverse causality may be an issue that the authors could not deal with due to limited time observations and lack 
of appropriate instruments. 
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The importance of local taxation, capabilities and political competition   
 

Some studies in the project found that, as expected, limited local political competition 

negatively affects service delivery, as citizens find it harder to punish poor performance under 

such circumstances.  As an example, the Peruvian study on local water supply found 

econometric evidence that both re-election of mayors, and the percentage of votes obtained by 

the mayor, are negatively associated with coverage and service continuity.  

The Colombian study distinguished between local political competition in local and 

national elections. It found extremely interesting evidence of how channels of accountability 

depend on the relations between local and national politics and how these determine the level 

of local fiscal effort27, which. in turn, is a major determinant of differences in service outcomes 

among municipalities in Colombia. Indeed, the Colombian GDN case study found that the 

ratio of local taxes to total revenues is the main factor explaining the large differences observed  

in education and water outcomes (both in terms of coverage and quality) across municipalities, 

since the aggressive decentralization drive mandated by the new Constitution of 199128.  The 

authors also found that this measure of fiscal capacity brings about more responsiveness, e.g. a 

better match between resources and needs. Similarly, though this is not the focus of their 

research, the Peru29 and the Philippines30 studies also found that higher local tax ratios lead to 

better service outcomes. In short, local authorities seem more effective when spending 

resources collected at the local level, than transfers from the central budget.  Potential reasons 

behind these results are discussed below in section  3.2. 

                                                           
27 The authors measure local fiscal effort as the ratio of local taxes to total taxes, instrumented by the actualization 
of local cadastres (which is the main way in which local authorities can increase local land tx revenues) 
28 In Colombia, though a centralized government structure was imposed by the conservative party after winning a 
long war in 1886 (the country enjoyed before, for two decades, a Federal structure), economic and political life 
remained highly decentralized due to the complex geography of the country. These realities led to successive 
political attempts towards governmental decentralization in the second half of the twentieth century. Significant 
fiscal resources began to be transferred to departments and municipalities since 1968, direct elections of majors 
was enacted in 1984 and devolution of responsibilities in service delivery increased pari passu. The 
decentralization drive received a huge push with the new Constitution of 1991, and Colombia is today one of the 
most decentralized countries in Latin America in terms of the share of public expenditures executed by sub 
national agencies.  
29 Jaramillo M., and L. Alcazar (2013), Does Participatory Budgeting Have An Effect On The Quality Of Public 
Services? The Case Of Peru’s Water And Sanitation Sector, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective 
Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov  
30 Op cit. Aceron et al. (2013) 

 20 

The importance of local taxation, capabilities and political competition   
 

Some studies in the project found that, as expected, limited local political competition 

negatively affects service delivery, as citizens find it harder to punish poor performance under 

such circumstances.  As an example, the Peruvian study on local water supply found 

econometric evidence that both re-election of mayors, and the percentage of votes obtained by 

the mayor, are negatively associated with coverage and service continuity.  

The Colombian study distinguished between local political competition in local and 

national elections. It found extremely interesting evidence of how channels of accountability 

depend on the relations between local and national politics and how these determine the level 

of local fiscal effort27, which. in turn, is a major determinant of differences in service outcomes 

among municipalities in Colombia. Indeed, the Colombian GDN case study found that the 

ratio of local taxes to total revenues is the main factor explaining the large differences observed  

in education and water outcomes (both in terms of coverage and quality) across municipalities, 

since the aggressive decentralization drive mandated by the new Constitution of 199128.  The 

authors also found that this measure of fiscal capacity brings about more responsiveness, e.g. a 

better match between resources and needs. Similarly, though this is not the focus of their 

research, the Peru29 and the Philippines30 studies also found that higher local tax ratios lead to 

better service outcomes. In short, local authorities seem more effective when spending 

resources collected at the local level, than transfers from the central budget.  Potential reasons 

behind these results are discussed below in section  3.2. 

                                                           
27 The authors measure local fiscal effort as the ratio of local taxes to total taxes, instrumented by the actualization 
of local cadastres (which is the main way in which local authorities can increase local land tx revenues) 
28 In Colombia, though a centralized government structure was imposed by the conservative party after winning a 
long war in 1886 (the country enjoyed before, for two decades, a Federal structure), economic and political life 
remained highly decentralized due to the complex geography of the country. These realities led to successive 
political attempts towards governmental decentralization in the second half of the twentieth century. Significant 
fiscal resources began to be transferred to departments and municipalities since 1968, direct elections of majors 
was enacted in 1984 and devolution of responsibilities in service delivery increased pari passu. The 
decentralization drive received a huge push with the new Constitution of 1991, and Colombia is today one of the 
most decentralized countries in Latin America in terms of the share of public expenditures executed by sub 
national agencies.  
29 Jaramillo M., and L. Alcazar (2013), Does Participatory Budgeting Have An Effect On The Quality Of Public 
Services? The Case Of Peru’s Water And Sanitation Sector, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective 
Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov  
30 Op cit. Aceron et al. (2013) 



21 21 

The Colombian study further analyzed the effect of local electoral competition –both for 

local and national elections- on the incentives to build fiscal capacity and provide public goods 

such as education and water. Their econometric results show that when there are fewer parties 

in the municipality competing for departmental representation in Congress, cadastre values are 

less frequently updated (given the importance of local property taxes, updating cadastres is a 

key determinant of local fiscal effort).31 In addition, per capita transfers from the Central 

Government are strongly and negative related to cadastral updates, indicating that local fiscal 

effort is curtailed when the municipality is freely financed from other sources, a result that is 

common to many other studies on fiscal decentralization. 

 

Interestingly, the authors found that, in contrast to local political variables related to 

regional or national elections, political variables related to local elections are only weakly correlated to 

service outcomes. They offer the following explanation for this surprising finding: when 

municipalities are controlled by a small regional elite, regional political leaders reward their local 

loyalists with national or regional budget allocations and, under such a soft budget constraint, 

local politicians are able to spend more than they collect. Local politicians would in this case 

most likely lobby for more national resources instead of raising local taxes, and the role of 

regional elites becomes more significant in determining local policy outcomes. Local public 

spending decisions then become more responsive to the interests of regional elites, than to 

those of local citizens. In other words, regional/national leaders become the principals of local 

politicians and, as a consequence, local politicians are less accountable to local citizens.   

 

The potential effects of local elections financing and corruption  
 

Suharto’s Indonesia was characterized by a highly authoritarian and corrupt regime. The 

paper on Indonesia examined if local roads quality improved or not after decentralization and 

democratization and to what extent results were consequences of reduced or increased 

corruption.  In their qualitative work the authors found significant evidence of corruption in 

roads at the district level: cases in which budgets were inflated, in which there were agreements 

under the table for allocation of contracts and in which firms colluded in biddings and the 
                                                           
31 Neither land concentration nor poverty rates were found to be related to cadastral updates, as could have been 
expected. Municipal GDPs per capita and the percentage of urban population in the municipality do influence 
cadastral updates 
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winner redistributed afterwards the contract. The authors attribute such local corruption to the 

high cost of local elections and the lack of official or party financing, which leads many local 

politicians to ask for bribes (or campaign financing) in exchange for construction contracts32. 

Their econometric estimates found that the percentage of paved roads increased, but the 

percentage of passable roads decreased after decentralization and democratization33, 

controlling for other political, economic and social factors that are found to have significant 

effects on the quality of roads (including the presence of independent media, see 3.1 below). 

Similarly, bribes 34 were found to have a negative effect on the fraction of passable roads, but 

not on the fraction of paved roads. The authors interpret these results as follows: 

decentralization cum democratization increased investment in roads (hence a higher fraction of 

paved roads), but reduced quality through increased bribes (hence a lower fraction of passable 

roads).35 

 

This explanation notwithstanding, their econometric estimates also show statistically 

significant effects of democratization of local life on reduction of bribes36. Further, their 

reported results by Districts show a mixed impact of decentralization on roads quality 

(measured again by the fraction of passable roads) and bribes. There are as many Districts in 

which road quality increased while bribes decreased (or vice versa), as expected, as Districts in 

which both quality and bribes increased (or decreased).  

