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Main messages
•	 Governments deliver development but too often fall short because of weak 

foundations in governance. In Ghana, one in three projects financed by local 
governments, from schools to roads, never gets completed, wasting nearly 
20 percent of public investment. The core problem is not corruption, but the 
mismanagement of people, payments, and procurement. Strengthening the 
systems for these basic functions is where development begins.

•	 Governance standards are the hidden wiring of effective states. They codify how 
governments hire, pay, and procure, turning discretion into discipline. When 
governments publish budgets and procurement data in line with international 
standards, as Ukraine did to sustain external financing during crisis, transpar-
ency becomes a foundation for trust and stability.

•	 The hardest part is consistency: making standards stick across every ministry and 
municipality. Globally, the public sector employs 373 million people, and even 
within a single government, the share of recruitment based on merit can vary from 
20 percent to 100 percent across agencies. Moving from rule of thumb to “rule by 
standards” involves a quiet revolution that reduces corruption and mismanage-
ment but demands scale, coordination, and realism regarding administrative costs.

•	 Governments must adapt standards to context, not copy best practice blindly. 
One-size-fits-all reforms backfire when capacity for implementing them is low. 
Data from 39 countries show that as nations grow richer, they tighten deadlines 
for paying contractors but keep the share of on-time payments roughly constant, 
a sign of learning and calibration. The lesson: measure, listen, and adjust, because 
standards for governance work best when governments make them their own.

•	 Performance standards can turn bureaucracies from rule followers into prob-
lem solvers. When governments link performance to measurable outcomes, as 
in the cases of Malaysia’s outcome-based budgeting or Chile’s evaluation-driven 
reforms, public sector efficiency increases sharply. In Punjab, Pakistan, perfor-
mance pay for tax collectors increased revenue collection by about 40 percent 
in just two years, and in Andhra Pradesh, India, teacher bonuses tied to student 
learning improved learning outcomes across all subjects. Standards that mea-
sure what matters empower bureaucrats to deliver results, not just follow rules.
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Governance standards: 
Helping governments deliver 
on their commitments 
Governments are responsible for implementing 
public policies and delivering public goods and 
services that are foundational for development. 
However, they often struggle to deliver on their 
policy commitments. For example, in Ghana, local 
governments carry out projects such as building 
schools and latrines. A study of more than 14,000 
such projects found that about one-third were not 
completed, accounting for nearly one-fifth of local 
governments’ public investments.1 This country-​
level case reflects a global issue affecting both local 
and central governments. Each year, governments 
allocate financial resources to various projects and 
programs. Yet in countries with lower levels of eco-
nomic development, these budgets are frequently 
underspent, falling short of the countries’ original 
commitments (refer to figure 7.1).

A key factor behind this implementation gap 
is the limited capacity of public institutions—
understood here as formal organizations in the 
public sector—to fulfill their mandates.2 For 
Ghana’s local governments, corruption played 
only a small role in explaining the implementa-
tion gap.3 In fact, unfinished projects resulted 
in financial losses for both government officials 
and contractors, outweighing any potential gains 
from bribes or collusion. Instead, organizational 
mismanagement of functions such as personnel, 
payments, and procurement explained most of 
the gap. Engineers estimated project costs based 
on inaccurate data, budget and planning functions 
were not coordinated, and contractors were rarely 
paid on time.4 To deliver on their policy commit-
ments, governments have to address these types of 
organizational challenges.

This chapter argues that standards provide 
institutional scaffoldings for better governance, 
understood here as the management of core 

Figure 7.1  Countries at lower levels of economic development tend not to spend all the 
funds they have budgeted
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Sources: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data from Primary Government Expenditures as a Proportion of Original 
Approved Budget (%) (data portal), World Bank, https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/GF.XPD.BUDG.ZS; Prosperity 
(dashboard), World Bank, https://data360.worldbank.org/en/prosperity.
Note: “Budget execution rate” refers to expenditure by primary governments as a proportion of originally approved budgets. 
The blue line represents complete spending of the allocated budget (that is, 100 percent). Values above the blue line represent 
overspending and those below, underspending. The red line represents the best-fit curve using a quadratic function.
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organizational functions of government: person-
nel, payments, and procurement.5 The chapter 
emphasizes institutional variation in governance 
within the same government and how this affects 
institutional capacity.6 Governments should 
transition from governance based on rule of 
thumb to governance based on standards. Rule-
of-thumb governance relies on the tacit knowl-
edge and personal preferences of decision-​makers 
in the public sector, which can lead the latter to 
base managerial decisions on imperfect infor-
mation and biases. At its worst, rule-of-thumb 
governance leads to capricious decisions that ben-
efit those in power.7 In contrast, standards-based 
governance employs codified measurements 
(rulers) that increase transparency and proce-
dural requirements (rules) that diffuse good prac-
tices. These standards, when put into practice 
consistently and at scale, strengthen governance 
and enable public institutions to deliver on their 
commitments.

Governance standards should be implemented 
gradually, leveraging evidence on the impact of 
implementation and leaving sufficient space for 
agency. That is because governance standards 
are costly to put into practice. For instance, com-
plying with standards forces personnel to divert 
scarce time from implementation to compliance, 
reducing the quality of policy implementation.8 
To both reduce the costs of implementation and 
amplify its benefits, governments need to intro-
duce evidence-based assessments of the organi-
zational impact of standards and implement them 
through a gradual and priority-driven approach. 
This requires collecting and analyzing survey and 
administrative data on organizational processes, 
as well as listening to feedback from institutions 
and people in the public sector. This, in turn, 
enables governments to make pragmatic choices 
among competing priorities and adapt standards 
so that they work better for them, rather than 
pursue general “best practices” that are neither 
feasible nor suited for their needs.

