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1. Introduction 
 
Imagine that you have been appointed to be the Minister of Finance in an aid-dependent developing 
country. You have limited time, money, and political capital. Interest groups from line ministries, the 
military, civil society, and the private sector want you to spend scarce public resources on a laundry list of 
diverse priorities. Meanwhile, dozens of foreign governments, multilateral development finance 
institutions, and international advocacy groups seek to assess your government’s performance in several 
policy domains—from health and education to anti-corruption and public financial management. Each 
assessment supplier is attempting to influence your policy decisions and actions in ways that may or may 
not reflect the values and interests of your domestic constituencies.  
 
Performing well on some of these external assessments may unlock new aid, trade, or investment flows, 
while others offer no direct financial or material reward but are closely watched by your country’s donors, 
creditors, and investors. Assessments may or may not contain specific and actionable policy 
recommendations. Some assessments are up-to-date, while others evaluate the performance of the 
previous administration.  
 
This patchwork quilt of external assessments leaves you in a quandary. Do you use the most accurate 
and up-to-date assessments to identify your country’s most critical policy problems and potential 
solutions? Or should you focus on improving your government’s performance on a small subset of 
assessments in an effort to signal your credibility to one or more donors, creditors, or investors? You 
could also choose to ignore these assessments altogether.  
 

1.1. Making Reform Incentives Work for Developing Countries  
 
In 2010, we launched the Making Reform Incentives Work for Developing Countries project with a simple 
goal: to explain how development partners can more effectively support reform efforts in low- and middle-
income countries. Specifically, we sought to begin building a body of empirical evidence about whether, 
when, how, and why external assessments of government performance influence the decisions and 
actions of policymakers in the developing world. Administered last summer, the 2014 Reform Efforts 
Survey collected experiential and perception-based information directly from thousands of development 
policymakers, practitioners, and experts in these countries. In this report, we examine more than 100 
external assessments of government performance across 23 policy domains in 126 developing countries 
to understand their influence and impact.  
 

1.2. External Assessments and the Marketplace of Policy Ideas  
 
Governments across the developing world face a daunting set of socio-economic, environmental, and 
governance challenges in the 21st century, and the international community provides hundreds of billions 
of dollars each year to address these challenges. However, there is a growing recognition among 
policymakers and scholars that “throwing more resources” at persistent development problems is at best 
an insufficient—and at worst a counterproductive—response (Grindle 2004; North et al. 2007; and 
Pritchett et al. 2013). Many of the most deeply rooted problems in developing countries require 
challenging vested interests, changing deeply ingrained beliefs and behaviors, or otherwise disrupting the 
status quo (Acemoglu and Robinson 2000; Van de Walle 2001; and North et al. 2007).  
 
To this end, foreign governments, inter-governmental organizations, and non-governmental organizations 
have created a wide range of instruments to influence policy change, including: conditional aid and debt 
relief programs, blacklists and watch lists, performance-based organizational accession procedures, 
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cross-country benchmarking initiatives, and in-depth, country-specific diagnostics. The common 
denominator across these instruments is that they involve some explicit or implicit assessment of 
government performance geared towards spurring and sustaining economic, political, social, and 
environmental reforms in developing countries.  
 
External assessments of government performance are diverse in their content, scope, and sponsorship, 
but they all seek in some way to change the ideas, interests, and incentives of developing country 
leaders. Some increase the financial or reputational benefits that policymakers can reasonably expect 
reforms to yield. Others socially sanction or impose financial penalties on those who postpone or rollback 
reforms. Still others seek to empower change agents with new sources of evidence, analysis, and 
advice.1 
 
Multilateral institutions have been particularly assertive in their efforts to use performance assessment 
tools to influence the decision-making calculus of reform for policymakers. Consider the WB’s annual 
Doing Business Report. This cross-country benchmarking assessment, which is closely followed by 
donors and private investors, measures the “ease of doing business” in nearly 190 countries, and shines 
a spotlight on the fastest-reforming governments (IEG 2008; Schueth 2011). The AsDB, the AfDB, the 
IADB, the GEF, and many other multilateral aid agencies have also developed assessments of their own. 
Some of these assessments are geared towards helping the authorities in developing countries better 
understand policy problems and potential responses to these problems, while others are used to support 
performance-based resource allocation systems and thereby reward and incentivize governments that 
pursue reform (AsDB 2005; Hout 2007; and Perakis and Savedoff 2015).2 
 
Foreign governments are also actively engaged in the production and promotion of developing country 
performance assessments. For example, the US State Department publishes an annual Trafficking in 
Persons Report that “names and shames” governments around the world that do not comply with anti-
human trafficking standards (Cho et al. 2014; Kelley and Simmons 2014a). The US Government has also 
created an explicit set of policy performance requirements for countries that seek Millennium Challenge 
Corporation assistance, which has created an incentive for governments to pursue liberal economic 
policies, democratic governance, and targeted investments in health, education, and environmental 
protection (Radelet 2006, 2007; Öhler et al. 2013; and Parks 2014).  
 

1.3. The Missing Data Problem in Understanding External Assessment 
Influence 
 
Despite the extraordinary amount of time, money and effort that the international community expends to 
produce and promote these assessments, there is a remarkable lack of understanding about which 
performance assessments are most and least effective at spurring or sustaining reforms—and why. The 
absence of reliable data that measure the resonance, uptake, and influence of these assessments is the 
key constraint that has prevented the accumulation of a credible evidence base.  
 
There is no lack of theory about the potential determinants of external assessment influence; however, 
very few hypotheses have been subjected to empirical scrutiny. One set of theories focuses on the 
observable attributes of external assessments themselves—for example, the identity of the supplier and 

                                                        
1 For more on this topic, see Noland 1997; Jacoby 2006; Pop-Eleches 2009; Krasner 2011; Orbie and Tortell 2009; Sharman 2008, 
2009, 2013; Pitlik et al. 2010; Parks and Rice 2013; Molenaers 2012; Del Biondo forthcoming; Molenaers et al. forthcoming; Kelley 
and Simmons 2014a, 2014b; Parks 2014; and Perakis and Savedoff 2015. 
2 The European Commission has also developed a number of policy instruments—e.g., the Special Incentive Arrangement for 
Sustainable Development and Good Governance, the Governance Incentive Tranche, Economic Partnership Agreements, 
Stabilization and Association Agreements, and various performance-based budget support schemes—to encourage more efficient 
service delivery and accountable governance (Kelley 2006; Borrman and Busse 2007; Saase 2008; Orbie and Tortell 2009; 
Kleeman 2010; Zimelis 2011; Molenaers and Nijs 2011; Savedoff 2011; and Del Biondo and Orbie 2014). 
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sponsor, whether the assessment is country-specific or cross-country in nature, the use of incentives and 
penalties, and the feasibility of the performance requirements.  
 
Another set of theories focus on how the attributes of target countries may influence the uptake of 
external analysis and advice by policymakers in developing countries. These country-level characteristics 
include, but are not limited to: regime type, income, population size, state capacity, social cohesion, 
political commitment, the presence and professional training of reform-minded technocrats, dependence 
upon external sources of aid, and the degree to which donors with an in-country presence coordinate their 
policy messaging.  
 
With this report, we seek to dislodge the assumption that it is not possible to measure the local 
resonance, uptake, or influence of the assessments that governments and international organizations use 
to encourage reform in developing countries. By putting forth a set of transparent and rigorous methods 
that we hope can be replicated and extended by others, we seek to spur a new generation of empirical 
research on the influence of external assessments. 
 
This report is organized in the following manner. First, we provide an overview of our methodology, 
including the survey sample. Second, we explore global-level findings of how external assessment 
influence varies by policy domain, country, and stage of the reform process. Third, we examine variation 
in the influence of particular types of assessments. Fourth, we test which country-level attributes that 
contribute to the influence of external assessments. Finally, we examine the drivers of assessment 
influence as identified by survey participants and the effects of external assessments on downstream 
reform successes and failures.  
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2.  Methodology 
 
Surveys of elites and “opinion leaders” do not always meet high standards of methodological rigor. 
Sampling frames are rarely assembled in a transparent, systematic, and replicable manner. Rather than 
identifying a clear population of interest based upon an explicit set of inclusion and exclusion criteria, 
professional survey organizations and the organizations that employ them usually rely upon “black box” 
sampling frames—for example, a “global opinion leader database” (ADB 2009, 2012), a “database of civil 
society contacts” (IMF 2009: 146) or a “[list of] stakeholders and clients” (WB 2013: 3). Those who 
conduct elite or opinion leader surveys seldom report or collect demographic information about the 
respondents and non-respondents in their sampling frames, making it impossible to examine the 
representativeness of the samples that are drawn (Milner and Tingley 2013). 
 
Some organizations rely upon a “business card approach,” whereby an organization supplies a list of their 
in-country contacts to a survey implementation firm as the sampling frame. However, this approach poses 
a significant risk of selection bias and survey findings that are not representative of the population of 
interest. Other organizations adopt a “positional” approach, whereby one survey respondent is asked to 
provide authoritative answers on behalf of an entire government or organization (IMF 2009; IATI 2013; 
and OECD 2015). This approach belies the complexity within developing country institutions since people 
within a given institution may provide different responses to the same questions.3 Selection bias, non-
response bias, and social desirability bias also arise when surveys pose questions about the same 
organizations that sponsor or commission those surveys (Ganster et al. 1982; Rogelberg and Stanton 
2007; and Spitzmüller et al. 2007). 
 
While scholars are more willing to concede that their findings are not representative of the populations 
about which they seek to draw inferences, their methods are not substantially more rigorous. In many 
cases, samples are drawn based upon ease of access and are analyzed in the absence of carefully 
constructed sampling frames deemed too costly, time-consuming or complex to produce (Gabre-Madhin 
and Haggblade 2001; Bishin et al. 2006; Gray and Slapin 2012; Hafner-Burton et al. 2014; and De Bruyn 
2015).4  
 
Surveys can improve our understanding of the factors that motivate government officials to pursue or 
postpone reforms (Gray and Slapin 2012), as well as shed light on the variables that policymakers and 
practitioners take into account when setting priorities and taking policy decisions (Steen 2003; Taylor 
2011; and Jennings and Hall 2011). However, surveys of policymakers and practitioners need to be 
designed and implemented in ways that better account for issues of bias and representativeness.  
 
To this end, prior to fielding the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, our research team spent nearly five years 
preparing a sampling frame of approximately 55,000 host government and development partner officials, 
civil society leaders, private sector representatives, and independent experts from 126 low- and lower-
middle income countries and semi-autonomous territories.5 In this section, we provide an overview of our 
methodology and describe key attributes of our sampling frame and survey participant sample.  
 

  

                                                        
3 The notion that an official organizational position can accurately summarize the perceptions and experiences of the many 
individuals who work within that organization strains credulity (Spitzmüller et al. 2007).   
4 For example, a recent study in the prestigious political science journal International Organization notes that “we built the sample 
through professional contacts and then expanded the sample with personal introductions” (Hafner-Burton et al. 2014: 863). 
5 For the purposes of this study, semi-autonomous territories (e.g., Kurdistan) are treated as separate entities from the countries that 
contain them (e.g., Iraq). The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey was framed to ask individuals from semi-autonomous territories about 
reforms undertaken by the government in that semi-autonomous territory. 
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2.1. Defining the Population of Interest 
 
While the true global population of development policymakers and practitioners is for all intents and 
purposes unobservable, we took painstaking efforts to identify a well-defined and observable population 
of interest. We define this population of interest as including those individuals who are knowledgeable 
about the formulation and implementation of government policies and programs in low- and lower-middle 
income countries at any point between 2004 and 2013. For more information on sampling frame inclusion 
criteria, see Appendix D. 
 
In recognition of the need for cross-country comparability and the fact that every government consists of a 
unique set of institutions and leadership positions, we identified our population of interest by first mapping 
country-specific public sector institutions (and leadership positions within those institutions) back to an 
ideal-typical developing country government. This ideal-typical government consisted of 33 institution 
types, such as a Ministry of Finance, a Supreme Audit Institution, and a National Statistical Office (see 
Appendix D). We then identified functionally equivalent leadership positions within these institutions, and 
the specific individuals who held these positions between 2004 and 2013. For the four additional 
stakeholder groups that we included in our sampling frame (in-country development partners, domestic 
civil society and non-governmental organizations, private sector associations, and independent experts), 
we undertook a similar process of first mapping country-specific institutions and positions, and then 
identifying the individuals who held those positions between 2004 and 2013.  
 
Identifying functional equivalents at the institution- and leadership position-level resulted in a sampling 
frame that enables comparison across countries. In addition, by clearly defining a population of interest 
and constructing a master sampling frame that is stratified by country, stakeholder group, and institution 
type, we managed to overcome one of the most vexing challenges associated with expert panels and 
opinion leader surveys: the absence of detailed demographic data and the inability to assess the 
representativeness of findings at various levels. The stratification of our master sampling frame by 
country, stakeholder group, and institution type makes it possible to generate extremely granular elite 
survey data that can be published at varying levels of disaggregation without compromising participant 
confidentiality. It also enables analysis of the factors that influence participation rates as well as the 
underlying sources of response bias. A more detailed description of the construction of the master 
sampling frame can be found in Appendix D. 
 

2.2. Creating the Sampling Frame 
 
Our ability to select individuals from the population of interest for inclusion in our final sampling frame was 
constrained by the availability of individual contact information. We identified the contact information of 
potential survey participants using publicly available resources, such as organizational websites and 
directories, international conference records, Who’s Who International, and public profiles on LinkedIn, 
Facebook, and Twitter. We successfully identified the individual contact information of approximately 68% 
of the population of interest, including 65% of host government officials, 61% of private sector 
representatives, 77% of development partner staff, and 79% of independent country experts.6 We have 
attempted to correct for potential biases that may result from variation in contact availability, country 
sample size, and participation rates by implementing the weighting system described in Appendix C.7 
 

  
                                                        
6 We also had an unusually high success rate (70.04%) for finding the contact information of domestic CSO/NGO representatives. 
This is in part because, given the small size of many CSOs and NGOs, we considered an organizational email address sufficiently 
specific to include a CSO/NGO individual in our sampling frame. This was not true for members of any other stakeholder group, for 
whom we required a personal email address.  
7 This pattern in contact availability was exacerbated by stakeholder-group specific trends in survey receipt and participation rates 
(see Section 2.5.1).  
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2.3.  Designing the Survey Questionnaire 
 
The methods described in Weisberg (2005) and Dillman et al. (2009) informed the design and evaluation 
of the questions included in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey. We drafted an initial set of questions based 
on similar surveys previously undertaken by the AsDB, WB, the IMF’s IEO, and Princeton University’s 
Task Force on the Changing Nature of Government Service (Volcker 2009; IMF 2009; and AsDB 2010). 
We then updated these questions according to lessons learned from the 2012 MCA Stakeholder Survey 
(Parks and Rice 2013).  
 
We evaluated all questions according to several criteria, including: (1) salience and clarity, (2) consistent 
interpretation, (3) avoiding oversimplification, (4) sufficient context, and (5) testing for potential response 
and non-responses biases.8 The design of the survey web interface was informed by Couper (2008) and 
guided by the additional experience of NORC at the University of Chicago. We conducted pre-testing of 
English-language questionnaire drafts and a web-based survey instrument via in-person cognitive 
interviews with current and former development policymakers, practitioners, and scholars. Survey 
translations and the foreign-language online interface were tested in-person and remotely via a 
personalized hyperlink. For more information on survey questionnaire design, see Appendix E. 
 

2.4. Survey Implementation 
 
We administered the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey between May and August 2014.  Survey implementation 
was again guided by the Weisberg total survey error approach and the Dillman tailored design method.9 
Survey recipients were sent a tailored email invitation to participate in the survey that included a unique 
link to the online questionnaire. During the course of the survey administration period, survey recipients 
received up to three different automated electronic reminders, as well as some additional tailored 
reminders. Survey participants were able to take the survey in one of five languages: English, French, 
Spanish, Portuguese, and Russian.10 
 
Of the 54,990 individuals originally included in the sampling frame, we successfully sent a survey 
invitation to the email inbox of over 43,427 sampling frame members.11 From this cohort of survey 
recipients, 6,744 participated, yielding an overall, individual-level survey participation rate of 
approximately 15.53%.12 To put this participation rate in its appropriate context, it should be noted that:   

• Elite survey participation rates are usually not high, particularly when they are conducted online.13  
• High individual participation rates are difficult to achieve in developing countries due to 

participation obstacles such as electricity outages, limited Internet access, weak privacy 
protections, and linguistic heterogeneity (Couper 2000: 474; Stecklov and Weinreb 2010).  

• Our goal was to maximize survey coverage across “country-policy domain” pairs rather than to 
obtain a high individual-level participation rate.14 Out of 3,024 possible country-policy domain 

                                                        
8 For example, early survey questionnaire drafts included a question on the influence of external assessments of government 
performance on reform implementation efforts. After pre-testing and evaluation, it became evident that the idea of “influence in 
reform implementation” did not resonate with survey recipients. 
9 Parks served as the Principal Investigator. This research was approved by the PHSC of the College of William & Mary under 
protocol #PHSC-2013-10-17-9041-bcpark. 
10 A professional translation company, Full Circle Translations—as well as several professional freelance translators and native and 
fluent speakers—conducted translation of the survey materials. 
11 25,919 survey recipients are currently—or have previously been—employed by developing country governments. 
12 This observable figure of 15.53% is almost certainly an underestimate of the true, individual-level participation rate. At the time of 
survey implementation, we were unable to verify whether an intended survey recipient’s email address was currently in-use. It 
should also be noted that, throughout this report, we employ the terms “participant” and “participation rate” interchangeably with the 
terms of “respondent” and “response rate.” 
13 Individual-level participation rates to email surveys are typically low (Sheehan 2006; Shih and Fan 2008). Elite survey participation 
rates also tend to be low, falling in the 10 to 30% range (Gabre-Madhin and Haggblade 2001; Bishin et al. 2006; Jones et al. 2008; 
Ban and Vandenabeele 2009; Volcker 2009; Gray and Slapin 2012; Ellinas and Suleiman 2012; Pew Research Center 2012; 
Hafner-Burton et al. 2014; and Avey and Desch 2014). 
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pairs, the country-policy domain coverage rate was approximately 60%.15 After collapsing specific 
policy domains into broader policy areas (i.e., economic policy, governance, social and 
environmental policy, and general), the country-policy coverage rate increases to above 98% 
(with at least 1 participant).16  

 
Please refer to Appendix B for a more detailed discussion of participant attrition and potential sources of 
bias.   
 

2.5. Composition and Representativeness of the Survey Sample 
 
This section describes the characteristics of the individuals who participated in the 2014 Reform Efforts 
Survey. For an overview of the attributes of our survey participants, please see Figure 1 below. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
14 By mapping institution types to expected policy domains, we were able to send targeted outreach and reminder messages to 
survey recipients during the survey activation period. This helped us to maximize our survey coverage, measured by participation at 
the level of country-policy domain dyad. 
15 This figure includes foreign policy as a 24th policy domain. Foreign policy experts were treated as policy generalists for the 
purposes of the survey questionnaire. 
16 Survey participants were asked about their experience within in one of 23 policy domains, which were then aggregated into four 
policy areas: economic (macroeconomic management; finance, credit, and banking; trade; business regulatory environment; 
investment; labor; energy and mining; and infrastructure), governance (land, decentralization, anti-corruption and transparency, 
democracy, civil service, justice and security, tax, customs, and public expenditure management), social and environmental (health, 
education, family and gender, social protection and welfare, environmental protection, and agriculture and rural development), and 
general (foreign policy and general policy). 
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Figure 1. Who Participated in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey? 
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2.5.1. Survey Participation by Sex, Country, Stakeholder Group, and Institution Type 
 
One of the most vexing challenges in elite survey research is the difficulty of assessing the 
representativeness of the data that are collected. Elite survey researchers rarely disclose detailed 
information about their samples and populations of interest (Hoffmann-Lange 2007). This lack of 
transparency makes it virtually impossible to evaluate the representativeness of the data that are 
collected. We confronted this challenge by clearly defining a population of interest with a standardized 
and transparent set of inclusion criteria (see Appendix D). Prior to fielding the 2014 Reform Efforts 
Survey, we gathered data on several key attributes for the entire population of interest—that is, the 
54,990 individuals in the sampling frame. As such, we have data on the sex, country, stakeholder group, 
and institution type for both the survey participant sample and the population.  
 
Here we briefly summarize our topline findings on the representativeness of the sample vis-à-vis our 
population.17 However, in Appendices A and B, we provide a more detailed analysis of the 
representativeness of our sample. 
 
4,976 males and 1,768 females participated in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, resulting in a male-to-
female ratio among participants of 281:100. This ratio is significantly higher than the 101:100 male-to-
female ratio in the general world population; however, it reflects the patriarchalism of public sector staffing 
in developing countries (WB 2011, 2014). The male-to-female ratio among survey participants is only 
slightly higher than that of both sampling frame members and survey recipients.18 We can be confident 
that our sample is largely representative of the population of interest on this dimension.   
 
We can also assess the cross-country representativeness of our sample. While there was significant 
variation in participation rates by country, we did obtain relatively high numbers of responses from nearly 
all sample countries. The five countries with the largest number of survey participants were Afghanistan, 
Georgia, Jordan, Haiti, and Liberia, while the countries with the smallest number of survey participants 
were Zanzibar, Puntland, Equatorial Guinea, Somaliland, and Cuba (see Figure 2). Small islands, semi-
autonomous territories, and highly repressive regimes constituted the smallest country strata in the 
sampling frame, and we find the cross-country composition of our sample largely mirrors this pattern. 
Perhaps most importantly, we find a strong, positive, and statistically significant correlation between the 
percent of sampling frame members and the percent of survey participants, which suggests that, despite 
country-specific deviations, our sample is largely representative of the population.19   

                                                        
17 In Appendices A and B, we consider the representativeness of our sample vis-à-vis the sampling frame and the cohort of 
individuals who received an invitation to participate in the survey. 
18 We do find a statistically significant difference in the participation rates of our male and female survey recipients; however, this is 
likely an artifact of the exceptionally large size our of our survey recipient and participant samples. Additionally, as shown in Figure 
1, there is not a substantive difference between our male-to-female ratios of sampling frame members and survey participants.  
19 A Pearson’s correlation coefficient is equal to 0.782. We also find a strong, positive, and statistically significant correlation 
between the number of survey recipients and the number of survey participants by country. See Appendix A for a more detailed 
breakdown. 
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Figure 2. Countries with the Highest and Lowest Number of Participants 

 
 
Within each country, our population of interest consists of five stakeholder groups: host government 
officials, development partner staff, CSO/NGO leaders, private sector representatives, and independent 
country experts. Analysis of the sample vis-à-vis the population finds that we have lower than expected 
response rates among host government officials and private sector representatives, and higher than 
expected response rates among development partner staff, CSO/NGO leaders, and independent experts. 
Thus, the results presented in this report may slightly over-emphasize the views of development partner 
and CSO/NGO officials and understate those of their host government and private sector counterparts. 
Nevertheless, the substantive impact of these differences in stakeholder group-specific participation rates 
on our results and conclusions is likely minimal.20 The survey results consistently suggest the need for an 
increased role of host governments in external assessment development, measurement, and 
implementation, a finding that likely would not occur if our results systematically excluded the opinions of 
host government officials. Instead, our survey results reflect the views of a broadly representative cross-
section of survey participants across each of the five stakeholder groups, including host government 
officials.21  
 
Additionally, the systematic and transparent way in which the sampling frame was assembled—in 
particular, the mapping of functionally-equivalent, country-specific institutions back to generic institution 
types—makes it possible to examine the extent to which the survey participant sample and sampling 
frame mirror each other at the institution type level.22 Appendix D provides a detailed breakdown of the 
                                                        
20 As with sex, these statistically significant deviations from expected participation rates by stakeholder group may also be the 
unintended mathematical result of our exceptionally large recipient and participant samples. 
21 Independent experts had the highest survey participation rate (25.40%), followed by CSO/NGO representatives (21.95%), 
development partner staff (17.60%), host government officials (13.14%), and, lastly, private sector representatives (12.22%). Survey 
attrition followed similar, though not identical, trends by stakeholder group. CSO/NGO representatives registered a 68.56% survey 
completion rate, followed by independent experts (68.40%), host government officials (62.11%), development partner staff (60.96%), 
and private sector representatives (50.16%). 
22 Readers will recall that our sampling frame was created by mapping country-specific institutions (and leadership positions within 
those very same institutions) back to an “ideal-typical” developing country government consisting of various “institution types,” such 
as a Ministry of Finance/Economy, a Supreme Audit Institution, and a National Statistical Office. 
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sample and sampling frame by institution type; across all of the five stakeholder groups, the data that are 
presented demonstrate that our sample of survey participants is broadly representative of our survey 
recipients at the (functionally-equivalent) institution type level. Additional analysis within each stakeholder 
group also reveals that we benefitted from higher than expected participation among traditionally under-
surveyed groups— for example, leaders of democracy and anti-corruption NGOs and senior government 
decision-makers in public procurement agencies, central banks, and aid effectiveness units. 
 
2.5.2 A Balanced and Diverse Group of Development Policymakers and Practitioners 
 
We collected a significant amount of additional demographic data from the individuals who participated in 
the survey, which allows us to explore whether the characteristics of survey participants (e.g., 
professional and educational backgrounds, areas of policy expertise, roles and responsibilities in the 
workplace) are skewed in ways that might bias our survey results in an unhelpful manner. We find 
significant evidence that the survey findings presented in this report reflect the experiences and 
perspectives of a balanced and diverse set of development policymakers and programmatic experts. 
 
Survey participants were asked about their experience in one of 23 policy domains, which can be 
aggregated into four broader policy areas:  
 

• Economic (including: macroeconomic management; finance, credit, and banking; trade; business 
regulatory environment; investment; labor; energy and mining; and infrastructure); 

• Governance (land, decentralization, anti-corruption and transparency; democracy, civil service, 
justice and security, tax, customs; and public expenditure management); 

• Social and environmental (health, education, family and gender; social protection and welfare; 
environmental protection, and agriculture and rural development); and 

• General (foreign policy and general policy). 
 
While there is significant variation in response counts across the survey participants’ policy domain 
expertise, we observe a roughly even distribution of survey participants across the four aggregated policy 
areas: economic (25%), governance (28%), and social and environmental (24%), and general (22%). See 
Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Policy Domain Expertise of Survey Participants 

 
 
The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey benefited from the relatively high participation of senior managers and 
executives, across all stakeholder groups. We received responses from 47 heads of state or government, 
59 chiefs of staff, 249 heads of government ministries and agencies, 139 vice minister-level officials, and 
193 secretary general-level officials. Among development partner officials, 242 ambassadors, country 
directors, and other “heads of mission” participated in the survey (approximately 19% of development 
partner participation). Within the CSO/NGO and the private sector stakeholder groups, heads of 
organizations accounted for approximately 58% and 51% of survey participants, respectively. 
 
Yet, this high level of input from political, administrative, and managerial leadership does not seem to 
compromise the representativeness of our sample of survey participants. Directors and head of technical 
units and departments, technical specialists, and program managers, accounted for nearly 61% of host 
government survey participants, while directors, technical specialists, and program managers made up a 
combined 55% of the development partner participant group.23  
 
It is also important to note that the official titles and positions of our survey participants do not fully 
capture the nature of the roles that they played in shaping government policies and programs.24 Figure 4 

                                                        
23 Only 11.35% of the host government officials, 7.51% of the development partner staff, 9.94% of the CSO/NGO representatives, 
and 12.94% of the private sector representatives who participated in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey indicated position types that 
fell outside of those used to determine inclusion in the global sampling frame. 
24 We asked participants to identify all of the activities they participated in on an average day while holding a specific position of their 
choice. Each participant was asked to select all applicable activities from a fixed list of 12 options: research and analysis, agenda 
setting, advocacy, consultation, coordination, resource mobilization, policy formulation, policy implementation, policy monitoring and 
evaluation, program design, program implementation, and program monitoring and evaluation. 
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summarizes the various roles played by survey participants and the relationships between those roles. 
This network of activities has a core-periphery structure, with three central roles played by survey 
participants: coordination, consultation, and policy formulation.25 
 
Figure 4. Roles Played by Survey Participants in the Policy Process 

 
 
Note: Nodes/boxes correspond to response option "activities" selected in question 10. A tie/line between two activities represents 
the relative frequency with which a single survey participant indicated participating in both activities. Ties are directed and weighted 
by the percentage of participants engaged in one activity who were also engaged in a second, linked activity. Activities that are 
closer to one another on the graph were selected together more frequently than activities that are farther apart. 

 
 
Several additional findings merit discussion. Individuals who played a coordination role seem to have 
been more involved in programmatic activities, while those who played a consultation function were more 
involved in research and advocacy. Survey participants also appear to have specialized according to the 
nature of their activities (i.e., policies and programs), but not by the stages of the reform process (i.e., 

                                                        
25 More than 80% of participants indicated being regularly involved in coordination efforts, 67% engaged consultative activities and 
65% played some role in the policy formulation process. The network centrality of individuals who play a coordination or consultation 
function reinforces the finding that so-called “connectors” and “conveners” exert outsized leadership during both reform design and 
implementation (Andrews 2013). 
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agenda-setting, design, and implementation).26 Agenda setting appears to involve a mix of consultation, 
advocacy, and policymaking activities, while program design is viewed as the application of research and 
analysis to inform program implementation. Finally, resource mobilization seems to be more central to 
rolling out new policies than new programs.  
 
