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Over the last two decades Latin American
countries have seen some radical transfor-
mations in the state’s organization and struc-
ture as well as in the relationship between the
state, citizens, and markets. First, the region
has moved from being a set of countries
where democracy was the exception, to one
in which it is the rule. Second, LAC govern-
ments have become significantly more
decentralized in political, administrative,
and fiscal terms. Third, there was a process of
redefining the state’s role that involved
increased roles of private service providers
and a movement toward enhancing the role
of competition in many areas of economic
activity, including the provision of key ser-
vices. Fourth, there has been rising activity
by civil society actors, both in services deliv-
ery and as actors seeking different policies.

These transformations created opportu-
nities for change in the accountability
mechanisms that link policy makers, citi-
zens, users of services, and providers. Figure
4.1 graphically illustrates some of these
changes. The accountability relationship
between citizens and policy makers has
been altered by the generalization of
national elections (and by the various
mechanisms of intrastate controls implied
by constitutional rule) and the strengthen-
ing of civic rights; it has also been altered by
the introduction of local elections (and the
increased role of local governments enabled
by administrative decentralization) and the
growth and increased activity of civil soci-
ety organizations acting as watchdogs and
intermediaries between citizens and politi-
cians. The evidence suggests that expanded

c h a p t e r

Figure 4.1 A Network of Influence and Accountability Mechanisms
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political voice by citizens was an important
factor in expanding service coverage under
government auspices that took place over
the last two decades, particularly for social
services.

The accountability relationship between
policy makers and providers has been
affected both by contracting out services
previously delivered by state bureaucracies
and by changes in the way those bureaucra-
cies operate, brought about by public sector
modernization efforts. The accountability
relationship between providers and users
has been transformed, in many cases, as a
result of the introduction of competition
and community management of services.
The evidence reviewed in chapter 3 shows
that, when successfully implemented,
changes in accountability relations between
policy makers, providers, and clients do
have an impact on the quantity and quality
of services delivered. However, the evidence
also shows that a particular service delivery
approach may have very different results

across countries and localities depending
on political and social context.

Using the WDR language (see box 4.1,
below), we can say that Latin American coun-
tries have “experimented” with both long and
short routes to accountability. Together,
democratization and state reform efforts
have created more opportunities for the long
route (citizens exercising control over
providers through elected politicians or pol-
icy makers) to operate well in practice. But
many weaknesses remain in the long route,
particularly in terms of the citizen–policy
maker relationship, which in turn weakens
policy makers’ incentives to hold government
and nongovernment providers accountable
for services delivered. Overall, short route
mechanisms (clients making providers
accountable for results through the exercise
of choice or through direct management of
services) have, on balance, been successful in
improving the delivery of many services,
albeit with significant variation depending
on the local sociopolitical context. Moreover,
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How can the World Bank and others in the inter-
national community contribute to improving
services for the poor? This work has identified
three main areas for innovation:

1. What to do? Reform lending and analytical
work

Mainstream institutional analysis as a key
component of the project cycle. Beyond
traditional economic and technical
analyses, a direct implication of our
analysis is that “donors” would be well-
served by a better understanding of the
political economy characterizing
accountability relationships between
policy makers, provider organizations,
front-line providers, and citizens. Project
work would be more relevant and effec-
tive if donors were to systematically con-
sider the incentives and individual coun-
try and sector contexts that affect
service delivery. Seemingly “neutral” or
“technical” analysis will often fail to take
account of the institutional
determinants of success or failure.

More flexible lending instruments and opera-
tional practices are a precondition to
focusing on outcomes and institutional

change rather than on inputs.Tradition-
ally, donors often set up parallel
processes to ensure effective outcomes
on isolated projects, but coordinated
efforts to strengthen (not weaken) exist-
ing service delivery systems are key to
engaging clients in results-oriented ser-
vice delivery reforms.

2. Tools that can help? Monitoring and 
evaluation

Promote impact evaluations. Promoting
structured learning from rigorous
impact evaluations of key interventions
is critical to generating knowledge on
development effectiveness—especially
where this is integrated into
mechanisms for a variety of forms of
debate on the results, from communities
to technical seminars to parliaments or
congresses. Getting the basic material to
feed such debates requires more invest-
ment in both evaluation design and
implementation, notably because of the
public good aspects of these
evaluations, which remain
undersupplied without subsidization

Establish performance management systems
and key performance indicators linked

to longer-term strategic goals; monitor
and evaluate progress toward reaching
those goals and use the information to
inform program and policy decisions.

3. How to do it? Engage clients

Strengthen accountability and client “voice”
through access to information. Public
access to transparent information on
government performance and,
conversely, supporting government’s
access to public opinion are key to
strengthening the accountability of pol-
icy makers and service providers to 
beneficiaries.

Process-oriented, responsive client
partnerships. There are no quick and
unique fixes to service delivery
problems.Technical advice alone is no
longer sufficient; instead, donors can
increase their effectiveness by adopting
a partner role based on regular, open,
sensitive, and in-depth policy dialogue
with clients.This process-oriented (as
opposed to a task-oriented) approach is
likely to become more appropriate as
institutional reform issues become more
important in moving forward the reform
agenda.

B O X  4 . 1 Lessons for Donors and International Organizations 

04Citizens.qxd  2/15/05  3:49 PM  Page 50



the weaknesses encountered along the “long
route” may impose often serious bottle-
necks even to apparently successful innova-
tions empowering service users, particularly
poor ones.

