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Evidence to Fix Bureaucracies





influencing public policy | a thought experiment
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A 'Model' of Public Policy
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The Scale of Public Policy

• c.500,000 local governments in the world; 
183 national; various regional entities

• In each of these governments, let’s say:

• 10 sectors of responsibility;

• 10 programs in each sector;

• 10 decisions for each program

• c. Half a billion budget decisions per year

• What is an optimal means of influencing 
this body of policy decisions?
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Influencing Public Policy

• What is an optimal means of ‘influencing 
policy’?

• Focus our investments on decision points
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Influencing Public Policy

• What is an optimal means of ‘influencing 
policy’?

• Focus our investments on decision points

• Focus our investments on programs

• Focus our investments on sectors

• Focus our investments on the public 
administration as a whole
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The Impacts of Improved Decision Points

• c.Doubling of development effectiveness

• DIME's Assessment of pilot portfolio

• Copenhagen Consensus

• Review of JPAL RCT database

• Many evaluations do not imply gains this 
large

• Provides some 'aspirational' benchmark



Policy Research Talk 1

• Bureaucracy is fundamentally diverse

• One ‘stylized fact’ of the recent 
empirical work in public administration 
is that it is fundamentally diverse

• This is ex-post ‘obvious’ when one 
realizes that there are few systematic 
forces driving homogeneity

• What does this mean for influencing 
policy?
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the World



Business Licensing Department Environmental Regulation Department
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A 'Model' of (Mediated) Public Policy
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Influencing Public Policy at Scale

• What is an optimal means of ‘influencing 
policy’?

• Focus our investments on decision points

• Focus our investments on programs

• Focus our investments on sectors

• Focus our investments on the public 
administration as a whole

• Each dollar invested spills down through better 
implementation of public policy

• Order of magnitude of policy influence can be 
addressed



“What matters enormously [in generating
successful development impacts and
knowledge] are the details of
implementation that no one can think of in
advance … and they are solved in
partnership with our [government] partners

Esther Duflo



But Mr. Bond, you
are forgetting about
politics …



Policy Research Talk 1

• Bureaucratic culture fundamentally 
mediates effectiveness

• Qualitative work points to functional 
bureaucracies being characterised by 
strong interpersonal bonds and joint 
accountability to one another

• How might we develop team dynamics 
that improve government functioning?

Utility
Function

u(t)



driving the public sector 
through a culture of 

centralized accountability
| Evidence from pakistan
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The Efficacy of Centralized Accountability

• We study the efficacy of data-informed centralized accountability.

• Our core interest is whether senior management can force an improved public sector performance 
culture having been empowered by a strong management information system.

• Over a six-year period, the Chief Minister of Punjab was given detailed data on how each educational 
district was performing and alerted to failure through a 'red flag'. Failure caused de facto punishment.

• We assess what the impact was:

• At the initiation of the scheme; and,

• On bureaucrats who were flagged red versus not flagged

• We capitalise on administrative data on student/teacher presence, learning, facilities, visits from local 

bureaucrats, bureaucrat careers, staffing and finance
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Schools that are punished revert to their original pathway
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No impacts on any margin of centralized accountability



“Data [is] not so useful as an indicator for
allocating top-down rewards/sanctions …
[rather there are] huge potentials for
organizational learning, but this is not
always prioritized … Need to integrate with
mainstream civil service routines

DeliverEd Evaluation
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Identifying Talents in Public Administration

• There were other ways to use the data 
in Punjab.

• We follow Fenizia (2022) to identify the talents of 
individual head teachers and show the sizeable 
impact they have when they move to a school

• But different head teachers have different talents

• The comparative data of coarse but large-scale data 
in the public sector is to identify underlying 
parameters that no individual bureaucrat could do on 
their own – then use this to complement talents 
within the public service



• The talents of head teachers 
across different activities 
varies substantially.

• This is an opportunity for staff transfers
and coaching/mentoring/capacity 
building to be targeted based on 
empirical evidence of performance
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Identifying Talents in Public Administration

• There were other ways to use the data 
in Punjab.

• We follow Fenizia (2022) to identify the talents of 
individual head teachers and show the sizeable 
impact they have when they move to a school

• But talents across different activities vary 
substantially

• The comparative advantage of coarse but large-scale 
data in the public sector is to identify underlying 
parameters that no individual bureaucrat could do on 
their own – then use this to complement 
management within the public service



A culture of accountability | Evidence from the Liberian state
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Building the State

• We study the rollout of Liberia's first comprehensive appraisal system.