 

In summary, while the evidence presented is ambiguous about a generalized effect of 

decentralization and democratization of local political life on either quality of roads or 

corruption in Indonesia, the hypothesis that high local electoral costs and lack of official 

financing may annul the expected positive effect of decentralization in some localities, through its 

effect on increased corruption, seem to be a plausible hypothesis, worth investigating in other 

contexts.  

                                                           
32 Op cit. Kuncoro et al. (2013) 
33 The authors estimate separately effects of decentralization (through a dummy for year 2003 in comparison to 
year 1999 outcomes) and democratization of local political life, which happened after, through a dummy for year 
2006 vs. 2003 outcomes. 
34 The authors used indexes of bribes constructed both from industrial surveys answers and media reports. 
35 The authors also found that the local tax ratio increased after decentralization, which, if interpreted in the light 
of the Colombian study, may have led to higher and better investment in roads.  
36 Table A2.10 
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b. Direct citizens’ participation: mimicry and rubber stamping or 

effective accountability? 

A second common type of institutional reform attempting to enhance accountability 

relies in establishing direct channels of participation of citizens in service delivery. In theory, 

participation can take place at different stages of this process or through different mechanisms. 

Thus, citizens representatives may participate in regional or local budgetary councils; in 

regional or local roads, water or education boards; or in regulatory agencies, watchdog 

institutions, utilities or school boards. Local communities may even be in direct charge of 

running services. Obviously, new principal-agent problems appear between users and their 

representatives in participatory bodies, signalling how crucial the selection process might be.  

A clear conclusion of our case studies is that direct citizens participation is mostly a local 

affair. Indeed, assuring citizens adequate participation and representation in national (or even 

regional) participatory mechanisms for service delivery is a daunting task. Though still 

complex, as our case studies show, such mechanisms are more likely to work at the local level, 

where proximity and knowledge of local conditions facilitate information flows, adequate 

representation and accountability of providers and local policy makers to citizens’ 

representatives, as well as accountability of citizens representatives to their constituencies. 

Conversely, effective direct participation mechanisms may facilitate accountability and 

performance in decentralized systems, as the Indian case study illustrates. These two types of 

institutional reforms have significant synergies and are thus often effective complements in 

practice. 

The Uganda study on water services and roads, illustrates well this point. The authors 

found a relative absence of clear mechanisms for handling complaints related to social services, 

as responsibilities of actors were not clearly spelt out. Their results show that citizens start 

presenting claims with the nearest center and then move up to higher levels with reducing 

degrees of responsiveness and satisfaction. In fact, most of the respondents indicated to have 

reported more issues related to water and roads to local (county) officials, followed by the 

water source caretakers for water and by sub-county officials. The observed pattern highlights 

the fact that the county is the closest authority to the people, yet county officials have no 

authority and thus can only convey these issues to higher authorities. On the whole, the 
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respondents largely expressed dissatisfaction with the handling of their concerns. However, 

more respondents were satisfied with the handling of issues by the local Water User 

Committee than by any other authority37.  

As with decentralization, citizens participation through different channels seems to have 

had important effects on accountability and outcomes in some countries, such as India and 

several African countries. But this does not appear to have been the case in several others, like 

in most of the previous communist countries in Central Europe and Asia, or in Peru or the 

Philippines. 

Once more, political culture and legacy seem to be deep determinants of the actual 

impact of these mechanisms, as they determine to what extent policy makers and providers are 

indeed willing to allow and facilitate real participation and to what extent citizens do or do not 

take advantage of formal participation mechanisms.  

Further, these case studies show that who represents citizens and users in these 

mechanisms is a key question, as problems of representativeness and legitimacy are quite 

common. A major issue in this regard seem to be gender and minority representation. As the 

results of political reservations in India suggest, women’s participation appear to be key for 

service delivery outcomes, as the consequences of poor outcomes seem to affect more women 

than men and women seems to care more for such services and thus participate more 

effectively when given the chance38. Similarly, a strong association between women’s political 

participation and water service coverage and continuity was found in the Peru study, 

suggesting that such a result may not be limited to a particular country or culture39. A positive 

association between outcomes and caste or tribal based political reservations, was also found in 

the Indian study, though less robust in terms of causality than the association with gender 

based reservations. 

In addition, the existence and wide dissemination of adequate information seems to be 

absolutely crucial for participation mechanisms to have any significant effect on outcomes. 

Also, the limited scope of action of participatory instances (as broad resource allocation or key 
                                                           
37 ACODE (2013), Governance Aspects in the Water and Roads Sectors: Lessons from Five Districts in Uganda, 
GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov 
38 Op cit. Joshi and Nagarajan (2013) 
39 Op cit. Jaramillo and Alcazar (2013) 
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policy issues are often left out of their formal influence, limiting them to just minor issues) and 

the way they are financed (which affect their autonomy) often convert them in mere 

formalities and instances of rubber-stamping of local or national policies, as evidenced in both 

the Peru and Philippines studies. 

In summary, making participatory mechanisms effective in countries with lack of 

participatory culture and experiences seem to be a tall order, worth pursuing but demanding 

significant political determination and efforts over an extended period of time. Emerging 

differences in the degree and impact of active participation of parents (and teachers) in school 

management, oversight and choice between Chile, which has pushed forward a broad set of 

reforms in this regard, and Uruguay, which has kept a highly centralized and hierarchical 

system, is an indication that an effective participatory culture can indeed be built over time. 

We elaborate on some of these results below. 

Political culture effects on direct citizens’ participation  

As mentioned above, the long tradition of local self-government in India seems to be 

behind the positive impact of recent drives to deepen decentralization and local citizens 

participation in that country. The case study authors show that, indeed, active participation of 

villagers in the village assembly (Gram Sabha) has increased in all dimensions and econometric 

results indicate that Gram Sabha involvement in public services (measured by the number of 

discussions on water supply, education and health), as well as political reservations on the basis 

of caste, tribe or gender, improve the outcomes in education, water supply and health.  

Indeed, their econometric estimates indicate, first, that both Gram Sabha involvement 

and political reservations have a positive effect on local council (Panchayat) expenditures in 

education, health and water supply. In turn, both these higher expenditures, as well as Gram 

Sabha involvement and political reservations by themselves, are found to have a significant 

positive impact on water supply outcomes (reduced time to fetch water) and, through this 

effect, on increased involvement in productive activities and higher household incomes. In 

addition, gender political reservations further increase the willingness of women to contribute 

to these and other services. 



26 26 

Second, Gram Sabha involvement and political reservations increase the probability of 

having a VEC (local education council) in the village, which in turn leads to greater village 

government involvement in education. Increased involvement of Gram Sabha’s, Panchayats 

and VEC’s, as well as increased expenditures in education, and women’s political reservations, 

are all seen as signalling enhanced quality in locally owned Panchayat schools (as they increase 

preference of parents for such schools).  

Third, reservation of the position of Pradhan (head of Panchayat) for women, lead to 

higher engagement of women on services issues in Gram Sabha meetings, to increased 

expenditures in services and (in two out of three of the villages that had a woman Pradhan) to 

measurable improvements in service outcomes. 

These special effects of reservations in favor of women (and of political participation of 

women 40) are consistent with their expressed individual preferences over services and their 

reasons for it. Survey results showed that women are systematically more interested than men 

in the delivery of drinking water and more willing to support higher public spending in this 

service. Further, when water supply is improved, time reductions in fetching water are larger 

for women than for men and women, in contrast with men, reallocate most of the time gained  

towards on and off the farm employment. Also, women heads of family are less likely to 

withdraw children from school41. 