Looking forward, further progress is
unlikely to happen if governments keep
relying only on increasing resources allo-
cated to the provision of services and more
effective delivery systems are not developed.
This is the case particularly when fiscal con-
strains limit the capacity to respond by sim-
ply adding more resources and for services
for which ensuring quality and relevance is
essential. It is in this context that the report
stresses the importance of assessing the
extent to which service delivery systems are
today better positioned to address the many
remaining challenges facing Latin American
countries, particularly in terms of serving
the poor. In this final chapter, we summa-
rize our assessment of how changes in key
accountability relations that have occurred
in Latin America since the early 1980s
affected service delivery, and discuss the
implications from this assessment for
future reform efforts. In some cases this
involves entering a more speculative terrain.

Routes to Better Service
Delivery
Overall, public bureaucracies remain a bot-
tleneck for effective service delivery in most
countries. As shown in chapter 2 of the
report, in most LAC countries governments
have increased the amount of resources
allocated to expanding coverage of basic
services. Conventional, centralized public
sector service delivery (involving pure pub-
lic financing, delivered through public sec-
tor organizations and subject to standard
public employment practices) has played a
role in the substantial expansion in service
coverage in many sectors and countries. But
the weak quality of public LAC bureaucra-
cies has not shown much improvement.
This is despite the significant progress in
state modernization reform that upgraded
governments’ institutional capacities con-
siderably, in some areas. It is likely that such
upgrading will have substantial effects over
the longer term in the quality of services
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that the state delivers. But very few coun-
tries in the region have been able to move
decisively toward developing a results-ori-
ented public administration or achieve sig-
nificant depoliticization of the state appara-
tus. Some “islands of efficiency” (such as
some social funds) have been created in the
public sector with consequent positive ser-
vice delivery results. But their ability to sus-
tain those results is often limited without
reforms in the operation of “mainstream”
state agencies. Decentralization to subna-
tional governments has changed structures,
but in most cases without radically chang-
ing this conclusion—at least not so far.
Many local governments have indeed
grabbed the opportunities created by
decentralization and introduced a variety of
innovative service delivery approaches. But
overlaps and gaps in responsibilities, inade-
quate or insufficient authorities and
resources, few (enforceable) mechanisms to
promote performance orientation, and the
persistence of clientelistic relationships
both at local and central levels (as well as
between government levels) remain bottle-
necks across the region.

As documented in chapter 3, the many
experiments Latin American countries have
attempted with alternatives to conventional
public sector delivery have, overall, pro-
duced positive results, though with a wide
variation, depending especially on the
sociopolitical and institutional context.
Contracting out to the private and NGO
sectors, promoting competition and choice,
and enabling consumer participation in the
management of services have been tried—
with some notable successes—in various
sectors throughout the region. While the
empirical evidence is hardly conclusive, it is
fair to say that (i) the balance of evidence
between contracting out and service deliv-
ery in-house in the state is mostly in favor of
the first, under current conditions in most
countries; (ii) the experience shows that
there is considerable scope for expanding
private sector participation in service provi-
sion, provided this occurs in a sound regula-
tory environment; (iii) giving individuals
choice over who they get their services from
has generated, in the limited areas where it
has been implemented, powerful pressures
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for results on front-line providers; and (iv)
direct client involvement in the manage-
ment of services can yield positive results
when the services involved allow a relatively
small production scale and rather simple
management challenges.

There is often a temptation to try to
“pick winners” and point our evaluative fin-
ger in the direction of one service delivery
approach—a silver bullet. Specifically, the
difficulties in reforming state institutions
and the relative success in the various alter-
native delivery models reviewed above may
lead some to argue that the solution to Latin
America’s many remaining service delivery
gaps resides solely in a scaling up of the
“client power” and “contracting out or pri-
vatization” experiences. While it is easy to
become enthusiastic with the results of
individual positive experiments, the evi-
dence is too strong regarding the impor-
tance of context to simply argue for scaling
up or replicating “best practices.” First, it is
often hard to replicate the specific condi-
tions that enabled the initiation and effec-
tive implementation of the innovative
efforts reviewed in chapter 3 (be they PRO-
GRESA/Oportunidades in Mexico, water
privatization in La Paz and El Alto in
Bolivia, or EDUCO schools in El Salvador).
How such reforms will be shaped and
implemented will depend crucially on the
social, political, and public sector context at
national and local levels. Put another way,
the reasons for success often lie in the par-
ticular ways that groups interact in each
society, rather than the specifics of technical
design, however important that may be.
Second, in the long run most such innova-
tions would, in the end, be ineffectual with-
out reforms in the operation of “main-
stream” state agencies that are more deeply
beholden to the fundamentals of interac-
tions between citizens, policy makers, and
service delivery agencies (public or private).
In situations where the state’s capacity to
establish and enforce regulations, to priori-
tize and coordinate policy actions across
ministries, sectors, and government levels,
and to establish and sustain compensatory
mechanisms is weak, there are dangers to
these routes—a lack of sustainability, new
forms of capture, and social stratification,

among others. In the end, it is unrealistic
and unlikely that LAC countries can get
away without both stronger state account-
ability and complementary action to create
effective core public bureaucracies, even
when deciding to move decisively in the
direction of delegating major responsibili-
ties for delivery to nonstate actors.