• Our core interest is how we can encourage the uptake of an appraisal system as the foundation to public 
service structure, and its impacts on service performance.

• We implement two treatment arms in collaboration with Liberia's Civil Service Agency in supporting the 
rollout of the appraisal scheme. Communications, training and support:

• where we focus on the role of senior management; and,

• where we focus on the role of peers

• We collect data on the impact of the rollout over the next two years on attendance, management 

quality, and official's experience of the service
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The appraisal reform induces less absenteeism and turnover

Attendance
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And makes staff feel more satisfied



“This system that is being introduced in our
scope of work is actually good. It helps to
motivate us on the job. It encourages us a
lot. There are a lot of good things behind it.

Tuodutasi Bolan

Secretary, Liberian Ministry of Justice



A culture of innovation | Evidence from Ghana
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Building a culture of innovation

• We study distinct ways to undertaken public service training towards fostering 
greater innovation in the public service.

• Our core interest is how training might increase public servant's initiative and their ability to generate 
new ideas / create a 'better' public service culture

• We collaborate with Ghana's Office of the Head of the Civil Service in training core public administrators

• To standard training we add a new module on diagnosing and solving problems, innovation from the 
bottom-up and conceptualizing change

• We implement two treatment arms:

• 'Classroom training' where we focus on individual public officials; and,

• 'Team training' where we focus on teams

• We collect data on the impact of these trainings over the next two years on culture, administrative 

process, and task completion rates (partly thanks to KCP – thank you KCP!)
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Generating innovators improves overall division culture



41

A single innovator improves the innovative environment for all
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We detect changes in the quality of process and task completion!



“With your superior [in the training] it

was not beneficial. You have to be

cautious about the superior-

subordinate relationship. I did not see

the benefit. I could not voice my

feelings.

Feedback from 'team training'
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There is so much we don't, but should, know ...

• Each of these impact evaluations presented me with surprises.

• Administration can be changed, and for the better.

• Small but well-designed interventions can have impact.

• Yet what works and doesn't is very poorly understood.

• We would not want to respond too intensely to any single impact evaluation or set of findings.

• But we would surely want to update our priors: Bureaucracy seems responsive to interventions that build 
up professional features of service (clarity in duties, identification of talents, responsibilities to improve 
procedure, …)

• This feels like an urgent body of knowledge to invest in...



Another world is possible?
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The Achievement of the SDGs and Beyond

• We have 6 years to achieve the SDGs.

• We have basically run out of time to design and introduce new programs and policies with uncertain 
impacts.

• We need a technology that has immediate and sustainable effects. Something that can feasibly impact 
those half a billion policy decisions. Where a dollar spent has catalytic impacts.

• Beyond the SDGs are a wide range of interconnected global challenges (climate change, pandemic 
readiness, migration management, …) that require an interconnected and long-term approach to policy 
influence.

• What program can achieve that? One focused on analysing and strengthening government.
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The Evidence on Public Administration Reform

• PRT 1: We are starting to understand bureaucracy better than ever before
• Government administration is a unique, complex and highly diverse environment. Therefore, 

microdata is critical. Repurpose administrative and survey data.

• The idea that public officials need to be told what to do has no empirical grounding.

• 'Incentives' should be focused on professional values, norms and culture.

• PRT 2: And now we must act on that information and bring administration to 
the heart of our work.

• To influence policy at scale, we must shape public administration.

• There are likely substantial passive inefficiencies, the resolution of which have substantial welfare 
gains.

• The narrative of the World Bank must move towards supporting government and its officials for 
them to work more effectively on decision points.



WHAT DO WE DO NOW JAMES?



Are you supporting 
public officials to be 
their best 
professional selves?



Government analytics as a state reform approach

50

• Government analytics is the repurposing of administrative and survey data from within 

government to improve public sector functioning.

• It offers a distinct, micro data-based approach to enhance state capacity and accelerate towards 

SDG attainment:

• Enables governments & development partners to detect areas for improvement, take action and assess 

their effectiveness

• Helps improve public sector organizations government-wide and one-at-a-time

• Draws on range of data sources to assess public administration production function holistically
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Taking a 'Q' Approach to Development

• What are we doing for the median public official?

• Asking them directly: 'What is your biggest challenge today and how can I help?' And being 
a conduit to the information they need (rather than what we want to give them).

• Using Bank projects and financing as conduits for building the capabilities of public 
administration.

• Providing officials with inspiration, tools and comparative data to help them make better 
choices.

