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In many developing countries (and beyond), public sector 
workers are not just simply implementers of policies 
designed by the politicians in charge of supervising them—
so called agents and principals, respectively. Public sector 
workers can have the power to influence whether politicians 
are elected, thereby influencing whether policies to improve 
service delivery are adopted and how they are implemented, 
if at all. This has implications for the quality of public 

services: if the main purpose of the relationship between 
politicians and public servants is not to deliver quality public 
services, but rather to share rents accruing from public 
office, then service delivery outcomes are likely to be poor. 
This paper reviews the consequences of such clientelism for 
improving service delivery, and examines efforts to break 
from this “bad” equilibrium, at the local and national levels. 
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1.  Introduction  

  

The World Development Report 2017: Governance and the Law (World Bank 2017) 

highlights the intimate connection between the effectiveness of policy reforms and governance. 

The Report argues that power asymmetries play an important role in ensuring that policy 

reforms are credible and overcome collective action problems; with one particular manifestation 

being clientelism.2 Further, it notes that in order to expand the set of implementable policies, 

there is need to change the policy arena by: “(a) changing incentives; (b) reshaping preferences; 

and (c) increasing the contestability of the decision-making process.”  

  

In this background paper, we will focus on how power structures affect incentives for 

policy reforms and ultimately outcomes in the context of public service delivery. Here, we have 

a particular power structure in mind, namely when public servants themselves hold power. In 

many developing countries (and beyond), public servants are not just the agents tasked with 

delivering services by the principal (the clients of the service, usually represented by 

politicians), they are also elites, in the sense that they can have direct influence on policy design 

and implementation. This has implications for the quality of public services: if the main purpose 

of the relationship between principal and agent is not to deliver quality public services, but 

rather to share rents accruing from public office, then service delivery outcomes are likely to be 

poor. Breaking such an equilibrium may be difficult and successful policy reform needs to take 

these kinds of power constraints into consideration.   

  

We first make the case that public servants – aside from delivering services – may capture 

rents in a multitude of ways: through the allocation of jobs, through above-market wages, and 

through low performance on the job, including with absenteeism or moonlighting. We then 

review the research that tries to explain why it is possible for public servants to capture rents 

and under what circumstances clientelistic equilibria, in which politicians transfer rents to 

                                                 

2 Clientelism is a political strategy characterized by giving material goods in return for electoral support 

(Stokes 2009). Clientelism can be viewed as a two-party encounter between a politician and a voter 

(Hicken 2011). It is, however, often organized in networks, which can be based on districts or regions. 

As a result, a central part of clientelism’s organizational structure is an intermediary or a broker, whose 

role is to mobilize a network of local voters in exchange for financial payment or patronage jobs (WDR 

2017, based on Wantchekon 2016).  



3  
  

public servants in exchange for political support, are likely to arise. This research also suggests 

why public sector reform may be so difficult: if rent-sharing arises as part of a tacit agreement 

between politicians and public servants in which rents are transferred in exchange for political 

support, then any reform that tries to make public servants more accountable and reduce their 

rents will likely be seen as reneging on such an agreement and be met with opposition.   

  

In the second part of the paper, we review research that has focused on making public 

servants more accountable. Here, we first note that successful accountability reforms may face 

somewhat of a trade-off between two of the constraints to policy implementation discussed in 

the Report, namely the power and the capacity constraints. We then focus on two strands of 

literature, one that experimentally evaluates policies to increase accountability of public 

servants locally, often through the involvement of the main stakeholders, the users of public 

services. This, mainly experimental literature, usually takes the political power constraints as 

given, and highlights the importance of information and the identity of those monitoring the 

public servant. We discuss to what extent such local reforms can be successful. Second, we 

review a set of more descriptive papers from the political science literature that discuss 

successful and unsuccessful attempts to change the political equilibrium in which public 

services are delivered and attempt to analyze which factors make reform success more likely.   

  

2.  How Do Public Sector Workers Capture Rents?   

  

In this section, we examine the ways in which rents can be shared in the public sector:  

first, through the allocation of jobs and pay that exceeds private sector options, and second, 

through shirking on the job.   

  

Jobs and Pay  

  

Instead of delivering high-quality services (or at least the services allowed by their 

capacity), the public sector may be trapped in a clientelistic equilibrium in which jobs are 

awarded in exchange for political support and represent an – inefficient – mechanism of 

transferring resources to supporters.   
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There is some evidence that the allocation of public sector jobs may be politically 

motivated. Alesina et al. (2001) estimate that half of the public wage bill in the South of Italy 

can be interpreted as a subsidy from the richer North to the poorer South, both because of an 

overinflated size of the public sector and through a public wage premium compared with outside 

alternatives. Calvo and Murillo (2004) argue that the attractiveness of exchanging public sector 

jobs for political support depends on the characteristics of a party’s clientele. The poorer and 

less educated a party’s supporters, the more attractive it is to offer public sector jobs in exchange 

for political support. This is the case because lower education implies a lower wage premium 

needs to be offered and patronage can therefore be extended to more people. They find evidence 

for this in Argentina: provinces governed by the Peronist Party, whose supporters are 

traditionally less educated and poorer, provide a higher public wage premium to low-skilled 

workers than provinces governed by the Union Cívica Radical, a party of the urban middle 

classes, and employ 21 percent more public employees. This holds even after controlling for 

income measures. In the other direction, the authors show that voters indeed reward politicians 

for this form of patronage: increases in public employment have a significant and positive effect 

on the probability of electing the Peronist Party.   

  

Closely related to the allocation of public sector jobs as a way to bestow patronage is the 

issue of wage setting in the public sector. After all, a public sector job can only be used as a 

reward if the public sector wage is higher than the outside options, for the same level of effort.   

  

There is indeed substantial evidence of a `raw’ public-private sector wage gap in most 

low and some middle-income countries. In Zambia, the premium stands at 38-45 percent 

(SkytNielsen and Rosholm 2001) and in Tanzania at 51 percent (Lindauer and Sabot 1983). In 

a number of countries in Latin America, it ranges from 40 percent in Chile to 111 percent in 

Colombia (Mizala et al. 2011), and in Pakistan it is estimated to be roughly 50 percent (Aslam 

and Kingdon 2009; Hyder and Reilly 2005). Finan et al. (2015) show for a large cross-section 

of countries that there is a public sector wage premium and that this tends to be higher in 

lowincome countries.   