 

In sharp contrast with the Indian case, in most countries with centralized communist 

systems legacy, citizens participation mechanisms remain absent or ineffective. Thus, the study 

on Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan concludes that citizens’ participation remain limited in the two 

countries. The authors attribute this fact to the strict centralization of the government in 

Uzbekistan and high level of bureaucratization in both counties, as well as to the pervading 

                                                           
40 Econometric results also indicated a positive impact of local political participation by women on all measures of 
coverage of water supply and, less robustly, with continuity of the service.  
41 Op cit. Joshi and Nagarajan (2013) 
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culture of citizens’ passivity, as there is a generalized belief, inherited from the previous regime, 

that participation will not change anything42. See Section 3.3 

Similarly, the case study on the educational quality assurance system in six countries of 

central Europe shows that, though School Boards exist today in all the countries in the sample, 

it was only recent reforms that began to increase their role in most of them43. Further, 

according to the authors, “parents' participation has been identified as deficient both in terms 

of formal setup and in terms of participatory culture”.  

De jure, School Boards as a formal mechanism of participation should play an important 

role in accountability (they approve the school budget and development plans, they are 

informed of the results of internal and external school evaluations and empowered to act on 

the basis of this information, and in some countries they hire and fire the school management). 

In practice, most parents that participate are themselves teachers or public officials that often 

act more as members of government than as users of the educational system, or attend 

meetings basically to inquire or be informed about their own child's performance. Neither are 

they offered further information (on the school or the educational system), nor are they used 

to request it.  

Further, there is a high disconnect between the larger parent community and the few 

parents that sit on the School Board. Information about the performance of various actors in 

the system (e.g.: performance scorecards of teachers, self-evaluation reports) is not publicized 

or even published on the school's website. Thus, regular parents do not receive regular 

information about service delivery outcomes. At the same time, demand for higher 

participation on behalf of the parents is relatively low as well, as interviews with key 

stakeholders in all countries in the sample revealed. In summary, two important reasons why 

                                                           
42 Irnazarov F., R. Vakulchuk and Z. Salmanov (2013), Effective Governance Perspectives in Central Asia: The 
Case of Transport Sector in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective 
Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov 
43  They came about in Romania the latest, in January 2011, with the entry into force of a new law on education. 
Surprisingly, in Bulgaria, the country that has recently gone farthest in terms of fiscal decentralization, fiscal 
incentives to improve accountability and competition among providers, participatory mechanisms in the form of 
school boards are the weakest. There, school boards are organized on a voluntary basis, with a draft law on 
education expected to give them an increased role. (Murafa et al. 2013) 
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formal mechanisms of participation seem not to be effective are: an under-developed 

participatory culture and a low level of public information among all parents.  

Without implying a causal connection, there would seem to be again a coincidence 

between students outcomes (as evidenced by international tests) and the level of participation. 

Participation-driven reforms are already more advanced in Slovenia, the best performer in the 

region. The headmaster is selected by the school board (five representatives of school 

employees, mostly teachers, three of the local community and three of parents), every five 

years. The tender for the post of headmaster is public and has to be published in relevant mass 

media (i.e. regional newspapers) and the candidates have to present a work program. In theory, 

principals are evaluated by the School board.  However, teacher and principal evaluations are 

intended only for school and school related institutions (boards, higher authorities), but not for 

all parents, as happens in most other countries in the region44. 

Though these cases suggest heavy path dependence on previous political institutions and 

culture, the comparison of the Chilean and Uruguayan educational systems offer some hope 

that an effective participatory culture can be built over time. As mentioned, while Uruguay has 

kept a highly centralized and hierarchical system, Chile has actively promoted decentralization, 

school autonomy, public dissemination of student tests and parents and teachers participation. 

Consequently, the authors found that while parental influence in staffing and budgeting of 

schools is not very frequent in Uruguay, neither in private nor in public schools, it seems to be 

relatively important in public and private subsidized schools in Chile (particularly in the first 

ones)45. Regarding curriculum and assessment, parents do not seem to have much influence 

either in Chile or in Uruguay, but again, it is somewhat higher in Chilean public and private 

subsidized schools. As further discussed below, Chilean principals and teachers interviewed 

indicate significant parental pressure on school performance, as a consequence of the public 

dissemination of average school students tests, while this is not the case in Uruguay46.  

In a different context, the GDN African studies show mixed evidence on the effects of 

participatory mechanisms on service outcomes and on user satisfaction, basically as a 

consequence of the prevailing lack of a participatory culture within citizens.  

                                                           
44 Op cit. Murafa et al. (2013) 
45 While surprisingly infrequent in other private schools 
46 Op cit. Mancebo et al. (2013) 



29 29 

Thus, econometric estimates of the Ethiopian study47 found that voicing mechanisms 

and participation of non-state actors (as well as responsiveness of agencies) significantly affect 

the likelihood of clients being satisfied with both water and roads availability and quality. They 

also found that these variables are significantly associated with better access to main roads. 

However, the qualitative work found that customers do not have sufficient knowledge about 

the legal and structural mechanisms put in place through which they could participate or voice 

complaints, nor have supervisory agencies exerted efforts to make themselves visible to the 

public.48 In addition, the authors found that “the boards hardly receive information from 

customers about the performance of water supply agencies. They largely depend on the reports 

produced by the water supply agencies which are less effective in revealing public complaints 

about the cost and quality of service delivery.” A new reform aspires on promoting more direct 

accountability between customers and water supply agencies, but this is still in nascent stages.  

Similarly, the econometric estimates of the study of Senegal on water service delivery 

showed that the number of meetings between the municipal council and the representatives of 

the community are significantly associated with decreases in the number of days of water 

outages, though they do not have a significant impact on the number of houses connected to 

the regulated providers.  

The econometric analyses of the study on Burkina Faso water services showed that 

participation in the management of water sources by local communities, when organized in a 

formal way, and the delegation of the management to users’ associations, considerably reduce 

the waiting time at water sources and improve the functionality rate of facilities, much like the 

findings from India.49 Further, the authors found that perceived transparency, responsiveness 

and participation are factors that affect positively the satisfaction of water users.  

 

The study on Uganda water services and roads highlight the limitations imposed by a 

lack of participatory culture. They found that most of those that did not report on water or 
                                                           
47 Teshome W., D. Tolossa, F. Mandefro and B. Alamirew (2013), Governance and Public Service Delivery: The 
case of water supply and roads services delivery in Addis Ababa and Hawassa Cities, Ethiopia, GDN Project on 
Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, www.gdn.int/gov 
48 In Addis Ababa, only 12.2 percent of household respondents knew of any clear legal system and practical 
mechanisms put in place to ensure accountability of the water supply agencies. (Teshome et al. 2013) 
49 However, they also found that the access rate to potable water does not seem to be affected by community or 
users participation in water management, except for women’s participation in municipal councils, which has a 
positive impact on waiting time at the water point.  
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roads problems (over 90 percent) felt that there was no need for it, as the authorities were 

already aware of the problem. Others felt that it was not their duty to report such issues, while 

some were not sure where to report since there are also institutional challenges, such as 

authorities with overlapping mandates and the additional complication of community 

provision in the water sector.  

Limitations to effective citizen participation: lessons from the Philippines and Peruvian studies 
  

In contrast to the findings for India and for some African countries, the Philippines and 

Peru studies did not find robust econometric evidence of impact of formal participatory 

mechanisms on service delivery outcomes.  Interviews with different actors helped clarify the 

reasons behind such a lack of impact. 

 

The Philippines study found an insignificant effect of the authors constructed aggregate 

civil society organizations (CSO) participation index on the amount and level of execution of 

the local educational budget. When using disaggregated participation indexes according to the 

phase of the process of service delivery in which participation takes place, prioritization of 

educational budgets was shown to be positively and significantly, though weakly, associated to 

CSO participation in the accountability phases (in monitoring results and ensuring 

transparency). Participation in this phase seems to push local authorities into investing more in 

education. 50 In contrast, the coefficient on CSO intervention in the implementation stage had 

a negative and weakly significant sign, indicating that CSO involvement in this phase may be 

supplanting official provision, and not supplementing them as was initially expected by the 

authors. In other words, CSO direct participation in education service provision is apparently 

being viewed as an alternative source of financing and provision. This hypothesis was indeed 

validated in the qualitative case studies.  