By examining how standards can serve as a basis 
for better governance, this chapter emphasizes the 
organizational and managerial aspects of gover-
nance, which are sometimes overlooked. Therefore, 
the discussion and evidence presented in the 
chapter highlight operational ways to strengthen 
governance and enhance policy implementation, 
complementing debates on the role of political 
economy and strategic policy making discussed 
in other World Development Reports.9 In doing so, 
this chapter emphasizes how implementation can 
suffer from gaps even when public institutions and 
personnel are trying to do the right things but need 
the help of standards to do so well.

How standards shape the 
governance of organizational 
functions
The quality of governance, considered in this 
chapter to be the management of core organiza-
tional functions of government, often varies across 
public institutions in the same public sector. Some 
institutions within a government may be “islands 
of excellence,” well managed and capable of con-
sistently delivering on the government’s policy 
commitments.10 Many are not. Empirical evidence 
on the private and public sectors shows that varia-
tion in the quality of organizational management 
explains differences in performance and policy 
implementation (refer to box 7.1). The challenge 
for governments is how to improve the gover-
nance of public institutions that trail behind, 
making the quality of governance more consistent 
across the public sector. This involves a capacity-​
building process that requires a constructive 
approach. In developmental psychology, the term 
“instructional scaffolding” refers to a pedagog-
ical method that recognizes the need for a col-
laborative approach to transferring knowledge to 
learners.11 In governance, standards serve as insti-
tutional scaffoldings that help institutions and 
people manage themselves better.
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Box 7.1	 Recent empirical research on management confirms its impact on 
organizational performance

A growing body of empirical evidence has documented large and persistent differences in 
management quality across firms in the private sector, which drive variation in the produc-
tivity of these firms.a This is true across firms of different sizes and across countries. Building 
on an empirical agenda derived from this evidence, the World Bank’s Enterprise Surveys 
calculate a management practices index that measures the quality of management at the 
firm level along a set of dimensions similar to those employed in the World Management 
Survey.b National-level averages of scores on this index suggest that the quality of manage-
ment of firms increases as countries develop (refer to figure B7.1.1). Empirical studies on 
management have extended beyond firms, investigating how management practices in orga-
nizations such as schools affect student learning. For instance, a study comparing school-level 
management in Brazil, India, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States found that 
better strategic leadership and governance, in the form of accountability to school boards, 
correlated with better outcomes in regard to student learning.c

Figure B7.1.1  As countries develop, the quality of management in their firms 
improves
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Sources: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data from Prosperity (dashboard), World Bank, https://
data360​.worldbank.org/en/prosperity; World Bank Enterprise Surveys (dashboard), World Bank, https://www​
.enterprisesurveys.org/en/enterprisesurveys.
Note: Each bullet corresponds to a national-level average of the quality of management in surveyed firms in an 
individual country. The red line represents the best-fit curve using a quadratic function.

(Box continues next page)
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At the World Bank, a similar empirical agenda to measure management practices across gov-
ernments has flourished in the past decade. The World Bank’s Bureaucracy Lab surveys public 
servants, providing evidence-based insights on management practices in the public sector. 
A key takeaway from a growing body of evidence is that the quality of management varies 
across institutions in the same government, confirming findings from qualitative research on 
islands of excellence.d This within-government variation in governance has implications for 
institutional performance. A recent survey of public schools in Lithuania, for instance, finds 
that schools with a higher quality of management are better able to support their students’ 
mental health.e The Global Survey of Public Servants, a research initiative undertaken by a 
consortium of the World Bank and academic institutions, makes available a globally compa-
rable data set on management practices more broadly and management of human resources 
management in particular.f

Source: WDR 2025 team.
	a.	Bloom and Van Reenen (2007); Bloom et al. (2010); Scur et al. (2024).
	b.	For more information, refer to World Bank Enterprise Surveys (dashboard), World Bank, 

https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/en/enterprisesurveys.
	c.	Bloom et al. (2015). In particular, a one-standard-deviation increase in scores on a management 

practices index is correlated with a 0.425-standard-deviation increase in pupil achievement, 
measured as the percentage of pupils who pass subject examinations and achieve overall and 
subject-specific examination scores.

	d.	Schuster et al. (2023).
	e.	World Bank (2022).
	f.	For more information, refer to Global Survey of Public Servants, Bureaucracy Lab, 

Development Impact Group and Governance Global Practice, World Bank, https://www.global​
surveyofpublicservants.org/.

Box 7.1	 Recent empirical research on management confirms its impact on 
organizational performance (continued)

Building on its definition of governance, this 
chapter defines “governance standards” as the set 
of standards that codify measurements and proce-
dural requirements that shape how public institu-
tions manage core organizational functions. The 
chapter focuses on the three core organizational 
functions noted earlier in the chapter: payments, 
personnel, and procurement.12 Each of these func-
tions is commonplace, and how well they are 
managed shapes institutional capacity, defined 
here as the ability of governments to implement 
their policy commitments.13 Governance stan-
dards thus codify measurements and procedural 

requirements that shape the organizations, sys-
tems, and people responsible for policy implemen-
tation (refer to chapter 2). 