  

Nonetheless, for this to be evidence of rent-sharing, one needs to be able to show that for 

a given worker the wage in the public sector is higher than her outside option. Most of the papers 

in this literature attempt to estimate this `causal’ pay gap by controlling for worker 
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characteristics. However, even if one could perfectly control for selection, the differences in 

wages might still be a consequence of efficiency wages being paid to elicit higher effort.   

  

A notable exception is Barton et al. (2016) who use a regression discontinuity design that 

exploits the Kenyan government’s decision to hire roughly 18,000 new teachers in 2010. In 

each constituency, candidates were ranked according to a simple algorithm that rewarded grades 

in secondary school and teacher training as well as length since graduation from teacher 

training. Comparing successful and unsuccessful candidates close to the cut-off, the authors find 

a return of around 50 percent to employment as a public sector teacher (compared to the outside 

option). Given that the large majority of unsuccessful candidates also worked as teachers on 

short-term contracts with lower pay but in identical jobs and the fact that experimental studies 

show that these types of teachers are no less (if not more) effective than permanently employed 

public sector teachers (Duflo et al. 2015; Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2013), the authors 

can rule out (or at least cast doubt on) compensating differentials and efficiency wage 

explanations of this wage differential. Instead, rent-sharing between politicians and public 

sector workers seems the most likely explanation.   

    

Lower Effort   

  

Once on the job, public sector workers can capture rents by exerting low effort, in its most 

blatant form not showing up for work. Bold et al. (2016) show that low effort, in particular in 

the form of absenteeism, is rife among teachers in public primary schools in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Analyzing nationally representative data from 7 countries (Senegal, Tanzania, Kenya, 

Uganda, Togo, Mozambique and Nigeria), they find that during a random unannounced spot 

check, almost half the teachers (45 percent) are not in the classroom teaching. In Mozambique, 

almost two-thirds (61 percent) are not in the classroom teaching. As a result, students are 

missing out on half the scheduled teaching time each day and the authors find that this is 

negatively related to learning. Across five low- and middle-income countries (Bangladesh, 

Ecuador, Indonesia, Peru and Uganda), Chaudhury et al. (2006) find that 35 percent of health 

workers were absent from the facility during an unannounced visit. Bold et al. (2012) report 

that clinicians in Senegal spend an average of 39 minutes per day counseling patients, while in 

Tanzania the number is even lower at just half an hour.  
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Capture through low effort can also manifest itself more subtly, when public sector 

workers do not accumulate the knowledge and skills necessary to provide quality public services 

or do not apply them when required. For example, Das et al. (2008) find that doctors in Delhi 

spend on average 3.8 minutes with a patient, ask 3.2 questions and perform just one 

examination. In Tanzania, 28 percent of doctors spend three minutes per patient and on average 

perform no physical examination with the average patient. Using vignettes for patients 

representing with malaria, Bold et al. (2012) find that only just over half of Tanzanian health 

providers can correctly diagnose the disease —in a country where malaria is endemic. Similarly, 

over two-thirds of Tanzanian and Senegalese clinicians cannot diagnose diarrhea with severe 

dehydration correctly.   

  

A powerful study observing the same doctors in their public sector jobs and in their private 

practice indicates that the low effort is a problem of incentives, although capacity is also a 

problem. In a representative sample of rural areas of Madhya Pradesh, doctors in public facilities 

spend on average 2.4 minutes with a patient and complete only 16 percent of a checklist of 

examination items and questions on medical history. The same doctors perform better when 

they are in the private sector—indicating the importance of incentives. However, virtually no 

doctors conducted all the examinations indicated when a child had diarrhea. Patients are much 

more likely to receive an unnecessary treatment than a correct treatment. Only 3 percent gave a 

correct treatment (Das et al. forthcoming). In a more descriptive setting, Bold et. al (2016) find 

that absence is significantly lower in private schools than in public ones across Sub-Saharan 

Africa.   

  

That public sector workers capture resources intended for the beneficiaries of the service 

has also been demonstrated in experimental studies. In an experiment conducted by Duflo, 

Dupas, and Kremer (2015) with public sector teachers in government schools in Western Kenya, 

schools were randomly allocated an additional teacher, employed on a short-term contract, to 

be placed in grade 1. In some schools, school management committees were also trained to 

monitor this teacher. The authors find that in the absence of this training, absenteeism among 

the existing teachers (all on permanent contracts) increased by 16 percent if an additional 

contract teacher was placed in the school.    

  

Of course, none of this is to say that this way of capturing resources is intrinsic to public 

sector workers. Rather, we argue that weak accountability might be intrinsic to the sector if 
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public sector jobs are a reward for political support. That is not to say, that motivated public 

servants do not exist and do not bemoan this equilibrium.  For example, a health assistant in 

Ethiopia noted that absenteeism in public facilities was a rational response to the fact that 

‘moonlighting’ in the much better paid private sector was not regulated in any way. “We observe 

[absenteeism] – we cannot lie about it. Not respecting working hours is something we got used 

to and this has created a problem for the patients. During tea time, for example, people go to 

work in the private sector. Even the small amount of time we have in the facility we do not use 

effectively” (see Lindelow and Serneels qualitative study of Ethiopian nurses, 2006). Similarly, 

poor infrastructure may beget low effort if the two are complements. As noted by an Ethiopian 

health assistant in the same study: “There is inadequate supply of material [in the public sector]. 

It is not possible to work efficiently and meet expectations. If you try to work with what is 

available, your service will be sub-standard, and eventually you might be forced to drop your 

ethics.”   

  

Blocking Reforms That Threaten Rents  

  

If public sector jobs are a mechanism to distribute rents to political supporters, then 

reforming public service employment to be more accountable reduces rents and would 

potentially be interpreted as the patron reneging on his part of the bargain. This may be one 

(among other) reasons why teacher unions tend to be opposed to accountability reforms in the 

public sector – especially if these might imply salary reductions for some teachers.    

  

However, while teacher unions tend to be opposed to pay reform, this is by no means the 

case for the average teacher (as shown for the US by Ballou and Podgursky, 1993)– partly 

because not all of them are part of the clientelistic equilibrium (for example in Kenya about 20 

percent of public primary school teachers are employed by Parent-Teacher Associations rather 

than the government at a fraction of the pay of civil service teachers) or even within a 

clientelistic equilibrium, effective and motivated teachers stand to gain from such reforms. 