The political transformations of the last
two decades have positioned Latin Ameri-
can countries much better to enhance state
accountability. At the same time, a long his-
tory of weak states and social and economic
inequalities presents itself as a heavy burden
in most countries. While elections can be
established overnight, rule of law, an effec-
tive system of checks and balances, and rep-
resentative institutions require changes in
political culture and habits that are harder to
change. This will no doubt require more cit-
izen influence on government decisions and
actions, including from poor and excluded
citizens. Stronger voice (as a precondition
for more accountable politicians) is needed
not just to reform the state bureaucracy, but
also to ensure that contracting out, choice,
and participation do benefit the poor. This
does not mean that until and unless state
accountability is fully ensured—that is, until
Latin American countries become fully
mature and consolidated democracies—
efforts to reform service delivery are bound
to fail. On the contrary, there are many ways
in which short- and long-term goals can be
made complementary. To give one example,
community participation approaches to ser-
vice delivery (as in community-run schools
in El Salvador) cannot only have good
short-term results but, depending on how
they are structured, can also help build indi-
vidual, community, and state capacities over
the longer run.

In the last analysis, using the WDR ter-
minology, the short route (clients exerting
direct control over providers) should be
conceived as a complement rather than a
substitute for the long route to accountabil-
ity (citizens exerting control over providers
through politicians), a potential shortcut
that will only be consolidated if linked to
more fundamental changes. Moreover, our
reading of the evidence makes us skeptical
of an approach whereby reformers put all
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their eggs in one transformational basket.
Rather, we are inclined to support the
notion of “strategic incrementalism”
(World Bank 2003a): continued efforts to
deepen societywide conditions for account-
ability (deepen democracy, citizen partici-
pation, and state reform), while at the same
time pursuing opportunities for specific
service delivery reforms and program inno-
vations that push for choice, client involve-
ment in decision making, and perfor-
mance-based contracts both in and outside
the public sector. In other words, pragmatic
incremental reforms while unlikely to fully
address service delivery problems, can con-
tribute both to short-term results and to
creating conditions for deeper and more
favorable change over time. In this context,
complementarities will arise to the extent
that such innovations are designed in ways
that contribute to strengthening both state
and individuals’ capacities as citizens and
consumers. Seen from this perspective, the
experiences reviewed in this report provide
valuable lessons for the design of alternative
service delivery approaches.

Public sector management reforms:
seeking stronger links with concrete
and observable service delivery
improvements
The evidence suggests that reforming state
bureaucracies and developing a perfor-
mance orientation are naturally difficult
endeavors, from which quick results should
not be expected. The primary reasons for
state reform failures are political and less so
technical. Addressing the problems associ-
ated with weak traditions of bureaucratic
autonomy and the highly politicized man-
agement of government offices involves
touching on vested interests. But when the
political system does not force accountabil-
ity mechanisms to function effectively, tech-
nocratic approaches to state reforms are
unlikely to produce lasting results. It is hard
to aspire to a Weberian bureaucracy in
charge of service delivery when state
accountability mechanisms are not fully
developed and functional. This represents a
major challenge for Latin America’s young
democracies that still experience too many

barriers in the citizen and policy maker
relationship. As a result, in most countries
the case is weak for ambitious new public
management–type reform measures being
the solution to poor service delivery sys-
tems over the short to medium term.

This assessment, however, should not be
construed as an argument against public
administration modernization efforts.
Rather, the implication is that Latin Ameri-
can countries should indeed continue
investing in general state capacities, but with
stronger links to specific in-sector reforms
and linked to service delivery results. Specif-
ically, we hypothesize that the likelihood
that investments in improving the quality of
administrative and financial systems will
have significant and/or lasting impact is
greater if and when they are linked to
reforms in specific service delivery systems.
Indeed, management reforms tied to better
service delivery outcomes can create new
constituencies and the consequent political
support without which their sustainability
would be questioned. This hypothesis is cor-
roborated by the relative success of adminis-
trative reforms tied to substantive policy
reform agendas. Examples include financial
management reforms, such as the introduc-
tion of computerized financial management
information systems as a potent instrument
for expenditure control and thus broader
fiscal adjustment efforts in the region, or the
establishment of regulatory agencies as part
of a broader privatization policy in several
countries in the region. Similar examples
related to service delivery as such are more
limited, but the same logic would apply.

In some circumstances, the strengthen-
ing of an “enclave” in the administration
may be required to achieve a specific service
delivery goal. For example, this could be the
case when political or social conditions
require quick results on the ground that
mainstream agencies would be hard pressed
to achieve. Experience, though, suggests
that the creation of islands of efficiency may
result in the perpetuation of parallel
bureaucracies with consequent efficiency
losses. The response cannot be simply
rejecting altogether the approach. Instead,
what is required is facing the dilemma
between short-run results and long-term
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institutional development, and designing
upfront clear guidelines and strong incen-
tives for transitions from islands of effi-
ciency to the mainstreaming of administra-
tive reforms.

Service delivery decentralization:
creating better conditions for
performance-orientation at all
government levels
Decentralization is no panacea. It can be as
susceptible to (local) elite capture and cor-
ruption as national service delivery. But it is a
political fact of life, and for many services, it
has the potential for both more effectively
responding to local demands and fostering
local structures of more equal and effective
accountability. Moreover, under the right
conditions, decentralization can provide a
context for innovation and experimentation.
At the core of successful decentralization is a
combination of an improved compact
between government levels and strengthened
local accountability to all citizens. Depending
on the country and sector, this may require
simpler and more transparent use of inter-
governmental transfers, the enforcement of
hard budget constraints for local govern-
ments, clear definitions of responsibilities
(including through legal and/or administra-
tive instruments), strengthening the capacity
of central government monitoring and
auditing, and developing information and
evaluation systems. It may also require spe-
cific intervention instruments (by national
authorities or federal bodies) when service
delivery failures threaten the well-being of
citizens. Last but not least, it requires atten-
tion to the other side of empowerment: the
capacity of poorer groups to participate in
local decision making.