In attempting to understand these weak effects of CSO participation, structured 

interviews indicated that even when civil society organizations formally participate in local 

education plans, the final plans must coincide with the priorities of the education ministry. 
                                                           
50 The authors are careful in observing that causality cannot be inferred due to unresolved potential endogeneity 
problems. op cit. Aceron et al. (2013) 
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Further, it was found that CSOs which have access to the existing mechanisms are 

overwhelmingly those supportive of the current national and local leadership, as many of them 

are often set up and financed by the local governments or service providers themselves. Not 

surprisingly, such CSO’s do not monitor local public expenditures, do not oversee 

procurement and do not take an independent stance (much like the local government 

controlled media) or defend the interests of the marginalized groups.  

Access to these mechanisms and relevant information is thus largely in the hands of 

national and local leaders. Local leaders continue to be seen as patrons and beneficiaries 

continue to be seen as just their political clientele, as was the case in the previous regime. 

There are also indications of political alignment still influencing allocation of resources in some 

of the cities. Finally, they also found that the government usually runs the local media, thus 

rendering it ineffective as an accountability mechanism.  

In summary, the authors conclude that, given the nature of the CSOs that participate 

and their relation to local leaders, alleged popular participation to a great extent follows in 

practice the Government priorities. Thus, current mechanisms of citizen participation by in 

large simply legitimize decisions which are basically determined centrally. In other words, the 

allegedly ‘short route’ of accountability is not working well due to the persistence of a 

patronage non-participatory political culture.51 

  

The Peruvian study analyzed the potential impact of legally mandated (since 2004) local 
participatory budgeting (PB) on the coverage and quality of water supplies at the district level. 
Their econometric estimates did not find a statistically significant relationship between most 
measures of PB intensity52 on their selected measures of coverage and service continuity. 
Qualitative evidence collected in a sample of municipalities was consistent with this result. 
Further, the authors found that PB in the water sector may also lead to inequitable outcomes 
                                                           
51 The authors further emphasize that the lack of real citizen participation in formal mechanisms is a general 
problem in the country, not limited to the case of the educational sector. 
52 The PB intensity indexes constructed attempted to take into account three potential channels for PB effects on 
water delivery outcomes: (1) PB should provide greater voice for the population to express its opinions on 
municipal matters in general, leading local governments to provide better services and show more transparency on 
reporting on capital investments, (2) PB could result on more local governments’ investment in basic services and 
this higher investment could lead to greater coverage and/or better service quality; (3) Citizens prioritization of 
investments in a public service, should lead them to be better motivated to monitor the provision and quality of 
such services and represent a signal to the authorities of the community’s interest in those services. The authors 
preferred index of PB intensity was the fraction of the local public investment budget allocated through the PB 
discussions, but they also used indexes based on intensity of participation (e.g., number of meetings and actors 
participating). 
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as the poor may confront greater costs of participation. At the root of this lack of connection 
they found weaknesses both in the PB process itself as well as among the different actors in 
the process (municipalities and water service providers)53.  

The authors explain these results as follows, based on qualitative evidence: while 

participation seem to respond to poor quality of water services, in the process to turn 

participation into municipal budget allocations, where complex technical and political issues 

come into play, this link is severed. In addition, they did not find any association of PB 

intensity indexes with coverage, because there is very little investment in expansion of coverage 

by municipalities, as qualitative evidence overwhelmingly confirms. 

According to their econometric results, outcomes seem to be determined by variables 

different than PB participation, related to municipalities general capacity to invest: an index of 

overall local public investment and their registration in the National Public Investment System 

(SNIP). They also found a positive association of coverage with the importance of local taxes 

and a negative association with the weight of mining royalties for municipal finances 54, a fact 

that resonates with the Colombian conclusions on the impact of alternative forms of financing 

(see section 3.2). 

The qualitative data collected is consistent with these results. Altogether, the perception 

of local actors, government officers, civil society participants, and service providers is that PB 

has little to no effects on coverage or quality of water, and that to the extent that it has, it 

basically benefit those already enjoying access. 

Several reasons were offered for these alleged results. Institutionally, the law mandate 

lacks “teeth” as the implementing norms (the by-rules) do not contain precise indicators of 

results in terms of the fraction or types of investment to be subject to PB. In effect, the 

emphasis of these implementing norms is rather on the process. Consequently, the mayor 

decides what and how much to put to public discussion through PB and what and how much 

finally goes into the budget, and it is the municipality’s technical team that plays the key role in 

conducting the process.  

                                                           
53 Op cit. Jaramillo and Alcazar (2013)  
54 Ibid. Though royalties were positively associated with changes in continuity.  
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Even more important, investment resources per district are insufficient to carry out 

significant expansion of water services or improvement in the quality of services. Investments 

in public works that improve coverage or quality of water services have a very high cost that 

municipalities cannot cover within their limited resources. Further, there is no direct 

connection between the municipalities (and hence PB) and the main investment source for the 

sector, the national program Water for All. Consequently, the water projects that the 

municipality undertakes are basically small renovations of water and sewerage networks, 

discarding expansion projects due to high costs. This implies that, contrary to the objectives of 

the law, participatory budgeting in water may benefit those that are already connected to public 

water supplies, but not the most marginalized and poor that are not. This problem is 

reinforced by the fact that those better positioned to participate may reap more benefits out of 

the PB process and that those populations in marginal or remote areas of the districts do not 

stand the same chance of participating55 

c. Accountability and modes of delivery: the jury is still out  

The third type of institutional reforms that attempt to enhance accountability rely on 

citizens choice. In Hirschman’s terms, while participation is about attempting to increase 

citizens’ voice, these other options are about facilitating citizens’ exit56. Ideally, citizens will 

punish bad provider performance when they can exit towards better performers. This can only 

be done when there is competition in provision, as happens in many countries in service 

provision in health, telecommunications and, in a more limited way, in energy.  

Competition between public, private and community schools can be enhanced through 

voucher or competitive subsidy systems, but it will remain unavoidably limited in rural or 

marginal urban areas where there are few or no alternatives. Direct competition in local water 

supply is a rare event, as this is normally a natural monopoly. The same is the case for roads. 

However, when multiple providers can compete for local or regional water or road 

concessions, local authorities (though not directly citizens) can exercise some choice on behalf 

of their citizens, as the GDN case study on Hungary showed. 

                                                           
55 However, the authors found evidence of some municipalities adapting to these circumstances and 
implementing, for example, itinerant PB workshops to make sure most that rural communities are included. 
56 Hirscman, Albert, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty (1970)  
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A more limited form of exit occurs when users pay for the services, as they may 

withhold payment as punishment for bad performance. More likely, citizens may have greater 

incentives to demand accountability, to voice their concerns and participate more actively 

through whatever available channels and to reward and punish performance through voting, 

when they have to pay for services, either through tariffs and tolls, or even through local taxes, 

than when they do not pay for them. Several studies in our project confirmed this assumption, 

even in cases of local community management of service delivery (the Ugandan case study).  

Though private participation may have the positive effects of increasing efficiency and 

competition in provision and users choice, it can also exacerbate the conflict between principal 

and agents objectives, as private companies bottom line is to increase profits and there is often 

a strong preference for short term profits (fast investment recovery ratios), especially when 

there is low rule of law, low credibility of regulators and policy makers, or high macro 

volatility.  Also, regulatory and enforcement problems may become more technically (and 

judicially) demanding when private providers are involved. On the other hand, political 

interference may be significantly reduced. 

Evidence from our case studies on differential impacts of modes of delivery (such as 

whether provision is publicly, privately or community managed) is mixed. While in some 

countries private or community provision show clearly better outcomes, in others they do not. 

The study on India, for instance, found that the predicted probability of students being able to 

read and write is 32% higher for private schools than for public schools, whereas they are 12% 

lower for Panchayat schools.  Part of the reason is that private schools have better 

infrastructure and teacher/pupil ratios, and attract children coming from higher socio 

economic backgrounds. But even after controlling for observable variables  of individual, 

household, village, governance, and infrastructure characteristics, the authors found that 

unobservable school characteristics still lead to a 30% performance gap between private and 

public schools, and an 11% gap between public and Panchayat Schools.  