Mirroring Ballou and Podgursky’s findings in the US, Muralidharan and Sundararaman (2011) 

show that in their sample of government teachers in Andra Pradesh over 80 percent of teachers 

are in favor of merit pay and that exposure to actual incentive pay – far from demoralizing 

teachers – actually increases teachers’ support of it. This split in teachers’ interest became 

visible for example in the US, when teachers in Washington, DC, were asked to vote on 
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performance-pay reviews: the vast majority of young teachers voted for the change, while the 

rest did not (see Bruns and Luque, 2014). We will show below how this can be exploited in 

successful accountability reforms.   

  

Does It Matter?  

  

There is much evidence that links rent-seeking on the job, for example through low effort 

and shirking, to worse outcomes, such as low learning achievements (Duflo et al. 2015; Bold et 

al. 2016). Rent-sharing in the form of diversion of financial resources - corruption – also affects 

learning outcomes. In Brazil, students’ test scores in mathematics and Portuguese are higher 

when corruption is lower in the municipalities where the schools are located (Ferraz, Finan, and 

Moreira 2012).   

  

There is some evidence that links political connections, government jobs, and poor service 

provision or poor outcomes. In Pakistan, more politically connected doctors are more likely to 

be absent and less likely to be sanctioned for their absences (Callen et al. 2014). In India, despite 

rules that are supposed to protect the independence of the India Administrative Service, 

politicians frequently intervene in the careers of bureaucrats. In particular, bureaucrats of the 

same caste as the incoming politicians’ party base secure important positions. Suggestive 

evidence indicates that in states with less interference from politicians in the transfers of civil 

servants, poverty rates declined faster (Iyer and Mani 2012). However, there is need for more 

research to link rent-sharing and clientelistic relationships that originate at higher levels of the 

service delivery chain with outcomes at the provider level.   

 

3. Why Can Public Sector Workers Capture Rents? When the Agent and the Principal 

Are Reversed  

  

Why do clientelistic equilibria arise and why is it public sector jobs (rather than direct 

income transfers) that are used to bestow patronage? Robinson and Verdier (2013) argue that it 

is the consequence of a two-sided commitment problem between voters and politicians. Voters 

cannot commit to vote in a particular way and public sector jobs are a “credible, selective and 

reversible method of redistribution, which ties the continuation utility of a voter to the political 
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success of a politician”. On the flipside, the authors argue that politicians find it easier to commit 

to allocating public sector jobs to supporters rather than income transfers, because the former 

generate a rent to the politician whereas the latter do not; politicians can exercise control on 

public sector workers through influencing their careers. For this reason, it is in the interest of 

public sector workers to support politicians since the latter can help them in their careers. Other 

models have postulated that it may be easier for politicians to justify financing supporters 

through awarding public sector jobs, which can be claimed to have some socially desirable 

outcomes, rather than through income transfers (Alesina, Reza, and Easterly 2000).   

  

More generally, different models of clientelism tend to show that it is more likely to arise 

the lower the return to private sector activities, as that makes patronage through public sector 

jobs easier, the higher the stakes to staying in power and the more unequal and fractionalized 

the society. The relationship between inequality and clientelism arises because inequality makes 

collective action more difficult, which means it may be easier to look for targeted support. 

Consistent with this, Alesina, Reza and Easterly (2000) find that public employment in US cities 

is larger the more unequal the city’s income distribution is and the more ethnically fragmented 

it is.   

  

This may be a reason why developing countries, with their lower capacity and lower 

cooperation to begin with, including in relation with low human capital and fractionalization, 

are more likely to have clientelistic policies. In such contexts, it may be difficult for politicians 

to credibly commit to broad public policies that are difficult to monitor, and it is easier to 

commit to targeted benefits because they can more credibly deliver them. A first form of 

clientelism can be to obtain the votes of citizens in exchange for income transfers (Khemani et 

al. 2016). However, some groups or actors may wield more power and support than others. This 

is a second form of clientelism, whereby politicians may become dependent on the support of 

certain groups, including public sector workers. In such settlings, citizens do not expect broad 

or long-term policies from politicians (because they receive some targeted benefits), while 

providers extract rents (because they play a role for politicians’ reelection).  

  

In the extreme, the principal-agent relationship between policy maker (the principal) and 

public servant (the agent), as described in the World Development Report 2004: Making 

Services Work for People (World Bank 2003), may be inversed in a clientelistic equilibrium. 

Carpenter (2001) and Moe (2006) (cited in Gailmard, 2014) note this in the context of 
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bureaucrats and legislators, where the former “may assemble electoral coalitions to influence 

the identity and ideology of who their legislative principals are in the first place.”  

  
In the context of public sector employees, Mexico provides a striking example of the 

ability of public sector employees – in this case the union representatives of teachers – to capture 

government, both historically and to the present day. As detailed in Bruns and Luque (2014), in 

2012, eight of 31 of Mexico’s state-level education ministers were union appointees and many 

other key positions were held by the union. At the legislative level, the union has throughout its 

history maintained close links with Mexico’s long-standing ruling party, PRI. This has led to 

an “asymmetry in power between organized teachers’ interests and government in Mexico, 

[that] has been one of the most striking in the world.” In such settings, workers may consider 

that their “principal”, responsible for monitoring them, is the union rather than the politicians 

representing the users. While not quite to the same degree, similar examples of union influence-

taking abound in Latin America, with profound implications for the ability to reform public 

services that we will explore below.    

  

Another example is the Indian state of Bihar. Kingdon and Muzammil (2009) document, 

in a case study, that a large number of deputies of the state assembly are teachers. Through their 

political role and ability to shape policies, teachers have improved in-work benefits; there has 

however been less progress for broader improvements in the education system.   

  

While one might expect that as countries grow, the clientelistic relationships may weaken, 

there is reason to think that the very existence of these relationships may hinder development. 