Because adherence to governance standards is 
often mandatory, they are a subset of laws and pol-
icies, in the sense that they set specific rules for the 
“how” of implementation rather than the “what” 
of policy. For example, in budget management, 
a law can incorporate a standard that requires 
government financial reports to be prepared by 
budget offices located in government entities and 
published annually. As the discussion here implies, 
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standards support the routine application of prac-
tices at the level of public institutions, understood 
here as the formal organizations in the public 
sector responsible for the implementation of 
policies. This perspective complements the focus 
in World Development Report 2017: Governance and 
the Law, which emphasized the governance of the 
policy arena, particularly the power asymmetries 
among actors who decide what policies are to be 
implemented.14

Size and diversity of the 
public sector
One of the challenges in implementing gover-
nance standards is the scale of the public sector 
itself.15 The public sector employs 373 million 
workers across the world, according to World 
Bank estimates from the Worldwide Bureaucracy 
Indicators.16 The 50 largest public sectors account 
for 361 million public sector employees, or 
97 percent of public sector employment across 
the globe (refer to figure 7.2). Compounding the 
challenge of scale, the relative size of a country’s 
public sector grows with its level of economic 
development (refer to figure 7.3). As public sectors 
grow, governance standards adequate for those of 
smaller scale break down. For example, a hiring 
manager can reasonably evaluate five candidates 
through a job interview. However, if the number 
of candidates is much larger, the same recruitment 
standard (that is, a job interview) is no longer fea-
sible. The term “bureaucratic overload” describes 
contexts in which bureaucracies are unable to keep 
up with the volume of organizational processes 
they have to manage.17 This results in a decline in 
the quality of organizational governance, which in 
turn reduces institutional capacity to implement 
policies.

Addressing challenges related to bureaucratic 
overload rarely requires governments to codify 
innovative standards for governance. For example, 

the international development community has 
for many decades recommended governance 
standards such as those related to recruiting 
candidates through competitive examinations, 
preparing and publishing annual financial reports, 
and organizing competitive auctions for procure-
ment.18 The challenge for governments, rather, is 
to ensure that the many institutions and people 
in the public sector put governance standards 
into  practice. That means getting the basics 
right, consistently and at scale. For instance, 
evidence collected through surveys of public 
servants shows that many countries struggle with 
applying recruitment standards consistently. 
Indeed, implementation of standards requiring 
examination-based recruitment can vary from 
institution to institution within the same gov-
ernment (refer to figure 7.4). According to these 
surveys, whereas in Brazil’s federal government, 
for instance, public institutions have consistently 
implemented examination-based recruitment, 
other governments display greater variation in 
translating this standard into practice.19

There is growing evidence that standards enable 
better governance by enhancing transparency and 
codifying practices for institutions and person-
nel to use in common and repeatedly. In particu-
lar, measurement standards codify a consistent set 
of classifications and measurement approaches 
(rulers) that inform organizational management, 
thus playing a foundational role in evidence-based 
policy making.20 Just measuring, however, is not 
enough.21 Governments should improve the qual-
ity of governance in the public sector by codifying 
standards that enhance the quality of organiza-
tional processes themselves. Quality standards 
codify how public institutions and personnel 
should manage institutional processes (rules).22 As 
highlighted in the conceptual framework in chap-
ter 2, quality standards enable the diffusion of 
good practices, reducing the need to reinvent the 
wheel and enhancing the quality of governance of 
organizational processes.
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Figure 7.2  The world’s 50 largest public sectors employ more than 360 million workers
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Sources: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data from Prosperity (dashboard), World Bank, https://data360.worldbank​
.org/en/prosperity; Worldwide Bureaucracy Indicators (dashboard), World Bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org​
/search/dataset/0038132/Worldwide-Bureaucracy-Indicators.
Note: The figure reports the latest data available by country. The overall size of public sector employment in a country is 
the share of public sector employment in total employment times the overall size of the country’s labor force, with the 
unemployment rate accounted for. A country’s public sector is the general government and public, or state-owned, enterprises 
and consists of all institutional units controlled directly or indirectly by the country’s central and subnational governments as 
well as public corporations that are engaged in market-based activities. Income groups are based on World Bank classifications 
updated in 2025. The share of public sector employment is estimated based on labor force and household surveys harmonized 
in the World Bank’s Worldwide Bureaucracy Indicators. The overall size of the labor force is provided through World Bank 
education statistics. The unemployment rate is measured in World Bank data on the Sustainable Development Goals.
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Figure 7.3  The public sector is relatively larger in more highly developed countries 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1,000 10,000 100,000

GDP per capita (2017 US$ at purchasing power parity)

Public sector employees (% of total employment)

Sources: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data from Prosperity (dashboard), World Bank, https://data360.worldbank​
.org/en/prosperity; Worldwide Bureaucracy Indicators (dashboard), World Bank, https://datacatalog.worldbank.org/search​
/dataset/0038132/Worldwide-Bureaucracy-Indicators.
Note: The figure reports latest data available by country. The share of public sector employment in a country is calculated 
as the total number of public sector employees in the country divided by the country’s total employment. The red line 
represents the best-fit curve using a quadratic function.