2.5.3 Longer-Term Perspectives and Shorter Term-Insights 
 
The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey benefited from both the longer-term perspectives of host government 
officials and the shorter-term insights of development partner staff.27 Nearly 38% of host government 
officials reported having at least twenty years of experience working with or for their country’s government 
and an additional 37% of officials reported having at least ten years of experience. In comparison, 
participants from development partner institutions have substantially fewer years of experience working 
on policy and programmatic issues in the country of interest. Forty-three percent of development partner 
participants reported having fewer than five years of experience working in the country about which they 
answered survey questions. This pattern likely reflects the high mobility and turnover rates associated 
with in-country donor agency, embassy, and international organization personnel.  
 
2.5.4 Survey Participant Interactions with Development Partners 
 
Survey participants also reported extensive experience working alongside a large number of Western and 
non-Western development partner agencies. Large multilateral and bilateral development partners (e.g., 
the WB, the EU, UNDP, USAID, and the UN) were among the most frequently selected development 
partner organizations. A significant number of survey participants also indicated having worked with non-
Western development partner embassies, including embassies from: China, India, Turkey, Brazil, and 
South Africa. A smaller number selected non-Western development agencies (e.g., TIKA, China Ex-Im 
Bank, Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development, BADEA, and China Development Bank.28 
 
We also examine the relationship between a participant’s overall level of interaction with development 
partners and his or her perception of the average influence of external assessments of government 
performance: the primary outcome of interest in this study.29 Overall, we find that there is no significant 
relationship between a participant’s level of interaction with development partners as a group and his or 
her overall perception of external assessment influence.30 

                                                        
26 This lack of participant differentiation between the stages of the policymaking process is a pattern we discuss at various points 
throughout this report. 
27 It is also worth noting the significant country expertise of our private sector representatives, CSO/NGO leaders, and independent 
country experts. More than 70% of CSO/NGO participants possess ten or more years of experience in the countries about which 
they answered survey questions. Nearly 60% of private sector participants and nearly 80% of independent country expert 
participants had comparable levels of country-specific experience.  
28 The development-partner interaction reported by our survey participants almost certainly underestimates the true level of first-
hand development partner knowledge and experience they possess. Each participant’s selection of development partners was 
bound to a single, specific position, rather than an entire career.  
29 Average external assessment influence was calculated at the individual participant level by averaging his or her agenda-setting 
(or reform design) scores for all of the assessments that he or she evaluated. Interaction with development partners was calculated 
by taking the natural log of the number of development partners with whom a participant interacted (plus one to avoid multiplication 
by zero), and multiplying it by the self-reported frequency with which he or she interacted with those same development partners. 
External assessment influence scores were drawn from questions 31 and 32, and the development partner interaction data were 
drawn from questions 12 and 13 (see Appendix E for survey question text). 
30 A statistically significant relationship between a participant’s level of interaction with development partners and his or her 
perception of external assessment influence is limited to two small sub-samples: the CSO/NGO and private sector stakeholder 
groups. This relationship suggests that members of these two stakeholder groups, who are less directly involved in the formulation 
and implementation of government policies and programs, are more likely to think external assessments of government performance 
are influential if they have had more exposure to development partners. Nevertheless, these correlations wash out at the overall 
sample level, so there should not be much cause for concern regarding overall bias on account of development partner exposure. In 
any case, we view participant interactions with a particular development partner as endogenous to the eventual influence of that 
development partner’s assessments. These interactions can be seen as part of that development partner’s outreach efforts, the 
effects of which are more directly measured through an analysis of assessment familiarity, which we explicitly investigate in this 
report. 
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2.5.5 The Development Partner Work Histories of All Survey Participants 
 
We also asked participants to identify, over their entire career, all development partners for which they 
had worked as a: full-time employee, part-time employee, consultant, and/or in any other capacity. Two 
patterns are immediately apparent: (1) a very large percentage of survey participants previously worked 
for Western multilateral and bilateral development agencies; and (2) far fewer survey participants worked 
for non-Western development partner institutions. The most frequently cited development partners are 
The WB, UNDP, USAID, the UN, and the EU. Among bilateral donors, the US emerged as the leading 
source of previous employment. Nearly 30% of survey participants reported having worked for USAID, a 
US Embassy, or the MCC. 
 
There is remarkable consistency in development partner work history patterns across participants from 
the five stakeholder groups. Not only do the WB, UNDP, USAID, the EU, and the UN account for five of 
the top six employers of survey participants in each stakeholder group, but roughly the same percentages 
of survey participants from each stakeholder group also report having worked for at least one of the five 
organizations.31  
 
For more detailed information about the attributes of the survey participants and discussions of 
representativeness and bias, please refer to Appendices A and B. 

	
   	
  

                                                        
31 This uniformity likely reflects the heavy, historical reliance of Western development partners on “local hires”. It raises the question 
of if and whether Western development partners exert significantly greater “soft power” than non-Western development partners in 
these countries because they have trained a disproportionate number of in-country policymakers over a long period of many 
decades (see Dong and Chapman 2008; Chwieroth 2007, 2009b; and Atkinson 2010, Weymouth and Macpherson 2012). 
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3. External Assessment Influence: Global-Level Findings 
 
The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey provided each participant with an opportunity to evaluate the influence of 
a personalized list of external assessments of government performance based upon his or her country, 
policy domain expertise, and specific years of service in a given position.32 Participants were asked to 
rate the influence of only those external assessments with which they were familiar on a scale of 0 to 5, 
with 0 indicating no influence at all and 5 indicating maximum influence.33 Their evaluations of 
assessment influence were also restricted to a particular country and a self-identified set of three reform 
efforts in one of 23 different policy domains (e.g., health, education, and public financial management).34  
 
Our analysis of the survey data on external assessment influence calls attention to five global-level 
findings, which we will preview here and discuss at length in this section: 
 

1. External assessments can influence reform efforts, but some are far more influential than others. 
2. External assessment influence is strongest at the agenda-setting stage of the policymaking 

process. 
3. In a crowded marketplace of policy ideas, assessment familiarity delivers an influence dividend.  
4. Influencing reform efforts from the outside is substantially easier in some policy domains than in 

others.  
5. Geography matters: assessments achieve widely varying levels of uptake across regions and 

countries. 
 

3.1.  External assessments can influence reform efforts, but some are 
far more influential than others. 
 
The process of making policy, institutional, legal, regulatory, and administrative changes in the public 
sector typically consists of different stages—including agenda setting, reform design, reform adoption, 
reform implementation, and reform institutionalization. External assessments of government performance 
can have varying levels of influence at these different stages of the process (Grindle 2004; Fox et al. 
2007). In this study, we particularly focus on differences and similarities of assessment influence at the 
agenda-setting and reform design stages.35  
 
3.1.1. External Assessment Influence at the Agenda-Setting Stage 
 
One of the most fundamental ways that external assessments can exert influence is by shaping the 
government’s policy agenda—by influencing which reforms will be prioritized and which reforms will not 
be prioritized (IEG 2008; McArthur 2013; and Parks 2014). To this end, we asked participants to indicate 
the degree to which individual assessments influenced a government’s decision to pursue a specific set of 
(participant-identified) reforms.36  

                                                        
32 The process by which external assessments of government performance were identified ex ante and routed to individual 
participants—based upon their country, policy domain, and specific years of service—is described in Appendix F. 
33 We only included a given assessment in our global analysis if it had sample size of at least 10 observations. At any level of 
aggregation below the global level, we included assessments with a sample size of at least 5 observations. 
34 For example, if a participant worked in Afghanistan from 2005-2007 on health policy issues, he or she was only prompted with 
questions about external assessments that measured the health policy performance of Afghanistan between 2005 and 2007. 
Individuals who selected either foreign policy or no area of specialization were asked about assessments that pertained to policy in 
general or a broad set of policy issues.  
35 Survey pre-testing demonstrated that, as far as the role of external assessments is concerned, our sampling frame members do 
not distinguish between reform design and reform implementation. 
36 Participants were asked in an open-ended question (question 20) to describe three specific problems—within their policy domain 
of expertise—that the government attempted to solve through its reform efforts. Then, participants were asked to evaluate the 
influence that each assessment in a given set of assessments had on the government’s decision to pursue reforms geared towards 
solving the problems they described. 
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Some external assessments of government performance proved far more influential in setting the reform 
agenda than others (see Figure 5). Survey participants broadly agreed that assessments produced by the 
EU had the greatest influence during the agenda-setting stage—a finding that holds true across the five 
stakeholder groups included in this study.37 Two EU-produced assessments were among the top 10 most 
influential assessments, as rated by survey participants:  the EU’s Association Agenda38 and the EU’s 
Stabilization and Association Agreements.39 Both assessments offer countries being assessed significant 
financial and economic rewards in exchange for domestic reforms (Cadier 2013; Gavrilis 2014; and 
Gamurari and Ghinea 2014).40 Apart from the lure of extrinsic material incentives, these EU-sponsored 
assessments can exert policy influence through persuasion, emulation, socialization, and competition 
(Jacoby 2006; Johnson 2008; and Böhmelt and Freyburg 2015).41 
  

                                                        
37 We disaggregated these results by stakeholder group in order to reveal differences of opinion within the sample.  
38 The EU’s Association Agenda is, in effect, a variant of the European Neighborhood Policy Action Plan. However, it only applies to 
a small number of the EU’s “Eastern partners” (Georgia, Ukraine, and Moldova). 
39 EU Stabilization and Association Agreements are treaties between the EU and non-EU countries that provide a framework for 
monitoring the implementation of reforms in a wide variety of policy domains. The non-EU countries that participate in these 
agreements can receive financial and economic benefits—most notably, access to the EU market—in exchange for the 
implementation of reforms (Stahl 2011; Vachudova 2013). 
40 Some of the “external assessments of government performance” are organizational membership accession programs or 
performance-based aid, trade, or debt relief programs with explicit or implicit assessments of performance. 
41 The geographic scope of these assessments is limited. The calculation of influence scores for the EU’s Association Agenda was 
limited to three countries (Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine), while the calculation of influence scores for the EU’s Stabilization and 
Association Agreements was limited to seven countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, and Serbia).  
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Figure 5. External Assessment Influence at the Agenda-Setting Stage 
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Note: In question 31 of the survey questionnaire, participants were asked to evaluate -- on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means “No 
influence at all” and 5 means “Maximum influence” -- the amount of influence that specific external assessments had on a 
government’s decision to pursue reforms focused on three specific problems. These three problems were identified by the survey 
participants themselves in a prior, open-ended question (question 20). The estimates presented in this chart are presented in rank 
order by quintile, and the location of an assessment within a specific quintile indicates the relative influence of that assessment vis-
a-vis other assessments. The number of observations pertaining to each assessment is in brackets. The following assessments 
were excluded from analysis because they did not meet a sample size threshold of at least 10 observations: The IADB's Citizen 
Security Sector Note, The IADB's Education Sector Note, The IADB's Social Protection Sector Note, The IADB's Trade Sector 
Policy Note, and The IADB's Transport Sector Note. 

 
 
Assessments produced by several other multilateral organizations also featured prominently in the 
agenda-setting stage. Topping our list of agenda-setting assessments is the PISA, which benchmarks 
countries on the educational performance of their fifteen-year old children in the areas of math, science, 
and reading. While supplier of the assessment—the OECD does not offer the countries being evaluated 
any financial or economic reward for improved performance; PISA has become “an indicator of the 
success or failure of education policy” in a given country and has “enable[d] policymakers to make the 
case for reforms...that would otherwise be contested” (Grek 2009: 26, 35). Two IMF assessments of 
government performance were also in the top 10 at the agenda setting stage: Article IV Consultations and 
the Financial Sector Assessment Program (see Box 1).42 
 
Rounding out the top 10 agenda-setting assessments were: WB’s Health Sector and Education Sector 
Reviews; the EBRD’s Country Law Assessment; performance-based funding from the Global Fund to 
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria; the PEFA’s Assessment; and the GAVI’s Immunization Services 
Support Window.  
	
   	
  

                                                        
42 The FSAP has always been considered an “input” into Article IV surveillance, but in 2010 the IMF made a historic decision to 
require that all Article IV surveillance of “jurisdictions with systemically important financial sectors” include the financial stability 
information from a country’s FSAP assessment (IMF 2014: 7). 
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Box 1. External Assessments and the IMF 

 
The outsized agenda-setting influence of the IMF’s Article IV Consultations will likely not surprise careful 
observers of the institution. Article IV Consultations are the primary mechanism by which the IMF 
conducts policy surveillance of its member states (Simmons 2000; IMF 2006a: 7). The “IMF’s Executive 
Board conducts Article IV consultations with each member country once a year or every two years, based 
on staff reports that summarize recent developments and discussions with the national authorities” (IMF 
2007: 8). The IMF uses this performance information to distribute funding via various programs and award 
the organization’s coveted “good housekeeping seal of approval” (Momani 2007; Dreher et al. 2008; and 
Lombardi and Woods 2008).  
 
The strong performance of the IMF’s FSAP may prove more surprising to those who follow the Fund’s 
activities.43 FSAP is a less well-known program that provides in-depth, country-specific analysis of a 
country’s financial sector. However, its high level of reported agenda-setting influence falls in line with a 
2006 evaluation conducted by the Independent Evaluation Office of the IMF, which concluded that “[t]he 
greatest impact [of the FSAP] has been on within-government dialogue and in supporting the authorities’ 
position in discussions with the legislature”. The evaluation further noted that “[our] in-depth examination 
of the 25 country cases has identified a wide range of cases in which significant [policy] changes did take 
place subsequent to the FSAP and in which there is some evidence that the FSAP was at least a 
contributory factor” (IMF 2006b: 35). This finding is also consistent with a 2014 IMF review of the FSAP 
program, which sought to understand “the degree to which the exercise is seen as useful by the 
authorities and the effect the FSAP has in shaping the domestic policy agenda” (IMF 2014: 23, emphasis 
added).  The review concluded that the FSAP “had been useful, particularly in raising awareness of 
financial stability issues, encouraging discussion...between government agencies and [with] financial 
sector stakeholders, and improving the broader policy dialogue with the Fund” (IMF 2014: 23). 
 
 
 
The least influential assessment at the agenda-setting stage was the EBRD’s Procurement Sector 
Assessment. This relatively new assessment was launched in 2010 and many participants reported low 
levels of familiarity with it.44 Other assessments reported to have low levels of agenda-setting influence, 
included: the Ibrahim Index of African Governance (see Box 2), the Global Integrity Index, the IBP’s Open 
Budget Index, the African Peer Review Mechanism, and the Governance Facility under the ENPI.45 The 
limited influence of these governance assessments may be partly explained by their substantive focus: 
developing country leaders may be less interested in introducing reforms that will fundamentally challenge 
vested interests or disrupt the prevailing political order (Parks and Rice 2013; Smets 2014). 
	
   	
  

                                                        
43 While the FSAP is very closely associated with the IMF, it is often conducted in collaboration with the WB. When the IMF and the 
WB work together on a given FSAP assessment, the IMF typically leads on financial stability component of the assessment, while 
the WB is responsible for financial development component of the assessment (IMF 2014). 
44 We measured familiarity with the EBRD’s Public Procurement Sector Assessment by calculating a weighted percentage of all 
participants—who worked at some point between 2010 and 2013 in one of the assessment’s 17 target countries and 4 policy 
domains—who indicated familiarity with the assessment, yielding an estimate of 19.78%. 
45 The ENPI Governance Facility ties the provision of additional funding from the EC to a country’s progress on a (pre-negotiated) 
governance reform action plan.  
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Box 2. The Ibrahim Index and the Challenge of Influencing Governance Reform in Africa 

 
The Ibrahim Index of African Governance is an annual assessment of governance in Africa produced by 
the Mo Ibrahim Foundation. It was conceived as a “diagnostic tool for civil society, donors and 
governments so that performance can be enhanced and the lives and outcomes of Africans can be 
strengthened” (Rotberg 2009: 113). The Foundation also sponsors the Ibrahim Prize for Achievement in 
African Leadership, which provides $5 million over ten years (and $200,000 annually thereafter) to former 
African heads of state and government who were democratically elected, governed their countries justly 
and effectively and served a constitutionally mandated term (Rheault and Tortora 2011; Ibrahim 2012). 
 
The low agenda-setting influence of the Index reported by participants may be disappointing to many 
observers, as it was hoped that the assessment would facilitate much-needed governance reforms 
because of the personal financial incentive that the assessment sponsor provided to the leaders of 
African countries (Rosenberg 2006). There are several potential reasons why the Ibrahim Index has 
exerted limited influence. Perhaps most importantly, the Index addresses a complex set of issues related 
to the distribution of power and the nature of political order, and elsewhere in this report we demonstrate 
that governance assessments are systematically and substantially less likely to influence reform efforts 
than other types of assessments. 
 
It is also possible that the Mo Ibrahim Foundation may have inadvertently blunted the incentive for leaders 
to directly address performance shortcomings by sending inconsistent signals about the relationship 
between the prize and improved performance on the annual Index. The link between performance on the 
Index and the $5 million prize has become weaker over time. Rotberg (2009: 123-124) explains that “[a]t 
first, leaders eligible for the prize had to come from countries with reasonably high ranking on the 
Index....[which] was a necessary, but not a sufficient, bar over which the leaders were expected to hurdle. 
By 2008...it was clear that the number of eligible leaders for each year’s prize were so few...that the 
qualitative deliberations of the prize committee, chaired by Kofi Annan, were sufficient.” Existing research 
on the credibility of conditional contracts and the determinacy of performance conditions suggests that the 
decision to “short-circuit” the link between the financial reward and the performance requirements may 
have diminished the influence of the Index. (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2004; Stone 2002, 2004; 
and Öhler et al. 2012). However, it should be noted that we find only weak evidence in this report that 
financial incentives have a significant impact on external assessment influence. 
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3.1.2. External Assessment Influence at the Reform Design Stage 
 
External assessments of government performance can also shape the way that governments design 
reforms. Once a government has established a reform priority at the agenda-setting phase of the 
policymaking process, the authorities need to make decisions about the nature, content, scope, depth, 
and timing of the changes that will be undertaken. Previous research suggests that external assessments 
of government performance can directly inform and influence these reform design decisions (IEG 2008; 
Parks 2014).46  
 
According to the survey participants, the most influential agenda-setting assessments were also among 
the most influential assessments at the reform design stage. The EU’s Association Agenda remains the 
single most influential assessment at the reform design stage,47 while the EU’s Stabilization and 
Association Agreements also registered a high level of influence.48 Rounding out the top 10 most 
influential reform design assessments are: the OECD’s PISA, the IMF’s Financial Sector Assessment 
Program and Article IV Consultations, the PEFA assessment (see Box 3), the WB’s Health Sector 
Review, the AICD, the performance-based funding program of the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria, and the EU’s Association Agreements. 

 
  

                                                        
46 For example, once a government has identified public procurement as a reform priority, it might decide among several design 
alternatives: overhaul its procurement law, blacklist companies guilty of major procurement violations, monitor the income and 
assets of public procurement officials, or invite civil society organizations to oversee the bidding and award selection processes.  
47 There is a large literature on the EU’s regional impact on policy outcomes in prospective member states and other countries. See, 
for example, Kelley 2004, 2006; Sasse 2008; Liefferink et al. 2009; Orbie and Tortell 2009 Zimelis 2011; and Böhmelt and Freyburg 
2013. 
48 The data collected on assessment influence by stakeholder group at the reform design stage looks very similar to the results for 
the agenda-setting stage. With the exception of the CSO/NGO cohort, every stakeholder group reported that assessments produced 
by the EU had the greatest amount of influence on the reform design decisions and actions of developing country governments.  
The CSO/NGO stakeholder group reported that the most influential assessment was NATO’s Membership Action Plan and Annual 
Progress Report. This NATO assessment is similar to many EU assessments in that (1) it applies to many of the same “target” 
countries (e.g., Albania) and (2) organizational membership provides significant benefits to these countries. Like the EU, 
membership in NATO guarantees military protection and political cooperation between member countries (Wallander 2002). 
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Figure 6. External Assessment Influence at the Reform Design Stage 
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Note: Each participant was asked to evaluate the reform design influence of those assessments with which he or she was familiar, 
on a scale of 0 to 5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The estimates presented in this chart 
are presented in rank order by quintile, and the location of an assessment within a specific quintile indicates the relative score of that 
assessment vis-a-vis other assessments. The number of observations pertaining to each assessment is in brackets. The following 
assessments were excluded from analysis because they did not meet a sample size threshold of at least 10 observations: The 
IADB's Citizen Security Sector Note, The IADB's Education Sector Note, The IADB's Social Protection Sector Note, The IADB's 
Trade Sector Policy Note, and The IADB's Transport Sector Note. 
 

 
 
 
 
Participants in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey indicated that the PEFA assessment has significantly 
influenced the reform design decisions of developing country governments.49  
 
The PEFA assessment is not a performance-based aid or debt relief program, but bilateral and 
multilateral donors condition the provision of budget support and other financial and economic rewards on 
improved public financial management, as measured by the PEFA assessment (NORAD 2008; Director 
General for External Policies of the EU 2011; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Denmark 2013).  PEFA is 
jointly sponsored and published by the World Bank, the IMF, the European Commission, the French 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Swiss State Secretariat for 
Economic Affairs, and the UK's DFID. The PEFA assessment therefore serves, to some extent, as a 
coordination mechanism for donors who make their budget support and other forms of aid conditional 
upon government policy behavior (Clist et al. 2012; Knack 2014).  
 
Host government officials often work together with international experts to produce the PEFA assessment 
(Reitmaier 2014). This is indicative of a broader pattern we highlight later in the report: that assessments 
relying on data produced by the target country tend to exhibit higher levels of policy influence in that 
country.50 It also suggests that local “ownership” of an assessment is an underappreciated determinant of 
its resonance and uptake (Andrews 2011; Swedlund 2013; and Busia 2014).51 
 
 
It is notable that the performance-based funding program of the Global Fund to Fight HIV/AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria and the PEFA assessment—two assessments that make it possible for 
governments to reap new and additional financial rewards if they improve their performance—enter the 
top ten list of most influential assessments of government performance at the reform design stage of the 
policymaking process. Advocates of performance-based financing argue that it provides reformers with 
the autonomy and maneuverability needed to determine how best to initiate reforms and shepherd them 
to completion (Meessen et al. 2011; Perakis and Savedoff 2015).52   
 
These results suggest that external assessments of government performance that make it possible for 
governments to reap new and additional financial rewards can be influential in some cases. However, it is 
equally important to note that a number of performance-based aid allocation and debt relief programs—
                                                        
49 Our finding that the PEFA assessment significantly influences reform design efforts in developing countries is broadly consistent 
with the results reported in Mackie and Caprio (2011). 
50 This finding contradicts conventional wisdom that assessment sponsors and suppliers will achieve greater policy influence if they 
rely on third-party data collection and policy surveillance. While third-parties may be in a better position to provide unbiased analysis 
and advice, our results indicate that the most influential assessments are those that rely (at least in part) on host government data 
collection efforts. 
51 Betley (2008: 34) reports that “[t]he PEFA instrument … appears to be valued by both governments and development partners.” 
The PEFA website emphasizes that it is committed to “a government-led reform program for which analytical work, reform design, 
implementation and monitoring reflect country priorities and are integrated into governments' institutional structures” (retrieved from 
https://www.pefa.org/fr/node/24 on 22 February 2015). 
52 Another early adopter of performance-based health financing is the GAVI. We see in Figure 6 that its Immunization Service 
Support Window, Health Systems Strengthening Window, and Immunization Data Quality Assessment ranks 13th, 30th, and 33rd out 
101 external assessments of government performance, respectively. These findings of significant policy influence are broadly 
consistent with those reported in Lu et al. 2006; Chee et al. 2007; Naimoli and Vergeer 2010; and Perakis and Savedoff 2015. 

Box 3. Reform Design Influence and the PEFA Assessment	
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including the MCC’s eligibility criteria, the IADB’s Debt Relief Initiative, and DFID’s Resource Allocation 
Model—sit within the bottom quintile of the reform design influence distribution (see Figure 6).53 This 
pattern in the survey data is surprising and adds nuance and context to the findings that we reported in 
Parks and Rice (2013). There, we asked 640 development policymakers and practitioners to provide 
information about the relative influence of 18 external assessments of government performance. 
However, the assessments that participants were asked to evaluate consisted mostly of cross-country 
benchmarking initiatives and performance-based aid, trade, and debt relief programs. The 2014 Reform 
Efforts Survey is different—and arguably more informative—in that it provided survey participants with an 
opportunity to evaluate a wider array of assessments.54  
 
3.1.3. Assessment Influence of Specific Development Partners 
 
Donors and international organizations are actively engaged in the rapidly expanding market of external 
assessments of government performance, and as such they must compete for the attention of 
policymakers in developing countries. With this in mind, we sought to examine the influence of 
assessments supplied or sponsored by specific development partners.  Figure 7 presents the influence of 
the average assessment supplied by specific development partners.  
 
 
Figure 7. Assessment Influence of Development Partners in Agenda Setting and Reform 
Design

 

 
Note: For both agenda setting and reform design, 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence.” The number of 
assessments included in each development partner's overall average is indicated in brackets. Only assessments with an overall 
sample size of at least 10 observations were included in this analysis. 

 
 
There is significant variation in the average level of influence of the assessments produced by different 
development partners. The CDB, the WTO, and NATO top the list. The influence of the WTO and NATO 
is unsurprising, given that membership in these organizations provides strong incentives for candidate 
countries to achieve higher levels of performance (Sutherland 2008; Tang and Wei 2008; and Wallander 
2002).  
 

                                                        
53 This pattern is also observable on our assessment-level measure of agenda-setting influence (see Figure 8). 
54 The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey presented participants with a diverse list of assessments, including many in-depth country-
specific diagnostics. 
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The CDB’s high level of assessment influence is unexpected; however, it may be explained by the tailored 
and targeted nature of the assessment included in our survey. The CDB's PRES Assessment and 
Performance-Based Allocation System is informed by individualized and detailed analyses of poverty in 
each member state that include in-depth policy recommendations, as well as strategies for implementing 
those recommendations (CDB 2008).  To the extent that member states use these assessments as a tool 
for policy design, this may help explain why the CDB is the most influential assessment supplier on 
average during both agenda setting and reform design.   
 
In contrast, a number of other assessment suppliers, including the IADB and the ASDB, register relatively 
low influence scores. Some of these suppliers of external assessments have themselves questioned 
whether the performance requirements of their assessments are sufficiently clear and predictable to 
incentivize policy change (IADB 2010). The IADB uses a suite of country institutional and policy 
performance evaluation (CIPE) indicators to determine the size of the concessional resource envelope 
that its borrowers will be able to access. In 2010, the IADB’s Office of Evaluation and Oversight reviewed 
the WB’s use of this performance-based resource allocation framework and concluded that “[w]hile in 
theory [there] was a possible incentive for countries to improve their CIPE scores, this incentive effect 
was significantly weakened by the CIPE method itself...the lack of clarity present in the CIPE ratings 
process...would make difficult a clear understanding of the evaluation criteria...thus limiting the possible 
incentive effects...from the use of performance-based allocative criteria” (IADB 2010: 4). Thus, 
assessment suppliers that wield low levels of policy influence and want to be more influential with the 
makers and shapers of policy in developing countries arguably need to broaden their aperture and think 
strategically about how they can compete in a fiercely competitive market characterized by high levels of 
“product differentiation.”55 
 
The relatively low levels of agenda-setting and reform design influence exerted by USG-sponsored 
assessments also merit special attention.56 Some scholars have argued that the exceptional nature of the 
USG will render its assessments of other governments’ performance particularly influential.57 However, 
our survey results suggest that these claims about the importance of the identity of this assessment 
sponsor are either misplaced or overstated. It may be the case that USG assessments have less policy 
influence than others due to a lack of perceived credibility. If the USG’s role as a “ruthless truth-teller” 
comes into conflict with countervailing (geostrategic, diplomatic, or commercial) interests and pressures, 
its credibility could be undermined and its influenced weakened (Radelet 2003; Stone 2004; and Parks 
2014).  
 
Similarly, others have proposed that the AU is a fundamentally different type of assessment sponsor in 
that it is an intergovernmental body made up of many of the very same states that it assesses (Busia 
2014).58 It is therefore possible that the local resonance of its diagnostic and advisory content is higher 
than that of other assessment sponsors (Herbert and Gruzd 2008; Swedlund 2013; and Busia 2014). 
However, it does not appear that the AU’s local resonance translated into high levels of policy influence 
from the perspective of survey participants. 

                                                        
55 See Appendix G and Section 4 of this report for more details on the different attributes of external assessments of government 
performance.  
56 The USG produces a number of external assessments of government performance, including: the State Department’s Trafficking 
in Persons Report, the MCC’s annual country scorecards, and US Trade Representative’s Special 301 Report, among others. 
57 Previous research has demonstrated that some USG assessments have effectively instigated reforms by target governments 
(Noland 1997; Kelley and Simmons 2014a; and Parks 2014). Some have argued that one reason why USG assessments might 
exert more policy influence than those produced by other assessment suppliers is the USG’s large network of embassies, partner 
organizations, and NGOs. This network may allow the USG to tap into more relevant and credible sources of information (Kelley and 
Simmons 2014b).  
58 Relative to other assessments, some of the AU’s assessment tools closely resemble self-assessment exercises. Busia (2014: 
187) characterizes the AU-sponsored APRM process as “self-evaluation by the participating countries, validation by a group of 
eminent Africans, and a review of conclusions and findings by African peers.” Busia (2014: 192) also argues that the “APRM 
methodology can be viewed as a deliberative alternative to external assessments—conducted by donors for internal corporate 
use—with little or no relevance for recipient partner countries in terms of deepening democratization or accountability between the 
state and its citizens.” 
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Finally, while the EU is a relatively influential assessment supplier, it is important to note that its score 
reflects the average influence of all of the assessments it produces. The EU is notable in that some of its 
assessments are very influential (e.g., the Association Agenda, and the Stabilization and Association 
Agreements), while others are significantly less influential (e.g., the Governance Facility of the ENPI).  
 