For example, Robinson and Verdier (2013) show in their theoretical model that the existence of 

patronage may give incentives to politicians to restrict beneficial public investment since that 

would increase the outside option of voters (and therefore the cost of patronage) and because it 

reduces the rents that accrue to the patron and therefore makes patronage through public sector 

jobs less credible. But restricting public investment is, of course, overall inefficient.   
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4. Policies to Make Public Servants More Accountable: Can Reforms That Only 

Increase Monitoring or Address Local Power Constraints Succeed?  

  

A Trade-Off Between Capacity and Power Constraints?  

  

First off, it is important to note that not all elites, be they public sector workers or other 

types of elites who can have direct influence on policy design or implementation, capture rents.  

In addition, capture – where it exists – may not necessarily be very large. Lastly, elites may 

have leadership skills and knowledge that the general population does not. Therefore, the 

desirability to address elite capture depends on the magnitude of capture compared with the 

efficiency costs associated with circumventing elites.  

  

Typically, unions have played an important role, historically in aggregating the 

preferences of workers and helping both structure their demands and negotiate with employers, 

the most successful example being the solidaristic bargaining in Northern Europe (Moene and 

Wallerstein 2006). Just like more generally in the case of elite capture, whether public sector 

workers capture rents is context-specific. Moreover, circumventing elites – in an effort to avoid 

capture – can also have costs in terms of the quality of service delivery.  

  

In the broader case of elite capture, there is indeed variation in its extent and it depends 

on local context and project design. Khwaja (2009) attempts to estimate the benefits of local 

leadership involvement in development projects. Based on data from 132 community 

maintained infrastructure projects in 99 communities in Northern Pakistan, he estimates how 

project maintenance is related with a number of community and project features.   

  

Khwaja (2009) finds that both community and project characteristics matter for project 

maintenance. In particular, social heterogeneity affects maintenance negatively, while there is 

a U-shaped relationship between land inequality and maintenance. Importantly, he finds that 

presence of a leader is significantly positively related with better maintenance and that this 

effect increases substantially with project complexity. In line with the theory, community 

participation is beneficial in non-technical decisions, but has a negative effect on maintenance 

for technical ones.   
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Khwaja’s paper is also of interest because it shows that variation in project characteristics 

explains at least half the variation in maintenance. In other words, even in communities where 

community characteristics predict collective action problems, good project design can increase 

maintenance. This is an important finding because it shows that even when wholesale reform 

that fully addresses the political economy equilibrium is not possible, some progress can be 

made by changing conditions within a given equilibrium.    

  
While this does not directly apply to public sector workers, it is a reminder of the fact that 

whether elite capture is a problem is context-specific and depends on the cost and benefits of 

elite participation in a program —  as argued by Khwaja (2009) the costs to efficient program 

implementation of circumventing elites can be significant.  

  

In the context of public service delivery, Rasul and Rogger (forthcoming) make an 

important contribution estimating the impact of variation in management practices on the 

quality of public services in Nigeria. Based on a data set of 4,700 projects (essentially 

construction projects, such as boreholes, buildings, dams and roads) across 63 organizations, 

the authors link management practices in different agencies to the likelihood that a project will 

be completed (including measurements of the quality of the project). While their data are not 

experimental, they argue that their estimates of the impact of management practices on public 

services can be considered as the coefficients in a production function because they can 

condition on many project and implementing agency characteristics and because they compare 

the same project type (i.e. training, infrastructure, etc.) across different ministries.   

  

Their findings are striking: for the same project type, they find that the percentage of 

projects never started varies from 11 to 95 percent, those fully completed varies from 3 to 89 

percent and projects rated satisfactory from 25 to 100 percent. Similarly, they find that – against 

the backdrop of a civil service which is widely considered corrupt and in which 31 percent of 

the projects considered were reported to have some corruption issues – a one standard deviation 

increase in management practices (specifically giving bureaucrats more autonomy) is associated 

with a 17 percent increase in project completion rates. Moreover, there is no interaction between 

the level of corruption associated with a project and management practices. In other words, even 

for a given corruption level, a change in management practices can have positive effects. 

Conversely, curtailing autonomy (an often advocated counter corruption measure) is associated 

with lower project completion.   
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Is It Possible to Improve Service Delivery with Local Interventions?   

   

Given the rent-seeking constraints that we have described, service delivery is not poor by 

accident; rather it is a symptom of the underlying institutional environment. And the argument 

here has been that this institutional environment is often put in place to share rents between 

politicians and public sector workers.   

  

The question then becomes of course how we go from an institutional environment 

characterized by clientelism and rent-sharing to one in which quality services are delivered. 

Reforms are not easy, since clientelism operates at a high level in what Acemoglu (2010) 

describes as the “seesaw” effect: “When reforms threaten powerful insiders, large scale 

implementation may provoke political economy reactions, creating an endogenous policy 

response that counteracts the objectives of reform”.   

  

Local interventions to increase cooperation for monitoring  

  

One could think that local power constraints play a role in capture: For instance, that 

teachers and doctors (or in short, endline providers) capture some of the rents from a program.   

One way to strengthen service delivery might therefore be to strengthen collective action 

locally and this has been the motivation behind a host of community participation interventions, 

primarily meant to (informally) influence norms and collective action and thereby local decision 

making.  

  

In an experiment in Western Kenya, Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer (2015) provide both 

evidence of local rent-sharing in action and how to mitigate it. The authors study the effects of 

a contract teacher program managed by a local NGO, in which half of 140 government primary 

schools were randomly selected to receive funds to hire an additional teacher on a short-term 

basis. In addition, half of the schools that received a teacher also received school-based 

management training, in which parents received a short course in how to hire and manage the 

teacher. In treatment schools, the contract teacher was placed in grade 1, which was split, and 

students were randomly assigned to the contract teacher or the existing civil service teacher.   
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When comparing test scores in treatment and control schools, the authors find a significant 

difference of 0.196 standard deviation only in those schools that received both an additional 

teacher and school-based management training. The overall treatment affect (averaging across 

schools with and without school-based management training) is 0.14, just shy of significant. 

The pure contract effect (i.e. comparing to a civil service teacher in the treatment school) of 

contract teachers is 0.25 of a standard deviation. Importantly, they find no effect of the class 

size reduction on test scores in the classrooms of existing teachers and an increase in teacher 

absence of 15.7 percentage points among regular teachers in treatment schools.  