Coherent with this result, they found that there is a strong preference for enrolling 

children in private schools, even if costs are significantly higher. Further, this preference is 

reduced when Panchayats and VEC’s involvement in education is higher and expenditures in 

Panchayat schools increase, as these are seen as signals of improved quality in such schools. 
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The study also found better outcomes in private health services, even after controlling by 

individual, household, village and governance observed variables57.  

In contrast, the study on education in Chile and Uruguay did not find, in general, clear 

associations between quality outcomes and public or private provision, after controlling for 

observable individual characteristics, school inputs and governance factors. Specifically, they 

found a positive association between private schooling and results in science, a negative 

association between private schooling and results in mathematics, and no significant 

association when assessing reading scores58. However, private schools tend to have more 

autonomy and better infrastructure and, through these traits, may lead to unambiguously better 

outcomes, even after controlling by households and country characteristics. 

The Colombian study found positive effects of the adoption of business-like modes of 

local provision, whether through a publicly owned utility or with private sector participation, 

on coverage outcomes in water service delivery. 

Evidence from the African case studies is, again, mixed. Thus, econometric results of the 

study on Burkina Faso water services, showed that participation in the management of water 

sources by local communities and the delegation of the management to users’ associations 

through enforceable contracts, considerably reduce the waiting time at water sources, improve 

facilities and the functionality rate.59 

The study on Uganda showed that quality of water sources under community 

management can fare better, provided that care-takers are paid, so that they have adequate 

incentives. It also found that it works better when the tenure of members in the Water User 

Committee is longer, probably because, in the authors opinion, these members are more 

knowledgeable about issues of management of the source and may also be more dedicated60. 

At the same time, the Uganda study found that contracting out the provision of roads to 

the private sector is not a guarantee for better outcomes. Thus, their econometric estimates 
                                                           
57 Op cit. Joshi and Nagarajan (2013) 
58 The authors emphasize that they cannot assess causality, due to impossibility of dealing with endogeneity 
problems in essentially cross-school comparisons (Mancebo et al., 2013) 
59 However, the authors also found that the access rate to potable water does not seem to be affected by 
community or users participation in water management.  
60 Op cit. ACODE (2013) 
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suggest that contracting out road works is not associated with their quality. However, roads for 

which details of works were clearly spelt out in the contracts were better than in those cases in 

which details were not specified. Also, monitoring of works by municipalities turned out to be 

important for the quality of privately provided roads. Surprisingly, their  results suggest that 

roads for which funds were set aside for monitoring or supervision in the budget were poor 

compared to those for which no funds were set aside, raising the question of whether the 

funds are actually put to this use, especially where the works are undertaken directly by the 

government. 

The surveys of the Sierra Leone study found that, while private schools performed 

significantly better than their public schools’ counterparts, households are somewhat more 

satisfied with government schools and government assisted schools than with private schools. 

The authors attribute this apparent contradiction to the wider availability and low-cost/free 

nature of public schools. On the other hand, satisfaction levels with local roads maintenance 

are generally low, but there is a somewhat higher satisfaction level with Community/NGO 

feeder roads maintenance, as compared to publicly, and especially, to private maintained roads.  

Additionally, there are no significant differences in satisfaction levels among public, 

community and water supply provision61.  

Finally, the case study of Senegal found no evidence of differences in outcomes across 

different forms of provision of water services in rural districts. Based on their qualitative work, 

the authors concluded that accountability is unlikely to change significantly irrespective of the 

channel adopted in providing water for the communities, as, when poverty is endemic, citizens 

may not be capable of holding whatever service providers and government officials 

accountable62.  

These differences in results appear to be associated to the degree of success in 

promoting competition of alternative providers through quasi-markets, in enforcing the 

regulations on provision of the service and in clearly delineating roles and responsibilities 

                                                           
61 Kamara S., D. Ofori-Owusu and L. Sesay (2013), Governance,Accountability and Effective Basic Services 
Delivery in Sierra Leone, GDN-PASGR Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, 
www.gdn.int/gov 
62 Ndiaye, A.S., S.F.A. Dedehouanou and I. T. Diop (2013), Effect of Governance on Public Service Delivery in 
the Water Sector in Senegal, GDN Project on Varieties of Governance: Effective Public Service Delivery, 
www.gdn.int/gov 
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through contracts. These traits seem to enhance accountability through both the long and the 

short routes63. 

Political legacy and private or community provision 

In several of the countries covered by this project that had communist regimes, there has 

been considerable resistance to allow private or community participation in public service 

delivery. Thus, Uzbekistan does not only keep a highly centralized and hierarchical public 

roads sector, but a public group (Uzavtoyol) gets nearly 90% of roads contracts and then 

occasionally subcontract with private providers. Kazakhstan has advanced more towards a 

competitive market environment and, hence, more private and foreign owned firms participate 

directly in road construction and maintenance. Not surprisingly, the study found that 

companies from Kazakhstan are significantly less likely to report that ownership of the 

company and informal relations affected the ability to receive a contract and more likely to 

report that the contracts were provided based on market conditions and business reputation. 

They also indicate centralization of decision making as an important obstacle for their 

operations, significantly more often than companies from Uzbekistan. Further, in Kazakhstan 

(and not in Uzbekistan) anti-trust regulations are reported as being more important for the 

companies64.  

This notwithstanding, econometric estimates did not find differences in the authors 

measure of technical efficiency (kilometers built with respect to the age of the firm) across 

modes of delivery: public versus private, domestic vs. foreign or companies, those which 

received help from abroad versus those that did not. The authors recognize this result may be 

due to problems of the index of technical efficiency used, due to lack of financial data, as, 

‘possibly, foreign-owned companies or companies with larger foreign support adhere to strict 

quality standards for roads and thus ceteris paribus provide smaller output in terms of 

quantity’.  It may also be that they get fewer contracts or less generous budgets than well 

connected domestic firms.  

Further, the authors found evidence that companies receiving larger support from the 

government are more ‘efficient’, according to their measure of efficiency, in Uzbekistan, 
                                                           
63 Ben Schneider and BF study.  
64 Op cit. Irnazarov et al. (2013) 
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though not in Kazakhstan. Again, it is not surprising that receiving public support is a crucial 

condition for output growth in Uzbekistan, where the role of government is substantially more 

important than in Kazakhstan.  

Similarly, the six countries covered by the central European case study found very low 

private provision and school competition in education. No schools in the region are publicly 

financed and privately managed schools (except 1% in Slovenia) and in the majority of the 

countries in their sample less than 1% of the overall basic education schools are privately 

funded and managed. The only exceptions are Albania (4.5%) and Bulgaria (3%)65.  

On the other hand, the case study of drinking water service provision in three central 

European countries showed quite different levels of private participation and mixed results of 

such participation in terms of outcomes. The authors found that, both in the Armenian and 

Romanian cases, private participation brought about improvements in service quality and 

collection rates. In both countries water pressure problems and supply interruptions decreased, 

the share of metered residential connection increased and the collection rate improved. 

However, the local political environment often limited the potential incentives of private 

operators by setting restrictions on how far they can go in laying off their employees, 

increasing their tariffs or managing arrears. Further, private companies themselves are also very 

cautious to assume the political costs of restructuring66. 

In Hungary, the authors found examples of both well-functioning cases of private 

participation, and cases where it failed.  According to them, the successful cases show that a 

mutually beneficial water management system can be developed when the city officials and the 

private partners are able to design a financial scheme and a method of communication which 

leads to a balanced relationship. In the cases of failure, the lack of trust and inadequate 

communication and accountability relations between the partners resulted in the termination of 

the concession contracts.   

The authors also warned about the effects of tariff regulatory schemes on providers 

competition through expansion of their service area. Thus, tariff regulations in Hungary (based 

on cost plus schemes) have induced competition among service providers to expand their 
                                                           
65 Op cit. Murafa et al. (2013) 
66 Op cit. Hegedus et al. (2013) 
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service area, especially in the case of privatized companies, across those municipalities that do 

not limit tariffs excessively for political reasons. In contrast, in Romania, tariffs are equalized 

among service areas. Thus, expanding the service area means higher costs without proper 

compensation. This type of regulation inhibits competition through area expansion. 

 Efficiency gains observed, but what about quality? 