3.2. External assessment influence is strongest at the agenda-setting 
stage of the policymaking process. 
 
Agenda-setting influence and reform design influence appear to go hand in hand59: Assessments that 
impact government reform priorities also tend to affect the specific design of reforms, with relatively few 
exceptions.60 However, we also find that assessment influence scores at the reform design stage are, on 
average, lower than at the agenda-setting stage. Between agenda setting and reform design, we observe 
a 4% decline in the perceived influence score of the average external assessment of government 
performance. We also find that an overwhelming majority (81%) of external assessments lose influence at 
the reform design stage.  
 
This decline in influence from agenda setting to reform design does not appear to stem from a failure of 
assessments to provide specific policy guidance about how to design reforms.61 Rather, it seems to be 
the case that, in spite of their advisory content, external assessments exert less influence on the design of 
reforms than they do on the decisions of governments to prioritize particular reforms. This conclusion is 
consistent with research on (agricultural) policy reform, which indicates that domestic political conflict and 
opposition is more likely to arise during discussions about service delivery details than during the 
identification of policy goals (Krampe and Henning 2011).62 It is also consistent with an independent 
evaluation of the WB’s and IFC’s Doing Business Report, which found that “The [Doing Business] 
indicators have motivated policymakers to discuss...business regulation issues,” but has “had less 
influence on the choice, scope, and design of reforms” (IEG 2008: xvi). 
 

                                                        
59 Figure 8 displays weighted average agenda-setting influence scores on the x-axis and weighted average reform design influence 
scores on the y-axis, with each point representing an assessment. At the assessment level, there is a strong, positive, and 
significant correlation (0.952) between an assessment’s agenda-setting and reform design influence. 
60 This strong correlation suggests that (1) participants struggled to differentiate [in retrospective accounts] between an 
assessment’s impact on agenda setting and its role in reform design, and (2) assessment roles at each stage of the policymaking 
process are overlapping and—more often than not—complementary. 
61 Of the 103 assessments included in the survey questionnaire, 59.22% were prescriptive in nature, providing specific guidance to 
the government about steps it could take to improve its performance on the assessment. However, the decline in influence of an 
average assessment does not seem to be impacted by its prescriptive or descriptive nature. While purely descriptive assessments 
declined in influence by an average of -0.109 on our scale from 0 to 5, assessments with a prescriptive component declined in 
influence by almost the same magnitude: -0.097. 
62 One interpretation of diminished assessment influence at the reform design phase might be that intense domestic political conflict 
over the design of reform creates less policy space for external assessments to exert influence. It is also possible, however, that this 
finding is an artifact of the predominately technical and programmatic focus of our survey participants, who likely possess more 
complete—and less overstated—information about the role that assessments play in reform design processes. Nearly half (49.03%) 
of survey participants reported spending the plurality of their average day working on technical issues, while 20.89% focused on 
political matters, and only 20.47% on administrative tasks. 
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Figure 8. The Strong Assessment-Level Correlation between Influence in Agenda Setting 
and Reform Design 

 
Note: For both agenda setting and reform design, 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The R-value of 
0.952 indicates a very strong, positive relationship between an average assessment's agenda-setting influence and reform design 
influence.  

 
 
Notwithstanding this overall trend, we find that all assessments did not experience the same decline in 
influence between the agenda-setting and reform design stages of the policymaking process. In fact, our 
results suggest that nineteen assessments actually gained influence. The ten assessments that 
experience the largest increases in influence, include: the Africa Infrastructure Country Diagnostic (see 
Box 4), the IADB’s Growth Diagnostic, the IMF’s Financial Sector Assessment Program, and the FATF’s 
blacklist. Interestingly, these all of these assessments are either in-depth, country-specific diagnostics 
with reform design advisory content or they are associated with tangible forms of technical assistance that 
will help the host government authorities implement their policy advice.63 This finding is consistent with 
previous research that suggests the provision of technical assistance can positively influence the design 
and implementation of reform efforts in developing countries (IEG 2008; Geertson 2010; and Parks 
2014).64  
  

                                                        
63 There is also some evidence of mean reversion in assessment influence, whereby assessments that are more influential in 
agenda setting lose [more] influence in reform design and assessments that are less influential in agenda-setting gain—or lose 
relatively less—influence in reform design. A negative, bivariate correlation between the distance of an assessment’s agenda-setting 
influence from that of the mean assessment and the change in this distance between the agenda-setting and reform design stages 
of the policymaking process provides evidence of this mean reversion. The Pearson correlation coefficient is -0.2413 and is 
statistically significant at p=0.015. 
64 External assessments of government performance vary significantly along this dimension: some are produced and delivered by a 
small group of experts who do not devote much effort to interacting with or coaching the domestic authorities in target countries, 
while other assessments are produced and delivered by groups of experts who are willing and able to assist the authorities. 
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Box 4. Gaining Influence in Reform Design with Specific Policy Advice	
  

 
 
 
 
The AICD provides a useful example of an assessment that seems to achieve a higher level of influence 
at the reform design phase of the policymaking process. Responding to a call at the 2005 G8 Summit in 
Gleneagles for more support and attention to Africa’s infrastructure sector, the AICD seeks to “assist 
donors in designing appropriate support for infrastructure reform… and present and disseminate 
conclusions and findings to inform development policy and program management activities.”65  
 
The FATF—another assessment that gains influence at the reform design stage—places governments on 
a blacklist for taking insufficient action to combat money laundering and terrorist financing. However, 
these governments are also able to access technical assistance from the IMF, the US Treasury, the WB, 
and other organizations to design and implement corrective measures (Holder 2003; Ribadu 2010). 
 
 

3.3. In a crowded marketplace of policy ideas, assessment familiarity 
delivers an influence dividend. 
 
A potentially critical determinant of assessment influence is the degree to which policymakers and 
practitioners in the country being assessed are even aware that a given assessment exists. To this end, 
we asked participants in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey to select all of the assessments with which they 
were familiar out of personalized list of assessments based upon their policy domain, country, and set of 
years in which they held a particular position.66  
 
3.3.1. Participant Familiarity with Specific External Assessments  
 
On the whole, we found participant familiarity with external assessments of government performance to 
be relatively low, with only 29% of survey participants expressing familiarity with the average assessment. 
The most recognized assessments were those sponsored and supplied by large development partners.  
 
The UN produces many of the most recognized assessments, including: the MDG, UNDP’s Human 
Development Index, and UNESCO’s Education for All Development Index. The WB;s Health and 
Education Sector Reviews and the Doing Business Report (jointly produced with the IFC) also enter the 
top 10 list of most recognized assessments. Performance-based funding from the Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria and three EU assessments (Economic Partnership Agreements for ACP 
Countries, Partnership and Cooperation Agreements, and Stabilization and Association Agreements) 
round out the top ten list.   
 
The fact that participants were most familiar with the assessments produced by large development 
partners is likely attributable to the fact that these assessment suppliers have a broad global reach, 
working in many developing countries and interacting with officials in many sectors and institutions (Parks 
and Rice 2014).67 Another potential explanation is that these organizations invest substantial resources in 

                                                        
65 Retrieved from http://www.infrastructureafrica.org/about on 22 February 2015. 
66 We measured participant familiarity by calculating a weighted percentage of all participants who saw each individual assessment 
and indicated familiarity with it. The weighted percentage of participants indicating familiarity with each assessment was calculated 
one assessment at a time, so that each country and broad policy area (economic, governance, social and environmental, and 
general) targeted by an assessment is equally represented in the aggregate percentage score for that assessment. Write-in 
assessments were omitted from our analysis. 
67 All stakeholder groups tend to be more familiar with the assessments supplied and sponsored by large and high profile 
development partners. With the exception of independent country experts, all stakeholder groups demonstrated high levels of 
familiarity (at least 72.71%) with Performance-Based Funding from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria. 
Similarly, all stakeholder groups—with the exception of CSO/NGO participants—demonstrated a clear familiarity (at least 58.37%) 
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Box 5. The Reach of “Doing Business” and Its Influence on the Reform Process	
  

the broad dissemination of their assessment findings and the creation of strong assessment brands. For 
example, new research demonstrates that the level of the WB’S engagement with their “clients” (i.e., host 
government officials) related to specific analytical and advisory products is a strong predictor of whether 
those informational inputs are eventually used by host government officials and instigate policy or 
programmatic change (IEG 2012; WB 2010, 2014).  
 
 
 
 
 
The WB and IFC’s Doing Business Report clearly illustrates the importance of marketing, public 
dissemination, and engagement with policymakers in “target” countries.68 Reportedly the WB Group’s 
best-selling publication, the WB and IFC have put substantial resources into its marketing and distribution 
(ILO 2007; Biron 2013).  A 2008 review by the IEG revealed that each year the WB Group spends 
“approximately $1,000,000 for dissemination events...support from a communications team, and 
maintenance of the [doingbusiness.org] Web site” (IEG 2008: 42).69  
 
The review also pointed out that “Doing Business stands out among [World] Bank Group products for the 
variety and innovativeness of the communications tools” and that “extensive press coverage [of the Doing 
Business Report] attracts the interest of senior policymakers, government officials, and the business 
community…” (IEG 2008: 42). In fact, in 2007, doingbusiness.org “was the World Bank Group’s most 
visited online database” (IEG 2008: 42). The same evaluation noted that, in the interest of increasing the 
policy influence and impact of the Doing Business Report, the IFC’s FIAS “created a Doing Business 
Rapid Response Unit with a mandate to help countries adopt [reform] measures that are “strictly [Doing 
Business]-related” (IEG 2008: 46). 
 
 
Interestingly, high levels of familiarity with some of the assessments produced by a given development 
partner do not always extend to the other assessments the institution produces. Despite strong familiarity 
with other EU-produced assessments, survey participants were less familiar with the "Variable Tranche" 
of the EU's Budget Support Program. Similarly, while the Doing Business Report is among the most 
recognized assessments by our survey participants, another WB Group publication, the Women, 
Business and Law Report, was reported to be among the least recognized assessments. Limited 
familiarity with this report, which has only been published since 2011, also points to the potential 
importance of assessment longevity. That is to say, it may be the case that the longer an assessment is 
active, the higher the likelihood that any given individual will be familiar with it (Parks et al. 2014). We test 
this hypothesis later in this report. 
 
The UK’s DFID Resource Allocation Model and the Rural Sector Performance Assessment and 
Performance-Based Allocation System produced by the IFAD are also among the least recognized 
assessments by our survey participants. On the surface, this finding seems counterintuitive. DFID and 
IFAD have substantial influence on how official development assistance is allocated across countries, and 
one would expect development policymakers and practitioners to be familiar with these “high stakes” 
assessments. One explanation for this finding is that, unlike other indicator-based aid allocation systems 
such as the MCC’s annual country eligibility assessments, DFID and IFAD do not appear to devote much 
time, money, or effort to making their assessments easy for policymakers and practitioners in developing 
countries to access and understand (Parks 2014).  
 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
with the EU's Stabilization and Association Agreements. More information, including region and stakeholder group-specific 
assessment familiarity tables, is available upon request. 
68 New research undertaken at the IMF suggests that the level of public outreach associated with external assessments of 
government performance can also impact real economic outcomes—specifically, stock prices—in non-trivial ways (IMF 2014). 
69  For more information on the impact of expenditure on user uptake of analytical and advisory products, see Doemeland and 
Trevino 2014.  
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Rounding out the 10 least recognized assessments are: the US Trade Representative’s “Special 301” 
Report, the IMF’s Rapid Credit Facility, the Egmont Group of Financial Intelligence Unit’s Membership 
Requirements and the IADB’s Sector Notes for Social Protection, Citizen Security, and Trade.  
 
3.3.2. The Relationship between Assessment Familiarity and Agenda-Setting Influence  
 
Participant familiarity with an assessment appears to deliver an “influence dividend.” We found a positive 
and statistically significant relationship between assessment familiarity and assessment influence at the 
agenda-setting stage of the policymaking process (see Figure 9).70 This finding underscores the 
importance of effective assessment marketing, communications, and branding.  
 
Yet, some assessments achieve significantly higher levels of influence than others, even after accounting 
for the role of participant familiarity. The green observations in Figure 9 represent assessments that, 
given their levels of participant familiarity, achieved higher than expected agenda-setting influence. These 
assessments include: the EU’s Association Agenda, the EBRD’s Country Law Assessment, the OECD’s 
Program for International Student Assessment, the CDB’s PRES Assessment and Performance-Based 
Allocation System, and the IADB’s Country Environmental Analysis. In these cases, the salience, 
perceived quality, and substantive focus of these assessments may have enabled them to “punch above 
their weight.”71 
 
Conversely, assessments can also produce lower levels of influence than expected. The red observations 
in Figure 9 represent assessments that, given their degree of participant familiarity, achieved lower-than-
expected influence at the agenda-setting stage. These assessments include: the Ibrahim Index of African 
Governance; the EBRD’s Public Procurement Sector Assessment; the African Peer Review Mechanism; 
the WB’s Women, Business, and the Law Report; and the Global Integrity Report. It is likely not a 
coincidence that many of these assessments focus on governance issues, which are often considered by 
host country authorities to be “red line issues” that fall within their exclusive and sovereign purview 
(Whitfield 2009; Swedlund 2013; and Busia 2014).72  
 

                                                        
70 The Pearson’s correlation coefficient between these two variables at the assessment-level is 0.475. 
71 On the issue of how the salience, perceived quality, and substantive focus of external assessments of government performance 
shape their policy influence, see Kelley and Simmons 2014b; WB 2014, 2015; and IMF 2014.  
72 We revisit this issue later in this report. 
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Figure 9. The Positive Relationship between Assessment Familiarity and Agenda-Setting 
Influence

 

 
Note: Agenda-setting influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The R-
squared value presented in the figure indicates that approximately 22.57% of the variation in assessment agenda-setting influence 
is explained by variation in the percentage of survey participants familiar with each assessment.  

 
 
3.3.3. Assessment Familiarity by Policy Domain and Stage of the Reform Process 
 
Assessment familiarity varies significantly across policy domains. Table 1 provides an overview of the 
three most recognized external assessments of government performance by policy domain. Some 
assessment suppliers have been far more successful than others in reaching their target audiences. For 
example, our results suggest that the sponsors of the Doing Business Report—the WB and the IFC—
have largely succeeded in reaching their target audiences. Approximately 80% of the participants73 who 
identified their primary area of specialization as tax, trade, finance, credit and banking, land or business 
regulatory environment also indicated that they were familiar with the Doing Business Report.74 
 
At the same time, high levels of familiarity do not always lead to high levels of influence. The African Peer 
Review Mechanism, for example, registers very high levels of familiarity in many of the policy domains 
that fall within the scope of its country assessments (e.g., democracy, decentralization, anti-corruption 
and transparency). However, it wields substantially less actual policy influence than many of its 
competitor assessments. It is also worth noting that while health and family and gender rank among the 
policy domains that register surprisingly low levels of overall assessment familiarity, we will demonstrate 
that these policy domains also appear to be most influenced by external assessments of government 
performance (see Table 1). Assessment suppliers seeking to expand their policy influence would be well 
advised to take note of this apparent gap in the market. 

                                                        
73 To be more precise, this 80% figure corresponds to the percentage of participants who (a) were routed into a country-policy 
domain-year set that we determined ex ante was evaluated by the Doing Business Report between the years of 2004 and 2013, and 
(b) indicated familiarity with the Doing Business Report. 
74 Our results also show that the WB and the IFC have not had as much success in raising awareness about the diagnostic and 
advisory content of the Doing Business Report in other policy domains that they seek to influence, such as labor or justice and 
security. 
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Table 1. Respondent Familiarity with Assessments: The 3 Most Recognized 
Assessments in Each Policy Domain75 

Macroeconomic Management 
(Average assessment familiarity 
= 45%) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (100%, 
n=7) 

The EU's Partnership 
and Cooperation 
Agreements (92%, 
n=9) 

 The HIPC 
Initiative's "Decision 
Point" and 
"Completion Point" 
(97%, n=84) 

Investment (39%) The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (100%, 
n=9) 

NATO’s Membership 
Action Plan (100%, 
n=5) 

The EU's Economic 
Partnership 
Agreements for 
ACP Countries 
(68%, n=39) 

Democracy (38%) The European 
Neighborhood 
Policy Action Plans 
and Country 
Reports (77%, 
n=47) 

The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements (76%, 
n=23) 

The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(70%, n=85) 

Trade (35%) The EU's 
Association 
Agreements (90%, 
n=6) 

The EU's Economic 
Partnership 
Agreements for ACP 
Countries (83%, n=42) 

The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing 
Business Report 
(78%, n=95) 

Finance, Credit, and Banking 
(34%) 

The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing 
Business Report 
(67%, n=94) 

The IADB's Policy-
Based Loans (60%, 
n=16) 

The IMF's Extended 
Credit Facility and 
Poverty Reduction 
and Growth Facility 
(60%, n=64) 

Social Protection and Welfare 
(31%) 

The EU's 
Association 
Agreements (80%, 
n=13) 

The UN's Millennium 
Development Goals 
(78%, n=116) 

UNDP's Human 
Development Index 
(76%, n=113) 

                                                        
75 Unlike the other analyses conducted in this report and given the complex relationship between sample size and percentages, we 
used an inclusion criteria threshold here of an assessment being recognized by at least five participants, rather than being simply 
asked about to five participants. In this table, however, n indicates the number of participants from each policy domain routed to the 
indicated assessment. 
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Energy and Mining (29%) The UN's 
Millennium 
Development Goals 
(68%, n=59) 

The EU's Association 
Agreements (58%, 
n=7) 

The EBRD's Energy 
Sector Assessment 
(56%, n=11) 

Decentralization (29%) The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(42%, n=20) 

The World Bank’s 
Decentralization 
Indicators (41%, n=60) 

The World Bank’s 
Development Policy 
Review (40%, n=61) 

Business Regulatory 
Environment (29%) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (82%, 
n=16) 

The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing Business 
Report (80%, n=130) 

The EU's 
Association Agenda 
(72%, n=7) 

Public Expenditure Management 
(28%) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (90%, 
n=8) 

The HIPC Initiative's 
"Decision Point" and 
"Completion Point" 
(76%, n=58) 

The European 
Neighborhood 
Policy Action Plans 
and Country 
Reports (68%, 
n=16) 

Agriculture and Rural 
Development (27%) 

The UN's 
Millennium 
Development Goals 
(70%, n=164) 

The EU's Partnership 
and Cooperation 
Agreements (67%, 
n=7) 

The World Bank’s 
Poverty Assessment 
(50%, n=163) 

Health (27%) The UN's 
Millennium 
Development Goals 
(80%, n=272) 

UNDP's Human 
Development Index 
(72%, n=267) 

Performance-Based 
Funding from the 
Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria (70%, 
n=272) 

Education (27%) The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (81%, 
n=11) 

The UN's Millennium 
Development Goals 
(78%, n=191) 

UNDP's Human 
Development Index 
(70%, n=188) 
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Tax (26%) The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing 
Business Report 
(68%, n=19) 

The African Growth 
and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA) Eligibility 
Criteria (45%, n=15) 

The IMF’s Policy 
Support Instrument 
(42%, n=33) 

Infrastructure (25%) The EU's 
Association 
Agreements (67%, 
n=16) 

The EU's Partnership 
and Cooperation 
Agreements (67%, 
n=11) 

The AsDB's Country 
Diagnostic Study 
(56%, n=49) 

Labor (24%) The European 
Neighborhood 
Policy Action Plans 
and Country 
Reports (72%, 
n=13) 

The ILO's Global 
Monitoring and 
Analysis of Conditions 
of Work and 
Employment (68%, 
n=49) 

The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(50%, n=16) 

Civil Service (23%) The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (73%, 
n=11) 

The European 
Neighborhood Policy 
Action Plans and 
Country Reports (71%, 
n=15) 

The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(57%, n=51) 

Family and Gender (23%) The UN's 
Millennium 
Development Goals 
(81%, n=48) 

UNDP's Human 
Development Index 
(78%, n=48) 

The HIPC Initiative's 
"Decision Point" and 
"Completion Point" 
(58%, n=14) 

Environmental Protection (22%) The UN's 
Millennium 
Development Goals 
(84%, n=154) 

The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements (78%, 
n=9) 

The European 
Neighborhood 
Policy Action Plans 
and Country 
Reports (67%, 
n=12) 

Anti-Corruption and 
Transparency (21%) 

NATO's 
Membership Action 
Plan and Annual 
Progress Report 
(69%, n=11) 

The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(68%, n=74) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (67%, 
n=12) 
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Customs (20%) The EU's Economic 
Partnership 
Agreements for 
ACP Countries 
(74%, n=18) 

The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing Business 
Report (63%, n=32) 

The African Growth 
and Opportunity Act 
(AGOA) Eligibility 
Criteria (60%, n=19) 

Justice and Security (17%) The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (88%, 
n=16) 

NATO's Membership 
Action Plan and 
Annual Progress 
Report (74%, n=17) 

The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(55%, n=52) 

Land (17%) The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing 
Business Report 
(63%, n=37) 

The African Peer 
Review Mechanism 
(43%, n=24) 

The Millennium 
Challenge 
Corporation's 
Eligibility Criteria 
and Country 
Scorecards (37%, 
n=36) 

 

3.4. Influencing reform efforts from the outside is substantially easier in 
some policy domains than in others. 
 
There is an active debate among scholars and policymakers about whether external assessments of 
government performance exert more influence in some policy domains than others. Some have claimed 
that assessments may prove more influential in policy domains that lend themselves to quantitative forms 
of performance measurement (The Economist 2005; OECD and DIE 2014). Others have argued that 
external assessments will be less influential in policy domains that directly impinge upon the core 
interests of governing elites (Parks and Rice 2013; Smets 2014). The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey 
provides evidence that speaks to this debate. In Table 2, we provide an overview of the three most 
influential external assessments by policy domain and stage of the reform process. 
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Table 2. The 3 Most Influential Assessments in Each Policy Domain (Level of Agenda-
Setting Influence) 76  

 
 

                                                        
76 As expected, the number of participants (n) evaluating the influence of a given assessment within a specific policy domain can be 
low. For this reason, we have limited our presentation and analysis to those assessments with at least 5 participants. We assume 
that, given the specialized knowledge of our survey participants, the narrow scope of some assessments, and our tailored survey 
design (see Appendix D), a higher-than-average-influence score as reported by at least 5 policy experts indicates, at least to some 
degree, consensus about a relatively high level of assessment influence. We urge readers, however, not to treat the listed scores as 
precise estimates.  

Macroeconomic management  The IMF’s Article IV 
Consultations (4.09, 
n=17) 

The HIPC Initiative's 
"Decision Point" and 
"Completion Point" 
(3.83, n=69) 

The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements 
(3.70, n=6)  

Finance, credit, and banking The EU's Partnership 
and Cooperation 
Agreements (3.42, 
n=5) 

The European 
Neighborhood Policy 
Action Plans and 
Country Reports 
(3.25, n=5) 

The IMF Financial 
Sector Assessment 
Program (FSAP) 
(3.17, n=9) 

Trade The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing Business 
Report (3.30, n=73) 

The AsDB's Country 
Performance 
Assessment (CPA) 
and Performance-
Based Allocation 
System (3.29, n=8) 

The AfDB's Country 
Performance 
Assessment (CPA) 
and Performance-
Based Allocation 
System (3.25, n=7) 

Business regulatory 
environment 

The EU’s Association 
Agenda (4.50, n=6) 

The EBRD’s Country 
Law Assessment 
(3.88, n=7) 

The World Bank and 
IFC’s Doing Business 
Report (3.84, n=124) 

Investment The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing Business 
Report (4.43, n=17) 

The HIPC Initiative's 
"Decision Point" and 
"Completion Point" 
(3.71, n=18) 

The Multilateral Debt 
Relief Initiative (3.41, 
n=12) 

Health The European 
Neighborhood Policy 
Action Plans and 
Country Reports 
(3.70, n=6) 

The UN's Millennium 
Development Goals 
(3.67, n=203) 

The EU’s Association 
Agreements (3.38, 
n=5) 

Education The OECD's Program 
for International 
Student Assessment 
(3.70, n=17) 

The Multilateral Debt 
Relief Initiative (3.32, 
n=12) 

The UN’s Millennium 
Development Goals 
(3.29, n=135) 

Family and gender The UN's Millennium 
Development Goals 
(3.81, n=33) 

The Millennium 
Challenge 
Corporation's 
Eligibility Criteria and 
Country Scorecards 
(3.73, n=7) 

The US State 
Department’s 
“Country Reports on 
Human Rights 
Practices” (3.46, 
n=13) 
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Social protection and welfare The IADB's Policy-
Based Loans (3.88, 
n=5) 

The IADB's Country 
Institutional and 
Policy Evaluation 
(CIPE) and 
Performance-Based 
Allocation System   
(3.60, n=6) 

The UN's Millennium 
Development Goals 
(3.25, n=80) 

Labor The World Economic 
Forum's "Global 
Competitiveness 
Report" (3.06, n=14) 

The ILO's Global 
Monitoring and 
Analysis of 
Conditions of Work 
and Employment 
(3.01, n=33) 

DFID's Resource 
Allocation Model 
(2.80, n=5) 

Environmental protection The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements (4.58, 
n=6) 

The IADB's Country 
Environmental 
Analysis (3.71, n=9) 

The EU's Association 
Agreements (3.33, 
n=7) 

Agriculture and rural 
development 

The IMF's Rapid 
Credit Facility (3.67, 
n=9) 

The World Bank’s 
Development Policy 
Loans Program (3.25, 
n=9) 

The Multilateral Debt 
Relief Initiative (3.23, 
n=18) 

Energy and mining The World Bank’s 
Country Economic 
Memorandum (3.57, 
n=14) 

The EBRD's Energy 
Sector Assessment 
(3.4, n=5) 

The Global 
Environmental 
Facility’s 
Performance Index 
and Resource 
Allocation Framework 
(3.25, n=8) 

Land The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing Business 
Report (3.29, n=20) 

The Millennium 
Challenge 
Corporation's 
Eligibility Criteria and 
Country Scorecards 
(2.89, n=12) 

The World Bank’s 
Development Policy 
Review (2.69, n=9) 

Infrastructure The AfDB's Country 
Performance 
Assessment (CPA) 
and Performance-
Based Allocation 
System (3.42, n=12) 

The Millennium 
Challenge 
Corporation's 
Eligibility Criteria and 
Country Scorecards 
(3.21, n=42) 

The AfDB’s Policy-
Based Loans and 
Budget Support (3.18, 
n=11) 

Decentralization The EU's Poverty 
Reduction Budget 
Support Program 
(2.37, n=16) 

The World Bank’s 
Decentralization 
Indicators (2.26, 
n=26) 

The World Bank’s 
Country Policy and 
Institutional 
Assessment (CPIA) 
and Performance-
Based Allocation 
System (2.22, n=11) 

Anti-corruption and 
transparency 

The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements (4.50, 
n=15) 

NATO's Membership 
Action Plan and 
Annual Progress 
Report (4.17, n=6) 

The EU's Association 
Agreements (4.00, 
n=10) 

Democracy The EU's Association 
Agenda (4.20, n=9) 

NATO's Membership 
Action Plan and 
Annual Progress 

The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements (3.77, 
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3.4.6. Agenda-Setting Influence by Policy Domain 
 
External assessments of government performance appear to have exerted particularly strong agenda-
setting influence in the health and family and gender policy domains, as reported by survey participants. 
The strong influence of external assessments over health sector reform efforts is consistent with the claim 
that the health sector is unique because it is easy for external actors to measure and monitor government 
performance on health related issues (OECD and DIE 2014; Honig 2014).77 The agenda-setting influence 
of external assessments in the family and gender policy domain seems to reflect the focus of 
assessments like the UN MDGs and the MCC eligibility criteria (see Tables 1 and 2), which have not only 
cast a bright, public spotlight on family and gender issues but also created tangible rewards for 
governments to address them.78 The USG, for example, links a country’s eligibility for hundreds of millions 
of dollars in MCC assistance to performance on ten measures of gender equality in economic life and 
girls’ primary education completion rates (Butts 2011; MCC 2013).79  
 
The policy domains that appear to be least susceptible to external influence at the agenda-setting stage 
are democracy and decentralization. This finding supports the notion that assessments containing 
(implicit or explicit) policy advice that threatens existing power structures will induce weaker policy 
responses (Parks and Rice 2013; Smets 2014). It is also consistent with previous research that suggests 
                                                        
77 Participants in a 2014 workshop co-sponsored by the OECD and the DIE coalesced around the idea that “[h]ealth is the most 
advanced sector with regards to results-based funding because expected results in this sector are easier to measure and verify. 
Donors know what to buy because outputs can be a good proxy for outcomes” (OECD and DIE 2014). 
78 See Phillips 2007; and MCC 2013a, 2013b. While the MDGs do not constitute a performance-based aid scheme, many donors tie 
budget support and other forms of assistance to improved performance on MDG indicators (EC 2008; Savedoff 2011). 
79 The MCC’s “Gender in the Economy” index measures “the legal capacity of married and unmarried women to execute 10 
economic activities: get a job, register a business, sign a contract, open a bank account, choose where to live, get passports, travel 
domestically and abroad, pass citizenship on to their children, and become heads of households” (Butts 2011). 