Together, this suggests that the increase in resources implied by the halving of pupil-teacher 

ratios was almost fully captured by the existing teacher. Similarly, rents were captured at the 

hiring stage. In schools that received an additional teacher but no training, 34 percent of contract 

teachers hired were relatives of existing regular teachers – and this had a negative effect on test 

scores.   

  

The authors show that where parents were trained – and collective action therefore 

presumably strengthened – capture was significantly reduced. In those schools that also received 

training, the decrease in attendance by the regular teacher was only 8.3 percentage points, i.e. 

half of what it was in schools that received a teacher, but no training.  Similarly, in schools 

where parents were trained, the share of relatives among contract teachers was 15 percentage 

points lower, just shy of significant. In these schools, there was less of a negative effect from 

hiring relatives. This suggests that training parents on the school management committee both 

reduced local capture and mitigated its effect where it did happen. Importantly, the authors also 

provide suggestive evidence that there may have been long-run effects of the training initiative 

on the capacity for collective action: schools with management training for the parents were 

almost twice as likely to raise funds to keep the contract teacher after the program ended.   

  

The role of information to improve monitoring at the local level: Contrasting evidence  

  

Björkman and Svensson (2009) provide evidence on an intervention designed to 

strengthen local accountability and community-based monitoring (CBM) in the primary health 

care sector in Uganda. The intervention consisted of a series of community meetings facilitated 

by an NGO. In the first meeting, communities were presented with baseline information on the 

quality of services in their community collected in report cards. Based on the report cards and 
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further discussions, communities were then asked to draw up action plans on how to improve 

service quality. This was followed by a meeting of the community and the health care providers 

in which the findings from the report card were discussed and a shared action plan was agreed 

on.   

  

This intervention was remarkably successful in improving both health services and 

outcomes in the participating communities. Utilization for outpatient services increased by 20 

percent and treatment practices, waiting time, examination procedures and absenteeism all 

improved significantly. Most importantly, the authors found a significant increase in the weight 

of infants and a reduction of under-5 mortality by one-third in the treatment villages.   

  

Björkman, De Walque and Svensson (2015) revisit the original communities for a 

longterm follow-up and also compare these long-term effects to an alternative, cheaper CBM 

program that `replicated’ the community meetings but without disseminating report card 

information on benchmark services. The authors find that the effects on utilization, practices 

and health outcomes persist in the long-term follow-up. However, they find that the CBM 

program without information dissemination had no effects on either service delivery or health 

outcomes.   

  

This indicates that without relevant information, it is difficult to strengthen local 

monitoring. This interpretation is strengthened by the fact that in the communities where report 

card information was provided, the action plans focused on local problems that could be directly 

addressed by the health provider and the community. In contrast, without information provision, 

the action plans focused on issues that could only be resolved by third parties, such as additional 

financial support. The authors conclude that information makes it easier to identify which 

actions of the health care provider contribute to low-quality services and therefore help to turn 

the focus to issues under the control of the community and the service provider.   

  

Another promising result on the impact of information comes from Pakistan, where a 

randomized experiment that provided information to parents on the performance of private and 

public schools increased test scores, decreased private school fees, and increased primary 

enrollment (Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 2015).  
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The type of information conveyed to the community is extremely important, however. In 

particular, it has to be actionable for the community mobilization to have `bite’ (Fox 2015). 

This is illustrated by an intervention evaluated by Banerjee et al. (2010) who examine a 

threefold intervention to increase community participation in school monitoring. In the first 

treatment, communities were mobilized to be made aware of and strengthen the local village 

education committees tasked with monitoring schools in a series of meetings run by a large 

NGO. In the second treatment, the NGO also disseminated information on the state of learning 

and specifically reading during the community meetings. In the third treatment, in addition to 

training parents to assess reading ability (as in intervention 2), communities were also trained 

in how to improve shortfalls in reading: select volunteers were recruited from the village to 

undertake reading camps. In other words, one might argue that this additional component made 

the information `actionable’. While the first two interventions failed to increase either parents’ 

awareness of the village education council or their engagement with it and therefore had no 

effect on performance, the third intervention had a large effect on reading scores. As the authors 

note, “this suggests that, […], information combined with the offer of a direct channel of action 

can result in collective action and improved outcomes.”   

  

In another experiment in Kenya, providing information on children’s performance in 

schools and how parents could take action did not increase their participation in monitoring 

(Lieberman, Posner, and Tsai 2014). The authors emphasize the many implicit assumptions that 

link the provision of information to improving services; two important ones in this case are 

whether parents think that monitoring services is their responsibility and whether they can do 

anything about it.  

  

In particular, information in local interventions may improve outcomes only when 

constraints related to asymmetries in bargaining power are alleviated. While solid evidence is 

lacking, some information-related interventions may have been more successful because they 

did not face constraints related to a lack of bargaining power among actors. For instance, two 

information campaigns on the performance of local schools in northern India had contrasting 

outcomes. One campaign that was supported by the Department of Education was successful in 

improving outcomes (Pandey, Goyal, and Sundararaman 2009). Another campaign that was 

supported by an NGO did not improve the performance of schools (Banerjee et al. 2010). One 

interpretation is that in the case of the campaign supported by the Department of Education, 

constraints related to the top-down delivery of services had already been alleviated (Khemani 
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and others forthcoming). When such constraints are still present, information may have little or 

no impact.   

  

When local monitoring is only effective if credible and “powerful”  

  

When trying to constrain the rent-sharing of public servants, whether those tasked with it 

have actual power is crucial. For instance, in the study of Banerjee et al. (2010) reviewed above, 

the composition of the village education committee consisting of the head teacher, the elected 

head of village government, and three parents chosen by local officials, implied that the village 

education committee could not be considered an independent monitor (Fox 2015). In a study 

set in Indonesia, Pradhan et al. (2014) examine two different ways of strengthening school 

committees tasked with monitoring schools. In the first treatment, they affect the composition 

of school committees by randomly assigning them to be constituted by democratic election. In 

the second treatment, school committees, which are considered relatively powerless, were given 

`bite’ by being linked to the village council, a more powerful body, through a series of facilitated 

joint planning meetings.   

  

The authors find that the first treatment, democratic elections of school committee 

members, increases awareness but has no effect on learning. On the other hand, linking school 

and village committees increases test scores by 0.17 standard deviation, and linkage plus 

election increases them by 0.23 after two years, pointing to potential complementarities between 

the composition of the school committee and synergizing it with a more powerful external body. 