Characteristics of different services make
them more or less prone to local delivery,
particularly depending on the presence of
economies of scale. In fact, it is typically
specific aspects or functions in broad ser-
vices that involve such economies of scale.
To give just one example, while day-to-day
operations of schools can be managed in a
very decentralized fashion, aspects such as
curriculum design or student learning
assessment systems are more effectively

handled in a more centralized manner. In
many countries, there is great heterogeneity
in the size of subnational entities (for exam-
ple, municipal governments ruling over
large cities and very small localities with
dispersed populations), which are in a very
different position to deliver the various
aspects of particular services. Considering
the limited experience with decentraliza-
tion programs that follow asymmetric rules
among subnational entities with the same
legal status, addressing these heterogeneities
may require the active monitoring and
engagement of central authorities.

The latter comment highlights another
important lesson: making decentralization
work is not a question of getting the blue-
print right and then letting things happen.
A more proactive role of central govern-
ments and NGOs to improve information
flows between subnational entities and
among citizens could contribute to
strengthening the agency of the poor at the
local level—a key factor for decentralization
to materialize in welfare improvements for
the poor. Central governments (and a range
of nongovernmental actors) can also
enhance the benefits from decentralized
innovation by facilitating cross-jurisdic-
tional learning and exchange of experi-
ences. At the same time, central govern-
ments may often need to be proactive to
help changing behaviors amongst local
actors, for example, through the use of
financial and other incentives, such as con-
ditional matching grants, or even direct
engagement in recruitment, in sharing
information, and in support for mobiliza-
tion. In the end, however, more time may be
needed for decentralization’s benefits to
materialize in a more generalized fashion.

Delivery by nonstate providers:
ensuring adequate regulatory and
compensatory mechanisms are in
place to increase service delivery
effectiveness and equity
There is solid evidence showing the positive
impact of reforms oriented to increasing
the participation of nonstate providers (pri-
vate for-profit and not-for-profit organiza-
tions) in service delivery, when the condi-
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tions are right. Privatization and contract-
ing out reforms can improve efficiency and
quality of service delivery, particularly
when clients’ choice is enhanced. At the
same time, privatization has sometimes led
to increased concentrations of market (and
perhaps political) power in conglomerates
and has sometimes been associated with
corruption. Not all forms of concessions
have proved to be sustainable. Some coun-
tries have experienced difficulties in manag-
ing contracts over time. Increased social
stratification may be an undesirable out-
come of increased competition and choice
when informational asymmetries are signif-
icant and differences large in purchasing
power among consumers. The answer is not
to throw out the baby with the bath water,
as suggested in some critical analyses of pri-
vate sector participation in service delivery,
but rather to reap the lessons of experience
to improve the way that such arrangements
are designed.

First, it is essential to ensure that the
benefits of private sector participation are
equitably distributed between all the key
stakeholders, namely, current customers,
potential customers, employees, investors,
and the state. This is likely to require a com-
bination of regulations and subsidies, par-
ticularly to ensure affordability among low-
income households. Second, greater efforts
must be made to improve the efficacy of
regulatory agencies that are key to provid-
ing a stable operating environment for con-
tractors and enforcing contract provisions
(including price and quality of services) to
benefit all consumers. Third, there needs to
be greater transparency throughout the
entire process, from the transaction design,
to the allocation of any resulting proceeds,
to the subsequent regulatory decisions that
affect the evolution of the contract. This
will involve providing the public with better
and more accessible information, establish-
ing formal channels for citizen participa-
tion, and supporting the capacity of citizen-
based groups to interpret the policies and
practices of privatized firms that often
require technical analysis. Stronger voice by
citizens benefiting from choice and compe-
tition may be an important factor in pro-
tecting such reforms from interest groups

seeking to reverse them (as occurred in the
Colombia education voucher case) and
ensuring their sustainability.

There are likely to be important differ-
ences between services in the extent (and
nature) of potentially useful public interven-
tions. The more that a service is like a classic
commodity, the more likely are choice and
competition models to work. This is most
true of cellular telephony, but becomes of
rising difficulty in areas where market power
is intrinsic (for example, local water), there
are major informational asymmetries
(health, perhaps education), and significant
probabilities that social, income, and
provider structures will lead to greater strati-
fication (health and education). In these
areas choice can play a role, but it is no
panacea: it is more likely to be a complement
than substitute for state effectiveness—
whether in public sector service delivery or
effective regulation—and for stronger citizen
voice, whether influencing policies or effec-
tively representing consumer interests.

Community-based service delivery
approaches: seeking designs 
that strengthen capacities of
organizations of the poor while
ensuring accountability for results
Overall, when market mechanisms are hard
to develop—for example, due to a lack of
competition—community-run services can
be a powerful approach to generate results
(even in the short run) for services that do
not necessarily involve large scales (and
thus both requiring sophisticated technical
skills and involving significant collective
action challenges) and for which there are
not substantial asymmetries of information
between clients and providers. But their
long-term impact is likely to be the greatest
when they contribute to changing the local
balance of power in favor of the poor and
disadvantaged—simply giving more influ-
ence or resources to local communities
may, in itself, risk just pushing problems of
elite capture, inefficiency, or patronage to a
more local level. In the end, the key is
whether and how they help empower the
poor through both creating capacities for
choice, aspiration, and organization (that is,
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building agency) among the poor as well as
changing the opportunity structure where
they live to increase the probability of their
voice and actions making a difference. How
this is done will depend on social and polit-
ical context. In particular, to the extent that
the experience of running services leads to
the strengthening of associational auton-
omy among poor communities, even a nar-
row exercise of client power can contribute
to an enhanced ability of citizens to hold
governments (local and central) account-
able for a broader set of actions and poli-
cies. At the same time, the government’s
role in the promotion of community-based
approaches may need to be more proactive
than simply “transferring resources” to
groups of organized citizens. A solid “com-
pact” between the authorizing state author-
ity and the empowered community groups
will typically be required to ensure the ful-
fillment of coverage, efficiency, and equity
targets, as illustrated in the case of EDUCO,
for example. This brings up again the com-
plementarities between state modernization
and client power approaches.