Report (4.17, n=7) n=19) 

Civil Service The EU's Association 
Agreements (3.87, 
n=8) 

The AfDB's Policy-
Based Loans and 
Budget Support (3.81, 
n=9) 

The EU's 
Governance Initiative 
and Governance 
Incentive Tranche 
(3.50, n=6) 

Justice and security The European 
Neighborhood Policy 
Action Plans and 
Country Reports 
(4.22, n=5) 

The EU's Association 
Agreements (3.33, 
n=10) 

NATO’s Membership 
Action Plan and 
Annual Progress 
Report (2.83, n=10) 

Tax The EU's 
Governance Initiative 
and Governance 
Incentive Tranche 
(3.50, n=6) 

The World Bank’s 
Worldwide 
Governance 
Indicators (3.36, n=8) 

The World Bank’s 
Development Policy 
Review (3.25, n=10) 

Customs The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing Business 
Report (3.68, n=22) 

The World Bank’s 
Diagnostic Trade 
Integration Studies 
(3.50, n=5) 

The WTO's 
Accession Working 
Party Reports and 
Accession Protocols 
(3.18, n=10) 

Public expenditure 
management 

The IADB's Policy-
Based Loans (4.24, 
n=9) 

The EU's Partnership 
and Cooperation 
Agreements (4.22, 
n=6) 

The EU's Stabilization 
and Association 
Agreements (4.10, 
n=6) 
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decentralization reforms are likely to encounter significant domestic opposition from elected politicians 
and appointed bureaucrats who are motivated to preserve and consolidate their own power (Eaton et al. 
2010: xv; Swift-Morgan 2014). Other policy domains that were less strongly influenced by external 
assessments of government performance include labor, land, and finance, credit, and banking. The 
difficulty of exerting outside influence in these policy domains may reflect some level of “pass through” 
where the insoluble nature of the domestic policy problem limits the influence that any external actor can 
wield (Kikeri et al. 2006). We will consider this issue at greater length later in this report.  
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Figure 10. The Agenda-Setting Influence of External Assessments, by Policy Domain 

 
Note: The number of assessment-specific observations per policy domain is indicated in brackets. All else equal, there is an inverse 
relationship between the number of observations and the amount of error around a particular average influence score. Shading is by 
quintile and reflects the relative influence of external assessments in one policy domain versus another.  
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In Table 2, we listed the three most influential external assessments of government performance by policy 
domain and stage of the policymaking process. Several EU-produced assessments (e.g., Stabilization 
and Association Agreements, Partnership and Cooperation Agreements, Association Agenda, and 
European Neighborhood Policy Action Plans and Country Reports) enjoy far-reaching influence across a 
wide variety of policy domains.  
 
Additionally, the UN MDGs seem to exert strong agenda-setting influence on how governments identify 
which reforms they will prioritize in the areas of health, education, social protection and welfare, and 
family and gender, while the WB’s and the IFC's Doing Business Report appears to have significant 
agenda-setting influence in the areas of trade, customs, investment, and the business regulatory 
environment. 
 
A number of assessment suppliers and sponsors appear to have benefitted from more specialized zones 
of policy influence. For example, the OECD's PISA has more agenda-setting influence than any other 
external assessment of government performance that focuses on education policy, and the World 
Economic Forum's Global Competitiveness Report exerts the greatest agenda-setting policy influence in 
the labor policy domain. The "Decision Point" and "Completion Point" assessments made under the 
auspices of the HIPC appear to influence the macroeconomic reform priorities of developing countries 
more than any other assessment.80  
 
A disproportionate number of the assessments identified by survey participants as particularly influential 
at the agenda-setting stage are tied to the potential acquisition of a tangible, material reward or set of 
rewards. Twenty-two, or 58%, of the thirty-eight assessments listed in Table 2 involve some “economic or 
financial reward for reform.”81 Notwithstanding some important exceptions (e.g., the WB’s 
Decentralization Indicators), the vast majority of external assessments that wield significant agenda-
setting policy influence are performance-based aid and debt relief programs (e.g., AfDB and IADB policy 
lending, the EU's Governance Initiative and Governance Incentive) or other conditionality programs (e.g., 
the European Neighborhood Policy Action Plans and Country Reports).82  
 
3.4.7. Reform Design Influence by Policy Domain 
 
As we indicated earlier in this report, external assessments of government performance do tend to exert 
greater influence during agenda setting than during reform design; however, there is important variation 
across policy domains. Figure 11 demonstrates that the greatest decreases in external assessment 
influence between the agenda-setting stage and the reform design stage are observed in the energy and 
mining, customs, investment, land, and education policy domains. These sharp reductions in influence 
may reflect the politically contested and transaction-intensive nature of energy, customs, land, and 
education reforms. We know from previous research that reform of the land and energy sectors, in 
particular, is difficult because it usually involves a substantial redistribution or restructuring of the wealth, 
authority, and property of vocal interest groups with high levels of pre-existing investment in illiquid assets 
(Shafer 1994; Kikeri et al. 2006).83  

                                                        
80 These findings of narrowly targeted HIPC influence at the agenda-setting phase are consistent with previous research undertaken 
by Andrews (2010), Tavakoli et al. (2014), and Grek (2009). 
81 By contrast, only 40.8% of the 103 assessments in our sample are attached to a material reward. See Appendix G for the 
methodology use to determine whether an assessment was tied to a material reward or set of rewards. 
82 This finding at “one tail of the distribution” (i.e., the three most influential assessments by policy domain) adds important nuance to 
a broader empirical pattern: across the full distribution of 103 assessments, there is no statistically significant relationship between 
external assessment influence and the provision of extrinsic material incentives. While there is no significant trend overall, the most 
influential assessments are tied to material incentives. 
83 By contrast, the agricultural and rural development policy domain, which experiences a significantly smaller decline in assessment 
influence, is characterized by flexible production methods that require low sunk costs (Shafer 1994). 
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Figure 11. The Changing Influence of External Assessments by Reform Phase and Policy 
Domain 

 
Note: The change in influence is equal to the influence of external assessments in a policy domain during reform design (on a scale 
of 0-5) minus their influence during agenda setting (also on a scale of 0-5). A positive value indicates an increase in influence 
between the agenda-setting stage and reform design stage, while a negative value indicates a decrease. 

 
 
Family and gender is one of only two policy domains in which external assessments of government 
performance actually registered higher levels of influence at the reform design stage of the policymaking 
process.84 This finding implies that while it may be relatively harder for reforms focused on family and 
gender issues to make it onto the policy agenda established by (mostly male) government decision-
makers in developing countries (see Figure 1),85 it is relatively easier for governments to design new 
policies and programs to address these issues once the need for reform is acknowledged. One reason 
why we may observe this pattern is that family and gender-related reforms (e.g., allowing women to own 
bank accounts or own property) are often not overly complex, but they usually require substantial political 
will (WB and IFC 2013). 
 

                                                        
84 The second policy domain in which external assessments of government performance registered higher levels of influence at the 
reform design stage of the policymaking process is business regulatory environment. 
85 Also see WB 2011 and 2014. 
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In the infrastructure policy domain (see Table H.6 in Appendix H), we find that the AICD is one of the most 
influential assessments at the reform design stage. Similarly, we find that the WB’s Poverty Assessment 
and the WB’s Country Gender Assessment registered higher levels of reform design influence than 
agenda-setting influence in the labor, family, and gender policy domains. These assessments share a 
common feature: they are all country-specific studies or diagnostics that provide detailed policy analysis 
and guidance that is tailored to the particular country being assessed.  
 
Indeed, one potential explanation for the influence of these assessments in particular is that they contain 
policy advice perceived to be useful in the design of specific reform features. It less clear that these 
assessments exerted significant policy influence because developing country governments were seeking 
to reap a financial or economic reward offered by foreign governments and international organizations. In 
contrast to what we found at the agenda-setting stage, only 18 (or 47%) of the 38 assessments listed are 
linked to the potential acquisition of a material reward from an external actor.  
 

3.5. Geography matters: assessments achieve widely varying levels of 
uptake across regions and countries. 
 
Our analysis of the data from the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey indicates that external assessment 
influence varies significantly by country, and there is a strong tendency for assessment influence to 
cluster by geographic region.86 Figure 12 provides a color-coded map of all countries included in the 
survey and reports the average agenda-setting influence of external assessments on policymakers in the 
developing world.87 The lighter shades of green indicate lower levels of agenda-setting influence and the 
darker shades of green indicate higher levels of influence.  
 

                                                        
86 Previous research suggests that there is tremendous variation in external assessment influence across countries and regions 
(Parks 2014; Kelley and Simmons 2014a, 2014b). Some governments are far more likely to consider external analysis and advice 
during the policy formulation and execution process than others. However, to date, neither the policy community nor the research 
community has had a strong grasp on the factors that best account for this geographical variation.  
87 Country-level scores were calculated by weighting according to the count of participants unique to each broad policy area within 
each country. 
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Figure 12. The Influence of External Assessments on the Decision to Pursue Reforms, by 
Country 

 
 
 
Europe has the highest average agenda-setting influence scores, followed by Africa, Oceania, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and Asia. In Europe, external assessments of government performance 
seem to exert particularly strong policy influence in Southern Europe (e.g., Macedonia and Albania), and 
slightly weaker influence in Eastern Europe. In Africa, assessment influence is especially high in West 
Africa, specifically, Côte d’Ivoire, Cape Verde, Sierra Leone, the Gambia, Liberia, Burkina Faso, and 
Niger.  
 
While external assessment influence is still relatively high in Southern Africa, as one moves eastward, 
northward, and towards the center of the continent, influence begins to wane. In Asia, the data reveal 
higher levels of external assessment influence in Southeast Asia and lower levels of influence in Central 
Asia. In Oceania, assessment influence is highest in Polynesia and lowest in Micronesia.88 Finally, 
assessment influence in Latin America is highest in Central America and lowest in South America.  
 
Figure 13 similarly visualizes the average influence of external assessments on the reform design efforts 
of policymakers in the developing world. The lighter shades of orange indicate lower levels of assessment 
influence and the darker shades of orange indicate higher levels of influence. Overall, we see few 
differences between the countries that are influenced by external assessments at the agenda-setting 
stage of the policymaking process and countries that are influenced by external assessments at the 
reform design stage of the policymaking process.89  
 
This strongly positive and statistically significant correlation suggests that the same country-level 
attributes that make a government more inclined to recalibrate its reform priorities in response to an 
external assessment also influence the extent to which it uses assessments to select the specific features 

                                                        
88 We refer to Polynesia (Tuvalu, Western Samoa, and Tonga) and Micronesia (Kiribati, the Federated States of Micronesia, and the 
Marshall Islands) as sub-regions within Oceania, as defined by the UN Statistics Division. 
89 The bivariate correlation between these different country-level indicators of external assessment influence is 0.935. A Spearman’s 
correlation between the two variables yields a similar value of 0.930. 

Assessment influence is measured on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence." 
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of its reform interventions.90 If external assessments influence a government’s decision to pursue reform 
in the first place, they also seem to wield significant influence in shaping downstream reform design 
decisions. This suggests that influence at an early stage of the policymaking process can translate into 
more influence at subsequent stage. 
 
The data reveal some other noteworthy differences in external assessment influence across different 
stages of the policymaking process. In many small Pacific island states (e.g., Papua New Guinea, 
Micronesia, Tuvalu, the Marshall Islands, and Samoa), external assessments of government performance 
seem to have exerted more influence on specific reform design decisions than on the reform priorities 
placed on the policy agenda.91 In these cases, assessments may have served more as sources of 
technical assistance than as agenda-setting inputs.92  
 
Figure 13. The Influence of External Assessments on the Design of Reforms, by Country 

 
 
 
In addition to these general trends, we observe significant variation in the influence of specific 
assessments across regions. Figure 14 indicates that, in East Asia and the Pacific, the single most 
influential external assessment of government performance at the agenda-setting stage was TI’s 
Corruption Perceptions Index. This finding is broadly consistent with the results reported in Parks and 
Rice (2013), as well as a recent study about corruption indicators in East and Southeast Asia, which 
concludes that TI’s Corruption Perceptions Index has “placed the issues of combating corruption and 
improving governance squarely on the international policy agenda of governments and private 
enterprises” (Lin and Yu 2004: 143).93  
 
                                                        
90 This is consistent with the findings reported in Parks (2014). It should also be noted that this correlation most likely also reflects a 
lack of differentiation among survey participants between the stages of the policy process. 
91 Similar increases in assessment influence were found in Central Asia (Mongolia, Kazakhstan, and Tajikistan) and the Caribbean 
(Jamaica and the Dominican Republic). Other, more isolated, increases in assessment influence were found in several countries, 
including Cameroon, Equatorial Guinea, Azerbaijan, Bolivia, and Cape Verde, among others. 
92 On the issue of whether and when technical assistance is used to implement policy recommendations contained in external 
assessments, see de Renzio and Masud 2011; IEG 2008; Geertson 2010; and Parks 2014. 
93 TI claims that its Corruption Perceptions Index “has been widely credited with putting the issue of corruption on the international 
policy agenda” (TI 2015). See Andersson and Heywood 2009. 

Assessment influence is measured on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence." 
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In Europe and Central Asia, the OECD’s PISA was the most influential assessment at the agenda-setting 
phase, which supports Sotiria Grek’s claim that, in Europe, PISA is assigned “particularly significant 
weight as an indicator of the success or failure of education policy” (Grek 2009: 4).  
 
Our findings for Latin America and the Caribbean are more surprising. The IMF’s Article IV Consultations 
is the single most influential external assessment of government performance at both the agenda-setting 
and reform design stages, which does not comport with previous research suggesting that the IMF’s 
policy analysis and advice is less influential in this region of the world (Chwieroth 2008; Helleiner and 
Momani 2008; and IMF 2013).94 One possible explanation for the apparent disconnect between the 
conventional wisdom and our survey results (reported in Figures 14 and 15) is that government leaders in 
the Western Hemisphere value and quietly rely upon IMF policy analysis and advice while being careful 
not to publicly acknowledge the IMF’s influence for domestic political reasons (Remmer 1986; Vreeland 
2003). 
 
Figure 14. The Most and Least Influential External Assessments at the Agenda-Setting 
Stage, by Region 

 
Note: Regions follow World Bank classifications. Brackets indicate first the agenda-setting influence score and then the number (n=) 
of observations for that assessment within the indicated region. 

 
 
In the MENA region, our results suggest that the State Department’s Trafficking in Persons Report is the 
single least influential external assessment of government performance at both the agenda-setting and 
reform design stages of the policymaking process. Previous research has shown the TIP Report to be 
generally effective as a reform catalyst (Kelley and Simmons 2014a). However, Figures 14 and 15 
demonstrate that the policy influence of this assessment varies significantly across regions: while the TIP 
                                                        
94 For example, in a 2011-2012 survey of central bank and finance ministry officials, the IMF concluded that “strong negative 
sentiment against the Fund … would make it almost impossible for policymakers to follow Fund advice, because being seen to do so 
would be the political ‘kiss of death.’ … Interviews confirmed the survey results, with the experiences from the Asian and Latin 
American crises still firmly entrenched in the thinking of senior policymakers today” (IMF 2013: 27). 



 

 49 

Report ranks 60th out of 101 assessments on our measure of agenda-setting influence (see Figure 5), it 
ranks last in the MENA region. Our findings are consistent with those of Cho et al. (2014), who report that 
government commitment to anti-trafficking measures is weak and declining in the Middle East. The fact 
that governments in the MENA region have not mounted consistent efforts to confront this problem 
suggests that an external assessment’s influence will be limited when it addresses an issue that lacks 
local resonance with the domestic authorities.  
 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean, two external assessments of 
governance—the Global Integrity Report and the Ibrahim Index of African Governance—registered 
exceptionally low levels of policy influence. On one hand, these assessments’ lack of influence is 
somewhat unexpected and disappointing since they both exemplify the recent call from development 
policymakers, practitioners, and scholars for more “actionable governance indicators” that can be used to 
guide policy (WB 2006a; Knack 2007; UNDP and Global Integrity 2008; and Trapnell 2011). On the other 
hand, these assessments call attention to a set of vexing challenges that, in many cases, can only be 
resolved by taking measures that directly challenge vested interests or disrupt existing power structures. 
Previous research suggests that external pressures for governance reform may induce a weaker policy 
response for precisely this reason (Parks and Rice 2013; Smets 2014).95  
 
Moving from agenda-setting to reform design (see Figure 15), an overarching trend emerges: 
assessments with high levels of regional influence at the agenda-setting stage remain influential, while 
assessments with low levels of agenda-setting influence stay relatively un-influential. This adds further 
support to our consistent, repeated finding that perceptions of agenda-setting influence are strongly 
related to perceptions of reform design influence, and vice versa.96 

                                                        
95 It is also bears mentioning that among the various indicators that comprise the Ibrahim Index of African Governance are a 
significant number of “Africa Integrity indicators” derived from the organization—Global Integrity—that produces the Global Integrity 
Report. 
96 We observe this pattern not only in global influence scores, but also at the regional level. Indeed, the region with the strongest 
assessment-level correlation (0.927) between assessment influence at agenda-setting and reform design is Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and this correlation remains similarly strong across all regions, at most falling to 0.847 in South Asia. 
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Figure 15. The Most and Least Influential External Assessments at the Reform Design 
Stage, by Region 

 
Note: Regions follow World Bank classifications. Brackets indicate first the reform design influence score and then the number (n=) 
of observations for that assessment within the indicated region. 

 
 
3.5.1. The Countries Most and Least Influenced by External Assessments 
 
Within and across regions, there is significant country-level variation as to the extent to which the 
authorities drew on external sources of analysis and advice. As seen in Figure 16, “small states” appear 
to have been most influenced by external assessments of government performance.97 The ten countries 
most influenced by external assessments have a median population combined of 2.8 million, compared to 
9.4 million median population of countries included in our sample.98 The correlation between population 
size and external assessment influence is also observable across the countries in the sample beyond the 
top ten.  
 
  

                                                        
97 It should be noted that a threshold of N ≥ 5 observations per country per survey question was used in this analysis. Thus, 
Zanzibar (N=0) was excluded. For more on how the country-level data were weighted to better enable apples-to-apples 
comparisons, see Appendix C. 
98 These estimates were drawn from the WB’s World Development Indicators and calculated based on averages of each country’s 
population size over the 10 year period covered in our survey (2004-2013). 
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Figure 16. The Agenda-Setting Influence of External Assessments, by Country 
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Note: Participants in each country were asked to evaluate the agenda-setting influence of those assessments with which they were 
familiar, on a scale of 0 to 5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The estimates presented in 
this chart are presented in rank order by quintile, and the location of a country within a specific quintile indicates the relative score of 
assessment influence in that country vis-a-vis other countries. The number of assessment-specific observations pertaining to each 
country is in brackets. Zanzibar was excluded from analysis because it did not meet a response sample size threshold of at least 10 
observations. Due to respondent security concerns, the North Korean assessment influence score only reflects the experiences and 
perceptions of those development partner staff and officials and independent country experts who were physically located outside of 
North Korea on the survey launch date. 
 
 

Unsurprisingly, the countries that were least susceptible to external assessment influence were closed 
economies, autocratic regimes, or countries that experienced long periods of political instability and war. 
Turkmenistan, the second least influenced country99 on our measure of assessment influence, is 
governed by elites who have “zero tolerance … for information that even implies a less-than-stellar 
performance by the government” (IREX 2014: 283).100 Also on our list of “least influenced countries” are 
Equatorial Guinea, Iraq, Uzbekistan, China, Syria, Cuba, and Somaliland101, all of which Freedom House 
designates as “not free” countries.102 Two other notable countries are Brazil and Bolivia. The limited 
influence of external assessments in these two countries may reflect Brazil’s longstanding sensitivity to 
perceived intrusions upon its national sovereignty (Santiso 2003; Laurance 2007; de Almeida 2013), and 
the fact that the Evo Morales administration (2006 to present) in Bolivia has become deeply suspicious of 
foreign powers seeking to influence its policy decisions and actions (Rieff 2005). 
 
Moving from agenda-setting to reform design (see Figure 17), the most and least influenced countries 
remain quite similar. Lesotho (with a population of approximately 2 million) is still the single most 
responsive nation to external assessments at the reform design stage, followed by Cape Verde, Jamaica, 
Puntland, and Côte d'Ivoire.   
 
  

                                                        
99 Participants from Turkmenistan indicated the second lowest level of external assessment influence: 1.016 on a scale of 0 to 5, 
with 0 indicating no influence at all and 5 indicating maximum influence. 
100 IREX (2014: 283) also notes that, “Turkmenistan falls solidly among the worst of the worst in terms of the media’s ability to 
sustainably inform the public with useful, relevant news and information.” 
101 Given the absence of Freedom House data for Somaliland, we imputed its score by relying Somalia’s score. 
102 These designations come from Freedom House’s Freedom in the World Report. 
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Figure 17. The Reform Design Influence of External Assessments, by Country 
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Note: Participants in each country were asked to evaluate the reform design influence of those assessments with which they were 
familiar, on a scale of 0 to 5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The estimates presented in 
this chart are presented in rank order by quintile, and the location of a country within a specific quintile indicates the relative score of 
assessment influence in that country vis-a-vis other countries. The number of assessment-specific observations pertaining to each 
country is in brackets. Zanzibar was excluded from analysis because it did not meet a response sample size threshold of at least 10 
observations. Due to respondent security concerns, the North Korean assessment influence score only reflects the experiences and 
perceptions of those development partner staff and officials and independent country experts who were physically located outside of 
North Korea on the survey launch date. 
 
 
Figure 18 highlights the three countries with the most severe declines in assessment influence between 
the agenda-setting and reform design stages of the policymaking process: Iran (-0.916), Kiribati (-0.642), 
and the Central African Republic (-0.542). These results may point to the fact that very few assessment 
suppliers have an in-country presence in Tehran, South Tarawa, and Bangui. This lack of “ground game” 
most likely limits their ability to work with the authorities on the design features of reforms (Parks and Rice 
2014). 
 
Figure 18. The Strong Country-Level Correlation between Assessment Influence in 
Agenda Setting and Reform Design 

 
Note: For both agenda setting and reform design, 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The R value of 
0.935 indicates a very strong, positive relationship between the agenda-setting influence and reform design influence of 
assessments in an average sample country. Change (Δ) in influence is measured as assessment influence in reform design minus 
influence in agenda setting. Countries in the 95th percentile are among the 5% of countries with the greatest, or most positive, 
changes in influence, while countries in the 5th percentile are among the 5% with the smallest, or most negative, changes in 
influence.   
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Box 6. Regional Differences in Assessment Familiarity	
  
 
 
 
 
Examining assessment familiarity across six world regions yields results that are broadly similar to the 
global findings, but with a few notable differences. The UN, World Bank, EU, and Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria have the most widely recognized assessments across regions. However, 
there is also some important variation between regions.  
 
In Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, the two most widely recognized assessments are the 
EU's Stabilization and Association Agreements and the European Neighborhood Policy Action Plans and 
Country Reports. The EU not only has a large presence in this part of the world, but also the prospect of 
tariff-free access to European markets or eventual EU membership likely renders its assessments of 
government performance more salient and influential in the eyes of local stakeholders in those countries 
(Kelley 2006; Gavrilis 2014).  
 
In Latin America, where education quality is an increasingly important issue, the OECD’s Program for 
International Student Assessment appears to be widely known among policymakers and practitioners 
(Grindle 2004). By comparison, in South Asia, where problems related to child labor and worker rights are 
particularly acute (Cho et al. 2014), there are high levels of familiarity with the ILO’s Global Monitoring and 
Analysis of Conditions of Work and Employment. Finally, in Sub-Saharan Africa, the region most severely 
affected by HIV/AIDS and malaria (Bor 2007), participants are particularly familiar with Performance-
Based Funding from the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria.   
 
These patterns in the data support the notion that assessments and their suppliers have higher levels of 
visibility with government decision-makers in the places that they seek to influence. 
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4. External Assessment Influence: Assessment-Level 
Findings 
 
Using responses to the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, we also examined the extent to which assessment-
level characteristics contribute to their uptake by and influence with senior government decision-makers 
 in developing countries. We specifically consider the following assessment-level characteristics: policy 
focus, problem-solving orientation, geographic coverage, source of performance data, the general policy 
area, nature of the assessment supplier, and longevity.   
 
Analyzing the survey data, we identified 12 assessment-level findings on external assessment 
influence, which we will preview here and discuss at length in this section: 
 

1. Paying attention to “nuts and bolts of government” may result in greater assessment influence. 
2. Getting the incentives right is easier for some policy problems than others. 
3. There are limits to what external assessment suppliers can reasonably expect to influence.  
4. Country-specific diagnostics generally exert greater influence than cross-country benchmarking 

exercises. 
5. Assessments that rely on host government data are more influential. 
6. Governance assessments face the greatest obstacles to in-country uptake and influence. 
7. Intergovernmental organizations with a global reach produce more influential assessments. 
8. The longer an assessment’s track record of publication, the more influential it becomes vis-à- vis 

others. 
9. Neither incentives nor penalties seem to easily explain assessment influence. 
10. Assessment influence might depend upon the flexibility and specificity of policy advice. 
11. Alignment with local priorities is a key determinant of external assessment influence. 
12. Senior government leaders and their deputies engage with external assessments in very different 

ways. 
 

4.1. Do the types of policy problems that external assessments seek to 
address affect their influence? 
 
Do external assessments more successfully encourage “target” governments to focus their reform efforts 
on some types of policy problems more than on others? Using data from the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, 
we systematically categorized and coded the open-ended responses of survey participants to identify 16 
policy problem types typically addressed by developing country reform efforts, including:103 
 

• Bureaucracy: Overly burdensome or inefficient bureaucratic procedures, practices, or 
regulations 

• Consultation: Inadequate involvement of local stakeholders in decision-making 
• Coordination: Poor inter- or intra-institutional communication or coordination 
• Corruption: Fraud, corruption, opacity, cronyism, or political interference 
• De Jure Environment: Inadequate, inconsistent, or unstable regulations, laws or policies 
• Funding: Insufficient funding 
• Human Capital: Insufficient human capital 
• Implementation: Inadequate/inconsistent implementation or enforcement of regulations, laws or 

policies 

                                                        
103 We thank Matt Andrews for providing input into the “problem types” and NORC at the University of Chicago for helping to code 
open-ended survey responses into these sixteen “problem type” categories. Problem types were identified using data from question 
20. We utilized data from question 31 to calculate the weighted agenda-setting influence of external assessments on reforms 
focused on each problem type. 
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• Incentives: Behavior or incentives of private individuals or firms needs to change 
• Informality: Disconnect between formal policies or institutions and informal administrative, 

cultural, or economic practices or norms 
• Information: Inadequate data collection or information systems 
• Infrastructure: Insufficient equipment, technology, or infrastructure 
• Leadership: Inadequate management, strategic direction, focus, or political will 
• Physical Security: Insufficient safety and security due to conflict, terrorism, or instability 
• Service Delivery: Poor delivery of public services 
• Vested Interests: Overly centralized decision-making dominated by the interests of a single 

group 
 
In Figure 19, we depict the relative agenda-setting influence of external assessments by the problem 
focus of their specific reform efforts.  
 
Figure 19. Substantive Focus of Reforms Influenced by External Assessments 

 
 
Note: Shading is by quartile. The position of a given problem type within a given quartile reflects the relative influence of external 
assessments on the decision of an average government (in our sample) to undertake at least one reform effort focused on solving 
that particular type of problem. In question 31 of the survey questionnaire, participants were asked to evaluate -- on a scale of 0-5, 
where 0 means “No influence at all” and 5 means “Maximum influence” -- the amount of influence that specific external assessments 
had on a government’s decision to pursue reforms focused on three specific problems. These three problems were identified by the 
survey participants themselves in a prior, open-ended question (question 20). After the survey field period, we coded each problem 
by problem type. This graph shows the weighted average influence score of all external assessments of government performance 
on reforms that tried to solve each type of problem. 