The mechanism by which linkage and election increased test scores was through increases in 

community contributions (0.14 and 0.13 standard deviation). Importantly, increases in 

contributions were linked to concrete joint initiatives between school committee and village 

councils, such as hiring contract teachers or the institution of a village study hour, suggesting 

that the intervention truly improved collective action in the treated villages.   

  

5.  Policies to Make Public Servants More Accountable: The Long Route of Reforms  

  

Limits to the Effectiveness of Local Reforms  
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However, there are also limits to how much local control can achieve. This is partly the 

case - as noted by Björkman et al (2015) - because there are important components to the quality 

of service delivery that are not determined locally. For example, most service providers are 

public servants whose pay and contract structure are determined centrally, not locally. Secondly, 

even though beneficiaries of the service may in principal have the incentive to hold service 

providers to account, they may not be able to do so in practice, even when encouraged to do so 

through participatory interventions. As noted by Muralidharan and Sundararaman (2013) in 

their evaluation of contract teachers in India, the fact that elites (in this case regular teachers) 

capture rents through higher wages is not just a potential symptom of a clientelistic equilibrium, 

it may also perpetuate it by making it even harder for beneficiaries to exert local control. Citing 

Kingdon (2011), they note “that these high salaries may contribute to the large social distance 

between communities and teachers and make it more difficult for parents to hold teachers to 

account.”   

  

This issue is illustrated in work by Cilliers et al. (2013) who evaluate an absence 

monitoring intervention in Ugandan primary schools. Specifically, they randomly assign 180 

Ugandan primary schools to one of four treatments: (i) monitoring of teachers’ absence by the 

head teacher, (ii) monitoring of teachers’ absence by parents, (iii/iv) teacher attendance is 

rewarded with a financial bonus/no bonus; and a control group. Their first finding is that both 

head teachers and parents underreport substantially: the actual absence rate measured in 

independent spot checks is 14 percentage points larger than the reports from parents and head 

teachers. Counter to expectations, however, they find that parents underreport significantly 

more than head teachers. The reason for this is that parents choose to report on days when they 

know teachers are more likely to be present (reports are expected once a week). In terms of 

actually reducing absenteeism, there is only a significant effect from head teacher monitoring 

with financial incentives. A possible interpretation of this finding is that – given the current 

equilibrium – parents are simply uncomfortable holding teachers to account.   

  

This indicates that there are limits to how much can be achieved via the ‘short route’ of 

accountability – or local beneficiary control – alone, in overcoming rent-seeking, especially 

when local institutions are weak and lack bite. In such cases, top-down monitoring may be a 

more effective way to reduce rent-seeking and corruption, especially in a context where 
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communities are mobilized to respond to adverse findings from such monitoring through social 

pressure.   

  

This is illustrated by an anti-corruption experiment evaluated by Olken (2007) in 

Indonesia in the context of the country’s sub-district development program. Villages receive a 

grant and decide in local meetings how to spend the grant with the majority allocated to 

infrastructure projects. The funds and their uses are monitored in a series of village meetings in 

which the village implementation team presents the accounts and progress, though attendance 

at these meetings is usually very low. In addition, there is the possibility (about a 4 percent 

chance) of being audited by the independent government development audit agency. If these 

audits uncover corruption, they usually do not lead to criminal prosecution, but the results are 

reported to village meetings, which can result in social sanctions.   

  

Against this backdrop, Olken examines three randomized interventions. In the first, 

villages are told that their project will be audited by the government agency for sure. In the 

second and third, participation in the village meetings is encouraged through invitations, and 

invitations coupled with anonymous complaint forms.   

  

Several interesting findings emerge. First, the author finds that the top-down audit reduces 

corruption by 8 percentage points (1/3) as measured by the percentage of missing project 

expenditure. Second, the invitations intervention had no effect on the overall level of missing 

expenditure. Finally, the anonymous complaints forms reduced missing expenditure, but only 

when distributed through village schools rather than the village councils.  

  

This indicates that without credible bottom-up monitoring, increasing local control may 

not constitute a credible tool to monitor corruption. That is not to say though that local 

involvement does not matter but that it may not suffice. Indeed, even the first treatment arm 

contains a large bottom-up component. As noted in Fox (2015): “The causal mechanism behind 

the audits rarely involved official penalties. It was mainly the threat of community responses to 

the promised local dissemination that gave the audits the clout to reduce corruption.”  
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National Reforms  

  

Local reforms may also show their limits when there are attempts to scale them up. While 

short-term contracts for teachers may be a promising method to increase local accountability of 

teachers, large-scale reforms of this type may threaten established rent-sharing relationships. In 

2009, the Kenyan government decided to roll out a nationwide program in which 18,000 

teachers were hired on short-term contracts. Bold et al. (2016) study the pilot-phase of this 

program and compare government management of contract teachers against a benchmark of 

NGO management. Evaluating the experimental implementation against the backdrop of the 

nationwide roll-out, the authors are able to show evidence of how the reform was partly 

undermined because of the power balance between government and teacher unions.  

  

They find positive and significant effects of the program only in schools where the 

contract teacher program was administered by an international NGO. Placing an additional 

contract teacher in a school where the program is managed by the NGO increased test scores by 

roughly 0.18 standard deviation. When moving from NGO to government implementation, the 

effects of the program were virtually undone: treatment effects were significantly smaller and 

indistinguishable from zero in schools receiving contract teachers from the Ministry of 

Education.   

  

The authors show that there is evidence both of capacity constraints and power constraints 

when the government implemented a contract teacher program: schools in which the contract 

teacher was managed by the government received fewer monitoring visits and experienced 

significant salary delays. But there were also important political economy reasons for the 

program’s failure: the government’s plan to employ 18,000 contract teachers nationwide posed 

a significant threat to the Kenyan National Union of Teachers. The union waged an intense 

political and legal battle against the contract teacher program. The political battle changed the 

program in important ways and questioned the government’s commitment to main incentive 

mechanism, namely that tenure was conditional on performance. After two years, the 

government gave in and employed all the 18,000 teachers (though not those in the experiment) 

permanently. Bold et al. find that this political battle affected the contract teachers in the 

experimental government treatment arm, who identified more closely with the union and their 

demands.   
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The Kenyan example is in some ways perhaps not surprising. As Lavy (2007) puts it, 

“teacher unions worldwide strongly oppose performance based pay”. This is the case on the one 

hand because performance-based pay is unpopular with a large share (though as noted above by 

no means all) of their membership, but in particular, because differentiated pay makes it more 

difficult to mobilize teachers for collective action.   