• Working hand in hand on making them better analysts of public policy and of its 
implementing environment #Bureaucracy_Scientists #Bureaucracy_Labs



• DIME's Approach is 
'Trial and Adopt'

• It works directly with 
public officials on specific 
problems and evaluations

• It has an incentive to 
listen, support capacity 
building, and help build 
data systems inside 
government to trial
different answers

• Otherwise, nothing will 
be adopted when we 
suggest mid-course 
corrections!



“We focus on skills development

and behavioral change to support

deployment [of development ideas] …

and as an opportunity to build local

capacities for linking data and analysis

to action

Arianna Legovini
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The Bureaucracy Lab

Global 
benchmarking 

data

Surveys of 
Public 

Servants

Public 
employment 
diagnostics

Productivity 
assessments

Experimental 
evidence on 

reforms

Building collaborative spaces



Present practical best-practice



An international research initiative to better 

understand how public services work and to 

help governments manage public servants

23/05/2023

Sharing comparative data



Training sufficiency in 
units at different 
levels of hierarchy 
inside a single 
government 
organization

Placing data in the hands of public managers



Example: % hired through political connections in Albania’s government, by institution

Benchmarking institutions inside a single government



Pay satisfaction in some organizations in the UK civil service is lower than 
that of (almost) all other central governments in the world.

Benchmarking governments across the world; on distinct characteristics



www.globalsurveyofpublicservants.org

Making everything we do free and reproducible

http://www.globalsurveyofpublicservants.org/


PRACTITIONER TESTIMONIALS
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Helping governments run experiments on themselves

• Experiments are good ways to learn.

• Let's use them to understand how government works.

…

• Why are we not doing much more of this?



Shifting beliefs | Evidence from ethiopia
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Does any of this shift the beliefs of public officials?

• We study how information briefings improve the accuracy of official's beliefs.

• We document the errors of officialdom. The errors of public officials are large, with over 50 percent of 
officials making errors that are at least 50 percent of objective benchmark data.

• We collaborate with Ethiopia's Ministry of Civil Service to send an information briefing to a random set of 
public servants on their area of work.

• We collect data on the impact of these briefings on the accuracy of their beliefs.
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Yes it does.

• Evidence briefings 
improve the accuracy of 
beliefs by an amount 
similar to decentralization.

• Aidan Coville and Eva Vivalt also 
find large potential impacts on the 
beliefs of public officials from 
evidence-type briefings

• But working out how to engage with 
public officials and update their 
beliefs should be a core activity at 
the Bank...
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And providing evidence to public officials can shift policy

• Informing Mayors about 
research on policy 
increases adoption by 10 
percentage points.

• Hjort, Jonas, Diana Moreira, Gautam Rao, 
and Juan Francisco Santini. 2021. "How 
Research Affects Policy: Experimental 
Evidence from 2,150 Brazilian 
Municipalities." American Economic 
Review, 111 (5): 1442-80.



“Our job is not to constantly seek out ways
to punish public servants when they get it
wrong [we have limited means of doing so]
… rather our best chance is to invest in
helping them get their administration right
to give them the freedom to succeed

Me



Takeaways | You have a license to respond
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James bond returns ...
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The Bank as a Policy Machine

• The World Bank is like any other public 
administration

• Working on individual decision points will 
never be enough to impact 'policy' here

• Only reforming the institution itself will 
have a substantial impact on 'Bank policy'

• Are you ready for your mission?











Daniel Rogger (World Bank | DIME // drogger@worldbank.org) 

mailto:drogger@worldbank.org


ANNEX | Politics does not constrain everything



But Mr. Bond, you
are forgetting about
politics …



Policy Research Talk 1

• Politics can have impacts on bureaucratic 
activities and outcomes

• Politicians with relevant power over 
bureaucrats can shift bureaucratic focus 
towards the activities they are interested in

• Not the only route for public officials and 
'firewall' institutions help isolate 
bureaucratic dynamics from political 
influence (for both good and bad)



85

Unlikely That Politics Constrains Everything

• The development of 'political equilibria' are constrained by attention, resource and personnel constraints just like bureaucratic 

equilibria

• The inefficiencies are so substantial, so driven by happenstance, and so orthogonal to the prevailing political settlement, that

there is much to be gained from bureaucratic reform, probably everywhere

• We just haven't focused on identifying the passive inefficiencies in administration (Bandiera et al. 2009; "passive waste accounts 

for 83% of total estimated waste")

• Research literature indicates that small changes in administration can have substantial impacts on welfare (in other words, lots

of parts of the public administration are far from the production frontier and in that space – where marginal returns are still high 