Some of the case studies illustrate that quality can suffer under private provision in the 

event of  corruption and capture, lack of oversight over procurement and collusion among 

bidders. Thus, as mentioned, the Indonesian study found statistical evidence on the negative 

relationship between the share of passable roads and bribes. Their qualitative analysis indicate 

that construction firms are driven to cheat, lowering the road quality, in order to compensate 

for high bribes paid to bureaucrats.67 

3. Summing up: three major lessons for effective accountability 

in service delivery  

The previous section highlighted the importance of three factors across different 
institutional setups68 for effective accountability: the key importance of adequate information 
flows, the influence of financing sources, and the fact that political culture and legacy appear to 
be the deep determinants of accountability. We discuss in more detail below these main 
conclusions.  

a. Adequate information flows can be more than a necessary 
condition for accountability 

Most of our case studies, especially in their qualitative analysis, highlight the key 

importance of establishing adequate information systems, and of wide public dissemination of 

the information produced by them, for building effective accountability relations along the 

service delivery chain.  This finding resonates with many previous studies on the subject, and it 

is not surprising given that information asymmetries are a major factor behind principal/agent 

problems.  

                                                           
67 As discussed below in section 3.1 these effects are reduced when there is higher presence of independent media 
(Kuncoro et al. 2013). 
68 Whether centralized or decentralized delivery, with or without presence of formal participatory mechanisms 
and with public, private or community provision. 
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Lack of adequate information impairs accountability 

To begin with, lack of adequate information flows impair or limit significantly providers 

and policy makers accountability to their principals. As an example, several of our case studies 

found that when information derived from administrative monitoring and evaluation systems 

is not made public, chances are that it will remain unused,  even for administrative purposes. 

Thus, the case study on the education quality assurance systems in six central European 

countries found that, in general, the lack of public dissemination is one of the reasons why 

internal administrative information remains essentially a purely formal exercise in most of 

these countries and, as a consequence, does not appear to influence performance. Slovenia, the 

best performer in the region, is a partial exception, as student tests information are widely 

disseminated and used by all actors.  

The authors conclude: “Information has been identified in most countries as being the 

central bottleneck in the quality assurance system. Because information on actors' performance 

(students, but mostly agents - teachers/ schools/ school principals) is not properly organized 

or disseminated to principals (be they parents or policy-makers), high achievers or laggards are 

not systematically identified, exposed and made accountable”69.   

The authors of the Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan study on roads found that information 

flows between authorities and providers seem to work well (as does accountability in general), 

while there is a weak culture of informing citizens and users, due to the communist legacy (the 

same reason given in the central European study on education for the lack of dissemination of 

information in their countries; see Section 3.3 below). However, Kazakhstan, which has 

advanced more in market reforms, has also attempted to advance more on enhancing 

information flows to citizens. Thus, each public body is obliged to have its own website and 

inform the citizens about public service delivery, including the information on public tenders. 

Public officials have to provide comprehensive answers to any request from citizens or 

entrepreneurs in a timely manner. The authors conclude that, though incipient, this may be a 

useful start towards developing a culture of accountability to citizens70.  

                                                           
69 Op cit. Murafa et al. (2013) 
70 Op cit. Irnazarov et al. (2013) 
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Similarly, the study on participatory budgeting in Peru found that one of the main 

reasons for the lack of impact of this mechanism, on water coverage and quality, is the fact 

that participants lack access to the generally complex technical information (and large financial 

resources) required for identifying and evaluating existing options for increased coverage and 

quality. As a consequence, citizens participation is mostly limited to solving minor issues in 

order to improve reliability and continuity of water provision for those already connected71. 

In the same vein, the study on local participation of NGO’s in education in Philippines, 

found a dearth of adequate information at all levels and concluded that, because of 

inconsistencies in data, it is hard for government agencies to accurately plan for their future 

programs/projects, and it is equally difficult for citizen groups to supervise and influence the 

local government unit’s program and expenditures72. 

Echoing the central European case study insights, the study on Uruguay and Chile 

concluded that, as administrative information on schools, principals and teachers (as well as 

student tests) are not made public in Uruguay, monitoring and evaluation remains essentially 

an internal formalistic exercise with little consequences on performance. In contrast, in Chile 

information is widely available and used by all actors, and seems to have significant impact, as 

discussed below. 

Information often promotes accountability 

It is usually stated that if information systems are to have any impact, they should be 

complemented by effective enforcement systems that use the information collected for 

rewarding and punishing providers for good or bad performance.  However, as several of our 

case studies highlight, when relevant information is disseminated widely, policy makers, 

providers and citizens tend to react to it. Policy makers revise policies, providers change 

behaviours and citizens and users (and advocacy or oversight NGO’s) begin to use more 

effectively their voice, through whatever available channels, and to better exercise their choice, 

when this is possible. In other words, enforcement often springs out automatically from  

public dissemination of information. 

                                                           
71 Op cit. Jaramillo and Alcazar (2013) 
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In fact, users and frontline providers often react directly to public information. Thus, for 

example, the comparative study between the Chilean and Uruguayan education systems find 

that school principals and teachers in Chile –where this information is made public- are keenly 

aware of comparative student tests performance and apparently react to it, while this does not 

happen in Uruguay. Interviews suggest that parental achievement pressure seems to be much 

higher in Chile than in Uruguay, and also higher in private than in public schools: sixty percent 

of students in the Chilean private system attend schools whose principal responds that there is 

constant pressure from many parents to achieve high academic standards, while this rarely 

happen in Uruguayan schools. 

This, however, does not mean that teachers and principals are not critic about ‘excessive’ 

use of a particular type of information. To quote the authors: “SIMCE (the test student tests) 

results occupied a paramount part in the school culture in public and private subsidized 

schools in Chile. Teachers expressed the pressure they felt from parents, schools and 

municipal authorities when achievement levels were reported but, at the same time, they 

expressed feeling impotence over actually affecting the results through instruction. 

Additionally, some teachers were quite cynical about SIMCE as an end in itself, rather than a 

means for detecting areas of improvement. Several of the interviewees referred to the “prepare 

for the exam” culture that has been installed since the implementation of SIMCE. Teachers 

and principals from all schools were critical of the overemphasis on the SIMCE as the only 

instrument available to provide comparative information on school achievements”73.  

This, notwithstanding, econometric estimates of the Chile-Uruguay study show that, 

after controlling for individual characteristics, grade, and school characteristics, there is a 

positive association between publishing the results and performance, in all evaluated areas. 

Publication of results is also found to be positively associated to school progression (which, in 

turn, is associated with better academic results).74 This association is statistically significant for 

the full sample, and especially for schools with the lowest quartile of students average 

socioeconomic status, thus indicating a positive effect on equity. In fact, some teachers and 

principals interviewed mentioned that low income parents are keener on knowing and using 

                                                           
73 Op cit. Mancebo et al. (2013) 
74 The study also found that the use of achievement data to compare the school to district or national 
performance is positively related to school progression, though in this case no direct association with average 
students test scores was found.  
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test data about their children, as they normally do not have other sources of information about 

the quality of the school.  

Of course, the importance of information flows in the Chilean schools system is 

reinforced by the fact that they are indeed used to assess teachers performance, influencing 

their career development. In fact, as the authors conclude, teacher accountability in Chile is 

strongly linked to formal teacher incentives while in Uruguay there is disassociation between 

both factors. However, they also point out that they did not find robust evidence of 

association between educational performance and the formal incentives variables in any of the 

two countries, once controlling for other variables.  

In the case of the Philippines, the authors found from interviews that local authorities 

react to information available on test scores for their prioritization and programming. The 

econometric estimates reinforced this conclusion, as average NAT Scores of students was one 

of the two variables more strongly (negatively) associated with local education spending. 

Controlling by other determinants, the lower student scores, the higher the local allocations for 

education. Representatives of the Ministry at the local level also pointed to their Basic 

Education Information System as a tool used for determining allocations of the special 

education fund75.  