 
 
Additionally, the external assessments of government performance that exert the greatest agenda-setting 
influence on each problem type (see Table 3) shows that there is significant variation in and specialization 
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among the external assessments that help put specific types of problems on the policy agendas of 
developing country governments.104 
 
Table 3. The 3 Most Influential Assessments in a Government's Decision to Pursue 
Reforms, by Specific Problem Type 

Incentives (Influence of external 
assessments = 2.903) 

The EU's Poverty 
Reduction Budget 
Support Program 
(3.5, n=14) 

The "Variable 
Tranche" of the EU's 
Budget Support 
Program (3.4, n=5) 

UNDP's Human 
Development Index 
(3.4, n=18) 

Human Capital (2.809) The EU's 
Association Agenda 
(4.4, n=6) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (3.8, 
n=14) 

The EU's 
Association 
Agreements (3.7, 
n=17) 

Information (2.766) The GAVI Alliance's 
Health Systems 
Strengthening 
Window (3.8, n=7) 

The Public 
Expenditure and 
Financial 
Accountability 
Assessment (PEFA) 
(3.75, n=22) 

The World Bank’s 
Diagnostic Trade 
Integration Studies 
(3.7, n=5) 

Implementation (2.750) The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements, (4.1, 
n=12) 

NATO's Membership 
Action Plan and 
Annual Progress 
Report (4.0, n=8) 

The World Bank’s 
Country Financial 
Accountability 
Assessment (4.0, 
n=5) 

Coordination (2.719) The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (4.0, 
n=11) 

The World Bank’s 
Education Sector 
Review (3.6, n=5) 

The European 
Neighborhood Policy 
Action Plans and 
Country Reports 
(3.6, n=5) 

Infrastructure (2.688) The World Bank’s 
Health Sector 
Review (3.8, n=5) 

Performance-Based 
Funding from the 
Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria (3.8, 
n=9) 

The WTO's 
Accession Working 
Party Reports and 
Accession Protocols 
(3.4, n=7) 

Leadership (2.674) The GAVI Alliance's 
Immunization 
Services Support 
(ISS) Window (3.8, 
n=9) 

Performance-Based 
Funding from the 
Global Fund to Fight 
AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria (3.5, 
n=17) 

The Public 
Expenditure and 
Financial 
Accountability 
Assessment (PEFA) 
(3.5, n=72) 

Funding (2.654) The EU’s 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (4.1, 
n=18) 

The World Bank’s 
Education Sector 
Review (3.8, n=8) 

The IADB’s Country 
Institutional and 
Policy Evaluation 
(CIPE) and 
Performance-Based 
Allocation System 
(3.7, n=7) 

                                                        
104 After restricting our participant sets to only those who mentioned a particular problem type, we were able to replicate the 
assessment-specific weighting system used to generate the aggregate statistics presented throughout this report—and thereby 
identify the three assessments that exerted the most agenda-setting influence over reforms focused on each problem type.  
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Bureaucracy (2.652) Transparency 
International’s 
Corruption 
Perceptions Index 
(4.5, n=6) 

The HIPC Initiative's 
"Decision Point" and 
"Completion Point" 
(3.7, n=9) 

The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing 
Business Report 
(3.7, n=44) 

De Jure Environment (2.636) The EU's 
Association Agenda 
(4.0, n=5) 

The World Bank’s 
Education Sector 
(3.9, n=7) 

The World Bank’s 
Health Sector 
Review (3.8, n=11) 

Service Delivery (2.618) The EU's 
Association Agenda 
(4.5, n=8) 

The World Bank’s 
Health Sector 
Review  (3.7, n=39) 

Transparency 
International’s 
Corruption 
Perceptions Index 
(3.4, n=11) 

Consultation (2.608) The World Bank’s 
Development Policy 
Review (3.4, n=13) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (3.3, 
n=5) 

The World Bank’s 
Country Economic 
Memorandum (3.2, 
n=11) 

Vested Interests (2.513) The World Bank’s 
Education Sector 
Review (4.0, n=6) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (4.0, 
n=7) 

The World Bank’s 
Growth Diagnostic 
Studies (3.3, n=14) 

Corruption (2.489)  The Global 
Environment 
Facility's 
Performance Index 
and Resource 
Allocation 
Framework (4.2, 
n=5) 

The AsDB's Country 
Poverty Analysis 
(3.70, n=5) 

The EU's 
Stabilization and 
Association 
Agreements (3.6, 
n=42) 

Informality (2.457) The World Bank and 
IFC's Doing 
Business Report 
(3.1, n=7) 

The UN's Millennium 
Development Goals 
(3.1, n=13) 

The Millennium 
Challenge 
Corporation's 
Eligibility Criteria and 
Country Scorecards 
(2.6, n=7) 

Physical Security (2.449) The IADB's Policy-
Based Loans (4.3, 
n=6) 

The IADB's Debt 
Relief Initiative (3.6, 
n=7) 

The World Bank 
Poverty Assessment 
(3.3, n=8) 

 
 
Putting these data points together, we identified three important findings:  
 

1. Paying attention to “nuts and bolts of government” may result in greater assessment influence. 
2. Getting the incentives right is easier for some policy problems than others. 
3. There are limits to what external assessment suppliers can reasonably expect to influence.  

 
4.1.1. Paying attention to the “nuts and bolts of government” may result in greater 
assessment influence.  
 
External assessments of government performance seem to have relatively more agenda-setting influence 
when they seek to place issues on the policy agenda that relate to the “nuts and bolts of government” 
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(e.g., providing sufficient personnel or training so that they can discharge basic functions, the creation of 
modern data collection and information management systems, and the provision of modern equipment 
and technology infrastructure). Notwithstanding the fact that assessment influence scores fall within a 
narrow band, this pattern is clearly evident in the data (see Figure 19). 
 
To the extent that the results reported in Figure 19 capture the revealed preferences of governments in 
the developing world, they are consistent with a growing body of literature on “task complexity,” which 
suggests that donors, international organizations, and other external actors often ask public sector 
institutions in developing countries to “run before they walk” (Pritchett et al. 2013; Krasner and Risse 
2014; and Hoey 2015).105 These findings are also consistent with new research that suggests the limited 
organizational capacity and technical expertise of developing country governments can render some of 
the most “demanding” content in external assessments of government performance less influential (Hille 
and Knill. 2006; Parks 2014; IMF 2014). A less sanguine interpretation of our results in Figure 19 is that 
the authorities in developing countries would prefer to get lots of “goodies” (funding, staff, and equipment) 
rather than making difficult policy and institutional changes that will improve the de facto quality of 
governance. 
 
4.1.2. Getting the incentives right is easier for some policy problems than others. 
 
External assessments appear more likely to influence a “target” government’s policy agenda when their 
diagnostic or advisory content focuses on the behaviors and incentives of private firms and individuals.106 
Information provision and other interventions geared towards influencing the behavior of individuals and 
groups are not necessarily too costly, complex, or time-consuming for developing country governments to 
pursue.107 
 
Conversely, external assessments of government performance appear to have relatively less influence 
when they seek to address deeply-rooted, complex problems, and substantial domestic political economy 
challenges (e.g., misalignment between de jure policies and de facto practices, instability and low levels 
of adherence to the rule of law, or public service delivery). Similarly, reform efforts that seek to alter 
existing political power structures by decentralizing decision-making processes, combatting corruption, or 
increasing the involvement of local stakeholders also have lower levels of influence. These results are 
consistent with research on the difficulty of providing external support to facilitate reforms that effectively 
confront issues of power, rent-seeking, corruption, and institutional dysfunction.108 
  

                                                        
105 Khwaja (2008) and Schäferhoff (2014) demonstrate that task—or project—complexity is negatively correlated with 
implementation success. 
106 Consider the recently installed Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, who decided shortly after assuming power to take on the 
taboo topic of open defecation in India and establish an explicit policy goal of ending the practice by 2019 (The Economist 2014). 
Modi’s use of the “bully pulpit” to focus attention on this challenge followed the publication of studies and assessments that 
documented the social, economic, and environmental costs of poor sanitation in India. 
107 It is important to keep in mind, though, that, in spite of the relative ease with which governments may prioritize reforms of this 
nature, the challenge of actually changing the behavior of individuals and firms is non-trivial (Rosenzweig and Wolpin 1982; Zwane 
and Kremer 2007; and Pritchett 2013). 
108 For an introduction to this literature, see Pritchett and Woolcock 2004; WB 2006b; Hout 2012; Innes 2013; Persson et al. 2013; 
Andrews 2013; Pritchett 2013; Buch et al. 2014; Krasner and Risse 2014; and Lake and Farris 2014. 
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Box 7. Aligning External and Domestic Interests to Address Specific Problem types	
  
 
 
 
 
The data from the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey reveal significant differentiation among external 
assessments of government performance in terms of the degree to which they focus developing country 
reform efforts on different problem types. 
 
The three external assessments that are most associated with changing the behavior and incentives of 
private individuals and firms (the “most influenced” problem type) are the EU’s Poverty Reduction Budget 
Support Program and “Variable Tranche” Initiative and the UNDP’s Human Development Index. These 
assessments use various means to encourage governments to meet health and education benchmarks, 
which involve incentivizing behavioral changes such as convincing individuals to wash their hands more 
regularly or paying parents to send [female] children to school. The GAVI Alliance and the Global Fund to 
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, by contrast, have particularly high levels of agenda-setting 
assessment influence on issues of “inadequate management, leadership, strategic direction, focus or 
political will”. This result is not surprising, given that these “vertical” funds target very specific diseases 
that require buy-in at the highest levels of government (Bor 2007; Piot et al. 2007; Sherry et al. 2009).109  
 
In terms of orienting government reform priorities towards issues of implementation and the rule of law, 
we find that the WB and IFC’s Doing Business Report has succeeded in provoking governments in the 
developing world to pay more attention to cutting red tape, while the IADB has successfully used its 
assessments (and lending instruments) to place issues of safety and security on the policy agendas of 
governments in Latin America and the Caribbean. We also see in Figure 3.1 that the EU’s Association 
Agenda has substantially influenced the attention that developing country governments pay to issues of 
legislative reform and legal compliance, which is not surprising in light of the emphasis that the EU places 
on compliance with the Acquis Communautaire (Grabbe 2002; Kelley 2004; and Böhmelt and Freyburg 
2013).110  
 
 
 
4.1.3. There are limits to what external assessment suppliers can reasonably expect to 
influence. 
 
Some “problem types” are characterized by larger declines in external assessment influence between the 
agenda-setting and reform design stages than others. This is particularly true of the following four 
problem types in Figure 20: (1) disconnect between formal policies and informal practices; (2) inadequate 
involvement of local stakeholders in decision-making processes; (3) insufficient safety and security; and 
(4) inadequate or inconsistent implementation or enforcement of laws and policies. A common thread 
among these problem types is that they all involve issues of implementation or the rule of law. This 
pattern, in combination with the overall decline in assessment influence between agenda-setting and 
reform design, underscores the fact that there are limits to what external actors can reasonably expect to 
influence and help developing country government accomplish.111   

                                                        
109 One of the principal critiques of these vertical programs is that do not necessarily work within and help strengthen primary health 
care systems, but instead prioritize the fastest and most cost-effective means to combat diseases such as malaria and HIV/AIDS 
(Dervis et al. 2010). By comparison, “horizontal” funds and programs seek to improve primary care services in order to address a 
wide range of illnesses and improve overall health outcomes.  
110 Acquis Communautaire is the accumulated body of EU law. 
111 See Devarajan and Holmgren 2001; Andrew 2009, Andrew 2013; Booth 2011; Buch et al. 2014; and Parks 2014.   



 

 62 

Figure 20. Assessment Influence by Policymaking Phase and Problem Type 

 
Note: Assessment influence is on a scale from 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The 
spider graph displays both the agenda-setting and reform design influence of external assessments on each problem type. Each 
problem type has a dedicated radial line emanating from the center of the graph. Higher values of influence are located further from 
the center of the graph on each line. Problem types are ordered clockwise, beginning with 1, by the magnitude of the decrease in 
assessment influence from the agenda-setting to reform design stage (from smallest to largest). 

 
 
By contrast, in four other cases—inconsistent and unclear drafting of laws and policies, overly centralized 
decision-making, overly burdensome or inefficient bureaucratic procedures, and insufficient equipment, 
technology or infrastructure—external assessments seem to have nearly equal levels of reform design 
and agenda-setting influence. This may be a reflection of the fact that these problems are largely 
technical in nature, and it relatively easier for development partners and other suppliers of external 
assessments to help design reforms that address these problems.  
 
This speaks to an important debate about whether external actors are encouraging form-based reforms 
(e.g., the creation of new laws or agencies) or function-based reforms (e.g., the timely and impartial 
implementation of existing laws and regulations). A growing literature on isomorphic mimicry is concerned 
that development partners encourage developing countries to pursue cosmetic changes that “mimic” the 
formal structures of developed countries rather than improving the de facto quality of governance (WB 
2006b; Andrews et al. 2013; Andrews 2013; Sjöstedt 2013; Pritchett et al. 2013; Samuel 2013; and Buch 
et al. 2014).  
 
We also find (see Figure 21) that external assessment suppliers tend to steer low-income countries 
towards form-based changes and capacity building measures (e.g., staffing, funding, equipment, and 
information and data collection systems). By contrast, external actors are more likely to persuade 
policymakers in lower-middle and upper-middle income countries to address issues related to the 
effective functioning of public sector institutions (e.g., corruption, political interference, and the decoupling 
of informal practices and norms from formal policies and institutions). These findings corroborate the 
evidence presented in Andrews (2013), Pritchett et al. (2013), and Buch et al. (2014). 
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Figure 21. Assessment Influence by Income and Problem Type 

 
 
Note: Assessment influence is on a scale from 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". Problem 
types are ordered clockwise, beginning with 1, with the problem type with the largest difference in assessment influence between 
low-income countries and middle-income countries first and the problem type with the smallest difference in assessment influence 
between low- and middle-income countries sixteenth. We calculated this difference as assessment influence in low-income 
countries minus assessment influence in lower-middle income countries. 
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Box 8. Cross-Country Benchmarking Initiatives and Tackling De Facto Policy Problems	
  
 
 
 
  
Notably, the three external assessments that have most effectively encouraged governments to tackle de 
facto policy problems (e.g., the decoupling of informal practices and norms from formal policies and 
institutions) are all high-profile, cross-country benchmarking initiatives. These initiatives include: the WB 
and IFC’s Doing Business Report, the UN’s MDGs, and the MCC’s Eligibility Criteria and Country 
Scorecards. This result may be surprising to some observers in light of recent critiques that take aim at 
precisely these assessments (Arruñada 2007; Goldsmith 2011; and Krever 2013).112  
 
One potential explanation for this pattern in the data is that cross-country benchmarking initiatives often 
lack detailed, country-specific diagnostic and advisory content, which may preserve the policy autonomy 
and maneuverability of decision-makers in developing countries and thus enable them to “crawl the 
design space” (Pritchett al. 2012) in search of difficult-to-identify solutions that fit the local context and 
address de facto problems (Natsios 2010; Sjöstedt 2013; and Perakis and Savedoff 2015). Elsewhere in 
this report we find that developing country policymakers value country-specific diagnostics that provide 
actionable policy advice and technical assistance as a general matter; however, when it comes to 
confronting the most deeply rooted and difficult-to-resolve problems in their societies, they seem to prefer 
cross-country benchmarking initiatives that provide broad and flexible policy guidance. 
 
 

 
4.2. External Assessment Characteristics and Uptake Among Developing 
Countries 

There is a large theoretical literature that has generated dozens of hypotheses about the determinants of 
assessment influence. Combining the data from the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey with information on the 
observable attributes of external assessments (e.g., the identity of the assessment sponsor, the 
geographic and policy domain focus of the assessment, the provision of specific policy recommendations, 
and the inclusion of financial or reputational rewards and/or penalties), we were able to analyze and test 
some of these hypotheses.113  
 
We find that only a small number of factors appear to have an impact on an assessment’s policy 
influence. Figure 22 calls attention to five statistically significant findings:114  
 

1. Country-specific diagnostics generally exert greater influence than cross-country benchmarking 
exercises. 

2. Assessments that rely on host government data are more influential.  
3. Governance assessments face the greatest obstacles to in-country uptake and influence. 
4. Intergovernmental organizations with a global reach produce more influential assessments. 

                                                        
112 These findings contradict recent criticisms that the Doing Business Report incentivizes governments to focus on solving de jure 
rather than de facto business regulatory problems (Kaufmann et al. 2005; Hallward-Driemeier et al. 2010; and Hallward-Driemeier 
and Pritchett 2011). Our findings are more consistent with a recent independent evaluation of the WB’s Doing Business indicators, 
which concluded: "the [Doing Business] indicators have not distorted policy priorities or encouraged policymakers to make 
superficial changes to improve rankings" (IEG 2008: xix). 
113 Independent of the data collected through the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, we assembled a database on the observable 
attributes of the external assessments of government performance that participants were asked to evaluate. The assessment-level 
variables in this database include: the assessment sponsor; country-specific or cross-country focus; inclusion of specific policy 
recommendations; whether the assessment is attached to any financial and/or reputational rewards; whether the assessment is 
attached to any financial and/or reputational penalties; and the policy domain scope of the assessment. More information is 
available in Appendix G. 
114 Difference-in-means tests were conducted for most of the variables listed in Appendix G, with few exceptions. 
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5. The longer an assessment’s track record of publication, the more influential it becomes vis-à- vis 
others. 

 

Figure 22. External Assessment Characteristics and Influence at the Agenda-Setting 
Stage 

 
Note: * Indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.10, ** indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.05, and *** 
indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.01. The width of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval surrounding 
the average assessment influence score for assessments with the indicated characteristic. Assessment influence is on a scale from 
0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". Only assessments with a sample size of at least 10 
observations were considered for analysis. 

 
 
4.2.1. Authorities generally prefer country-specific, rather than cross-country assessments. 
 
Scholars have long debated whether cross-country benchmarking initiatives or country-specific 
assessments exert greater influence over the policy decisions and actions of governing leaders in 
developing countries. Proponents of cross-country performance comparisons argue that they are 
particularly influential because governments respond to social pressures that signal “appropriate” and 
“inappropriate” forms of behavior (Schueth 2011; Sharman 2011),115 and encourage countries to compete 
with their peers by highlighting a country’s relative strengths and weaknesses (Kelley and Simmons 
2014b). Conversely, other scholars argue that assessments more tailored to the local circumstances of 

                                                        
115 Various critiques of cross-country benchmarking include Arruñada 2007; Arndt 2008; Pham 2009; Goldsmith 2011; Wolff et al. 
2011; Høyland et al. 2012; Davis et al. 2012; Hood 2012; and Krever 2013. 
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particular countries enjoy higher credibility and local resonance with the domestic authorities (Momani 
2007; Lombardi and Woods 2008; and Edwards 2011).116 
 
Comparing the agenda-setting and reform design influence scores for the cross-country benchmarking 
initiatives and country-specific assessments in our sample, we find that the average country-specific 
assessment is significantly more influential than the average cross-country benchmarking exercise (see 
Figure 22).117 That is to say, country-specific diagnostic and advisory tools generally have more influence 
than cross-country benchmarking exercises in shaping the reform decisions of governing policymakers. 
This finding poses a significant challenge to the conventional wisdom, as much of the existing literature 
on this topic emphasizes the competition-inducing effects of cross-country benchmarking. The local 
resonance and uptake of country-specific diagnostics by developing country policymakers arguably 
constitutes a major blind spot among those who study the phenomenon of external assessments of 
government performance.118 
 
In Figure 23, we go a step further and look at how perceptions of cross-country benchmarking exercises 
and country-specific assessments vary by the five stakeholder groups included in our sample.119 Nearly 
all stakeholder groups appear to view country-specific assessments as more influential than cross-country 
benchmarking exercises, with private sector representatives serving as the only exception.120 It is also 
important to note that compared to development partner staff, host government officials assign relatively 
high-assessment influence scores to both country-specific assessments and cross-country benchmarking 
initiatives at the agenda-setting stage.  
 
  

                                                        
116 A 2008 UNDP and Global Integrity study on the uses of governance data found that many practitioners view the currently 
available metrics as, “only loosely relevant to the daily work of putting together specific governance and anti-corruption reforms”. 
The report cites an example of a Latin American Government working group seeking to improve overall governance and anti-
corruption performance. The group sought to learn from international corruption datasets, but quickly abandoned the effort because 
“nothing in the data identified actual points of intervention” (UNDP and Global Integrity 2008: 35-36). A 2008 evaluation of the WB 
and IFC’s Doing Business Report also calls attention to this issue of local resonance by providing the example of how the Chinese 
government has responded: “the Chinese authorities pay less attention to [Doing Business] than to other cross-country benchmarks 
on rule of law, the investment environment, global competitiveness, trade and logistics, and corruption, because they consider 
China’s poor [Doing Business] rankings inconsistent with its strong private sector growth” (IEG 2008: 44).   
117 Difference of means tests between the average influence of cross-country benchmarking initiatives and country-specific studies 
reveals a statistically significant difference at the agenda-setting stage (p=0.011) and reform design stage (p=0.014). While there is 
some overlap between the 95% confidence intervals at both the agenda-setting (0.02) and reform design (0.03) stages, this overlap 
is not sufficiently large to render the tests statistically insignificant. 
118 Many country-specific diagnostic and advisory tools are developed to identify country-specific policy recommendations regarding 
possible policy, legal, regulatory, institutional, and administrative reforms. 
119 The bars indicate 95% confidence intervals around the point estimates.  
120 Moreover, the perception of the influence of country-specific assessments as being more influential than cross-country 
benchmarking exercises is significant at p<0.05 among the two stakeholder groups most central to the policymaking process: host 
government officials and development partner staff. 
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Figure 23. The Agenda-Setting Influence of Country-Specific Assessments vs. Cross-
Country Benchmarking Exercises, by Stakeholder Group 

 
Note: * Indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.05. The width of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval 
surrounding the average assessment influence score, as rated by members of the indicated stakeholder group. Assessment 
influence is on a scale from 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". Only assessments with 
sample size of at least five observations were considered for analysis within a given stakeholder group.  

 
 
One way of interpreting this finding is that governing decision-makers in developing countries value the 
nuance and context specificity contained in tailored, country-specific analysis, but they are also more 
mindful of and motivated by the forces of inter-jurisdictional competition. This is perhaps one way of 
knitting together insights from the literature on the “competitive state” (Cerny 1997; Sharman 2011; and 
Schueth 2011) and the body of research on why governance assessments need to better account for the 
local actors, institutions, and incentives that instigate and impede change (Dahl-Østergaard et al. 2005; 
Hyden 2008; and Unsworth 2009). 
 
4.2.2. Assessments that rely on host government data are more influential. 
 
How external assessments source their data also appears to matter, but not in the way suggested by the 
conventional wisdom. While it is often argued that independent third parties should be in charge of data 
collection and policy surveillance to mitigate the risk of biased advice and ensure the credibility of 
incentives and disincentives,121 we find that the most influential assessments are those that rely on host 
government data.122 This pattern in the data suggests that performance measurement by a developing 
country government increases the local resonance of the assessment and the resulting policy 
recommendations (Swedlund 2013; Busia 2014).  
 

                                                        
121 There are several reasons why sovereign states might delegate responsibility for surveillance and evaluation of other countries to 
third parties (Rodrik 1996; Parks and Tierney 2004; Hagen 2009; and Fang and Stone 2012). States may delegate surveillance and 
evaluation authorities to a third party in order to capture scale economies, benefit from higher levels of perceived credibility and 
neutrality (Hawkins et al. 2006), and prevent “the monitored” from behaving opportunistically by directly influencing the 
measurement process (Parks 2014; Momani 2007). 
122 The point-biserial correlation coefficient between AgendaSettingInfluence_Q31 and PartyResponsible_2 is 0.120, a value that is 
significant at p<0.05. This indicates a significantly positive relationship between the use of host government data and the influence 
of external assessments. 
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4.2.3. Governance assessments face the greatest obstacles to in-country uptake and 
influence. 
 
External assessments focused on governance issues wield less policy influence than their economic and 
social counterparts, according to our survey participants (see Figure 22). While disappointing, this may be 
unsurprising as theory and common sense suggest that any assessment encouraging reforms which 
threaten to remove an official from office or threaten existing power structures will likely induce a weak 
response (Parks and Rice 2013; Smets 2014).123  
 
4.2.4. Intergovernmental organizations with a global reach produce more influential 
assessments. 
 
Interestingly, assessments supplied by global intergovernmental organizations appear to be more 
influential than assessments provided by other organizations. This distinction is likely a reflection of the 
significant in-house technical expertise that these intergovernmental organizations possess, their “ground 
game” in developing countries, and the “influence dividend” associated with higher levels of assessment 
familiarity.124  
 
4.2.5. The longer an assessment’s track record of publication, the more influential it 
becomes vis-à- vis others. 
 
According to expectations theory, people make today’s decision based on their expectations of the future 
(Muth 1961; Grossman 1980).125 We find preliminary support for this hypothesis that the longer an 
assessment has been active—and is expected to remain active—the more influence it will gain with 
developing country policymakers (Schimmelfenning and Sedelmeier 2004; Parks 2014).126  
 

4.3. Which Assessment Attributes Do Not Appear to Influence Behavior 
Change? 
 
There are a number of other assessment attributes that have received a great deal of attention in the 
scholarly literature, but the following two in particular do not appear to influence on the policy behavior of 
developing country policymakers:  
 

1. Neither incentives nor penalties seem to easily explain assessment influence. 
2. Assessment influence might depend upon the flexibility and specificity of policy advice. 

 
 
  

                                                        
123 The point-biserial correlation coefficient between AgendaSettingInfluence_Q31 and GovernancePolicyBroad is -0.395, a value 
that is significant at p<0.01. This indicates a significantly negative relationship between the focus of an assessment on governance 
issues and its influence at the agenda-setting stage. 
124 Assessment familiarity is a function of the effort that these organizations devote to branding and disseminating their assessments 
and findings (IEG 2008, 2012; WB 2010, 2014; Doemeland and Trevino 2014; and Parks et al. 2014). See Figure 9. 
125 This insight is also related to a broader literature on the clarity and the predictability of the benefits that policymakers can expect 
to achieve by seeking to improve their governments’ performance on an external assessment (Perrin 2002; Lawson et al. 2005; 
Nsouli 2006; Molina-Gallart 2008; and Savedoff 2011).  
126 We operationalize “assessment longevity” as the number of years between 2004-2013 when a given assessment was produced 
and published. We split our sample according to whether or not a given assessment had been in operation for at least nine years 
(the approximate average assessment longevity within the period of interest). The Pearson correlation coefficient between 
ActiveYears and AgendaSettingInfluence_Q31is 0.251, a value significant at p<0.05. The point-biserial correlation coefficient 
between our dichotomized measure of assessment longevity and AgendaSettingInfluence_Q31 is 0.244, a value also significant at 
p<0.05. 
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4.3.1. Neither incentives nor penalties seem to easily explain assessment influence. 
 
Few hypotheses have received more attention than the assertion that external assessments of 
government performance will exert greater influence when they are tied to material and reputational 
benefits and penalties. Economists and political scientists frequently argue that the strength of the 
benefits and the penalties that are attached to a country’s “compliance” with the requirements of an 
assessment is a key predictor of policy influence with the domestic authorities in developing countries.127  
 
The intuition underpinning this argument is that external actors can strategically alter a government’s 
policy behavior by increasing the expected return on reform and increasing the expected costs of inaction 
and reform reversals. 128 A related literature suggests that governments are also responsive to 
reputational rewards and penalties (Sharman 2008, 2009; Pitlik et al. 2010; and Kelly and Simmons 
2014a, 2014b). For example, governments that need to signal their credibility to donors, creditors, or 
investors may be more likely to make thoroughgoing efforts to meet the reform requirements of external 
assessment sponsors and suppliers (Parks 2014; Buch et al. 2014).  
 
However, we do not find that external assessment influence systematically depends upon the provision of 
material or reputational rewards.129 Nor do assessments appear overall to wield more influence when 
non-performance by “target” states can result in material or reputational penalties. We also find no 
evidence that watch lists and blacklists are more or less influential than other assessments. 
 
4.3.2. Assessment influence might depend upon the flexibility and specificity of policy 
advice  
 
Another question that we set out to answers is whether descriptive or prescriptive assessments exert 
greater influence on the decisions and actions of policymakers in developing countries. Some argue that 
assessments providing policy advice are more likely to induce a policy response from public sector 
leaders in developing countries (UNDP and Global Integrity 2008; Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2004; 
and Parks 2014). Others propose that developing country leaders value, benefit from, and seek out policy 
flexibility and maneuverability, which descriptive assessments preserve (Grindle 2004; Rodrik 2007; and 
Andrews 2013).  
 
To this end, we tested whether assessments that provide the government with the flexibility needed to 
successfully adapt to changing circumstances during the design and implementation of reform efforts are 
more influential. We also examined whether prescriptive assessments that provide concrete policy 
guidance exert greater influence than descriptive assessments.  
 
We find that prescriptive assessments are slightly more influential than descriptive assessments, and that 
decision-making elites in the developing world want more specific rather than less specific forms of policy 
guidance.130 While neither of these results reach conventional levels of statistical significance, they do 

                                                        
127 For an introduction to this literature, see Noland 1997; Kelley 2004; Lawson et al. 2005; Hovi et al. 2005; Schimmelfennig and 
Sedelmeier 2004; Krasner 2011; Molenaers 2012; David-Barret and Okamura 2013; and Parks 2014. 
128 On the other hand, De Renzio and Woods (2008) and Barder (2010) have expressed skepticism that extrinsic incentives can 
substantially influence the policy behavior of governing decision-makers in developing countries.  
129 Assessments with high stakes rewards have both exceptionally high—and exceptionally low—levels of influence. For example, 
while the EU’s Association Agenda, the EU’s Stabilization and Association Agreements and Performance-Based Funding from the 
Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria are ranked among the top five most influential assessments, the MCC’s 
Eligibility Criteria, the AsDB’s Results-Based Lending, and DFID’s Resource Allocation Model are ranked 89th, 92nd, and 94th, 
respectively. 
130 Some external assessments are produced and delivered by a small group of experts who do not devote much effort to interacting 
with domestic authorities in target countries, while other assessments have expert advisers who are willing and able to assist the 
authorities. We tested out whether assessments that provide the government with access to the technical assistance of 
development partner staff are any more influential.  The difference of means test in Figure 22 suggests that there is no discernible 
difference in the influence levels of assessments that involve the provision of technical assistance and those that do not involve the 
provision of technical assistance. 
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preliminarily suggest that development scholars may be more concerned about the provision of specific 
policy advice diminishing the policy autonomy and flexibility of governments than development 
policymakers and practitioners.131 
 

4.4. Alignment with local priorities is a key determinant of external 
assessment influence. 
 
In the interest of obtaining a deeper understanding of the drivers of assessment influence, we asked 
participants to identify the primary reason for the outsized influence of an external assessment. The 
question posed to each participant probed the reasons why a specific assessment (that was familiar to 
the participant) exerted significant influence over a defined set of reform efforts in a particular country and 
policy domain.132 The results are reported in Figure 24. 
 
Figure 24. The Primary Reason for External Assessment Influence 

 
Note: Shading is by quintile and reflects the relative percentage of survey participants selecting one explanation of assessment 
influence versus another.  
 