Social accountability: seeking
opportunities for synergistic
relations to strengthen the capacity
and accountability of state
organizations
Enhancing the accountability of policy
makers to citizens requires more than regu-
lar and clean elections. It is through the vir-
tuous interaction of electoral (national and
local), intrastate (legislatures, judiciaries,
and control agencies), and social account-
ability mechanisms that Latin American
countries are most likely to reverse the
inherited pattern of clientelism, elitism, and
corruption characteristic of most of its
states. In particular, given the difficult path
to the strengthening of rule of law in coun-
tries with such a long history of weak public
institutions, stronger social accountability
mechanisms may help trigger a virtuous
circle by creating the pressures needed to
mobilize intrastate checks and balances
and, eventually, create the opportunities for
stronger and more inclusive political repre-
sentation mechanisms. In other words,

effective social accountability is not about
bypassing the formal channels of state
accountability (elections, parliamentary
activity, independent courts, and so on)
but, rather, about supporting them.

In that sense, investments in social
accountability mechanisms at the national
and local levels, focused on both overall
state performance and specific service deliv-
ery issues, can potentially have an extremely
high payoff. It is in this context that the
growing number of cases of civil society
organizations involved in participatory
monitoring and evaluation of service deliv-
ery (for example, through the use of report
cards), public policies, and budgets as well
as of the transparency in the performance
of public servants constitute a powerful
instrument for change.

In a region characterized by a long tradi-
tion of exclusionary public policies, the
actual enforcement and application of rights
appears as a key challenge for improving
state accountability, particularly vis-à-vis the
poor. The expansion of political rights asso-
ciated with the new wave of democratization
offers a unique opportunity to expand civil
and social rights—particularly of the poor,
the excluded, the discriminated against—an
essential step to counteract the current pat-
tern of policies against poverty and inequal-
ity being captured and distorted by
ingrained clientelism and paternalism prac-
tices. But the active and explicit enforcement
of rights could be an even more direct
accountability instrument when it is linked
to specific services. An example is the case of
the recent efforts to establish guaranteed
health insurance benefits in several Latin
American countries. Although all countries
include the right of citizens to good health
and/or access to health services as a constitu-
tional mandate, until the mid-1990s, effec-
tive instruments for the poor to demand
compliance by the state or other actors did
not accompany such mandates. First Colom-
bia in 1994, and since then Bolivia (1997),
Chile (2001), Mexico (2002), and Argentina
(2003), have introduced legislation and sec-
tor reforms to guarantee a package of ser-
vices to all citizens. Such reforms also include
legal mechanisms for beneficiaries to com-
plain and demand state compliance. Of
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course, whether this approach is enforceable
depends crucially on how fiscally and opera-
tionally reasonable the mandates really are.

The Centrality of the “Fitting
Process”
Our review of the Latin American experi-
ence supports the view that there cannot be
a “one-size-fits-all approach” to service
delivery: differences in types of services,
characteristics of the population, and the
nature of the political system make any
attempt to define the perfect “size” futile
(World Bank 2003a).

Seeking the “size that fits” is at the core of
any service delivery reform effort. Character-
istics of different services—such as the degree
of discretion in decision making and the
intensity of transactions involved in the
delivery process, the existence of economies
of scale, and so on—make them better or
worse suited for alternative delivery models
(Pritchett and Woolcock 2002; World Bank
2003a). For example, as discussed above, it is
much easier to create the conditions for a
well-functioning competitive market for
some services than for others (for example,
cellular telephones compared to rural water
systems). Similarly, some services (for exam-
ple, vaccination) are much better suited for
massive, standardized approaches than oth-
ers that require much more customization
(for example, the pedagogical aspects of
schooling). An important aspect of the “fit-
ting” involves disentangling the nature of dif-
ferent aspects or components of each service
(for example, how easy it is to monitor
results) to determine the most appropriate
approach.

But service characteristics are just one
element in the equation. Probably more
important is the country context. Of
course, countries differ along many differ-
ent dimensions and any systematization of
such differences runs the risk of oversimpli-
fying complex realities. Nevertheless, based
on the review of experiences presented in
chapter 3, it is possible to identify four key
dimensions that help characterize a country
context and provide a useful orientation to
the range of feasible reform options that
policy makers face in seeking to alter the

way specific services are being delivered to
improve performance.

1. The first dimension is the state’s overall
strength and formality. We have argued
that there is a general tendency across
the region for states to be weak in the
sense of doing a poor job delivering key
public goods and quality basic economic
and social services. Naturally, there are
differences between countries. State
weakness is manifested in various ways
but, for service delivery, the nature of the
state bureaucracy (ranging from “dys-
functional” to “Weberian”) and the
degree to which the rule of law is estab-
lished (ranging from informality to dif-
ferent degrees of formality) appears to
be critical (see, for example, Burki and
Perry 1998). Chile, for example, is a
country with a relatively well-function-
ing bureaucracy; significant parts of
Brazilian’s bureaucracy work effectively
despite high levels of clientelism in parts.
Poorer countries such as Bolivia or
Guatemala have much weaker and less
rule-bound bureaucracies. The further
away from having a “Weberian” bureau-
cracy a country (or a sector in a country)
is, the less likely sophisticated public
administration reforms seeking to estab-
lish performance orientation in the state
are to succeed. Similarly, in countries
where the rule of law is not well estab-
lished, the enforcement of contracting
out schemes is likely to be weak, and thus
such approaches will be more vulnerable
to abuse.