Figure 7.4  Within the same government, public institutions often vary widely in the degree 
to which they recruit candidates using standardized, merit-based written examinations 
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Leveraging standards for 
better governance
Governments and their institutions are partly 
blind to their own organizational structures and 
processes, particularly when they lack “a measure, 
a  metric, that would allow [them] to ‘translate’ 
what [they know] into a common standard neces-
sary for a synoptic view.”23 Governance standards 
provide standard classifications and measurements 
that increase the transparency of the public sector 
and its organizational processes. This addresses 
the problem of information asymmetry identified 
in the Report’s conceptual framework (refer to 
chapter 2). Consider, for example, budget expen-
diture. Unless two public institutions classify their 
expenditures using a consistent approach to mea-
surement, their expenditures cannot be compared 
or aggregated. In these instances, a measurement 
standard such as the United Nations’ Classification 
of the Functions of Government is useful. Such a 
standard establishes a consistent approach for mea-
suring and classifying government expenditures 
based on their function (like education or health), 
helping produce information on public financial 
management that is precise, consistent, and com-
parable. A standardized approach to measurement 
also ensures that information is visible from higher 
levels of a bureaucratic hierarchy. That improves 
governance, because high-level managers are often 
distant from everyday organizational processes.24

Another function of governance standards is to 
codify good practices and make them available for 
common and repeated use, organizing the func-
tioning of the public sector. Such standards—qual-
ity standards—codify procedural requirements 
and guidelines for organizational processes that 
public institutions and their personnel carry out.25 
For example, a procurement standard can specify 
that procurement tenders must involve a com-
petitive bidding process.26 Codification of quality 
standards makes management practices available 
for common and repeated use, facilitating their 
diffusion and, as a consequence, institutional 
learning regarding management practices. 

Quality standards address organizational risks 
such as corruption. For example, the routine publi-
cation of procurement tenders through electronic 
procurement systems enables governments and 
firms to analyze in real time the transactions that 
procurement offices engage in and track potential 
misconduct. Studies have found that such prac-
tices are associated with reductions in corruption 
in procurement.27

The vision of better organizational governance 
based on standards presented here traces its ori-
gins to the Second Industrial Revolution. In that 
time period, a concerted effort to standardize 
manufacturing, codifying standards that improve 
production processes, drove efficiency gains in 
manufacturing firms (for recent examples from the 
East Asian miracles, refer to spotlight 1). This effort 
found an intellectual movement in the The Principles 
of Scientific Management, authored by Frederick 
Taylor.28 A guiding principle in this movement was 
to transition away from management by rule of 
thumb.29 Rule-of-thumb management is charac-
terized by decisions based primarily on the individ-
ual knowledge and authority of decision-makers. 
The limitation of such an approach is that rules of 
thumb are based on heuristics that are personal, 
which can lead to inconsistencies and biases.30 In 
some cases, such an approach also personally ben-
efits those with the power to make decisions with 
their “thumbs.” In contrast, governance based on 
standards relies on codified rulers and rules: clas-
sifications, measurements, and good practices that 
are written down and tested. As Taylor puts it, a 
standards-based approach to governance enables 
governments to apply “standard implements and 
methods which represent the best knowledge of the 
world up to date, [enabling] originality and ingenu-
ity to make real additions to the world’s knowledge, 
instead of reinventing things which are old.”31 

A Taylorist approach to organizational manage-
ment can be counterproductive, however, when 
pushed to the extreme. Taylor often assumed there 
was one best standard for specific production 
techniques (such as how to carry pig iron), which 
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is rarely the case in complex organizational con-
texts such as the public sector. Instead, it might be 
better to consider a choice among multiple good 
options rather than a single best. Nor does recent 
empirical evidence on management bear out that 
workers should simply follow the direct orders 
of their managers, without room for agency.32 
Instead, governance should leverage standards as 
tools for public institutions and their personnel 
to use, while preserving space for autonomy and 
judgment.33 These critiques nonwithstanding, the 
scientific management movement carved space 
for rethinking how to approach organizational 
management: an approach less based on rule-of-
thumb authority and experience and more reliant 
on standards that codify measurements, empirical 
testing, and continuous improvement of organi-
zational functioning.

Governance standards primarily reshape how 
public institutions are managed and operate, 

not necessarily what policies they are mandated 
to implement and what goods and services they 
are required to offer. This chapter’s emphasis on 
implementation rather than policy making com-
plements World Development Report 2017, which 
outlines how reforming the policy arena—that 
is, the political and social settings in which indi-
viduals and groups interact—can reduce power 
asymmetries and improve both the design and 
implementation of policies.34 The policy arena 
determines the process through which the con-
tent of policies is set. Governance standards, on 
the other hand, determine how the responsible 
institutions and people will put policies into prac-
tice (refer to box 7.2). As such, this chapter recon-
nects with a strand of literature on governance 
explored in World Development Report 1997: The 
State in a Changing World, bringing to the fore 
the  operational underpinnings of the state and 
the issues relating to institutional capacity that 
constrain it.35

Box 7.2	 How standards enable strategic policies to be implemented

Governments often adopt policies that set broad objectives, such as gender policies that seek 
to reduce disparities between men and women in education, employment, or access to public 
services and promote equality among genders. However, turning policy commitments into 
concrete outcomes requires operational standards that guide day-to-day implementation. 
These include specific procedures, responsibilities, and measurement tools that translate 
high-level goals into institutional action. 