 
The most frequently selected explanation for assessment influence—accounting for 29% of participants—
was that an assessment was influential because it promoted reforms that aligned with the 
priorities of national leadership.  
 
                                                        
131 On this point, also see Parks and Rice (2013). The difference of means tests are reported in Figure 22. 
132 Each participant was assigned and asked about a single assessment among those that they perceived as having the highest 
level of influence in both the agenda-setting and reform design stages of the policy process. “Highest” was determined by first taking 
the sum of 0-5 scores provided in questions 31 and 32 and determining which assessment(s) had the maximum sum. If there was a 
tie, then the assessment with the greatest response value in question 31 was selected. If there was still a tie between multiple 
assessments, then a single assessment was randomly selected from among this final list. 
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The second most popular explanation, accounting for 18% of participants, was that an assessment was 
influential because it helped the authorities identify practical approaches to solve critical policy 
problems. This suggests that there is wisdom in recent calls for donors and international organizations to 
“go with the grain” of existing socio-economic and political forces in the countries where they work, rather 
than foisting unpopular and disruptive agendas upon their counterpart governments (Kelsall 2011, 2012; 
Srivastava and Larizza 2013; and Levy 2014).  
 
However, the fact that 15% of participants believe external assessments were influential because they 
helped the host government more fully acknowledge and appreciate policy problems also suggests that 
assessment sponsors should not soft-pedal or self-censor. There is still scope for raising uncomfortable, 
and perhaps controversial, policy issues in ways that are not counterproductive, as long as they focus on 
solving problems that are not diametrically opposed to the interests of national leadership.   
Interestingly, when required to identify the primary driver of external assessment influence,13.5% of 
participants cited the lure of a financial incentive.133 Domestic authorities not only care about external 
rewards, but actively undertake and design reforms to secure those rewards. This finding lends some 
support to the argument that the presence of a material reward can, in certain contexts, increase the 
policy influence of an external assessment of government performance (Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 
2004; Parks 2014).  
 
4.4.1. The Primary Reason for Assessment Influence, by Policy Domain 
 
More often than not, participants believed that the primary reason for assessment influence within 
policy domains was related to alignment with domestic priorities and needs (see Table 3). This 
might include the extent to which assessments: promoted reforms that complemented existing efforts, 
helped the government understand the nature of critical policy problems, or provided practical approaches 
for addressing difficult policy problems. The unique attributes of policy domains also appear to yield some 
differentiation in the primary reason given for assessment influence (e.g., health, infrastructure, and 
education lend themselves to technical solutions and measurable outcomes). 
 
Notably, there were only three policy domains in which participants identified financial incentives as the 
primary reason for influence: civil service, macroeconomic management, and democracy. One potential 
explanation for this pattern is that reform in these policy domains is particularly costly to the parties 
involved, thereby making financial incentives necessary to alter the cost-benefit calculus of reform. 
However, this is only one of several potential explanations and further research will be needed to better 
understand these results. 
 
Table 4. The Primary Reason for Assessment Influence in Each Policy Domain 

Primary Reason for Assessment Influence Policy Domains (% of Participants 
Selecting Reason) 

It helped the government clearly identify practical 
approaches for addressing critical policy problems. 

Customs (33.33%) 
Health (26.96%) 
Infrastructure (26.89%) 
Education (26.03%) 
Trade (25.64%) 
Land (25.00%) 
Anti-corruption and transparency (23.56%) 
Investment (23.39%) 
Labor (20.97%) 
Decentralization (20.67%) 

                                                        
133 The relative increase in the popularity of this explanatory factor—from the sixth most popular response (in question 33) to the 
fourth most popular response (in question 34)—suggests that, when a financial incentive contributes to the influence of an external 
assessment, it is also likely to be the primary driver of its influence.  
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Justice and security (20.44%) 
Environmental protection (19.81%) 
Public expenditure management (18.46%) 

It promoted reforms that complemented other existing 
reform efforts in [Country]. 

Family and gender (30.00%) 
Energy and mining (22.86%) 

It provided the government with a direct financial 
incentive to undertake specific reforms. 

Civil service (18.71%) 
Macroeconomic management (18.67%) 
Democracy (15.29%) 

It helped the authorities fully acknowledge the critical 
nature of policy problems that were not otherwise 
completely understood or appreciated. 

Business regulatory environment (25.19%) 
Finance, credit, and banking (22.10%) 
Tax (21.59%) 
Agriculture and rural development (21.12%) 
Social protection and welfare (16.16%) 

 
4.4.2. The Primary Reason for Assessment Influence, by Stakeholder Group 
 
Different stakeholder groups perceive and interact with external assessments of government performance 
in unique ways. Civil society and private sector participants may provide unique insight into how external 
assessments are seen by those outside of government. Host government officials—often the targets or 
suppliers of these external assessments—are arguably best positioned to articulate how external 
assessments are received and used by the authorities themselves. Development partners who finance, 
design and promote assessments may suffer from some degree of confirmation bias;134 however, they are 
also directly involved in discussions with government decision-makers about the content contained in 
these assessments and may be well-positioned to speak to their perceptions of local resonance and 
uptake of their policy advice.  
 
Overall, survey participants across the stakeholder groups expressed a clear preference for three primary 
explanations of assessment influence: (1) assessments helped the government identify and acknowledge 
policy problems; (2) assessments helped the government identify practical solutions to problems; and (3) 
assessments provided financial incentives for reform (see Figure 25). 
 

                                                        
134 Development partner perceptions of the reasons for assessment influence may not reflect how host government policymakers 
actually perceive and use the external assessments they produce.  
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Figure 25. The Primary Reason for External Assessment Influence, by Stakeholder 
Group 

 
Note: The scale indicates the percentage of survey participants from each stakeholder group who identified each explanation as the 
primary reason for assessment influence. Reasons for influence are not presented in any particular order, but are clustered by their 
similarity to one another. Each explanation of assessment influence has its own dedicated radial line emanating from the center of 
the graph. Higher percentages are located further from the center of the graph on each line. 

 
 
Development partners were more likely than other participants to cite helping the government identify and 
acknowledge policy problems as the main reason for an assessment’s influence. By contrast, civil society 
and independent expert participants were among those least likely to select this reason. This pattern 
suggests a potential source of confirmation bias in development partner perceptions, perhaps because 
they administer many external assessments of government performance with this goal in mind (Kelley 
and Simmons 2014b).135 
 
Host government participants were less likely than any other stakeholder group to choose the provision of 
a financial incentive as the primary reason for assessment influence. Only 10% of host government 
participants chose this reason, compared to 16-19% of development partners, independent experts, and 
civil society representatives. This suggests two things. First, host government officials are less likely than 
“outsiders” to perceive material rewards as the primary reason for assessment influence.136 Second, while 

                                                        
135 There is likely some degree of perception bias in the determinants of external assessment influence selected by all or most 
stakeholder groups, not only the development partner participants. 
136 In contrast to host government officials, independent country experts indicate that financial incentives are the single most 
important determinant of external assessment influence. This may reflect the arms-length relationship the independent experts have 
with the policymaking process in developing countries. The relative neutrality of independent experts may also suggest bias on the 
part of host government participants who, by comparison, report financial incentives to be less influential. On the other hand, the 
“distance” of independent experts from the policymaking process may render them less knowledgeable about the inner-workings of 
government. 
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assessment suppliers view financial leverage as important to assessment influence, the targets of those 
assessments may believe that the role of financial leverage is overstated.  
 
Notably, civil society and private sector participants are significantly more likely to emphasize their own 
role in the policymaking process.137 By contrast, we observe that less than 3% of participants from any 
other stakeholder group selected alignment with either civil society priorities or private sector interests as 
a primary reason for assessment influence. 
 

4.5. Survey Participants Speak to Factors Contributing to External 
Assessment Influence  
 
In order to better understand how the attributes of external assessments influence local uptake by 
developing country authorities, we also asked survey participants to identify, from a fixed list of options, all 
of the factors that contributed to the influence of a given external assessment.138 The responses that we 
received largely reinforce the finding that external assessment influence is largely a function of 
whether it reinforces and advances a “target” government’s pre-existing policy priorities. 
 
Overall, participants indicated that the most influential external assessments helped governments 
understand policy problems and identify practical solutions to those problems. Approximately 59% of 
participants said that influential assessments helped the government clearly identify practical approaches 
for addressing critical policy problems (see Figure 26). This was the single most frequently selected 
response option.139 Similarly, 54% of participants said that influential assessments helped the authorities 
fully acknowledge the critical nature of policy problems that were not otherwise entirely understood or 
appreciated.140  
 

                                                        
137 It is conceivable that CSO/NGO and private sector participants are more knowledgeable about—and therefore more likely to 
answer questions pertaining to—reform efforts in which CSO/NGO and private sector groups played a more central role. This 
pattern in the data likely reflects the tailored design of the survey questionnaire and the “bounded” perceptions of actors who play a 
less central role in the policymaking process (Weyland 2007). 
138 Our fixed list of reasons for assessment influence was developed through a literature review (e.g., Schimmelfennig and 
Sedelmeier 2004; Girod and Walters 2012; Simmons and Kelley 2014a, 2014b; and Parks 2014), questionnaire pre-testing, and 
cognitive interviews with policymakers and practitioners at the OpenGov Hub, AidData, the College of William & Mary’s Institute for 
the Theory and Practice of International Relations, and Harvard University’s Kennedy School of Government. We sought to minimize 
participant burden and maximize the usability and salience of our resulting survey questions. 
139 This finding is consistent with a recent evaluation, which found that the WB’s “clients do not always see the value of [analytical 
and advisory activities] if [they are] not demand-driven and [do] not provide options and solutions to problems” (IEG 2012: 52). 
140 Kelley and Simmons (2014b) argue that an assessment’s ability to call attention to issues or problems that have not been fully 
understood or appreciated by the domestic authorities will co-vary positively with its policy influence (Kelley and Simmons 2014b). 
Conversely, if an assessment highlights concerns that are already widely understood by decision-makers in the target government, 
one would expect it to wield less influence.  
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Figure 26. Contributing Factors to External Assessment Influence 

 
Note: Shading is by quintile and reflects the relative percentage of survey participants selecting one explanation of assessment 
influence versus another. 

 
 
Participants also identified assessments as influential when they promoted reforms that complemented 
existing reform efforts, which suggests that public sector leaders in developing countries pay more 
attention to external assessments when they align with pre-existing government interests, policies, and 
programs.141 Governments appear to be selective and strategic about the assessments they use, picking 
and choosing those assessments perceived as helping move the country in a direction that aligns with 
domestic priorities. Moreover, governments do not appear to be easily cajoled or coerced into pursuing 
reforms that align with donor priorities but displace domestic priorities.142 
 
That is not to say that domestic authorities in developing countries are unconcerned with external rewards 
or credibility with donors, investors, and creditors. Nearly 50% of participants indicated the 
government’s desire to signal its policy credentials to the donor community contributed to the 
outsized influence of an external assessment. Similarly, 42% of participants indicated that 

                                                        
141 This finding suggests that a key determinant of external assessment influence is alignment with domestic beliefs, interests, and 
priorities in the country that is being assessed. Previous research suggests that governing elites in developing countries are 
motivated by a desire to stay in power (Bueno de Mesquita 2011). As such, external assessments promoting changes that align with 
the priorities of national leadership may be more influential (Parks 2014). Conversely, if an assessment is perceived to undermine 
the sovereign control of the domestic authorities over their own policymaking process, it may exhibit a lower level of policy influence 
(Dharmasaputra and Wahyudi 2014). 
142 This finding is consistent with research that suggests a key determinant of assessment influence is “country ownership” of the 
diagnostic and advisory content contained in the assessment (Busia 2014). 
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assessment influence was attributable, at least in part, to a direct financial incentive. Nonetheless, these 
factors appear to be secondary, rather than primary, considerations.143 
 
Notably, significantly fewer participants reported that external assessments of government performance 
were influential when they aligned with the priorities of various domestic actors outside of the executive 
branch of government. Only 29% of participants said that assessments were influential in part because 
they aligned with the priorities of civil society organizations.144 Similarly, 25% of participants said that 
influential assessments promoted reforms that aligned with the priorities of key legislators, and 24% of 
participants said that influential assessments promoted reforms that aligned with the priorities of influential 
private sector groups.  
 
The results may point to the generally low level of policymaking influence that actors outside of the 
executive branch of government have in developing countries. However, it is also possible that this 
pattern in the data reflects a bias “baked into” the very process of producing and delivering assessment 
results. There are good reasons to believe that assessment sponsors tend to focus their policy advice and 
outreach and consultation efforts on leading decision-makers in the executive branch whom can "speak 
on behalf of the government” (Parks 2014).145 
 

4.6. Position-Driven Perceptions of Contributing Factors to External 
Assessment Influence 
 
We also wondered whether perceptions of external assessment influence might depend upon where one 
sits. Policy professionals holding positions with varying levels of authority are likely to interact with 
different stakeholders, engage at different stages of the policymaking process, have access to different 
types of information, and express different perspectives. In Figure 27, we highlight differences of opinion 
across participants from three different “position types”—organizational leadership, administrative 
management, and programmatic and technical staff —about why external assessments of government 
performance proved influential.146  
 
  

                                                        
143 Figure 26 also suggests that governments apparently use external assessments of their performance to obtain access to 
technical experts for help in implementing reform efforts (Easterly 2014). 
144 See Diamond 2008, Krasner 2011, McArthur 2013, Parks 2014, and Diofasi and Birdsall 2015. 
145 Previous research indicates that aid agencies and international organizations are often eager to ally themselves with 
“sympathetic interlocutors” in the executive branch with whom they share causal and principled development policy beliefs 
(Chwieroth 2007, 2009a, 2009b, 2010; Kahler 1992; Corrales 2006; Momani 2005; Andrews 2011; and Parks 2014). 
146 The vertical, y-axis lists 15 potential reasons for assessment influence participants could choose from. The horizontal, x-axis 
scale measures the weighted percentage of participants holding each of the three types of positions that selected a particular reason 
as contributing to assessment influence. Colored bars depict the 95% confidence intervals specific to each position type. 
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Figure 27. Contributing Factors to Assessment Influence, by Respondent Position Type 

 
 
 
Note: The width of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval surrounding the percent of each type of survey participant 
who selected a given reason for influence as a contributing factor. 
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Despite some variation, there is a relatively high level of agreement among participants from each of the 
three different position types.147 Participants holding all three position types generally agreed that the 
following four factors explain the influence of external assessments: (1) ability to help the government 
better understand critical nature of specific policy problems, (2) highlighting the government’s policy 
credentials to key development partners, (3) provision of development partner technical assistance, and 
(4) provision of a direct financial incentive to the government. 
 
At the same time, some explanations for assessment influence provoked different reactions from those 
holding different position types. These differences of opinion seem to generally follow formal differences 
in the level of the survey participant’s seniority, authority, and level of political-mindedness.148 Additionally, 
the likelihood of any given reason for assessment influence being selected seems to increase with the 
participant’s level of seniority and breadth of perception.  
 
For example, less senior technical and programmatic staff are significantly less likely than more senior 
organizational leaders or administrative managers to select the following three reasons for assessment 
influence: (1) flexibility to successfully adapt to changing circumstances during the design and 
implementation of reform efforts, (2) strengthening the government’s legitimacy among key domestic 
political constituencies, and (3) respecting the sovereign authority of the government over final policy 
decisions. These findings likely reflect the relatively apolitical nature of technical and programmatic staff 
work, but may also suggest a lack of satisfaction with the level of policy flexibility offered to those actually 
overseeing reform implementation efforts. 
 
4.6.1. Senior government leaders and their deputies engage with external assessments in 
very different ways. 
 
We also analyzed the divergence of opinion between host government participants holding different 
position types. Heads of state and heads of government felt more strongly than other host government 
participants that external assessments were influential when they respected their country’s sovereign 
authority to make final policy decisions and promoted reforms that aligned with the priorities of national 
leadership. These results support the notion that developing country leaders are motivated by a desire to 
minimize the domestic audience costs of “bowing” to international pressure (Vreeland 2003).  
 
Heads of state and heads of government are also less likely than any other position to accept the idea 
that external financial incentives encouraged the government to undertake specific reforms. Yet curiously, 
at the next level down of host government leadership (e.g., vice heads of state, vice heads of government, 
and their respective chiefs of staff) participants are more likely than any of the other positions within the 
host government stakeholder group to accept that external financial incentives encouraged the 
government to undertake specific reforms.  
 
One way of interpreting this finding is that developing country governments behave strategically when 
they encounter external evaluators of their performance. Members of leadership, who are mindful of 
domestic audience costs, might project strength in the face of external pressures, while their deputies 
work behind the scenes to do what is necessary to reap external rewards from international organizations 
and foreign governments.  
 
Notably, the highest-ranking civil servants in line ministries who often remain in office during political 
transitions—Secretary Generals, Permanent Secretaries Director Generals—responded in substantially 

                                                        
147 Most of the variation falls within a narrow band (+/-10%) of deviation from overall average scores. 
148 Administrative managers were more likely to select any one reason as contributing to assessment influence than any other 
group. 
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different ways in comparison to other officials. They were less likely to indicate that external assessments 
were influential because of a desire on the part of the host government to highlight its policy credentials to 
foreign investors or development partners. These government technocrats (with longer time horizons) 
appear to be less interested in satisfying the performance requirements of external actors or reaping 
external benefits from donors and investors. Conversely, this cohort of senior civil servants was also more 
likely to attribute influence to assessments that either promoted reforms complementing existing efforts, 
or helped the host government clearly identify practical approaches to addressing critical policy problems. 
Less politically oriented government officials appear to focus more on problem solving and alignment with 
pre-existing domestic reform priorities. 
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5. External Assessment Influence: Country-Level Findings 
 
Which country-level factors determine a government’s responsiveness to external sources of analysis and 
advice? The existing literature suggests that external assessment influence could be related to various 
country characteristics, including: country size, regime type, the government’s commitment to reform, and 
bargaining power vis-à-vis the sponsors and suppliers of external assessments.149  
 
Using responses to the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, we examined the extent to which a government’s 
propensity to use external analysis and advice correlates with unique country-level characteristics in five 
domains: demographics, governance, reform history, bargaining power, and normative and causal beliefs. 
After analyzing the data, we identified 6 country-level findings: 
 

1. External assessments are more influential in smaller countries. 
2. External assessments are more influential in countries with democratically elected leaders and a 

free press. 
3. Countries with effective public sector institutions are more amenable to external analysis and 

advice. 
4. Reform-minded governments are more likely to draw upon external sources of analysis and 

advice. 
5. Aid-dependent countries are more influenced by external assessments. 
6. The influence of external assessments may depend upon the training and experience of political 

leaders. 
 

5.1. External assessments are more influential in smaller countries. 
 
Figure 28 suggests that external assessments of government performance are, on average, more 
influential in small countries than in large countries.150 There are several reasons why the size of a 
country’s population might correlate negatively with the ability of external assessment suppliers to 
influence the decision-making of another government. One possibility is that with limited internal 
administrative and technical capabilities, smaller countries may rely more heavily on external diagnostics 
of performance (Edwards 2012). Alternatively, this pattern in the data could indicate that small states lack 
the credibility or bargaining power to evade external pressures for reform (Gruber 2000; Pop-Eleches 
2009; and Odell and Tingley 2013). 
 

                                                        
149 For an introduction to this literature, see Noland 1997; Vreeland 2003; Kelley 2004; Hille and Knill 2006; Chwieroth 2007, 2009; 
Sharman 2009; Pop-Eleches 2009; Montinola 2010; Pitlik et al. 2010; Girod and Walters 2012; Girod and Tobin 2011; Öhler et al. 
2012; Parks 2014; Kelley and Simmons 2014a, 2014b; and IMF 2014. 
150 This is true regardless of whether country size is measured demographically (i.e., by population) or economically (i.e., by gross 
domestic product). 
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Figure 28. The Negative Relationship between Country Size and Assessment Influence at 
the Agenda-Setting Stage 

 
Note:	
  Assessment influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The 
natural logarithms of population and GDP better estimate the linear relationship between country size and assessment influence via 
Pearson's correlation coefficient. Both population and GDP represent the average available values for each sample country from 
2004 to 2013. The R-values of -0.205 and -0.278 indicate negative relationships between an average country's demographic and 
economic size and the agenda-setting influence of external assessments in that country. On average, smaller countries experience 
higher levels of assessment influence, while larger countries experience lower levels of assessment influence.  

 

There also several reasons why external assessment influence might correlate positively with a country’s 
per capita income level, including lower demand for reform and capacity to execute reform (Andrews 
2009; Loayza et al. 2012). The results that we report in Figure 29 suggest that upper-middle income 
countries are most influenced by external assessments, followed by low income and lower-middle income 
countries.151 Our findings are consistent with Loayza et al. (2012), who find that as the size of the middle 
class increases in a country, reform efforts intensify and the overall quality of governance improves. 
Upper-middle income countries are generally characterized by a growing middle class, which may explain 
why governments in these countries are more interested in using external performance diagnostics. 
Another possible explanation for higher levels of external assessment influence among upper-middle 
countries may lie in the high concentration of upper-middle income countries in and around Europe, which 
in turn may reflect (at least in part) the strong influence of EU-sponsored assessments.  
 

                                                        
151  Countries are grouped according to World Bank income group designations over the period 2004-2013. For each country, we 
rely on the modal income group designation over the ten-year period. This procedure for grouping countries into income brackets is 
not the same procedure we use to identify the cohort of countries for inclusion in our sample, which is why upper-middle countries 
are included in the analysis provided here. While we restrict the sample to countries that were in the low- and middle-income 
brackets around the beginning of the ten-year period, many of these countries “graduated” from one income bracket to another 
during this period of time.  
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Figure 29. Assessment Influence (0-5), by Country Income Level 

  
Note: Assessment influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". Country 
income levels are based on the modal classification of each sample country from 2004 to 2013, according the World Bank. The 
height of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval around the point estimate for the average country within each income 
group. 
 
Yet, neither of these explanations easily accounts for why external assessments of government 
performance seem to exert less influence in lower-middle income countries than in low-income countries. 
This could be an example of the "seesaw effect,” whereby progress in one area often leads to backsliding 
in others (Acemoglu et. al. 2008). That is to say, if the process of reform is indeed non-linear and 
progress is often followed by setbacks, it is possible that when low income countries pursue a set of “first-
generation reforms” the disruptive nature of policy and institutional change engenders high levels of 
opposition to the future reforms that they might otherwise pursue when they attain lower-middle income 
status.152 
 

5.2. External assessments are more influential in countries with 
democratically elected leaders and a free press. 
 
We also wondered whether a country’s regime type might increase or decrease the influence of external 
assessments. Liberal regimes may be more likely to consider external policy recommendations than 
authoritarian regimes because elected leaders have a greater incentive to strengthen policy and 
institutional quality, provide public goods, and “lock-in” reform commitments (Kapstein and Converse 
2008 and Keefer 2007)153. However, it is also possible that autocrats face fewer domestic restraints than 
democrats and can more easily implement politically unpopular reforms in pursuit of long-run benefits 
(Devarajan et al. 2001). 
 
We find that external assessments are most influential in democratic regimes and least influential in 
autocratic regimes (see Figure 30). Anocracies—regimes that are neither fully democratic nor fully 
autocratic—fall somewhere in the middle. These findings support the hypothesis that the presence of 

                                                        
152 The absolute differences in assessment influence across income levels are not statistically significant, however, so one should 
approach these results with some degree of caution. 
153 Also see Joyce 2006; Smith and Vreeland 2006; Acemoglu et al. 2008; Amin and Djankov 2009; Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 
2009, 2010; and Montinola 2010. 
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electoral incentives has a significant impact on how governments respond to external pressures for 
reform (Kapstein and Converse 2008; Parks 2014; and Aklin and Urpelainen 2014). 
 
Figure 30. Assessment Influence (0-5), by Regime Type 

  
Note: Assessment influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". Regime 
type designations are based on the modal classification of each sample country from 2004 to 2013 on the Polity IV Index. The 
height of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval around the point estimate for the average country within each country 
group. 
 

 
Similarly, governments characterized by low levels of press freedom (i.e., “not free”) are less likely than 
other governments to be influenced by external assessments (see Figure 31). While a country’s regime 
type and its level of press freedom are closely correlated and difficult to empirically disentangle, there is 
good reason to believe that the inability of domestic media to pressure the government for reform may 
contribute to lower levels of assessment influence (Hedger and Agha 2007; Charron 2009; and Diamond 
2013).   
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Figure 31. Assessment Influence (0-5), by Country Press Freedom Status 

  
 
Note: Assessment influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". Country 
press freedom designations are based on the modal classification of each sample country from 2004 to 2013 on Freedom House's 
Freedom in the World Report. The height of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval around the point estimate for the 
average country within each press freedom group. 
 
 

5.3. Countries with effective public sector institutions are more 
amenable to external analysis and advice. 
 
Drawing upon data from WB’s CPIA, we also examined the role public sector policies and institutions play 
in shaping external assessment influence at the agenda-setting and reform design stages of the 
policymaking process.154 As demonstrated in Figure 32, we find that external assessments are more 
influential in countries with high-quality institutions and policies and less influential in countries with low-
quality institutions and policies. This result suggests that well-governed countries with high quality public 
sector management policies and institutions are more mindful of—and responsive to—external 
assessments of government performance than other countries.155 This could be a reflection of the fact 
that these countries have a larger cadre of competent civil servants and a higher level of “absorptive 
capacity” for the diagnostic and advisory content contained in external assessments. It could also be the 
case that competent governments are more willing to consider external analysis and advice in the first 
place. 
 

                                                        
154 Countries are grouped into higher and lower score categories according to the median global scores on the CPIA Public Sector 
Management and Institutions Cluster Ratings, CPIA Structural Policies Cluster Ratings, CPIA Economic Management Cluster 
Ratings, and CPIA Policies for Social Inclusion and Equity Ratings. 
155 This finding is consistent with previous research undertaken by Hille and Knill (2006), Pop-Eleches (2009), and Parks (2014).  
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Figure 32. External Assessment Influence, by Policy and Institutional Performance at the 
Country Level 

 
 
Note: * Indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.05. Country policy and institutional performance categorizations are based 
on the modal score for each country from 2004 to 2013 on subcomponent indicators of World Bank’s IDA Resource Allocation 
Index. The World Bank’s IDA Resource Allocation Index is measured on a scale from 1 (low) to 6 (high). Influence is on a scale of 0-
5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence.” The width of each bar corresponds to the 95% 
confidence interval surrounding the average assessment influence score for countries with the indicated level of policy and 
institutional performance. Assessment influence is on a scale from 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum 
influence.” Only countries with a sample size of at least 10 observations were considered for analysis. 

 
 

5.4. Reform-minded governments are more likely to draw upon 
external sources of advice and analysis. 
 
Changes over time in the WB’s CPIA scores can also be used to understand the extent and pace of 
reform implementation in a country and, by extension, the reform credentials of a government.156 In Figure 
33, we calculated a government’s reform track record during the 2004-2013 period, with higher scores 
indicating stronger reform credentials. We find a positive correlation between a government’s reform 
credentials and its propensity to use external assessments at both the agenda-setting and reform design 
stages of the policymaking process.157 This positive relationship could indicate either that reform-minded 
governments are more likely to draw upon external analysis and advice, or that reform is more likely when 
external assessment influence is high. 
 

                                                        
156 This is a good measure of the reform credentials of a government insofar as the successful implementation of reforms in recent 
history captures a government’s demonstrated willingness and ability to undertake reform (Parks 2014).  Averaging all CPIA cluster 
averages as a proxy for the overall quality of a government’s institutions and policies, we calculated the average year-on-year 
change in this index score as a measure of successful reform implementation. 
157 Figure 32 excludes one outlier: Serbia. Whereas the average year on year change for the rest of the countries in the sample is 
0.005494, Serbia’s average year on year change on the CPIA index was -0.608, a number that is based solely on data from the 
2005-2006 period—a time at which time Montenegro achieved its independence from Serbia and the country experienced an 
overhaul it its policies and institutions. Including Serbia in the sample results in a significantly weaker correlation. For an exploration 
of the construct validity of our CPIA-based measure of success in reform implementation efforts, see the supplemental information 
and Figures H.3 and H.4 in Appendix H. 
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Figure 33. The Positive Relationship between CPIA-Based Success in Reform 
Implementation and Assessment Influence 

 
Note: The "Year-on-Year Change in the Overall CPIA Index” was calculated by taking the year-on-year difference (value at time t 
minus value at time t-1) in the World Bank’s IDA Resource Allocation Index for each year 2004-2013 and then finding the average 
value of this difference. The World Bank’s IDA Resource Allocation Index is measured on a scale from 1 (low) to 6 (high). Influence 
is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". The R values of 0.248 and 0.260 
indicate positive relationships between an average country's reform credentials and the agenda-setting and reform design influence 
of external assessments in that country 

 
 

5.5. Aid-dependent countries are more influenced by external 
assessments. 
 
Another potential determinant of whether governments draw upon external analysis and advice in the 
policymaking process is their level of bargaining power vis-à-vis external assessment providers. We 
considered two different measures of bargaining power: net official development assistance as a 
percentage of gross national income (a proxy for government reliance on revenue from external 
assessment sponsors)158 and natural resource rent revenue as a percentage of national income (a proxy 
for government access to non-aid revenue and insulation from aid-for-policy bargaining).159  
 
Unsurprisingly, we find that a government’s level of aid dependence is positively correlated with its 
responsiveness to external assessments of government performance (see Figure 34).160 Access to 
“outside revenue options” cuts in the opposite direction: governments with significant alternative sources 
of revenue (i.e., highly fungible natural resource rents) are significantly less likely to rely upon external 
sources of analysis and advice.161  
 
                                                        
158 This indicator is imperfect in that nearly all external assessment sponsors and suppliers are also donors. Nevertheless, it does 
broadly capture the degree to which a government can independently formulate and execute policy without having to take into 
account the interests of external actors. 
159 See Hamilton and Clemens 1999. This variable sums all rents resulting from 14 fuel and nonfuel mineral resources: oil, gas, hard 
coal, gold, silver, iron, lead, nickel, phosphate, tin, zinc, lignite, bauxite, and copper. 
160 This relationship is statistically insignificant at p<0.05, but significant at p<0.10. These results are consistent with those reported 
in de Renzio 2009; Girod and Tobin 2011; Andrews 2011; Parks 2014; Blum 2014; and Buch et al. 2014. 
161 This relationship is statistically significant at p<0.05. These results are consistent with those reported in Girod and Tobin 2011 
and Parks 2014.  
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Figure 34. The Importance of Bargaining Power on Agenda-Setting Influence of External 
Assessments 

 
Note: Influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". For the purposes of this 
report, AidData employs the standard definition of ODA provided by the OECD-DAC. Natural Resource Rents refer to the sum of 
rents from 14 fuel and nonfuel mineral resources: oil, gas, hard coal, gold, silver, iron, lead, nickel, phosphate, tin, zinc, lignite, 
bauxite, and copper. The R-value of 0.172 indicates a positive relationship between an average country's level of aid dependence 
and the agenda-setting influence of external assessments in that country. The R-value of -0.429, on the other hand, indicates a 
negative relationship between a country's natural resource rents and the agenda-setting influence of external assessments.  