2. The second dimension is the prevailing
type of political representation. We have
argued that Latin American politics have
historically been characterized by clien-
telism and corporatism, which have a
direct negative impact on public sector
service delivery systems and make it dif-
ficult to develop alternative delivery
methods that may fit better changing
realities and needs on the ground. Once
again, there are differences among coun-
tries in the extent to which patronage
and authoritarianism continue being the
pattern by which politicians and citizens
relate to each other, as well as in the
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degree to which programmatic (idea-
based) parties have replaced corporatist
or populist movements. Efforts to reform
intragovernmental compacts (for exam-
ple, by establishing performance-based
reward systems in the state) are likely to
be captured by insiders in the presence of
strong corporatist movements. Similarly,
in highly clientelistic environments,
schemes involving community-managed
services may be highly vulnerable to
manipulation and capture by local
patrons. Many countries are in transi-
tion, especially at local levels: Colombia
is traditionally highly clientelistic, but has
experienced major changes in Bogotá, for
example.

3. The degree of social and economic
inequality is the third dimension. It is well
known that Latin American countries
experience high levels of income inequal-
ity relative to other parts of the world. It is
also increasingly recognized that several
countries in the region experience sharp,
group-based social inequalities (particu-
larly linked to race and ethnicity). High
levels of social and economic inequality
typically are reflected in large gaps in
access to quality services and thus
increase the cost of meeting the goal of
ensuring minimum service levels for all.
Social inequality and stratification are
also likely to weaken the government’s
ability to generate necessary consensus
for service reforms that often involves
tradeoffs in the short run. Managing
inequality is particularly challenging
where it is associated with group-based
differences and social exclusion—as with
indigenous groups in the Andes and parts
of Mexico and Central America, and Afro
groups in Brazil, Colombia, and Vene-
zuela, and many in the Caribbean.
Besides, societies stratified along ethnic
and racial lines tend to be vulnerable to
populist appeals of politicians who appeal
to specific societal groups by providing
them with selective private goods rather
than public goods that benefit society as a
whole (Keefer and Khemani 2003). In a
context of high social and economic
inequality, an emphasis on choice and
competition may yield further stratifica-

tion unless the state is capable of enforc-
ing strict quality regulations and/or sub-
sidizing access to quality services by tradi-
tionally excluded groups.

The previous three dimensions are
strongly interlinked in what has been
characterized as the syndrome of “weak
and unequal institutions” (De Ferranti et
al. 2004), which affects a majority of
LAC countries. These “structural” fac-
tors play out in various ways depending
on historical trends.

4. Thus, a fourth dimension is the point of
departure regarding how services are
being delivered. The history of how spe-
cific services have been delivered matters
to the extent that it creates constituencies
for the status quo as well as ideological
reference points for society’s conception
of what are appropriate roles for different
actors and thus influences the costs of a
transition to a different approach. In par-
ticular, the historical pattern of state
involvement in the delivery of specific
services differs between countries (for
example, countries with a strong tradi-
tion of publicly provided basic education
versus others where private schools have
historically represented a large share 
of the system) and with it the strength
and attitudes of key stakeholders (includ-
ing, of course, citizens as consumers 
of those services) to alternative reform
approaches. Overall, path dependence
plays a big role in defining feasible service
delivery reforms: forces for inertia tend
to be high.

Of course, it is the combination of these
(and other) factors that together define
country context and help determine which
type of service delivery approach is most
likely to succeed in improving results. As
an illustration of how context matters, in
table 4.1 we provide a simple set of criteria
derived from our assessment of the Latin
American experience. These are meant as
illustrations of how to analyze country
context in assessing prospects for specific
service delivery reform approaches.

In a country where state bureaucracies
operate broadly along Weberian lines and
the rule of law is well established (most
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likely, countries where patronage has weak-
ened significantly as the primary form of
political relationship), the choice between
deepening reforms of public bureaucra-
cies—seeking to make them more efficient
and performance-oriented—and expand-
ing alternative service delivery models
involving nonstate actors will be highly
dependent on the departure point. In sec-
tors where there is a strong tradition of state
presence, the costs of radically shifting
approaches may be too high. In those cases
a cost-benefit analysis is likely to support a
strong push for results-based management
(as is currently being tried in the case of
Chile). This may need to be complemented
by actions to open up the state to feedback
and influence from clients or citizens, if no
such tradition exists. For those sectors in
which there is a tradition of private (for- or
not-for-profit) participation in service
delivery, a key factor to consider in selecting
alternative delivery mechanisms is the
degree of social and economic inequality.
Choice and competition are likely to oper-
ate better either under conditions of low
inequality or where there is the potential for
developing means to ensure that poorer
groups are not excluded from the widening
possibilities. Under conditions of high
inequality, stronger state involvement is
required and, thus, contracting out using
strong compensatory schemes may be a bet-
ter alternative (for example, targeting pub-
licly subsidized concessions to low-income
areas as in the Bogotá school concessions
program).