The importance of the media  

Finally, the Indonesian study on roads, found that an important determinant of road 

quality (measured as the percentage of ‘passable’ roads in a locality) is the degree of exposure 

of` citizens to independent media. The authors interpret this result as an indication of the 

overall accountability role played by independent media, in supervising public investment and, 

in particular, in denouncing corruption cases. The important role of the media found in the 

Indonesian case highlights its critical role as a complementary channel of provision of 

information to users and citizens76.   

                                                           
75 Op cit. Aceron et al. (2013)  
76 Op cit. Kuncoro et al. (2013) 
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In contrast, in the Philippines interviews, the control of the local media by the local 

‘bosses’ was seen as a major limitation for the effective participation of civil society 

organizations in education. 

b. Self financing promotes accountability 

Several of the case studies in the GDN project found a significant effect of alternative 

financing sources on accountability and performance.  

Direct payment for services enhances accountability and performance 

As already mentioned, several case studies found that payment for services was 

associated with better quality and higher user satisfaction.77  As an example, the study on India 

found that private provision in education and health lead to better outcomes and as a 

consequence, families prefer to send their kids to private schools in spite of their higher costs. 

As another example, water price was also found to have a positive, though statistically weak, 

effect on water service coverage across Peru districts. In several African studies, satisfaction 

levels were higher among users that pay for their services. 

The positive relation between outcomes and payment of tariffs, fees or tolls resonates 

with findings of previous studies.  Two channels maybe at play. On the one hand, providers 

maybe better financed and able to provide a better service. On the other, users may be more 

eager to demand results for their payment, either through exit (especially when there is 

competition among providers) or voice.  

The study on water provision in Uganda presents particularly interesting insights on how 

payment can lead to better accountability, performance and satisfaction. It found that 

respondents, who regularly contribute to the maintenance of the local water source, by either 

paying per unit or subscription, are more likely to report back problems associated with water 

delivery, as compared to those who do not usually contribute. Clearly, those who pay are more 

likely to demand accountability.  

                                                           
77 Nagarajan and Joshi (2013), Jaramillo and Alcazar (2013), Torres and Pachon (2013), Mancebo et al. (2013), 
Kabore et al (2013) 
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This result was especially important for cases in which there are paid caretakers in 

community managed systems. In addition, the authors’ econometric tests found that such users 

rated reliability of their source higher than users of water sources without paid caretakers 78. 

Overall, such users were more satisfied with water service delivery than those without a paid 

caretaker. Based on their interviews, the authors explain these results as follows: “In a market 

setting, the providers are mindful of losing clients to their rivals and therefore reduced profit 

or revenue from fewer clients is a motivator for providers to respond to clients’ needs. Under 

community management of water sources however, providers are usually volunteers. While 

these individuals can be dismissed from these positions for poor performance, absence of 

costs of dismissal borne by them negates the efficacy of dismissal in sanctioning conduct. The 

study shows that having paid caretakers with clear responsibilities is associated with higher 

levels of satisfaction of users with the quality of water from the source. In this case, there is 

something to loose on the part of paid caretakers if they are dismissed”. Other GDN case 

studies in Africa (in particular, the Burkina Fasso one) also found higher levels of satisfaction 

among users that pay for their water services. 

 Payment for services through local taxes also enhances accountability and performance 

In a similar vein, several studies found that local Governments that obtain a higher 

proportion of their revenue from taxes –as opposed to central transfers, royalties or aid flows- 

seem to perform significantly better in terms of quality. As already mentioned, this was a 

central conclusion in the study on local provision of water and education in Colombia, but 

similar results also appear in the Philippines, Indonesian and Peruvian cases.  These findings, 

combined with the fact that in these countries decentralization has been based more on central 

transfers than on decentralizing authority over taxes, help explain why aggregate effects on 

outcomes have been ambiguous. 

Several factors could be at play here. Larger local tax collections may be an indicator of 

higher capabilities in general: some municipal governments may be more able to both collect 

taxes and deliver services. In fact, the recent literature on state capacity uses taxation as a good 

                                                           
78 However, results also show that having a paid care taker does not seem to be as important for the quality of the 
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proxy for capacity.79  Second, they can lead to more autonomy (with respect to national 

transfers which are normally tied), which facilitate efficiency and more responsiveness to local 

needs. Third, they can lead to more accountability, as citizens care more about what is done 

with their own payments. 

The econometric estimates in the Colombian study  showed a positive and significant 

effect of local taxes on education enrollment, education quality (measured by average student 

tests results), water coverage and water quality, controlling by other determinants of such 

outcomes, as well as by potential endogeneity  problems. Further, the impact of local taxes on 

these outcomes was always statistically more robust and quantitatively more important than 

those of Central Governments transfers and royalties. This is, indeed, a surprising result for 

conventional economics: it turns out that a dollar is not always a dollar, but that a dollars effect 

on outcomes depends on how it was obtained! The fact that in the case of Colombia local 

taxes were found to have a much more significant impact on service outcomes than both 

transfers or royalties (which are not tied), seems to indicate that local taxation promotes more 

citizens participation and oversight.  In addition, the authors built an index of responsiveness 

of expenditure allocations to local needs (represented by gaps in service outcomes with respect 

to other municipalities) and found a statistically positive effect of the instrumented ratio of 

own taxes to total revenues on such indexes80. 

As the authors claim, these results strongly suggest that higher local taxes bring about 

higher citizenry awareness on the allocation of the local budget and on service outcomes, 

encouraging more efficiency and quality of local public investments. Indeed, based on their 

qualitative work, the authors concluded that ´when citizens pay more local taxes they have 

more incentives to monitor local politicians, and electoral accountability improves as public 

awareness of public policy performance increases´. Many previous studies in decentralization 

had obtained similar results and interpreted them in a similar fashion.81 

Although the quantitative results of all the case studies mentioned in this section do not 

permit to fully decompose the channels through which payment for services and local taxes 

affect quality, the qualitative analysis, as mentioned above for the Colombian case, suggest 

                                                           
79 See Careaga and Weingast (2003); Besley and Persson (2009); Cárdenas (2010); Cardenas (2012) 
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strongly that payment and taxation is not just associated with better provider or state capacity 

and autonomy, but also promotes more effective accountability. Most citizens are not even 

likely to be informed about the amount of transfers, royalties or aid flows received by their 

local Governments and/or their opportunity cost. In contrast, they are painfully aware of their 

tax contributions and their private opportunity costs, just as they are when they pay directly for 

services. Thus, accountability seems to follow own financing, whether through tariffs, fees, 

tolls or taxes. That is, effective accountability systems are more likely to develop when citizens 

and users pay for their services directly or through local taxes. Where there is no pain, there is 

no motivation to demand!  

Non-payment may lead to inefficient over-investment  

The case study about water service delivery in Armenia, Hungary and Romania reveals 

another potential problem of the lack of local payment for services. The authors conclude that 

the planned level of privatized water service in the capital city of Armenia is much higher than 

the level the society may be able to afford. As a consequence, the regional differences in water 

service are increasing, at the expense of the majority of the society. The equity and efficiency 

implications of a huge substantial state subsidy for financing water in the capital city are a 

major source of concern for the authors.   

Similarly, in Hungary and Romania, the European Union water directives set very high 

standards, leading to high maintenance costs, although a large part of the investment cost was 

covered by the Union structural funds. In the opinion of the authors, the oversized water 

infrastructure may have become unaffordable to these economies and, as it is being publicly 

discussed at present, the overuse of European Union structural funds for such infrastructure 

(as opposed to productive infrastructure) may have slowed down economic growth82.  

c. Political culture and legacy as  the deeper 

determinants of accountability  

Last, but not least, political culture and legacy seem to be the more profound 

determinants for the existence of effective accountability systems. In section 2 we noted the 
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the level the society may be able to afford. As a consequence, the regional differences in water 

service are increasing, at the expense of the majority of the society. The equity and efficiency 

implications of a huge substantial state subsidy for financing water in the capital city are a 

major source of concern for the authors.   