 
 

5.6. The influence of external assessments may depend upon the 
training and work experience of political leaders.  
 
There is a growing literature about the impact that policymakers’ normative and causal beliefs may have 
on their policy priorities and choices. To that end, we examine whether the education and professional 
socialization of governing senior government decision-makers in developing countries affects the extent to 
which their countries value and use external sources of analysis and advice.  
 
Recent theoretical work suggests that the policy influence of external actors may hinge on their ability to 
find and work with developing country officials who share a common set of causal and principled beliefs 
about development policy (Chwieroth 2007, 2009a; Weymouth and Macpherson 2012; and Parks 2014). 
In other words, if developing country policymakers share the same professional and educational “DNA” as 
their foreign counterparts, they may be more amenable to external policy ideas.  
 
In Figure 35, we examine the relationship between external assessment influence at the agenda-setting 
stage of the policymaking process and the educational training and professional socialization of 
government decision-makers in developing countries. For the purpose of this analysis, we use two proxy 
measures for educational training and professional socialization: (1) the percentage of a government’s 
senior policymaking team who received their graduate degrees from OECD countries, and (2) the 
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percentage of a government’s senior policymaking team who have previously worked for bilateral 
development banks and international financial institutions.162  
 
Figure 35. The Positive Relationship between Senior Policymaking Team Socialization 
and Assessment Influence at the Agenda-Setting Stage 

 
Note: Agenda-setting influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". We 
define the senior policymaking team as: Head of State, Minister of Finance, Minister of Planning, Minister of Foreign Affairs, and 
Central Bank Governor. As "MDB/RDB Work Experience", we counted any prior work experience with the IMF, the World Bank, the 
AsDB, the IADB, the AfDB, or the EBRD. The R-values of 0.191 and 0.165 indicate a positive, though weak, relationship between 
the Western socialization of an average country's senior policymaking team and the agenda-setting influence of external 
assessments in that country.  
 
 
 

While we do find a positive correlation between educational training and assessment influence, as well as 
professional socialization and assessment influence, in both cases the relationship is only weakly 
significant.163   

                                                        
162 For professional socialization, we counted as “socialization” any prior work experience with the IMF, the WB, the AsDB, the IADB, 
the AfDB, or the EBRD. These data are drawn from Parks (2014). We define the senior policymaking team as: Head of State, 
Minister of Finance, Minister of Planning, Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Central Bank Governor. 
163 These data are drawn from Parks (2014). Whereas the correlation with the measure of education training is significant at p<0.05, 
the correlation with previous work experience at multilateral development banks and international financial institutions is only 
significant at p<0.10. 
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6. Findings: Intended and Unintended Effects 
 
Questions about the upstream policymaking influence of external assessments naturally lead to questions 
about their downstream effects. Some argue that external assessments have largely positive effects: 
shoring up support for reform-oriented technocrats, broadening domestic coalitions in favor of reform, 
weakening domestic political opponents, and facilitating policy coordination and collaboration with the 
donor community.164 However, others argue that external assessments have a number of negative, 
unintended consequences: diverting a government’s attention away from higher priority policy issues, 
limiting domestic policy autonomy, or creating incentives to “game the system”.165 
 
The 2014 Reform Efforts Survey speaks to this debate. Not only did we ask participants to identify the 
factors they believe best explain the influence of individual external assessments, we also asked them to 
identify the overall effects of those same assessments on the policymaking process. Participants were 
asked to evaluate the extent to which they believed that each assessment had a series of effects on a 
scale of 0 to 5, with 5 indicating very strongly and 0 indicating not at all.  
 
Analyzing the data, we identify twelve findings regarding the effects of external assessments:  
 

1. External sources of analysis and advice help focus the attention of governments on critical policy 
problems. 

2. External assessments help governments monitor their own performance and strengthen reform 
resolve. 

3. The authorities do not appear to be unduly constrained or distracted by external performance 
assessments.  

4. Assessments rarely help to neutralize opposition or build coalitions in support of reform. 
5. Governmental and non-governmental stakeholders broadly agree on the effects that 

assessments have. 
6. Assessments help establish a shared diagnosis of policy problems and bridge donor-recipient 

priorities.  
7. In countries where external assessment influence is high, both positive and negative effects are 

more likely. 
8. External assessments have more influence when they are focused on the “right” problems. 
9. Countries can successfully implement reforms by going it alone or by working with outsiders. 
10. External assessment influence and domestic political support are good predictors of reform 

success. 
11. Assessment suppliers should be mindful that reforms succeed in some policy domains more than 

others. 
12. Some influential assessments correspond closely with reform success, while others do not. 

                                                        
164 See Kelley 2004; Radelet 2007; Sutherland 2008; Djankov 2009; Kelley and Simmons 2014a; and Ribadu 2010. 
165 See Lim et al. 2008; Chhotray and Hulme 2009; Soederberg 2004; Arruñada 2007; Pham 2009; Goldsmith 2011; Sjöstedt 2013; 
IBP and ONE 2013; and Hoey 2015. 
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Figure 36. The Strength of External Assessment Effects 

 
Note: "Strength of Effect" is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No effect at all" and 5 means "A very strong effect." 

 
 

6.1. Assessments have largely positive and rarely negative effects on 
the policy process. 
 
Participants reported that external assessments of government performance had mostly positive effects in 
the low- and lower-middle income countries included in our sample.  
 
6.1.1. External analysis and advice help focus the attention of governments on critical 
policy problems.  
 
External assessments of government performance, first and foremost, appear to have helped focus the 
attention of “target” governments on critical policy problems. Of a list of potential assessment effects, this 
one received the highest weighted average score of 3.385 out of a possible 5.   
 
6.1.2. External assessments help governments monitor their own performance and 
strengthen reform resolve. 
 
The survey results also provide support for the idea that external assessments helped donors and their 
host government counterparts to more effectively coordinate their policy dialogue (3.099),166 measure 

                                                        
166 On the issue of whether and when donors effectively coordinate their policy dialogue with the host government, see Bourguignon 
and Platteau forthcoming; Pop-Eleches 2009; and Knack and Rahman 2007.  
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their own performance (3.085), and shore up internal resolve to successfully implement reforms 
(3.006).167 
 
6.1.3. Authorities do not appear to be unduly constrained or distracted by external 
performance assessments.  
 
Most participants did not agree that external assessments drew the attention of developing country 
governments away from important policy problems (1.186 out of 5) or limited the policy autonomy of 
governments in a negative manner (1.188 out of 5). These results are consistent with the findings of 
Meessen et al. (2011) and the findings of the 2012 MCA Stakeholder Survey, reported in Parks and Rice 
(2013).168 
  
6.1.4. Assessments rarely help to neutralize opposition or build coalitions in support of 
reform. 
 
Several other potential effects of assessment influence also registered weighted average scores below 
the mid-point scale value of 2.5. Two of these relatively weak assessment effects, in particular, merit 
special attention: helping reformers weaken opposition to reform and helping reformers build coalitions of 
support for reform. Contrary to claims made by international political economy scholars, our survey 
evidence suggests that external assessments of government performance tended to have a limited 
impact on the most basic elements of political economy in developing countries (i.e., who opposes and 
supports reform). By contrast, external assessments of government performance were able to help solve 
more technical issues like problem identification, policy coordination, and performance measurement. 
 

6.2. Governmental and non-governmental stakeholders broadly agree 
on the effects that assessments have. 
 
Did the host government officials targeted by external assessments have different perceptions of 
assessment effects than the development partners who produced them? Did the perceived impact of 
external assessments vary depending on whether were are a policy insider or outsider (e.g., civil society, 
private sector, and independent experts)? In Figure 37, we examine perceptions of the effects of external 
assessments on government performance by stakeholder group. 
 

                                                        
167 On the issue of whether and when external assessments of government performance are used by the authorities to track their 
own progress, see de Renzio and Masud 2011; Schueth 2011; Sharman 2011; de Sherbinin et al. 2013; Parks and Rice 2013; 
McArthur 2013; and Perakis and Savedoff 2015.  
168 This may be because assessments are largely influential only when they align with country priorities (i.e., countries “screen out” 
otherwise limiting or distracting assessments). 
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Figure 37. The Strength of External Assessments Effect, by Stakeholder Group 

 
Note: "Strength of Effect" is on a scale from 0-5, where 0 means "No effect at all" and 5 means "A very strong effect.” Assessment 
effects are in no particular order. The spider graph displays every stakeholder group's perception of the strength of each effect. 
Each effect has its own dedicated radial line emanating from the center of the graph. More strongly felt effects are located further 
from the center of the graph on each line.  
 
 
 
There is substantial agreement among the different stakeholder groups about the effects that external 
assessments of government performance did (or did not) have. Participants across the stakeholder 
groups largely agreed that external assessments helped developing country governments measure their 
own performance and focus their reforms on critical policy problems. There was also broad agreement 
that external assessments did not negatively limit the policy autonomy of governments or distract 
governments from confronting important policy problems. 
 
Nevertheless, there were some differences in perception across stakeholder groups. Host government 
participants were most likely to indicate that external assessments had positive effects on performance 
measurement, reform resolve, and development partner coordination with the authorities. While 
assessments may not have had as much influence on the design of reforms as they did on shaping the 
policy agenda, host government officials still perceived them to be a tool they could use to maximize the 
likelihood of success in reform design and implementation.169 

                                                        
169 The largest margins between host government scores and those of other stakeholder groups pertained to assessment effects on 
reform resolve and policy and programmatic implementation. Host government scores were substantially higher for the following 
response options: “strengthened the government’s resolve to successfully implement its own reform efforts” (+0.449), “increased the 
likelihood that the government would build upon previously adopted policy commitments” (+0.306), “empowered the government to 
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Disaggregating the survey data by stakeholder group also suggests some level of perception bias where 
participants gave relatively higher scores to those effects to which they were more readily exposed. For 
example, the assessment effect of “enabling civil society organizations and journalists to more effectively 
advocate for reforms” received the highest score (3.132) from CSO and NGO participants. The 
assessment effect of “helping development partners coordinate their policy dialogue with that of the 
government” received the second highest scores (3.190 and 3.136) from host government and 
development partner participants. Within the development partner cohort, there seems to be some bias 
against the idea that external assessments of government performance have had negative effects on host 
government policy decision-making. Development partner participants provided the lowest scores among 
all stakeholder groups to “drew the government’s attention away from important policy problems” (0.677) 
and “limited the policy autonomy of the government in a negative manner” (0.785). 
 
Independent country experts assigned many of the lowest assessment effect scores. This pattern could 
be attributable to the independence of these country experts and their ability to make arms-length 
judgments. However, it could also reflect the fact that independent country experts possess less first-hand 
knowledge of how assessments actually influenced the behavior of governments and non-governmental 
groups.  
 

6.3. External Assessment Effects in Highly Influenced and Weakly 
Influenced Countries 
 
In Figure 38, we report the weighted score for each intended and unintended assessment effect according 
to host government participants from the 10 countries that were most and least influenced by external 
assessments.170  
 
  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
more effectively design and implement its own reforms” (+0.205), and “helped the government to better monitor the implementation 
of development partner projects” (+0.150). 
170 Figure 16 indicates the top 10 most and least influenced countries at the agenda-setting stage. Somaliland is omitted from this 
analysis because of its status as a semi-autonomous territory. Fiji is added in its place among the group of 10 least influenced 
countries. The countries Equatorial Guinea, Turkmenistan, and Cuba are also omitted, as they do not meet the participant threshold 
of N ≥ 5 necessary for this analysis. 
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Figure 38. The Strength of External Assessment Effects in 10 Most and Least Influenced 
Countries 

 
Note: "Strength of Effect" is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No effect at all" and 5 means "A very strong effect." The 10 most and 
least influenced countries at the agenda setting stage can be found in Figure 16. Somaliland was excluded from the selection of 
least influenced countries because of its status as a semi-autonomous region. Fiji was included in its place. 
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6.3.1. Assessments help establish a shared diagnosis of policy problems and bridge donor-
recipient priorities.  
 
In both the most and least influenced countries, the three strongest effects identified by participants were 
that assessments “strengthened the government’s resolve to successfully implement its reform efforts,” 
“focused the government’s attention on critical policy problems”, and “helped the government measure its 
own policy performance.” These results are encouraging because they suggest that—in both highly 
influenced and weakly influenced countries—external assessments helped establish a shared 
diagnosis of policy problems and bridge the gap between the policy priorities of host 
governments and those of development partners.171  
 
Participants from both the most and least influenced countries also identified the same three weakest 
effects of external assessments. For both sets of countries, the weakest overall effects were that 
assessments “helped reformers within the government weaken opposition to reform,” “drew the 
government’s attention away from important policy problems,” and “limited the policy autonomy of the 
government in a negative manner.”  
 
6.3.2. In countries where external assessment influence is high, positive and negative 
effects are more likely. 
 
Nonetheless, Figure 38 also calls attention to important differences in how the most and least influenced 
countries experienced external assessments of government performance. While in general external 
assessments do not appear to negatively limit the policy autonomy of host governments, 
assessments are more likely to exert undue influence in highly influenced countries.172 
Assessment sponsors and suppliers should be mindful of this problem in countries where their 
assessments achieve high levels of resonance and uptake.173  
 
On the flip side, where external assessments achieved high levels of policy influence, they also tended to 
bring together domestic and external actors with a shared interest in reform and exert mostly positive 
effects on government reform efforts. In particular, participants from highly influenced countries more 
readily indicated that assessments: “empowered the government to more effectively design and 
implement its own reforms,” “helped reformers within the government build domestic coalitions of support 
for reform,” and “helped development partners coordinate their policy dialogue with that of the 
government.”  
 

6.4. Influence To What End: Do External Assessments Focus Reforms on 
the Right Problems?  
 
A common criticism of external assessments of government performance is that they bring to bear a set 
of outside policy priorities that may not align well with the policy priorities of the domestic authorities 
(Soederberg 2004; Arruñada 2007; and IBP and ONE 2013).174 This disconnect may unintentionally 

                                                        
171 The results reported in Mackie and Caprio (2011), IMF and WB (2009), and IEG (2008) echo this finding. For example, in a broad 
review of WB-sponsored public sector reform programs between 1999 and 2006, independent evaluators concluded that, “starting 
with [analytical and advisory activities] has been a successful way for the [World] Bank to develop a trusting relationship with 
governments to work on sensitive areas of [public sector reform]” (IEG 2008: xvii). 
172 It is also possible that, in the least influenced countries (which elsewhere in this report we show to be closed and autocratic), 
external assessments tend either not to limit policy autonomy at all or to only limit policy autonomy in a manner that is not seen as 
negative. 
173 The fact that participants from the “least influenced” countries were more likely than participants from the “most influenced” 
countries to say that external assessments “drew the government’s attention away from important policy problems” underscores the 
importance of producing analytical and advisory content that resonates with the authorities.  
174 Pritchett et al. (2014: 65, emphasis added) speak to the use of PEFA indicators in Mozambique: “PEFA indicators reflecting de 
jure changes are above average while PEFA dimensions reflecting de facto implementation and functional adjustment are only 
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incentivize government decision-makers in developing countries to adopt cosmetic, rather than deep and 
durable reforms in order to reap the financial and reputational rewards provided by external actors 
(Andrews 2013; Pritchett et al. 2013). Others suggest that a poor fit between domestic and external 
priorities may encourage “gaming” and other forms of opportunistic behavior (Global Integrity 2008; Pham 
2009; and Goldsmith 2011).175 
 
If external assessments of government performance have substantially more influence on reform efforts 
where the host government is focused on solving the right set of problems, one could interpret this as a 
situation in which assessment sponsors/suppliers are “pushing on an open door” and have better odds of 
influencing the policy decisions of the governments they have assessed. On the other hand, if external 
assessments of government performance have the same or more influence on reform efforts where the 
host government is not focused on solving the right set of problems, one could interpret this as evidence 
that the assessments in question are not fit for purpose, that their sponsors/suppliers are swimming 
against a strong tide, or even that they are driving governments to engage in isomorphic mimicry and 
ignore key policy problems.176 
 
To examine this question further, we split our sample according to whether or not participants reported 
that the reforms pursued by the host government addressed the most critical problems in a particular 
policy domain. We then compared the agenda-setting influence of individual external assessments of 
government performance in these two cohorts.  
 
6.4.1. External assessments have more influence when they are focused on the “right” 
problems. 
 
We find that external assessments of government performance had significantly more influence when 
reform efforts were focused on the right set of problems. The average assessment has an influence score 
of 2.737 at the agenda-setting stage when reforms were focused on the most critical policy problems, and 
an influence score of 2.062 when reforms were not focused on the most critical policy problems. On 
average, therefore, it seems that external assessments of government performance have been used to 
help governments focus their reform efforts on issues of critical importance. Our finding complements the 
evidence presented in Figures 24 and 26, which suggested that assessments are influential largely 
because of their ability to help governments identify and solve critical policy problems. 
 
Nevertheless, not all external assessments of government performance focused the authorities’ attention 
on critical policy problems all the time. Some did a better job of this than others. Table 4 lists the ten 
assessments whose influence depended the most on whether reforms focused on the most critical policy 
problems. In other words, these assessments were more influential than others in helping governments 
focus their attention on and solve key policy problems. 
 
Table 5. Assessments with Substantially More Influence Over Reforms Focused on 
Critical Problems 

Assessment Influence 
when 
Focused on 

Influence when 
Not Focused 
on Most 

∆ in 
Influence 

Difference 
from 
Expected ∆ 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
average. When asked about this, officials in line ministries, departments, and agencies note that the new laws and systems are part 
of the problem. They may look impressive, but are often poorly fitted to the needs of those using them, requiring management 
capacities users do not have and institutionalizing organizational scripts and allocation modalities that reflect international best 
practice but not political and organizational realities on the ground. These officials note that they were never asked about the kind of 
system needed, and while recognizing the impressive nature of the new [public financial management] system, they lament the 
missed opportunity to craft a system that works to solve their specific needs.” 
175 See Wynia et al. 2000; Jacob 2005; Hood 2006, 2012; Ward and John 2013; and Hoey 2015.  
176 It is possible that these assessments exert influence for reasons that are orthogonal to the policy issues they raise. 
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Most Critical 
Problems 

Critical 
Problems 

in 
Influence177 

EU Governance Initiative and 
Incentive Tranche 

3.046 1.292 +1.754 +1.064 

The IMF’s Article IV Consultations 3.761 2.200 +1.561 +0.835 
The Egmont Group of Financial 
Intelligence Units' Membership 
Requirements 

2.853 1.545 +1.308 +0.627 

US State Department's "Trafficking in 
Persons" Report 

2.886 1.646 +1.240 +0.558 

AsDB's Country Economic Reviews 2.681 1.466 +1.215 +0.543 
Financial Action Task Force (FATF) 
Blacklist 

2.526 1.357 +1.169 +0.504 

EU Special Incentive Arrangement for 
Sustainable Development, Good 
Governance 

2.687 1.562 +1.125 +0.453 

AfDB's Country Governance Profiles 2.761 1.641 +1.119 +0.443 
Variable Tranche of the EU Budget 
Support Program 

2.715 1.633 +1.081 +0.407 

UNESCO Education for All 
Development Index 

3.202 2.130 +1.071 +0.373 

 
Conversely, Table 5 lists the top ten external assessments of government performance whose influence 
was either roughly the same when reform efforts did or did not focus on the most critical policy problems, 
or were higher when reform efforts were not focused on the most critical policy problems. Assessments 
that fall in this category should give their sponsors and suppliers pause. Notable among these is the 
GEF’s Performance Index and Resource Allocation Framework, which received a higher influence score 
when reforms were not focused on critical policy problems (2.933) than when reforms were focused on 
critical policy problems (2.567). The likely source of this poor level of performance is that this assessment 
emphasizes global environmental issues that benefit stakeholders in a wide variety of countries, rather 
than local environmental issues that benefit local constituents and stakeholders (Hicks et al. 2008; 
Buntaine and Parks 2013).178 
 
Table 6. Assessments with Roughly the Same Influence Whether or Not Reforms 
Focused on Critical Problems 

Assessment Influence 
when 
Focused on 
Most 
Critical 
Problems 

Influence 
when Not 
Focused 
on Most 
Critical 
Problems 

∆ in 
Influence 

Difference 
from 
Expected 
∆ in 
Influence 

Global Environment Facility's Performance 
Index and Resource Allocation Framework 

2.567 2.933 -0.367 -1.033 

EU Association Agreements 3.083 3.022 +0.061 -0.631 
World Bank Development Policy Loans 
Program 

2.829 2.761 +0.068 -0.612 

                                                        
177 Difference from Expected ∆ in Influence is equal to the residual value from a simple linear regression where Expected ∆ in 
Influence = -0.05 * Influence when Focused on Most Critical Problems – 0.5384. This line-of-best fit was calculated using data from 
all assessments where the number of observations is ≥5 both when focused on the most critical problems and when not focused on 
the most critical problems.  
178 The GEF seems to be aware of this challenge. See Watson 2008 and GEF 2013. 
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AsDB Country Environmental Analysis 1.994 1.889 +0.105 -0.533 
World Bank Rural Access Index 2.539 2.364 +0.175 -0.490 
EU Stabilization and Association Agreements 3.753 3.562 +0.191 -0.535 
World Bank Health Sector Review 3.292 3.056 +0.237 -0.466 
ILO Global Monitoring and Analysis of 
Conditions of Work and Employment 

2.875 2.605 +0.270 -0.412 

African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) 
Eligibility Criteria 

2.365 2.088 +0.277 -0.380 

European Neighborhood Policy Action Plans 
and Country Reports 

2.822 2.535 +0.287 -0.393 

 

6.5. The Success of Reforms Influenced (or Not) by External 
Assessments  
 
Another contested question is whether and when external assessments of government performance 
facilitate the successful implementation of reform efforts in developing countries.179 Our survey 
participants identified three problems that reforms tried to solve—bounded by their country, policy 
domain, and the years in which they held a specific position between 2004 and 2013. Each participant 
was then asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 4 the amount of progress that each reform made towards 
solving those three specific problems—1 indicating no progress at all and 4 indicating a great deal of 
progress.180 Figure 39 presents these data on reform success by country.  

                                                        
179 See Chhotray and Hulme 2009; Goldsmith 2011; Booth 2011; Brown and Tirnauer 2009; Andrews 2010, 2013; IBP and ONE 
2013; Global Integrity 2008a, 2008b; and Parks 2014. 
180 Throughout this report, we refer to this amount of progress as reform success, or the success of reform implementation. 1 = “No 
progress at all”, 2 = “Only a little progress”, 3 = “A moderate amount of progress”, and 4 = “A great deal of progress”. 
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Figure 39. Success in Reform Implementation, by Country 
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Note: Participants in each country were asked to evaluate the success of reform efforts, meaasured as the progress made by each 
of up to three reform efforts towards solving particular problems, where 1 = "No progress at all", 2 = "Only a little progress", 3 = "A 
moderate amount of progress", and 4 = "A great deal of progress". The estimates presented in this chart are presented in rank order 
by quintile, and the location of a country within a specific quintile indicates the relative progress made by that country towards 
solving problems vis-a-vis other countries. The number of reform-specific observations pertaining to each country is in brackets. 
Zanzibar was excluded from analysis because it did not meet a response sample size threshold of at least 10 observations. Due to 
respondent security concerns, the North Korean assessment influence score only reflects the experiences and perceptions of those 
development partner staff and officials and independent country experts who were physically located outside of North Korea on the 
survey launch date. 

 
 
6.5.1. Countries can achieve reforms whether by going it alone or working with outsiders.  
 
Interestingly, many of the countries most influenced by external assessments of government performance 
are not the same countries that were most successful in implementing reform efforts. However, it is also 
true that we observe a moderately positive and statistically significant correlation between external 
assessment influence and reform success.181 We interpret this as evidence that, while assessment 
influence has a net positive effect on reform success, there are different paths to successful reform 
implementation. Some reformers, such as Rwanda and Ethiopia, adopt a “go-it-alone” approach and limit 
the extent to which external pressures are brought to bear on the domestic policy formulation and 
execution process (see Box 9). Other reformers, such as Liberia and Georgia, rely more heavily and 
proactively on information, advice, assistance, and incentives from external actors (see Box 10). 
  

                                                        
181 See Figure H.2 in Appendix. 
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Box 9. Rwanda and Ethiopia: A “Go it Alone” Approach to Reform  
 
  
Rwanda and Ethiopia are paradigmatic examples of countries with successful track records of reform 
implementation, but that remain fiercely independent and wary of external efforts to influence their policy 
priorities and behavior.182  
 
Ethiopia ranks 16th out of 125 countries on our measure of reform success (see Figure 39), yet only 73rd 
on our measure of the agenda-setting influence of external assessments (see Figure 16). A 2012 
Christian Science Monitor profile of the late Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi speaks directly to this 
issue of how the political leadership in Addis Ababa has approached external actors and pressures: 
"Meles positioned the country expertly, allowing it to develop according to his unique [policy] 
prescriptions, while being supported by diverse allies” (Davison 2012).183  
 
Rwanda has pursued a similar reform path. The authorities in Kigali have successfully overseen the 
implementation of a wide range of economic and social sector reforms. These policy and institutional 
changes have delivered real results. Between 2001 and 2011, the country experienced average annual 
GDP growth of over 8 percent and reduced poverty by 14 percentage points (Meessen et al. 2011; Levy 
2014; Routley 2014; World Bank 2009, 2013). The WB identified Rwanda as the world’s leading 
economic reformer in 2009 and second-fastest reforming country in the world in 2013. Rwanda’s 
performance on the WB and IFC’s “Ease of Doing Business” index has increased meteorically: from 158th 
place in 2005 to 67th place in 2009 (WB 2009). By 2013, Rwanda had risen to 32nd place on this index 
(IFC 2013).  
 
Stephen Kinzer, a former New York Times bureau chief, points out that “many development specialists 
[now] consider Rwanda the most promising poor country on earth.” Kinzer (2009) writes that Rwanda “has 
become not only stable but, according to its many admirers, a model for developing countries.” Time 
Magazine’s 2009 issue of “The World's Most Influential People” identifies President Paul Kagame as “the 
face of emerging African leadership. His reconciliation strategy, management model, empowerment of 
women in leadership and insistence on self-reliance are transforming a failed state into one with a bright 
future” (Warren 2009). 
 
Nevertheless, Rwanda jealously guards its policy autonomy (Human Rights Watch 2009; Whitfield 2009; 
and Swedlund 2013). This pattern is evident in our survey data. Whereas Rwanda tops our global ranking 
(Figure 39) as the country with single highest level of achievement in terms of successfully designing and 
implementing reforms during the 2004-2013 period, its relative ranking on a measure of external 
assessment influence (see Figure 16) is 37 places lower (38th out of 125 countries). 
 
  

                                                        
182 These two countries are not only strong reformers according to our metric reported in Figure 39, but also by the reckoning of 
many others (Soeters et al. 2006; Hartwig et al. 2008; Hedger and de Renzio 2010; Meessen et al. 2011; WB 2009; Levy 2014; and 
Routley 2014). 
183 On Ethiopia’s efforts to preserve its policy autonomy and maneuverability, see Whitfield 2009; Birdsall and Perakis 2012; Del 
Biondo and Orbie 2014; and Hackenesch 2013. 
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Box 10. Liberia and Georgia: A “Go Together” Approach to Reform 
 
  
 
 
 In contrast to Ethiopia and Rwanda, Liberia and Georgia have pursued a more open and collaborative 
path. Both countries have aggressively pursued and successfully implemented reform efforts, but have 
done so with substantially more external input, influence, and assistance.  
 
Liberia ranks 15th on our measures of external assessment influence (see Figure 16) and 8th on our 
measure of reform success (see Figure 39). Shortly after Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf was elected as President 
in December 2005, her administration sprang into action, assessing whether and how Liberia could 
benefit from various programs sponsored by foreign governments and intergovernmental organizations. 
These programs—the HIPC Initiative, the MCC Account, the EITI, and the AGOA—involved the same 
fundamental arrangement: domestic reforms in exchange for external rewards (Robinson 2008a, 2008b; 
Cook 2010; and Flores et al. 2013). Additionally, they all involved submission to explicit or implicit forms 
of performance assessment (Parks 2014).  
 