Gender budgeting provides an example of how standards can help put policies into practice. In 
Canada, mandatory use of Gender-Based Analysis Plus across federal departments supports 
the government’s strategic commitment to gender equality. This operational tool requires 
Canada’s ministries to assess how budget proposals affect different groups of women, men, 
and gender-diverse people. The findings inform resource allocation and are published annu-
ally in the federal Gender Report, ensuring that strategic goals are embedded in concrete bud-
get decisions.a Budget 2024, the fifth consecutive budget for which the Gender Report has been 
published, used Gender-Based Analysis Plus to assess the effects of more than 70 percent of 
the new budget measures included in the budget in the early or middle stages, and it leveraged 

(Box continues next page)

World Development Report 2025318



Empirical evidence on the 
adoption and impact of 
governance standards
As countries transition from low to high income, 
they implement governance standards more often 
(refer to figure 7.5). Standards that enhance bud-
get transparency, such as the annual publication 
of budget documents (like budget proposals and 
year-end reports), are one example. For instance, 
Georgia, consistently rated among the top per-
formers in the International Budget Partnership’s 
Open Budget Survey,36 publishes comprehensive 
fiscal documents, including a citizens’ budget and 
regular statements regarding fiscal risk, that have 
bolstered public trust and fiscal discipline.37 In 
Ukraine, the timely publication of budget execu-
tion and debt statistics aligned with international 
standards has enhanced transparency and has 
been critical in securing external financing and 

sustaining market confidence during periods of 
instability.38

A similar pattern is evident in regard to man-
agement of human resources. In particular, as 
countries develop, they more commonly recruit 
personnel through merit-based standards such 
as written examinations (refer to figure 7.6).39 
A  notable example is Japan. In the 1970s, the 
country’s Ministry of International Trade and 
Industry (MITI) began requiring candidates to 
enter the application process through a highly 
competitive standardized examination.40 This 
examination-​based recruitment practice was 
foundational for building the competency of per-
sonnel while strengthening MITI’s autonomy in 
respect to political interference, a bureaucratic 
model that became associated with the devel-
opmental state in Japan. The Republic of Korea; 
Taiwan, China; and other Asian Tigers also fol-
low this model.41 

existing analysis in regard to at least another 12 percent.b In Mexico, the federal government 
has made significant progress in instituting gender-based budgeting.c This includes an explicit 
recognition of gender equality as a budget principle in the country’s Federal Budget and Fiscal 
Responsibility Law. The country’s Ministry of Finance issues budgetary guidelines for integrat-
ing gender perspectives into policies and programs, as well as preparing reports on budget 
execution that disaggregate program beneficiaries by gender.

Empirical studies have focused on the adoption of gender budgeting, and rigorous evalu-
ations of the impact of gender budgeting on outcomes (such as gender disparities and 
accountability) are limited.d Evaluation of the effects of gender budgeting on outcomes such 
as gender inequality in access to health services requires greater access to granular survey 
and administrative data that allows effects to be disaggregated by gender.

Source: WDR 2025 team.
	a.	WAGE (2025).
	b.	Department of Finance Canada (2024).
	c.	IMF (2023).
	d.	Polzer et al. (2023).

Box 7.2	 How standards enable strategic policies to be implemented 
(continued)
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Figure 7.5  As countries develop, they put into practice more standards regarding budget 
transparency
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Sources: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data from Open Budget Survey (dashboard), International Budget 
Partnership, https://internationalbudget.org/open-budget-survey; Prosperity (dashboard), World Bank, https://data360​
.worldbank.org/en/prosperity.
Note: The red line represents the best-fit curve using a quadratic function. The International Budget Partnership’s Open 
Budget Survey’s budget transparency score measures the extent to which countries, in practice, make documents available 
to the public, as well as the comprehensiveness of the budget information provided in publicly available documents.

Figure 7.6  Highly developed countries make greater use of merit-based recruitment standards 
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.org/en/prosperity; V-Dem (Varieties of Democracy) (data set), V-Dem Institute, Department of Political Science, University 
of Gothenburg, https://www.v-dem.net/data/the-v-dem-dataset/country-year-v-dem-fullothers-v14/.
Note: Meritocratic criteria for appointment scores are based on expert-based surveys that ask the question “To what 
extent are appointment decisions in the state administration based on personal and political connections, as opposed 
to skills and merit?” Scores are computed based on a Bayesian item response theory that aggregates across expert 
responses. For more information on the scoring methodology, refer to V-Dem Institute (2024). The red line represents the 
best-fit curve using a quadratic function.
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It is important to distinguish between standards 
and their implementation in organizational prac-
tices. That is because simply codifying standards 
does not mean public institutions and personnel 
will put them into practice. As noted in World 
Development Report 2017, countries often write 
stringent laws but fail to effectively reshape the 
practices of organizations and firms in the private 
sector.42 The same applies for the public sector. 
For instance, a government may set standards, in 
law, that require procurement entities to make 
documents and materials or standard contracts 
publicly available. In practice, however, these 
entities may fail to disclose these documents and 
contracts.43 Such a mismatch between what is cod-
ified into standards and what is put into practice, 
or compliance gap, is commonplace in the manage-
ment of personnel, payments, and procurement.44 

Reducing compliance gaps requires governments 
to move beyond isomorphic mimicry: that is, situ-
ations in which they codify governance standards 
into law but are unable to enforce the standards.45 
For example, a government might pass an admin-
istrative law that codifies transparency standards, 
such as a requirement for annual publication of a 
budget report, but struggle to publish such reports 
annually and at scale. Similarly, recruitment 
standards may require candidates to be assessed 
through a written examination, but public insti-
tutions may fall short of applying this standard 
in practice. Reducing such compliance gaps is 
beneficial. In public procurement, governments 
with a smaller gap between practices and stan-
dards in procurement tend to have reduced delays 
in implementation, reduced cost  overruns, and 
better overall project quality (refer to figure 7.7).