In the other extreme, in countries with
dysfunctional state bureaucracies and
where rule of law is limited, the set of
choices available to policy makers is much
more limited. In such settings, reforming
public sector delivery systems is a long-
term endeavor that will face major techni-
cal and political constraints. Ambitious
efforts to modernize administrative sys-
tems are likely to go wasted in the face of
weak civil service, and attempts to reform
personnel practices are likely to generate
strong resistance from those benefiting
from the prevailing use of government jobs
as instruments of political patronage. Thus,
in these settings, administrative reforms are
likely to be a long-term affair that will not
bring major short-run service delivery ben-
efits. It will often be necessary to comple-
ment such reforms with parallel efforts to
enhance service delivery by nonstate actors.
Limited rule of law is likely to be a serious
constraint to the enforcement of contracts,
unless contractors have very strong intrin-
sic motivations to deliver quality services to
clients (as in the case of some faith-based
NGOs, such as the noted example of Fe y
Alegría schools). The choice between an
approach that builds on community-man-
aged services and one based on competi-
tion and choice as alternatives to public
sector provision depends on social and
political context. In these countries, the
ability of governments is likely to be low to
design and implement compensatory mea-
sures to address informational asymme-
tries and differences in purchasing power.
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Table 4.1 Fitting Approaches to Country Conditions

State characteristics

Po
in

t o
f d

ep
ar

tu
re

Strong tradition of state 
presence in service delivery

Tradition of diversified service
delivery

Weberian bureaucracy and
acceptable rule of law

Fruitful to try results-based
management. Need for
complementary actions to promote
social accountability (and
decentralization) in cases of
authoritarian tradition and weak
citizen participation.

Low inequality: competition and
choice.

High inequality: contracting out with
strong compensatory design.

Acceptable rule of law but weak
bureaucracy

Small-scale experimentation with
results-based management (for
example, an enclave) within overall
long-term efforts at increasing
pressures (demand) for reform at a
larger scale. Decentralization is an
option for large countries.

Contracting out a good option as
long as opposition from vested
interests (political patrons and
corporative interests) allows it. 

Weak bureaucracy and limited rule
of law

Very modest administrative reforms
linked directly to client power
initiatives (see below).
Decentralization problematic as
national standards will be hard to
enforce.

Client power may be the only option
in the short run. If inequality is high,
community management may be 
less costly than choice/competition
unless clientelism is pervasive.

04Citizens.qxd  2/15/05  3:49 PM  Page 59



Thus, under conditions of high inequality,
community management schemes may be
a better alternative (as, for example, in the
case of EDUCO in El Salvador). On the
other hand, when local level clientelism is
pervasive, the danger that such schemes
end up being captured by local patrons is
significant, and thus competition among
private providers may be the best option.
Where the rule of law is weak, there are also
greater risks of privatization being cap-
tured or corrupted—although the problem
is that it is often precisely in these cases that
public delivery is also weakest and most
captured.

Naturally, there is a whole range of cases
in between these two extremes. In table 4.1
we have identified a particular configura-
tion characterized by an acceptable rule of
law but weak bureaucracy—a configuration
that may approximate the case of a large
number of Latin American countries where
strong traditions of clientelism and/or
strong corporatist movements still have a
large negative effect on the quality of state
bureaucracies, even though rule of law has
been strengthened over the last two
decades. Unlike the case of countries with
“Weberian” bureaucracies, the opportuni-
ties are much reduced for large-scale
reforms seeking to improve service delivery
by the state through the introduction of
performance-based management, which
suggests that smaller scale experimentation
may be more appropriate. It is in these cases
that the tension between short-term fixes
and longer-term reforms may be the
strongest. Unlike the case of countries
where the rule of law is not yet established,
there are likely to be opportunities to create
“enclaves” or “islands of efficiency” that
bypass the overall weak state bureaucracies
(as illustrated by the experiences of various
social funds). At the same time, as discussed
above, unless those experiments have some
built-in mechanisms through which experi-
ments are, somehow, mainstreamed, the
short-term impacts of innovations may be
lost over time. The fact that the rule of law
is more established suggests that there may
be room to experiment with decentraliza-
tion of service delivery responsibilities—
possibly another way of bypassing some

hard-to-reform state bureaucracies. The
rule of law is also a supportive factor for
contracting out service provision with non-
state actors. This may be the most appropri-
ate approach as long as opposition from
vested interests is not strong enough to
block it. This suggests that contracting out
is likely to work better in countries in which
patronage, if not completely eliminated, is
in the process of being weakened.

In practice, though, the policy maker
choice is constrained and conditioned by a
multiplicity of factors, which we would find
difficult to predict exante. Finding the “right
approach” is both a political and a techno-
cratic process. This is true both at the macro
or national level, where there is growing evi-
dence of the political complexity of service
delivery reforms (Grindle and Mason 2004;
Kaufman and Nelson 2004), and at the
micro delivery point, where specific design
choices interact with provider and client
behaviors in often-complex ways. As Robin-
son (2003) has argued, the issue is much less
the specific design choices or the new magic
bullet (that quickly loses its shine) than the
processes that generate policy adjustments
to changing outcomes in response to soci-
etal and political pressures. This may take
place at the national level or at local levels—
under the conditions of substantive political
and administrative decentralization that
exist in Latin America. Paraphrasing Fox
(2000, 2001), we can say “the challenge can
be understood as a kind of political Feng
Shui—the art of placing things in balanced
relationship to one another.”

That is why the process by which service
delivery reforms are defined, designed, and
implemented is so crucially important. In
other words, identifying the “size that fits”
country and sector circumstances is likely
to require the participation and involve-
ment of different voices in society. As
Pritchett and Woolcock (2002) suggest,
unlike some macroeconomic policies, ser-
vice delivery reforms can hardly be man-
aged by “ten smart people.” This may very
likely involve more open and deliberative
forms of governance than what is presently
the case in most Latin American countries,
with the consequent requirements in terms
of institutions for consensus building and

60 Citizens, Politicians, and Providers: The Latin American Experience with Service Delivery Reform

04Citizens.qxd  2/15/05  3:49 PM  Page 60



conflict management. Of course, strategic
incrementalism applies also in this area:
there is scope for many partial changes and
payoffs in different parts of the accountabil-
ity structure that will often involve specific,
partial forms of opening and deliberation,
and that will support the broader shift in
institutions.