Similarly, in Hungary and Romania, the European Union water directives set very high 

standards, leading to high maintenance costs, although a large part of the investment cost was 

covered by the Union structural funds. In the opinion of the authors, the oversized water 

infrastructure may have become unaffordable to these economies and, as it is being publicly 

discussed at present, the overuse of European Union structural funds for such infrastructure 

(as opposed to productive infrastructure) may have slowed down economic growth82.  

c. Political culture and legacy as  the deeper 

determinants of accountability  

Last, but not least, political culture and legacy seem to be the more profound 

determinants for the existence of effective accountability systems. In section 2 we noted the 
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pervasive influence of these factors on both the degree and effectiveness of service delivery 

decentralization efforts; on the existence and operation of formal participatory mechanisms, 

including the actual degree and effectiveness of citizens participation; and on the degree and 

effectiveness of the use of competitive modes of delivery, including private participation.  

On the one hand, we noted how the long lived tradition of local self-government in 

India seems to be associated with the unambiguous success of decentralization and 

participatory institutions in that country, as measured by their estimated impact on education 

and water service outcomes, even after controlling for other determinants. On the other, we 

observed how decentralization reforms and formal participatory systems have advanced much 

less, and appear to have been less effective, in countries with communist legacies, largely 

because of the lack of a culture of participation and accountability. Political culture and legacy 

also seem to help explain the unsatisfactory results of formal participatory mechanisms in the 

Philippines and Peru and the mixed results of decentralization reforms in most other cases 

examined in the GDN project.  

Indeed, the case study of India in the GDN project shows the unusually long history and 

deep political and social culture of local self-government in that country. The villages were the 

basic unit of administration since the earliest Vedic times and these Indian ´rural republics´ 

´seem to have survived the wreck of dynasties and downfall of empires`.83 Though British rule 

initially weakened the local ´Panchayats´, it soon re-established them since 1882. The same 

happened after independence. Hence the recent additional drive towards deeper local self-

government (decentralization cum participation), since 1992, operated in a very fertile and 

receptive cultural and political environment.  

In contrast, recent decentralization and participation drives in other countries happened 

after long periods of tightly centralized rule and/or lack of local history and culture of political 

participation and self-rule. The extreme cases examined in the project were those of Central 

Asia (Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan) and, to a lesser extent, of South East Europe, which came 

from tightly run centralized communist systems with no effective citizens or users participation 

mechanisms. In particular, the Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan study on roads showed that this 

sector in Uzbekistan stills function pretty much as in the old regime, with hierarchical 
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prominence of state run agencies and personal influence in contracting, though, given the size 

of the country, relations of companies with regional authorities are also important. There has 

been somewhat more development of market systems in Kazakhstan, but direct relations with 

authorities continues to be a key determinant of success of private construction companies. 

There are no public information flows or citizens organized participation channels in either 

country. Most citizens feel there is no sense in complaining to authorities as either nothing will 

happen or ‘just think this is not their responsibility’. To quote the authors: “Many 

governmental bodies have a vague idea about their accountability to the general public and 

they are usually more concerned with accountability to their superior (governmental) 

bodies/organs, which is well streamlined with appropriate reporting techniques, procedures 

and time frames, is well-observed and very efficient, especially in Uzbekistan which has 

evolved less from a centrally managed economy”. “Like in Soviet times, citizens have a lack of 

belief that they can affect or bring any changes in general and on public service delivery 

patterns in particular. As a result, they often remain passive and/or resort to informal 

mechanisms to resolve their issues, though formal mechanisms are available (while they are 

usually more time consuming) to tackle the issue. Therefore, quite often it is hard to say 

whether the centralization of the state or passive citizens’ participation contribute more to the 

ineffective public service delivery and accountability.”84 

Similarly, the case study of the educational quality assurance systems in six south east 

European countries also found that these were essentially centered around the relations 

between policy makers and providers, with no public flows of information or effective parent 

participation channels (except in Slovenia, which is also the best quality performer of the 

group). It further found highly `formalistic` school and teachers assessments with little 

consequence on incentives and performance (as there is a strong reaction against previous 

micro-management), and little or no competition among schools (insignificant private 

participation, except, but still minor, in Slovenia and Albania). To quote the authors: “One of 

the hypotheses of our research has been that the accountability relations within the quality 

assurance system are mainly restricted to the compact between service-providers (teachers, 

principals) and administrative decision-makers. In-depth interviews with stakeholders confirm 

indeed that there exists a South-East European blueprint from this perspective. The 
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relationship between service providers and policy-makers is power-based, top-down, 

hierarchical. The idea persists among service providers that they indeed should and do account 

for their actions much rather to the administration (ministry, and foremost inspectorates) than 

to parents/ students”. The lack of a participatory culture in the educational system appear to 

be part of a more general problem: “because of low citizen participation in public service 

delivery in general in our part of the world (due to socialist legacy, frail states/ democracy, 

weak civil society, etc.), and parents' participation in education makes no exception.”  As 

already mentioned, Slovenia, the best performer in the region, is a partial exception, as schools 

have been for decades and still are more autonomous than in the other countries, public 

information flows are more ubiquitous and participation seems to be more effective85. 

Peru also had a legacy of a highly centralized and hierarchical management of public 

policy, service delivery and public expenditures. As a consequence, in Peru, though 

decentralization was recently enacted and local participatory budgeting became mandatory, the 

lack of a participatory culture has inhibited its practical development, as many authorities and 

citizens pay only formalistic or no attention to it. This, in connection with deficiencies in the 

design of participatory budgeting, seems to explain its lack of a significant impact on water 

service outcomes86. 

In a similar fashion, the Philippines case study authors concluded that the survival of the 

previous regime authoritarian and clientelistic practices and culture (‘bossism’), is largely 

responsible for the observed ineffectiveness of formal participatory mechanisms and local 

government involvement in education. In spite of decentralization efforts, the education 

budget is still essentially centrally determined in practice and most civil society organizations 

acting through the established formal participatory mechanisms are often set up and financed 

by the local governments or service providers themselves. As a consequence, the authors 

found a very limited impact of such participatory mechanisms on actual local education 

budgets and their execution87. 

Most of the African case studies in the GDN project found uneven or weak effects of 

decentralization and formal participatory systems and the authors also concluded that the lack 
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of a well developed accountability culture among officials and participatory culture among 

citizens was a major factor in explaining their results. 

It appears to be clear, from all these cases, that a culture of accountability and 

participation takes a long time to develop, from both ends. ‘Demand’ for information on 

budgets, actual costs and performance  by the users or beneficiaries do not appear overnight 

when coming from highly centralized or authoratian regimes. Similarly, on the supply side, 

regular and transparent sharing of useful information on costs and outcomes with citizens and 

users, either by policy makers or service delivery agents, appear to evolve slowly in such cases. 

But political culture can change 

However, though there is thus significant path dependence in the development of 

effective accountability mechanisms, political determination and continuity in changing the 

incentive structure through more adequate institutions and policies can lead to significant 

changes in political culture, effective accountability and service delivery outcomes in a few 

decades, as exemplified by the case of Chile. Chile, as several other countries in our sample, 

also came from a tradition of a highly centralized and hierarchical management of public 

policy, service delivery and public expenditures. But it appears to have moved fast into a 

culture of effective accountability.  

Indeed, the authors of the comparative study on the Chilean and Uruguayan educational 

systems highlighted that the two countries had similar educational outcomes (actually better in 

Uruguay) and a hierarchical organization and management of the educational sector (and of 

service delivery in general) until the eighties. Then Chile engaged persistently in aggressive 

decentralization and pro competition reforms among schools, student tests publication, 

performance based teachers incentives and participatory mechanisms, while Uruguay did not. 

Chile has since significantly improved outcomes in terms of coverage, quality and equity, 

surpassing Uruguay in most  outcome measures along these dimensions. 

 The authors of the case study further found that, in comparison to Uruguay, “while in 

Chile principals and teachers were acquainted with the notion of accountability and all of the 

interviewees embraced it as a desirable aspect of a healthy education system, in Uruguay the 

notion was no part of the discourse of actors interviewed and there was a tendency to associate 
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it with economic transparency in schools and not with responsibility of stakeholders over 

educational achievements”.  Further, this change of school culture has gone hand in hand with 

increased parent pressure on school performance in Chile, closely linked to the public 

dissemination of average school students tests, while parents remain essentially passive in 

Uruguay88. 
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