Figure 7.7  Reducing the compliance gap improves the quality of government procurement 
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Sources: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data from Bosio et al. 2022; Data and Code for Public Procurement in 
Law and Practice, OPENICPSR, Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research, Institute for Social Research, 
University of Michigan, https://www.openicpsr.org/openicpsr/project/153181/version/V1/view.
Note: The index of procurement quality used in the figure measures time to commence work, budget overruns, and 
overall quality of projects. “Practices” and “standards” measure different aspects of managing procurement processes, 
including transparency, competition, limits to exclusion, and integrity of contract. Higher scores on the index indicate a 
smaller compliance gap, with positive scores indicating practice scores greater than codified standards, and negative 
scores indicating the opposite. The red line represents the best-fit curve using a quadratic function. Income groups are 
based on World Bank classifications updated in 2025 (Metreau et al. 2025).
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As discussed in the conceptual framework for this 
Report in chapter 2 (and illustrated in figure 2.5), 
governments should match the ambition of their 
standards to their ability to put those standards 
into practice. This helps public institutions and 
personnel, as well as citizens and firms, have 
realistic expectations about whether standards 
will be upheld in practice. Figure 7.8 presents 
evidence that calibration of this type occurs in 
the area of public procurement with respect to 

payments to firms that provide goods, services, 
and work under government contracts. As coun-
tries develop, they tend to increase the strin-
gency of the grace periods they give themselves 
to pay providers, making their deadlines (in num-
ber of days) shorter (refer to figure 7.8, panel a). 
As a result of this adjustment, the percentage of 
providers paid on time remains relatively con-
stant across levels of country income (refer to 
figure 7.8, panel b).

Figure 7.8  As countries develop, they shorten the grace periods government agencies have 
to pay providers
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Sources: Panel a: WDR 2025 team calculations, based on data collected from national procurement regulations across 
39 countries by the World Bank Enterprise Surveys team. Panel b: World Bank Enterprise Surveys (database), Full Survey 
Data, World Bank, https://www.enterprisesurveys.org/en/enterprisesurveys.
Note: In panel a, the speed mandated for paying providers under a country’s procurement rules is defined as 30 days 
minus the maximum number of days allowed based on the national regulation; thus higher scores indicate shorter 
payment deadlines. Bullets correspond to binned stringency averages by deciles based on GDP per capita. Panel b 
reports, as a measure of compliance with the grace periods mandated in national procurement rules, the percentage of 
firms in a country that had a government contract that were paid on time. Whereas data from the World Bank Enterprise 
Surveys correspond to 2025, data on GDP per capita correspond to 2022, the latest year for which data are available. 
The red lines represent the best-fit curve using a quadratic function.
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Reducing corruption 
and organizational 
mismanagement through 
governance standards
Governance based on standards reduces two types 
of organizational waste: that resulting from cor-
ruption and that resulting from organizational 
mismanagement.46 The first of these results when 
public institutions and people generate waste by 
personally benefiting from public office.47 For 
example, in the absence of recruitment standards, 
managers can appoint personnel who are loyal but 
incompetent, embezzle public funds, and award 
procurement contracts to politically connected 
firms. Waste through organizational misman-
agement, in contrast, does not personally benefit 
any organization or people. Rather, it results from 
management that is of low quality, because insti-
tutions and people lack the proper information or 
technical know-how. For example, public officials 
might delay the processing of an application for 
social security because they simply forget about it 
or pay higher prices for procurement because they 
lack the skills to search effectively for contractors 
with better rates.48

Corruption is particularly salient in the man-
agement of payments and procurement, in 
which organizations and their staff members 
can directly benefit from public funds. The lack 
of robust budget standards heightens the risk 
of financial malpractice such as embezzlement 
or fraud. In a study conducted in Indonesia, 
financial reports produced by the responsible 
entities failed to account for 24 percent of road 
construction costs, with evidence of corruption 
in the form of embezzlement.49 Rooting out 
corruption in procurement presents particular 
challenges because contractors may collude with 
one another to secure government contracts.50 
A study of procurement auctions found evidence 
of collusion by construction firms in projects 

from Japan’s Ministry of Land, Infrastructure, 
Transport, and Tourism; bidding patterns indi-
cated likely coordination among firms for 37 per-
cent of analyzed projects.51

In management of human resources, corruption 
takes place through patronage, when policy mak-
ers and other senior-level officials recruit loyalists 
to extract personal gains from office and further 
their careers. This practice is commonplace in both 
developed and developing countries.52 For exam-
ple, in municipal-level governments in Brazil, cam-
paign donors and copartisans of elected mayors are 
more likely to be employed in the public sector after 
the mayors take office.53 Spoils systems of this type 
go beyond cabinet positions, affecting recruitment 
in the municipal government as a whole. Hiring 
spikes at the start of mayoral terms, in cycles of 
political and bureaucratic turnover, reflect such 
recruitment patterns (refer to figure 7.9).54 

Personnel recruited through patronage channels 
tend to be less competent.55 They also generally 
have lower levels of education than are required 
for their roles, and workers transitioning from 
the private to the public sector tend to have lower 
skills than their counterparts.

As noted earlier, in contrast to corruption, orga-
nizational mismanagement does not directly 
benefit any official or organization in the public 
sector. For example, budget officers may intend to 
produce consistent financial reports but lack stan-
dardized forms for doing so, resulting in financial 
data that are inconsistent and unreliable.56 This 
inconsistency and lack of reliability limits man-
agement’s and stakeholders’ ability to obtain a 
clear and accurate overview of the public sector’s 
financial system, leading to misinformed deci-
sions related to budget management. For example, 
before Nigeria adopted a Treasury Single Account, 
the lack of standardized practices for reporting 
across ministries, departments, and agencies led to 
fragmented data and duplicate accounts, making 

Standards for Better Governance 323



it difficult to reconcile financial information and 
detect leakages.57 Establishing a unified account-
ing standard for the Treasury improved the quality 
of reporting and reduced fiscal risks.