But to be effective and avoid becoming a
synonym for “chitchatting” debate, consen-
sus building and deliberation need to be fed
by rigorous analysis based on solid empir-
ics. This reinforces the importance of
robust and systematic evaluations, few of
which are readily available, that feed the
policy-making process in a timely fashion.
In other words, strengthening the links
between policy evaluation, debate, design,
and implementation is fundamental to
achieve a better process. That is, a learning
from experience approach is needed. In this
approach, policy design is the outcome of a
dialogue among interested parties, and
implementation is organized in ways that
enable the elaboration of regular and solid
policy evaluations, which frame and sup-
port further dialogue and debate.

The practice of “informed dialogue”
(Reimers and McGinn 1997), whereby
research-based knowledge is used to shape
policy, requires a strong sensitivity to
process and the engagement of all relevant
stakeholders. Implementing such an
approach would undoubtedly involve capa-
bilities on the part of governmental and
nongovernmental actors that, in most cases,
do not yet exist. Fox (2001), for example,
identifies a key role that civil society organi-
zations can play in their advocacy work, by
producing policy and program evaluations.
He emphasizes both the capacity and orga-
nizational challenges of such an initiative
and the large expected payoffs that would
result from it. To the extent that such invest-
ments do materialize, the synergistic civil
society or state relations discussed earlier
could well develop in this area as well. Thus,
a key way to support service delivery
reforms is to strengthen the capacities of all
relevant actors to participate effectively in
policy evaluation and dialogue.

Furthermore, particularly given the
increasing range of state and nongovern-

mental actors involved in service delivery,
one of the biggest challenges ahead of
Latin American countries is to find simple
ways by which the many advantages of
“learning by doing” can be leveraged
through mechanisms that facilitate and
encourage “learning from others,” without
the artificiality implicit in the traditional
calls for “replication.”

Where would the leadership for such an
approach come from? In the very graphic
terms used in a recent review of the litera-
ture on state accountability in Latin Amer-
ica, “somebody has to kick the status quo
from its point of equilibrium” (Schedler
1999, 347). Who? Improving state account-
ability will most likely require reform from
above (politicians), below (citizens), inside
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A daunting challenge facing most countries
in the region is to develop an institutional
arrangement whereby results of technical
analyses are effectively used to inform pol-
icy, budgetary, and managerial decisions.
Establishing a process where evaluation
results naturally feed into the process of
budget negotiations is only one piece of
the puzzle. An even greater challenge is to
foster effective demand for good analysis as
a basis for government decision making.

Consistent with its reputation for good
governance and competent public adminis-
tration, since 1994 Chile has gradually
developed a robust system of performance
measurement and, increasingly,
management. Although the Chilean
approach is decentralized (that is, no single
entity is responsible for developing and
maintaining a national system as in Colom-
bia), the processes are relatively well coordi-
nated by the Interministerial Committee at
the cabinet level.The Ministry of Finance’s
Dirección de Presupuestos (Budget Direc-
torate) also plays a key role in coordinating
various decentralized initiatives and uses
evaluation results as a basis for defining the
budget framework (Marcel 1997; Armijo
2003). Performance is evaluated at the level
of policies and expenditures, organizations,
and individual public servants.The govern-
ment has begun to link performance evalu-
ations to organizational incentives.

Moving to a comprehensive results-
based management system will be difficult
in most countries. A more realistic objective
is to build areas of evaluation, debate, and

results-based approaches among particular
sets of programs that foster demands for a
greater role for evaluation in other parts of
the government.

The LAC experience with the rapid
introduction of conditional cash transfer
programs also illustrates the powerful role
that can be played by the strategic use of
sound impact evaluations (Rawlings and
Rubio 2003). Unlike many other social ser-
vice delivery reforms, impact evaluations
were included as an integral part of the
development and application of some CCT
programs.These evaluations have served
not only a technical purpose in informing
program expansion and modification deci-
sions, but also a political purpose that
allows policy makers to protect effective
programs during political transitions, as
PROGRESA/Oportunidades in Mexico exem-
plified.This latter case was one in which a
rigorous evaluation was rare in the country,
but the high profile of the PROGRESA/Opor-
tunidades evaluations—and their
importance in underpinning the program
continuation and extension despite the
change in government—has led to a rising
demand for evaluations in other parts of
the government and in Congress.The diffi-
culties that CCT program administrators
overcame in ensuring that sound
evaluations were conducted are also part of
this important lesson, underscoring the
need to secure a solid commitment from
policy makers from the program design
stage forward to maintain the integrity of
the program and evaluation designs.

B O X  4 . 2 The Role of Evaluation

04Citizens.qxd  2/15/05  3:49 PM  Page 61



(state bureaucrats), and outside (interna-
tional actors). The recent Latin American
experience provides sufficient evidence that
such leadership exists within and outside the
state. Often it may have become ineffective
by single-mindedly seeking to push a magic
bullet solution to service delivery. Shouldn’t
a “learning from experience approach” as

advocated above help turn it into a more
effective source of change? We humbly think
so. We see processes of systematic explo-
ration and evaluation, integrated within
democratic debate, as key both for the “tech-
nical” design issues and for the broader
process of empowering all citizens and mak-
ing decision makers more accountable.
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