  

If the unions’ position in a clientelistic equilibrium is to oppose accountability reforms, 

then how can one change this equilibrium in which they can set the agenda? On the face of it, 

it would not appear easy. There are many reasons why public sector unions tend to be powerful 

actors, as noted by Murillo (1999): First, by definition, they produce non-tradable goods, so 

there is less of a threat of moving jobs abroad in case unions do not discipline their demands 

(though there may be similar threats from expanding private provision). Second, the budget 

constraint in the public sector tends to be weaker than in the private sector. Third, labor strife 

in the public sector tends to be much more disruptive to the general public. And fourth, while 

in the private sector, the counterpart at the negotiation table is the employer who is the residual 

claimant, the beneficiaries of public services are represented by politicians (at least in a 

democratic setting) who may or may not have their best interests at heart.   

  

Against this background, teacher unions tend to form the most powerful union in the 

public sector because there are many teachers with very uniform interests. Those who bear the 

cost of public sector reform are therefore much better organized than those who benefit from 

reform.   

  

Indeed, concerted and resolute government – rather than local – action is required to break 

clientelistic equilibria in this case. However, just as in the case of Kenya, there are plenty of 

examples where such action did not succeed. Mexico and Argentina provide two interesting 

case studies for decentralization reforms that aimed to increase accountability in education in 

the early 1990s (Murillo 1999).   

  

In the context of a regime that had held political power for 70 years (namely the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (IRP)) in Mexico and had strong links with the monopolistic 

teacher union, which had successfully captured government positions, the Mexican government 
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tried to devolve more decisions and responsibilities (in particular for funding) to regional 

governments in the wake of the debt crises of the 1980s. This met strong criticism by the unions, 

who, in return for keeping their membership in line secured large wage increases and a 

continued centralization of budget decisions before agreeing to a – watered down – version of 

the reform.   

  

In Argentina, by contrast, the union was much weaker because it was splintered into many 

different groupings, none of which could guarantee the restraint of all the others. The 

government therefore had no incentives to give concessions to any particular union and 

decentralization reform was passed against the backdrop of widespread – but ultimately futile– 

unrest.   

  

The differences between Mexico and Argentina are clear: on the one hand a monopoly 

union that had captured government positions and was therefore successful in diluting the 

reform (threatening, but ultimately avoiding labor strife); on the other hand weaker, splintered 

unions, that made it possible for the government to push through the reform despite widespread 

strike action.   

  

Recent education reforms in Latin America, with a focus on more meritocratic hiring, pay 

and progression of teachers, provide several examples of successfully shifting the balance of 

power away from the union and thereby changing clientelistic equilibria (Bruns and Luque 

2014). While each country has its idiosyncratic history, Bruns and Luque (2014) note some 

common themes that emerge: the process of reform has often begun with mobilizing the general 

public, which is the dispersed beneficiaries of public services, and by providing data on the 

general state of education.   

  

In particular, performance in international standardized student tests widely discussed in 

the media has often been the catalyst for government to take action. In Mexico, the Calderon 

government highlighted disappointing performance in the PISA examinations as well as corrupt 

union practices, such as selling teaching posts, to generate a public outcry. In Peru, the president 

made public an evaluation of sixth grade teachers showing that a large share did not master their 

students’ curriculum. A second strategy has been to create coalitions with the business sector 

and wider community for education reform, thus tilting public opinion and ultimately the 

balance of power in favor of reform.   



23  
  

  

The recent experience also shows the benefits of negotiating with unions rather than 

confronting them. In Mexico, the union was initially (2007-2012) sympathetic to reform and 

formed an “Alliance for education” together with the government, which proposed 

widereaching reform including replacing union hiring of teachers with a transparent process 

based on competency tests, regular teacher evaluations, and individual and collective bonus pay 

based on standardized student tests. While the union initially went along with the plans, when 

the government wanted to implement the evaluations in 2012, the Alliance fell apart and many 

regional sections of the union began to protest against the reforms. In the end, implementation 

of the reform was delayed and where it was implemented many teachers boycotted it and new 

legislation was ignored. When the PRI government, in principle pro-union, came into power in 

2013, the reform process was continued, however, and pushed through by clamping down on 

the unions.   

  

In Peru’s case, the government pushed through reforms by relying on constitutional 

change and in confrontation with the union, which delayed the new law’s implementation by 

challenging it in court. While the law was eventually implemented, it became mandatory only 

for newly hired teachers.  

  

In both the cases of Mexico and Peru, the reforms were successful on paper, but 

implementing them in confrontation with the union also had its costs: weakening the power 

constraint in this way ran into implementation and capacity constraints. In Peru, the education 

ministry had weak technical capacity and the first round of test design for evaluating teachers 

was marred with technical problems. While the government has by now conducted eight rounds 

of evaluations of new teachers, no evaluations of existing teachers have been done. Because 

participation in the new system of teacher evaluation and pay is voluntary, only 25 percent of 

teachers opted into the new career structure. In Mexico, almost half the teachers refused to 

participate in the evaluation exams and at the state level many of the practices outlawed by the 

federal government continued, such as the selling and inheriting of teachers’ posts and the use 

of federal funds for the employment of teachers who worked full-time for the union.   

  

Chile is the country in the region that has successfully managed education reform through 

a process of sequencing and negotiating and as a result has avoided confrontation with the union 

(Mizala and Schneider 2014; Bruns and Luque 2014). During a 20-year period of negotiation 
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with the union, the government has implemented wide-reaching education reforms, such as 

standardized student-testing, school-based bonus pay, higher standards for teachers, individual 

performance evaluations and individual teacher bonus pay.   

  

What are the factors that allowed the Chilean government to implement these reforms? 

First, one has to acknowledge that the Chilean teacher union was not as powerful as the Mexican 

one and had been weakened during the Pinochet dictatorship: teachers had for example lost 

public service status. On the other hand, the union had public support as an important opponent 

to the dictatorship. Second, the government did make important conciliations to the unions: they 

reinstated public service status and substantially raised teachers’ wages. The government did 

not, however, abolish the school voucher system; one reason why the union was weaker than in 

say Mexico. Third, the government sequenced reforms, they first introduced school-based 

performance pay which paved the way for individual bonuses later on.   