In procurement, mismanagement often manifests 
itself in the form of high prices and procurement 
delays. Evidence from a study on procurement in 
Italy suggests that most variation in prices in pro-
curement actions is due to mismanagement, not 
corruption.58 Procurement officers simply lack the 
expertise and know-how to secure lower prices 
for procured goods and services. In the federal 
government of the United States, an analysis of 
more than 122,000 completed projects found that 
whereas the average expected duration was 244 
days in procurement contracts, projects them-
selves, including implementation delays, actually 

lasted 486 days, on average.59 In addition, over-
runs increased costs from an initial award price of 
US$65.2 billion to US$103.9 billion.60 

Time from procurement to payment also varies 
across institutions within the same country. In 
Brazil, municipal governments decide how to 
procure goods and services. Although national 
law requires them to pay contractors within 
30 days of billing for services or goods provided, 
15 percent of all payments do not comply with 
that standard.61 This municipal-level variation in 
the speed with which payments are made is sub-
stantial (refer to map 7.1). Budget standards can 
reduce this type of organizational mismanage-
ment, ensuring that commitment amounts are 
properly tracked and payments to contractors are 
made on time.

Figure 7.9  Hiring in municipal governments of Brazil rises and falls around elections 
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Information], Labor Secretariat, Ministry of the Economy of Brazil, made available by Data Basis (Dahis et al. 2022).
Note: The share of new hires (as a percentage of head count) for municipal governments of Brazil is weighted by the total 
municipal head count. Vertical blue lines indicate the start of a new mayoral term (for example, 2005–09).

World Development Report 2025324



Map 7.1  Municipal governments in Brazil vary in the speed with which they pay for 
goods and services procured
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Standards increase transparency 
and reduce information 
asymmetries

Governance standards improve the accuracy and 
availability of information on organizational pro-
cesses, strengthening transparency and reducing 
information asymmetries. For example, budget 
standards ensure consistency in how budget 
processes are measured across organizations in 
the public sector.62 In the absence of standards, 
different departments may use varying formats, 
definitions, and measurements to prepare their 
budgets, which can lead to confusion, errors, 
and inconsistencies. Standards reduce this type 
of variation by establishing a unified approach, 
requiring organizations to use the same tem-
plates, budget categories, naming conventions, 
and reporting schedules.63 For instance, in 
Tunisia, reforms under the Organic Law on the 
State Budget (Loi Organique du Budget de l’État) 
introduced a common framework for measure-
ment and standardized indicators across min-
istries, which increase the comparability and 
improve the quality of expenditure tracking.64 
The consistency provided by the framework and 
indicators ensures that financial data collected 
from various sources can be compiled, compared, 
and analyzed without extensive reformatting or 
clarification.

Accounting standards enable transparent and 
reliable financial reporting, a foundational princi-
ple for budget governance. An example of global 
accounting standards is the International Public 
Sector Accounting Standards (IPSAS), issued by 
the IPSAS Board, which provide a comprehensive 
framework for preparing financial statements 
on an accrual basis.65 As of 2020, 49 countries had 
adopted standards for accounting on an accrual 
basis.66 Implementation of IPSAS increases investor 

confidence by ensuring that governments offer 
a more accurate and comprehensive picture of 
their financial positions.67 Accounting standards 
can also be leveraged to strengthen the corporate 
governance of state-owned enterprises, improving 
their financial performance and service delivery. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)  Guidelines on Corporate 
Governance of State-Owned Enterprises pro-
vide international standards in this area.68 These 
standards strengthen the ownership role of gov-
ernment and increase transparency by requir-
ing publication of regular portfolio reports and 
audited financial statements. The guidelines also 
call for the application of strong  standards for 
accounting and reporting, including sustainability 
reporting, in state-owned enterprises.

Establishing measurement standards also 
enhances the planning functions of govern-
ment and enables it to be more forward look-
ing. For example, when they measure budgetary 
processes using standardized methods, govern-
ments are able to forecast budget revenues and 
expenditures.69 That is because these methods 
enable them to consolidate and analyze data to 
project costs, revenues, and resource needs.70 
Over time, such a forward-looking approach 
enables strategic financial planning and results 
in fewer unexpected budget shortfalls, reduc-
ing organizational mismanagement. In March 
2025, the United Nations Statistical Commission 
unanimously recommended that member coun-
tries adopt the most recent update of its System 
of National Accounts.71 The system, used as the 
global standard for national accounts, sets bench-
marks for defining key economic indicators such 
as GDP. Significantly, the most recent revision 
of the system incorporates important advances 
in accounting for natural resources and other 
aspects of sustainability.
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Procurement often involves information asym-
metries, because contractors have more infor-
mation on the value of their goods and services 
than procurement entities and officers have. 
This asymmetry, in turn, generates uncertainty 
in price negotiation between contractors and 
procurement officers. Electronic government 
procurement systems—with standardized mea-
surements and classifications (for prices, goods, 
and services, among other things) that are con-
sistent and comparable across procurement 
transactions—are important tools that reduce 
information asymmetries and enhance the trans-
parency of the procurement process.72 Leveraging 
standards for measurement in procurement can 
lead to efficiency gains. In Brazil, for instance, 
the subnational government of Rio Grande do 
Sul calculated market-based reference prices on 
medicines, as reflected in electronic invoices for 
business-to-business transactions in the state.73 
These reference prices were then provided as 
information to multiple procurement officers, 
who used the prices as inputs to set their own 
reference prices for auctions during the tender-
ing process. The adoption of this novel procure-
ment practice, enabled through measurement 
standards, empowered procurement officers to 
set more competitive prices, as well as shifting 
relationships away from contractors who charged 
more for their medicines than the government’s 
reference prices supported.