President Johnson-Sirleaf and her cabinet were candid and unapologetic about their interest in mobilizing 
these external pressures and incentives in the service of their domestic reform objectives (Parks 2014).184  
The Liberian authorities subsequently succeeded in executing a series of wide-ranging anti-corruption and 
investment climate reforms: requiring senior government appointees to publicly disclose their income and 
assets, removing thousands of  “ghost workers” from the government's payroll, putting in place strict 
controls on discretionary government spending, simplifying business registration and land registration, 
and lowering barriers to trade (IMF 2006c; EIU 2007; and Konneh and Radelet 2008). 
 
Georgia bears a striking resemblance to Liberia. Georgia ranks 12th on our measures of external 
assessment influence (see Figure 16) and 9th on our measure of reform success during the 2004-2013 
period (see Figure 39). Mikheil Saakashvilli, the country’s Western-educated President from 2004 to 
2013, filled his administration with other like-minded technocrats educated in the West and introduced 
sweeping economic, anti-corruption, and civil service reforms.185 Georgian authorities were also eager to 
marshal external incentives for reform and external sources of advice and assistance in support of their 
domestic reform priorities.  
 
Kakha Bendukidze, State Minister of Reform Coordination, was particularly aggressive in his use of the 
WB and IFC Doing Business Report to identify, prioritize, and monitor government reform efforts (WB 
2007, 2008). Schueth (2011) reports that Bendukidze and his colleagues viewed the annual Doing 
Business rankings as an opportunity to improve the country's international reputation (Schueth 2011). The 
European Stability Initiative (2010) notes that "[r]ising in these rankings became a national policy priority, 
closely monitored by [President] Saakashvili." By almost most accounts, the government's strategy was a 
success: Georgia catapulted from 137th place in 2004 to 14th place in 2013 on the “Ease of Doing 
                                                        
184 For example, the President reported to Liberia media, "the country would do all it could to meet the indicators in order to benefit 
from the Millennium Challenge Account" (Smith 2007). Several months later, the Deputy Chief of Mission at the US Embassy in 
Monrovia sent a cable to Foggy Bottom, describing a raft of reform measures that the Government of Liberia (GOL) had introduced: 
“The GOL has announced 21 reforms to improve Liberia's ranking in the IFC 'Doing Business' index by enhancing the business 
climate. The rapid progress reflects President Sirleaf's commitment and the productive collaboration between the GOL and the 
business community to target regulatory changes that do not require legislative action. There was special emphasis on reforms that 
will also affect Millennium Challenge Account ratings" (Robinson 2008). 
185 After a popular uprising in November 2003 known as the Rose Revolution, the Saakashvilli administration launched a series of 
reforms to overhaul tax and customs administration, business and property registration, the courts, and the civil service. They fired 
15,000 members of the notoriously corrupt police force, dramatically increased the salaries of 10,000 public servants to combat 
petty corruption, reduced the time and cost of property registration by 75%, cut the corporate income tax rate from 20% to 15%, 
streamlined customs by reducing the number of days it takes to export from 54 to 10, and slashed the number of activities requiring 
a business license from 909 to 159 (Bagaudinova et al. 2007). These reforms played a major role in reversing the country's 
economic fortunes: between 2003 and 2007, Georgia registered average annual economic growth of 10%, FDI inflows tripled, and 
tax revenues jumped by 300% (Mitchell 2009; IMF 2009). Increased revenue enabled the government to dedicate significantly more 
resources to health, education, and vulnerable social groups (AsDB 2010). 
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Business Index" and surged ahead of Canada, Switzerland, Austria, and the Netherlands in the global 
rankings.186	
   
 
 
6.5.2. External assessment influence and domestic political support are good predictors of 
reform success. 
  
The cases of Rwanda, Ethiopia, Georgia, and Liberia (described in Boxes 9 and 10) not only call attention 
to the widely varying levels of external orientation that are observed among fast-reforming countries, but 
also the need for a more complete explanation of the domestic and external factors that shape countries’ 
odds of success in implementing reforms. To this end, we developed a multivariate regression model to 
account for country-level variation in reform success with ten explanatory variables: government 
effectiveness, regime type, population size, aid dependence, access to natural resource rents, checks 
and balances in the political system, the net level of reform support/opposition, the Western educational 
training of members of the government’s senior leadership team, experience working for the multilateral 
development banks and international financial institutions within the government’s senior leadership team, 
and external assessment influence (at the agenda-setting stage of the policymaking process).187  
 
We found evidence that only four of these variables registered statistically significant and positive effects 
on the government’s probability of successfully implementing reforms. The first key finding is that that 
when external assessment influence is high, governments are more likely to experience success in reform 
implementation. We also found that aid-dependent countries and countries with effective public sector 
institutions are more likely to succeed when they attempt to implement reforms.  
 
Another key determinant of success is the relative level of support for—and opposition to—reform within a 
given country (see Figure 40). This finding is consistent with a large body of literature on the domestic 
political economy of reform, which suggests that reforms often fail when two conditions are met: (1) the 
costs of reform are largely felt by a few individuals who are prepared to organize themselves against 
change, and (2) those who stand to benefit face significant collective action problems and demonstrate 
low levels of political organization and support (Alesina and Drazen 1991; Fernandez and Rodrik 1991; 
Dewatripont and Roland 1992; Lewis 1996; Acemoglu and Robinson 2000; Rajan 2004; and Kikeri et al. 
2006).  

                                                        
186 The USG, the WB, and other donors enthusiastically embraced the Georgian government and identified it as a “model of reform” 
(Dinmore 2005) and “[something] we hope to see replicated in many other parts of the world” (Taylor 2004). 
187 The multivariate regression results are available upon request. 
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Figure 40. The Positive Relationship Between Net Reform Support and Success in 
Reform Implementation 

 

Note: "Net Reform Support" was estimated by subtracting the number of oppositional groups selected in question 38 (up to 13, 
including "Other") from the number of supportive groups selected in question 37 (up to 13, including "Other") and calculating the 
weighted average of this difference for each sample country. Because of the method used, "Net Reform Support" is more reflective 
of the relative breadth of support for reform in a country than it is of the relative intensity of support. The survey-based "Success in 
Reform Implementation" estimates progress made toward solving specific problems and is on a scale of 1-4, where 1 = "No 
progress at all", 2 = "Only a little progress", 3 = "A moderate amount of progress", and 4 = "A great deal of progress". The year-on-
year change in the overall CPIA index was calculated by taking the year-on-year difference (value at time t minus value at time t-1) 
in the WB’s IDA Resource Allocation Index for each year 2004-2013 for a country and then finding the average value of this 
difference. The WB’s IDA Resource Allocation Index is measured on a scale from 1 (low) to 6 (high). The R-values of 0.506 and 
0.231 indicate a positive linear relationship between an average country's net breadth of reform support and the success of reform 
efforts in that country. 

 
 
6.5.3. Assessment suppliers should be mindful that reforms succeed in some policy 
domains more than others. 
 
At the country-policy domain level, we find a positive and statistically significant relationship between the 
relative level of reform support and opposition and the likelihood that reforms were successfully 
implemented (see Figure 41).188 However, several “outlier” policy domains had higher or lower than 
expected levels of reform success given their levels of relative reform support and opposition: customs; 
finance, credit and banking; decentralization; agriculture and rural development; democracy; labor; and 
family and gender.  
 

                                                        
188 At the country-policy domain level (2,898 observations), we find that R=0.215 and p<0.00001. Figure 41 represents, by policy 
domain, the average country’s level of net reform support/opposition, reform success, and assessment influence at the reform 
design stage of the policy process. Each point in the chart represents the policy domain-specific experience of an average sample 
country, and some policy domain estimates are more precise than others. For example, the customs policy domain has the smallest, 
country-level standard deviation of 0.982, indicating relatively low variation in influence between countries, while the public 
expenditure management policy domains has a country-level standard deviation of 1.642, indicating a relatively high variation in 
influence between countries. Given each point’s role as presenting the policy domain-specific values of an average country, it is 
more accurate to explicitly account for the inter-country variation in policy domain-specific scores. 
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Figure 41. Net Reform Support, Success in Reform Implementation, and External 
Assessment Influence 

 
Note: Bubble size corresponds to the relative reform design influence of external assessments within each policy domain. "Net 
Reform Support" was estimated by subtracting the number of oppositional groups selected in question 38 (up to 13, including 
"Other") from the number of supportive groups selected in question 37 (up to 13, including "Other") and calculating the weighted 
average of this difference for each sample country. Because of the method used, "Net Reform Support" is more reflective of the 
relative breadth of support for reform in a country than it is of the relative intensity of support. The survey-based "Success in Reform 
Implementation" estimates progress made toward solving specific problems and is on a scale of 1-4, where 1 = "No progress at all", 
2 = "Only a little progress", 3 = "A moderate amount of progress", and 4 = "A great deal of progress". 

 
 
In four policy domains—democracy; labor; decentralization; and agriculture and rural development—the 
probability of success in reform implementation was lower-than-expected, given levels of support for and 
opposition to reform. These findings corroborate previously reported results—specifically, that reform 
efforts in these policy domains engender relatively high levels of resistance and that such reforms are 
less likely to succeed in implementation. The sizes of the circles in Figure 42 reveal that these are also 
the policy domains where external actors have relatively low levels of policy influence, which may reflect 
some level of “pass through” where the insolubility of a domestic problem limits the influence that any 
external actor can exert.  
 
For three policy domains—finance, credit, and banking; customs; and family and gender—the probability 
of success in reform implementation was higher-than-expected, given the levels of support for and 
opposition to reform. Specifically, family and gender seems to represent a policy domain where there 
were not only few reform opponents vis-à-vis reform champions, but also a significant number of 
successfully implemented reforms influenced by external analysis and advice. This finding is timely and 
merits further examination, as a growing number of influential organizations (e.g., the Bill and Melinda 
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Gates Foundation, the Clinton Foundation, USAID, the WB) are redoubling their efforts to encourage and 
incentivize gender reforms. 
 
Conversely, while anti-corruption and transparency is the policy domain with both the lowest level of (net) 
support for reform and the worst track record of reform implementation, external assessments played a 
non-trivial role in shaping the anti-corruption policy priorities and decisions of government leaders. This 
finding can be interpreted in several different ways, but it is consistent with previous research about the 
difficulty of implementing anti-corruption reforms that actually combat and prevent corruption, as opposed 
to merely sending signals that satisfy external “demandeurs” of better governance.189  
 
6.5.3. Some influential assessments correspond closely with reform success, while others 
do not. 
 
In order to gauge whether the influence of certain external assessments of government performance is 
more or less strongly associated with successful reform efforts, we also asked our survey participants to 
estimate the amount of progress each of up to three reforms made towards solving specific policy 
problems. Then he or she was asked to identify the extent to which individual external assessments of 
government performance influenced the authorities’ decision to prioritize the reforms focused on those 
problems. Using the responses provided to the first question, we were able to divide reforms into two 
groups: less successful reforms with a progress score of no more than two (at most “only a little 
progress”) and more successful reforms with a progress score exceeding two (at least “a moderate 
amount of progress”). We then used responses to the second question to estimate the degree to which 
each external assessment of government performance influenced both more and less successful reform 
efforts. 
 
We find that all but two external assessments of government performance had more influence on 
successful reform efforts than unsuccessful reform efforts, which is encouraging. However, the degree to 
which external assessment influence corresponded with reform success does vary by assessment. Figure 
42 presents the degree to which each assessment influenced more and less successful reform efforts. 
 
  

                                                        
189 In a 2006 study, the WB’s Independent Evaluation Group concluded that, “countries have met…requirements on paper, and even 
agreed to the ‘cosmetic’ changes that the [World] Bank requires, while the underlying incentives and opportunities for corruption 
remain unaffected” (WB 2006b: 1). On this topic, also see The Economist 2000, 2003; Heilbrunn 2004; Meagher 2005; WB 2006b; 
Doig and Norris 2012; Innes 2013; Andrews 2013; and Persson et al. 2013. 
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Figure 42. External Assessment Influence on More and Less Successful Reform Efforts 

 
 

 



 

 108 

 
 
Note: The change in influence when reform is successful (indicated in brackets) is equal to an assessment's agenda setting 
influence score when reform efforts are more successful minus its influence score when reform efforts are less successful. Reforms 
were categorized into more and less successful groups using a threshold score of greater than two for inclusion as a more 
successful reform effort. Reform success estimates progress made toward solving specific problems and is on a scale of 1-4, where 
1 = "No progress at all", 2 = "Only a little progress", 3 = "A moderate amount of progress", and 4 = "A great deal of progress". 
Assessment influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence". 
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The WB’s Bulletin Board on Statistical Capacity tops the list of external assessments of government 
performance that tend to have exerted influence in cases where reform efforts were successful. This 
finding implies that this assessment of government performance encouraged governments to pursue 
reform efforts that had a high likelihood of success. Given that the current policy dialogue surrounding the 
Post-2015 SDGs has zeroed in on the critical importance of building strong and sustainable national 
statistical systems, our findings should provide comfort—and inspiration—to those who advocate for a 
“Data Revolution” (UN 2013; CGD and APHRC 2014).  
 
Figure 42 also reveals that two performance-based aid schemes in the health sector—the GAVI Alliance’s 
Immunization Services Support Window and performance-based funding of the Global Fund to Fight 
HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria—demonstrated a strong correlation with more successful reform 
efforts. This finding supports the argument that, in the health sector, such pay-for-performance programs 
endow governments with the policy autonomy and maneuverability that they need to experiment, 
iteratively adapt, and “crawl the design space” in pursuit of deep and durable reform (Pritchett et al. 2012; 
also see Meessen et al. 2011; and Perakis and Savedoff 2015).  
 
By contrast, the fact that the WTO’s Trade Policy Review Mechanism increased in policy influence in 
cases when reform efforts were less successful suggests that this particular WTO assessment has been 
steering governments down a path that will likely end in disappointment. This could either be because the 
Trade Policy Review Mechanism promoted reforms that were not focused on soluble problems, or 
because it proposed reforms that failed to gain traction or generate the necessary level of support with the 
host country authorities.  
 
Other assessments that fall in the unenviable category of having exerted roughly equal influence over 
successful and unsuccessful reform efforts include the IMF’s Article IV Consultations, the EU’s 
Association Agreements, the WB’s Women, Business and the Law Report, and TI’s Corruption 
Perceptions Index. These findings support previous research suggesting that some of these assessments 
can motivate countries to pursue cosmetic or otherwise ill-conceived reform efforts.190 
 
In our analysis of the assessment characteristics that are correlated with more or less successful reform 
efforts,191 we found that four attributes are associated with significant increases or decreases in reform 
success.192 These four characteristics are reported in Figure 43.193 Some results immediately emerge 
from the data.  
 
External assessments of government performance that source their underlying data from the host 
government were generally associated with more successful reforms than those that do not. While many 

                                                        
190 See UNDP and Global Integrity 2008a, 2008b; Andersson and Heywood 2009; Stahl 2011; Cobham 2013; Sherr 2013; and 
Stewart 2013. 
191 Independently of the data collected through the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, our research team assembled a database on the 
observable attributes of external assessments (e.g. the identity of the assessment sponsor, where the assessment sources its data, 
and whether the assessment is country-specific or cross-country in nature). See Appendix G for the methodology of how this 
database was built. By coding our sample of assessments based on their observed characteristics, we were able to identify the 
extent to which assessment attributes were associated with more or less successful reform efforts between 2004 and 2013.  
192 Each participant was asked to identify three key problems that reform efforts in his or her country tried to solve within a particular 
period of time. They were then asked about the amount of progress the same reforms made towards solving the problems they 
targeted, on a scale of one to four, with four indicating a great deal of progress. Finally, participants were asked to estimate the 
amount of influence—on a 0-5 scale, where 5 represents maximum influence—that individual assessments had on both the 
government’s decision to undertake reforms focused on the three identified problems and the design of the resulting reforms. We 
were then able to isolate the set of reforms on which each individual external assessment of government performance had the most 
influence of any assessment and measure the amount of progress that was made, on average, on those particular reform efforts. 
193 The bars depicted in Figure 43 show the 95% confidence intervals around the mean reform success scores associated with each 
assessment characteristic. Difference-in-means tests were conducted for all variables listed in Appendix G, except for the following: 
PolicyDomainCount, CoverageThreshold_5, PolicyDomainScope, and policy-domain specific variables. The assessment 
characteristics listed in Figure 43 correspond to the following codebook variables and values: Supplied by global IGO = 
NatureofSupplier value 4, Supplied by regional IGO = NatureofSupplier value 5, Data sourced from host government = 
PartyResponsible_2, and Evaluates performance on broad governance issues = GovernancePolicyBroad. 
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scholars argue that delegating data collection and policy surveillance responsibilities to outside parties 
with significant expertise and credibility leads to greater assessment influence and thus reform success 
(Hawkins et al. 2006; Momani 2007; and Hagen 2009), our empirical findings show the opposite to be 
true: limiting measurement responsibilities to parties outside of the target government seems to result in 
less successful reform efforts.194 One way of interpreting this finding is that assessments are more likely 
to yield positive reform results when they rely on host government data sources that are already being 
used by the authorities to make policy decisions. 
 
Figure 43. Assessment Characteristics Associated with Significantly More or Less 
Success in Reform Implementation 

 
Note: * Indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.10, ** indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.05, and *** 
indicates a significant difference-in-means at p<0.01. The width of each bar corresponds to the 95% confidence interval surrounding 
the average assessment reform success score for assessments with the indicated characteristic. The survey-based "success in 
reform implementation" esitmates progress made toward solving specific problems and is on a scale of 1-4, where 1 = "No progress 
at all", 2 = "Only a little progress", 3 = "A moderate amount of progress", and 4 = "A great deal of progress". Only assessments with 
a sample size of at least 10 observations were considered for analysis. 

 
 
Second, assessments from international organizations with a global reach (e.g., WB, UN, and IMF) were 
associated with significantly more successful reform efforts than those supplied by regionally focused 
international organizations (e.g., AfDB, AsDB, and IADB). This finding suggests that the policy expertise 
that resides within the largest international organizations is uniquely valuable to reform-oriented 
policymakers in the developing world. It may also reflect the WB’s efforts to position itself as a “knowledge 
bank” over the last twenty years (Gilbert et al. 1999; Phillips 2009; Ravallion 2011; IEG 2012; and 
Doemeland and Trevino 2014) and the fact that "providing policy advice to … member countries is an 
integral part of … the [IMF’s] mandate” (IMF 2013: v). 
 
External assessments that focus on issues of governance appear to be associated with less 
successful reform efforts. This is a sobering finding and deserves further exploration. For now, we 
simply note that at least two explanations are plausible: (1) successfully implementing governance reform 
is fundamentally more difficult because there are relatively few champions and many opponents, and (2) 
governance assessments may promote ill-conceived reforms that have a low likelihood of succeeding in 
implementation. Whereas the former finding would be consistent with research that suggests government 
officials will resist reforms when they reach into the areas of rent-seeking and corruption that elites want 

                                                        
194 See Hagen 2009; Fang and Stone 2012; Hawkins et al. 2006; and Momani 2007. 
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to preserve and protect (Rajan 2009),195 the latter interpretation would be consistent with recent work by 
Lant Pritchett, Matt Andrews, and Michael Woolcock on the phenomena of “isomorphic mimicry” and 
“premature load-bearing” in developing countries (Andrews 2013; Andrews et al. 2013; and Pritchett et al. 
2013, 2014). 
 
Finally, it is important to note that some external assessment characteristics are not associated with more 
or less successful reform efforts. We find no statistically significant difference between the success of 
reforms influenced by external assessments with prescriptive policy guidance and the success of reforms 
influenced by external assessments with only diagnostic content. There is also no apparent relationship 
between reform success and the cross-country or country-specific nature of an external assessment.  
 
Nor do we find evidence that external assessments attached to material or reputational incentives 
(positive or negative) are associated with significantly more or less successful reform efforts.196 While 
some governments may choose to design and implement reforms in order to obtain the rewards or avoid 
the penalties associated with improved or declining assessment performance, rewards and penalties do 
not by themselves seem to increase or decrease the likelihood that reforms will help governments actually 
solve policy problems.  
 
In Figures 44 and 45, we present the influence of external assessments by the type of assessment 
supplier at the agenda-setting and reform design stages, as reported by participants who perceived 
reforms as more or less successful.197 The results reflect our earlier findings that nearly all of the external 
assessments have greater influence over successful reform efforts than unsuccessful reform efforts.   
 

                                                        
195 For example, State Department cables made available by Wikileaks and IMF monitoring of its member states demonstrate that 
government officials in resource-rich countries often seek to avoid or undermine transparency-related reforms in the energy and 
mining sector (Yovanovitch 2006a, 2006b; Litzenberger 2007; Efird 2007a, 2007b; and IMF 2013). There is also a body of literature 
that demonstrates natural-resource rich countries are significantly less like to respond to external pressures for reform (Girod and 
Tobin 2011; Mumssen et al. 2013; Parks 2014; and Buch et al. 2014). 
196 There is a rich literature on the extent to which material incentives attached to external assessments of government performance 
influence the behavior of policymakers in “target” countries (Chee et al. 2007; Orbie and Tortell 2009; Krasner 2011; Kelley 2004; 
Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier 2004; Fan et al. 2013; David-Barret and Okamura 2013; and Parks 2014). There is also a body of 
literature on whether financial and other material penalties deter backsliding and/or encourage reform (Martin 1992; Noland 1997; 
and Hovi et al. 2005).  
197 We define reform success as progress towards solving specific, self-identified policy problems. 
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Figure 44. The Agenda-Setting Influence of Assessment Suppliers, by Level of Success 
in Reform Implementation 

 
 
Note: Agenda-setting influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence." 
Reforms were categorized into more and less successful groups using a threshold score of greater than two for inclusion as a more 
successful reform effort. Reform success estimates progress made toward solving specific problems and is on a scale of 1-4, where 
1 = "No progress at all," 2 = "Only a little progress," 3 = "A moderate amount of progress," and 4 = "A great deal of progress." 
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Figure 45. Reform Design Influence of Assessment Supplier Types, by Level of Success 
in Reform Implementation 

 
 
Note: Reform design influence is on a scale of 0-5, where 0 means "No influence at all" and 5 means "Maximum influence." Reforms 
were categorized into more and less successful groups using a threshold score of greater than two for inclusion as a more 
successful reform effort. Reform success estimates progress made toward solving specific problems and is on a scale of 1-4, where 
1 = "No progress at all", 2 = "Only a little progress", 3 = "A moderate amount of progress", and 4 = "A great deal of progress". 
 

 
There are at least two ways of interpreting these results. Reform-oriented governments may be more 
likely to marshal external assessments in the service of their own domestic policy objectives. Similarly, 
external evaluations of government performance may be less important to governments that face the 
strong domestic impediments to reform. It could, however, also be the case that reforms are more likely to 
succeed because of the influence that external assessments exert on government policies and programs.  
 
Irrespective of whether participants perceived reforms as being more or less successful, both global and 
regional IGO suppliers of assessments wielded more influence than other types of assessment suppliers 
at the agenda-setting and reform design phases of the policymaking process. The outsized influence of 
foreign NGOs at the agenda-setting stage of successful economic reform efforts serves as the only 
exception to this overall trend. 
 
In governance policy, the absolute difference in the overall levels of policy influence between “more 
successful reform” contexts and “less successful reform” contexts, was largest for foreign government 
assessment suppliers. This finding suggests that the success of governance reforms may be associated 
with the target country’s openness to assessment by foreign governments (e.g., US, UK, and Germany). 
Economic and social and environmental policy reform efforts run counter to this finding.  
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The largest decline in assessment influence between more and less successful economic and social and 
environmental policy reform efforts is for foreign NGOs. Notably, the narrowest decline in assessment 
influence between more and less successful economic reform efforts is for foreign governments. The 
influence of foreign government-supplied assessments over economic reform is least strongly associated 
with reform success.  
 
Our results pertaining to foreign non-governmental (NGO) assessment suppliers merit special attention. 
With respect to more successful economic policy and governance reform efforts, we observe the greatest 
declines in influence between the two stages of the policymaking process.198 This pattern suggests that, 
for non-governmental organizations, there may be a “policy influence penalty” at the reform design stage 
associated with the absence of a strong in-country presence.  
 
It is important to note that many of the other assessment supplier types represented in Figure 45 have a 
reasonably strong “ground game” in our sample of low- and middle-income countries (Parks and Rice 
2014). Their in-country presence likely makes it possible to work in closer collaboration with the host 
government authorities on the design of new policy, institutional, legal, regulatory, and administrative 
reforms (once the authorities have decided that they want to pursue a particular set of reforms in the first 
place).199  
	
   	
  

                                                        
198 Declines range from average assessment influence scores of 3.001 (economic policy) and 2.145 (governance) during the 
agenda-setting stage to average assessments influence scores of 2.597 (economic policy) and 1.935 (governance) during the 
reform design stage.  
199 It is interesting, however, that this pattern does not hold in social and environmental policy—an area in which some specialized 
health and education NGOs may have more influence in reform design—or in less successful reform contexts. 
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7. Conclusion 
 
We now conclude where we began—the reform-minded Minister of Finance in an aid-dependent country 
who must decide where to invest her time, money, and political capital. Facing a patchwork quilt of 
external performance assessments, she must now decide which sources of analysis and advice to use 
and how to use them. Thanks to the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey, the Minister’s most trusted adviser is 
now able to draw upon the experiences and insights of 6,750 other development policymakers and 
practitioners who have faced similar dilemmas.  
 
Having internalized the key lessons from this report, the adviser would likely tell the Minister that while 
external assessments of government performance can serve many purposes, past experience suggests 
that such assessments are most useful for diagnosing policy problems and identifying potential solutions. 
He would likely warn the Minister that while some external performance assessments are tied to attractive 
financial or reputational benefits, she should be careful not to let external incentives distract her from the 
country’s most critical policy problems; such incentives are not associated with significantly more or less 
successful reform efforts. 
 
The Minister’s adviser would probably tell her that, of the wide variety of assessments at her disposal, the 
policy analysis and advice contained in the assessments of large, global international organizations have 
proven to be particularly valuable to other reformers. He might also warn the Minister not to rely on the 
analysis and advice provided by assessment suppliers who lack an in-country presence. These suppliers 
may not be able to provide the contextual insights needed for the effective design of specific reform 
features. Additionally, after explaining that external performance assessments are generally associated 
with more successful reform efforts when they source their data from the governments they assess, the 
adviser would probably suggest that the Minister pay particularly close attention to assessments that draw 
upon the data that the government is already producing. 
 
The Minister and her adviser would eventually confront the issue of whether to use country-specific 
performance assessments or cross-country benchmarking assessments. The adviser would likely explain 
that each type of assessment has its own advantages and disadvantages. Country-specific assessments 
contain in-depth diagnostic and advisory content, which may resonate with local stakeholders because 
they are more attuned to local needs and realities. These assessments tend to be more popular with 
policymakers across the developing world; however, they can also leave host government officials with a 
false sense of confidence in the analysis and advice they provide, thus bypassing critical internal 
processes of introspection, deliberation, and iterative problem solving. Cross-country benchmarking 
assessments, on the other hand, are less attractive at first blush because they lack nuance and context 
specificity. However, when decision-makers confront complex issues of corruption, informality, and 
institutional dysfunction, they can provide greater policy flexibility and maneuverability than country-
specific assessments, enabling the government to experiment with different reform strategies and 
iteratively adapt in pursuit of better, de facto outcomes. 
 
Noting the Minister’s interest in Greek mythology, the adviser might remind her of the many perils 
Odysseus faced on his journey home from Troy and counsel the Minister to avoid steering her country 
into the “capability trap” that has ensnared other well-intentioned, would-be reformers. He would 
encourage her to focus on simple, solvable problems before undertaking more complex reforms. To 
underscore his point, he might even slip a copy of a short article by Lant Pritchett, Michael Woolcock, and 
Matt Andrews into the Minister’s read file, which describes the capability trap as “a dynamic that enables 
[policymakers] to document instances of apparent reform and thus assure a continued flow of 
development resources to their country or sector, despite the fact that the reforms themselves may be 
generating few actual improvements in performance.”200 
 

                                                        
200 Pritchett et al. 2014: 63. 
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Finally, the adviser would likely counsel the Minister that officials within her government will view and 
value external performance assessments in very different ways, depending on the positions that they hold 
and the incentives they face. The President will emphasize his government’s sovereign authority to make 
final policy decisions, while his chief of staff and various advisers will separately convey the importance of 
securing external validation and rewards from donors and international organizations. Senior civil 
servants, for their part, will emphasize complementarity with existing reform efforts. The Minister’s adviser 
would therefore urge her to be smart and strategic in her interactions with these government counterparts 
and to not lose sight of the end goal: pursuing reforms that solve real problems and are grounded in local 
needs and realities. 
 
How do money, ideas and, reforms come together to produce better development outcomes? This report 
begins to shed light on some facets of this question, but more data and research is needed. With survey 
data anchored in the experiences of real-world decision-makers, we believe scholars and policymakers 
can make major advances in our understanding of the causes and consequences of reform in developing 
countries. To this end, AidData will release a series of publications in 2015 and 2016 that continue to 
make use of the rich data contained in the 2014 Reform Efforts Survey. In subsequent reports, we will 
seek to further understand how Western and non-Western development partner organizations are 
attempting to help their host government counterparts implement reforms and improve development 
outcomes – and to what effect. 
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