  

The experience of Latin American countries in reforming education thus provides 

valuable lessons for how to reform in the context of power constraints: (i) there is an important 

role for using information to mobilize the public and shift power away from unions, (ii) while 

confrontation that leads to a shift in power balance can push through reforms on paper, such a 

strategy may run into capacity constraints when public servants simply fail to implement the 

reform on a technical level. Negotiation and sequencing may therefore be important for reforms 

to become a reality. There are thus trade-offs involved in how one deals with power versus 

capacity constraints.   

  

Information Can Facilitate National Reforms When Power Constraints are Alleviated  

  

While the evidence provided above was qualitative in nature, the findings on the use of 

information, in cases where there is already political will for reforms, are also confirmed by 

more rigorous quantitative evidence.  

  

Against the backdrop of widespread corruption in the disbursement of a capitation grant 

to primary schools in Uganda, Reinikka and Svensson (2005 and 2011) examine a newspaper 

campaign aimed at reducing capture of such funds. At baseline, Reinikka and Svensson find 

that about 80 percent of the grant did not reach primary schools. In response to this, the 
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government initiated an information campaign through newspapers designed to inform local 

schools about their entitlements. They find that schools closer to media outlets received a 

significantly larger share of their funds than those who were less exposed to the information. In 

turn, in these schools, enrollment increased more rapidly after the newspaper campaign.   

  

Ferraz and Finan (2008) study an anticorruption program in Brazil in which local 

municipalities were randomly audited. They compare the reelection probabilities of mayors 

audited prior to or after the 2004 election. They find that among municipalities that reported 

two violations, the audit reduced reelection chances of the incumbent by seven percentage 

points (or 17 percent). The effect is twice as large in municipalities in which three violations 

were reported. By implication, this shows that voters care about corruption and `punish’ 

politicians who are revealed to be more corrupt than expected. Just like Reinikka and Svensson, 

the authors also find an important role for the media in revealing corrupt politicians: the 

difference in reelection chances between municipalities audited before and after the election 

was even higher in areas with local radio stations.    

  
To shift political will and overcome clientelism, new experimental evidence indicates that 

communication and deliberation can help. Increased avenues for communication can allow 

politicians and voters to uncover common interests. They also allow voters to learn about each 

other’s preferences and expectations and to update beliefs about candidate quality. The effects 

may be ambiguous, however, since increased communication may also allow better identifying 

targeted short-term benefits. Experimental evidence from Benin suggests that town hall 

meetings reduce the prevalence of clientelism (Fujiwara and Wantchekon 2013).   

  

How to Shift Power to Users: Broadening Political Participation  

  

There is potential to change clientelistic equilibria between providers and politicians by 

broadening political participation, in particular that of poorer individuals – the idea being that 

it helps shift power in their favor – and a growing literature provides rigorous evidence that 

enfranchisement, by shifting power to previously underrepresented groups that have strong 

preferences for public services, improves the latter. Miller (2008) exploits the staggered rollout 

of women’s suffrage across US states to examine its effects on public health spending and child 

mortality. He finds that local public health spending rose by 35 percent and that most of this 
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was invested in door-to-door hygiene campaigns that helped to reduce child mortality from 

infectious diseases.   

  

In the case of Brazil, Fujiwara (2015) exploits the randomized roll-out over time of 

electronic voting booths. He finds that the introduction of this technology increased turnout 

(most likely among less literate voters) and subsequently public health care spending, utilization 

and infant survival rates. Similarly, Naidu (2012) finds that policies to disenfranchise black 

voters in the post-bellum US South increased pupil-teacher ratios in black schools.   

  

While enfranchisement is a first step towards shifting power, this may not be enough, and 

political reservation can be a necessary step towards improving public services when voters find 

it difficult to hold politicians accountable, as shown by examples from India. Examining 

reservations of village councils for women in India, Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) find that 

this affects policy choices and tilts investments to the types of infrastructure projects preferred 

by women. Similarly, Pande (2003) finds that political reservations for disadvantaged castes 

increase redistribution towards them.   

  
At the same time, such reservations may benefit disproportionately some disadvantaged 

groups at the expense of others. Pande (2003) finds that reservations for scheduled tribes 

increased social welfare spending in their favor, but decreased education spending (Pande 

2003). Scheduled tribes may perceive that they will receive low returns to their education and 

thus may decide to invest less in it. While increasing social welfare spending is beneficial to 

them, it comes at the expense of redistribution that could benefit other groups and that may be 

more beneficial in the long term.  

  

6.  Conclusion  

  

In this paper, we have reviewed literature that examines how the power balance between 

public servants and those tasked with monitoring them (either politicians or clients of public 

services) affects the quality of service delivery and the potential to reform and improve service 

delivery. We have shown that there is plenty of evidence that public servants, particularly in 

developing countries, can capture rents, through job allocation and higher pay, but also through 

shirking on the job. This is the case because the public sector may have two purposes: to deliver 
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services to users, but also to serve as a mechanism to transfer rents from politicians to 

supporters. Inasmuch as these two purposes are in tension with each other, service delivery will 

suffer.   

  

We have then surveyed a burgeoning literature on public service reform reviewing 

quantitative and experimental papers that show that improvements are possible even taking the 

existing power structures as given.   

  

We discussed in particular the interventions that have aimed to improve service delivery 

by improving monitoring at the local level: by collecting information and/or involving users in 

the monitoring of service providers. We discuss the limits of such reforms, in particular because 

they can face power constraints to be successful, or fail to be scaled up.  

  

We then examined a more qualitative literature that describes the conditions for being 

able to break clientelistic equilibria and reform public services wholesale. Such reforms may 

need to use information and political participation to shift power toward those who support 

reforms in service delivery.   

  

In sum, the paper argues that the success (or lack thereof) of many reforms can be linked 

back to the governance environment in which they take place and that the reforms with most 

potential for success pay careful attention to the power constraints that are in place, in particular 

those present at the national level. This does not mean that local interventions may not succeed 

but that reforms need to carefully assess at which level power constraints are binding.  
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