- small tweaks can increase productivity a lot)

• Here follows two case studies to illustrate the point:

• One in an environment said to be fully constrained by the political settlement

• Another that illustrates how small tweaks in the administrative environment can have large downstream effects
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An Example of Better Public Policy … in a highly politicized 
environment

• DIME researchers evaluated the impacts of 
Afghanistan's 'Targeting the Ultra Poor' 
scheme

• One-off 'big-push' package including livestock 
asset, cash stipend, skills training and 
coaching

• Afghanistan is a state frequently said to be 
dominated by political settlements

• Yet, two years after the assets are 
transferred, significant and large effects on 
consumption, assets, pyschological well-
being, total time spent working, financial 
inclusion, and women's empowerment.
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An Example of Better Public Administration

• DIME's 'DeJure' team used administrative 
data from Kenyan courts to identify the top 3 
reasons for adjournments in each court

• Shared this information with multiple 
stakeholders through a one-pager

• Reduced adjournments by 20%

• Increased contracts by firms in affected 
regions

• Increased wages in contract-intensive 
industries by 23%



ANNEX | Links and further resources



The Development Impact Department (DIME)
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• Development Impact Department (DIME) web site

• Driving Revolutionary Ideas Into Practice Flagship Report

• Development Research in Practice Report and Course

• DIME's portfolio of Impact Evaluations

• DIME Impact Week Presentations (a summary of DIME's approach; and approach to governance)

• Impact Week Day 1 presents DIME's approach to influencing public policy

• Impact Week Day 5 focuses on Governance and Institutions

• All the other fields of DIME's work are presented on the other days

https://www.worldbank.org/en/research/dime
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/dime-annual-report-2022
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/c0d71cd5-064b-5c4f-a8d6-1be40bb3ee25
https://www.worldbank.org/en/events/2021/07/12/development-research-in-practice
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/dime-annual-report-2022/data
https://www.worldbank.org/en/events/2023/05/01/dime-impact-week
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Summary of Bureaucracy Lab Resources

Describing government administration as a component of the polity/economy

• Worldwide Bureaucracy Indicators (WWBI) provides national-level assessments of labor market characteristics of the public administration

• Access it using the dashboard to generate country profiles or github to download the code and get started doing subnational decompositions yourself

• The Global Survey of Public Servants provides descriptives as to what public service looks like around the world

Guidance on measuring and diagnosing government administration

• Each chapter of the Handbook of Measurement in Public Administration, 'Government Analytics' has ideas on how you might diagnose an aspect of 
the government administration; use it as inspiration

• For example, if you are worried about budget sustainability, use chapter 11 on diagnosis and chapter 10 on prediction

• If you are worried about how much your dashboard/analysis is used, see chapter 7 for diagnosis and chapters 9 and 26 for advice on architecture

Comparing the state of the public administration you are working on

• The Global Survey of Public Servants provides you with reference points as to what governments look like in other countries/regions

• It also provides a wide range of tools to run your own surveys, from questions through a conceptual framework for surveys to notes on methodology

Embedding public administration in your evaluations

• If public administration mediates impact, at least measure it! Lots in the Handbook to measure each step of government process and outcomes

• Framework for assessing ethics of measurement, integrating different data sources from administration, surveys and external assessments

https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/int/search/dataset/0038132
https://www.worldbank.org/en/data/interactive/2019/05/21/worldwide-bureaucracy-indicators-dashboard
https://github.com/worldbank/Worldwide-Bureaucracy-Indicators
https://globalsurveyofpublicservants.org/
https://danrogger.com/handbook.html
https://globalsurveyofpublicservants.org/
https://danrogger.com/handbook.html
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Responses to Common 'Challenges Ahead for Government Analytics'

Overmeasurement of the state leads to skewed rather than improved government functioning

• We agree! Chapter 4 of 'Government Analytics' starts the substantive content of the Handbook with a warning on 
holistic measurement

• Public sector managers and officials are at the heart of government functioning; the question is what tools we are 
providing them

• Chapter 3 of the Handbook argues that investments in analytics should be traded off against other priorities. Our 
argument is to elaborate the tradeoffs fully

No demand nor capacity to undertake analytics within government

• Analogous to the case of household/poverty surveys – these are now at the centre of government policy

• Development of capacity for analytics of administration has been very poorly invested in

Political settlement

• Huge amount of variation in public functioning is pure inefficiency – passive waste – that can have big impacts

• Much work on the political settlement is macro – we see big differences across agencies