Standards codify and diffuse 
good practices that improve 
organizational efficiency and 
effectiveness

Putting quality standards into practice increases 
institutional capacity. For example, recruitment 
standards such as those implied in civil ser-
vice examinations improve both the efficiency 
and effectiveness of public services. In Brazil, 

prospective judges are required to complete writ-
ten and oral examinations that assess their knowl-
edge of existing law, as well as the quality of the 
judicial decisions they might make.74 Candidates 
are ranked according to their examination scores; 
top performers are selected based on the number 
of available positions.75 Judges who score higher 
on the examinations perform better in their judi-
cial duties, resolving a higher volume of cases 
without reducing the quality of their rulings.76 
In Colombia, college students graduating from 
professional programs, such as those intended to 
prepare students to be physicians, must complete 
a standardized examination that assesses their 
professional skills. Novice physicians who score 
higher in the health-specific modules of their 
examinations are generally more competent and 
deliver better health care services, particularly in 
the area of reducing health complications at birth 
among vulnerable mothers.77

Beyond the recruiting of competent personnel, 
quality standards can also increase the efficiency 
and effectiveness of procurement processes. 
A study of public procurement in the Russian 
Federation found that individual procurement 
officers and organizations explained 39 percent 
of the variation in procurement prices.78 In par-
ticular, how the procurement process was man-
aged drove the variation. Procurement officers 
and organizations who adhered to quality stan-
dards in the procurement process were able 
to procure goods and services at better prices. 
During the tendering process, more effective 
procurement officers and entities completed 
documentation accurately, specifying both prod-
uct names and classification codes correctly more 
often; conducted more auctions; and recruited 
larger pools of bidders. Beyond improving oper-
ational efficiency, standards can also strengthen 
the effectiveness of government, ensuring that 
organizational processes support policy priorities 
more broadly (refer to box 7.3).
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Box 7.3	 Putting environmental standards into action: Green budgeting in 
France and green procurement around the world

The introduction of a green budgeting framework in 2021 marked a major shift in France.a 
Since then, all budget programs at the national level have been systematically assessed for 
their impacts on climate and the environment using a standardized methodology inspired 
by the European Union’s classification system.b Expenditures are categorized as positive 
(contributing significantly to climate-related or environmental objectives), neutral (having 
no significant climate-related or environmental impacts), negative (having potentially harm-
ful effects on the climate, the environment, or both), or mixed (including both positive and 
negative components). The classification standard embedded in the categorization scheme 
supports more informed decisions related to budgeting and greater coherence between the 
budget and the broader strategy of attaining climate and environmental goals. Between 2023 
and 2024, environmental expenditures categorized as positive increased from €32 billion to 
€38.6 billion, and expenditures deemed mixed rose from €2.7 billion to €3.1 billion.c 

In the area of procurement, an emerging set of standards is referred to as “green public pro-
curement.” There is growing evidence that environmental standards of this type have posi-
tive effects on firms. A recent study in the United States finds that obtaining green contracts 
reduces emissions relative to firm size, even in the long term.d Those firms that have higher 
revenues from green contracts reduce their emissions more (13 percent versus 4.6 percent) 
than those with lower revenues from such contracts. A study of German firms finds that the 
probability a small or medium enterprise will introduce green-friendly products increases by 
20 percentage points if the firm is awarded a contract using environmental criteria for selec-
tion and by 25 percentage points if it wins green contracts.e 

Many countries face difficulties in implementing green public procurement because they lack 
consistent standards for doing so. The World Bank and international development partners 
have played an important role in the design and implementation of policies for green public 
procurement in a number of countries across regions, helping set up and codify standards 
that define the scope of green procurement, as well as designing and detailing steps to roll 
out the standards.f Areas covered include how to set criteria for selecting the product used to 
pilot the standards, develop a monitoring system to track compliance with the standards and 
measure the system’s effectiveness, and embed standards for green procurement within an 
existing electronic government procurement system.

Source: WDR 2025 team.
	a.	MEFSIN (2020).
	b.	EU (2020).
	c.	MEFSIN (2023).
	d.	Chiappinelli et al. (2025).
	e.	Krieger and Zipperer (2022).
	f.	World Bank (2021a).
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Performance management 
integrates both measurement 
standards and quality 
standards

Performance management integrates elements 
of both measurement and quality standards, 
offering a useful tool for enhancing organiza-
tional efficiency and effectiveness. A key feature 
of performance management is the codifica-
tion of measurement standards (such as key 
performance indicators) and incentives that 
can help organizations and personnel contin-
uously improve the quality of their practices 
by linking their actions to measurable results. 
Performance standards also ensure that orga-
nizations and personnel understand what tasks 
align with organizational goals and policy pri-
orities, as well as how their own performance 
will be measured.79 In addition, performance 
standards set mechanisms to make personnel 
accountable for either achieving or falling short 
of expected results.80

Performance-based budgeting codifies targets 
for service delivery, efficiency benchmarks, and 
quality metrics to inform budget management. 
Integrating performance measurement into 
budget processes significantly enhances pub-
lic sector performance, particularly when linked 
to strategic planning and evaluation systems.81 
Experiences of individual countries support these 
findings. For instance, Malaysia’s outcome-based 
budgeting framework ties ministry budgets to 
specific outputs and outcomes,82 and Chile’s 
evaluation-driven budgeting approach uses pro-
gram performance to guide adjustments and 
institutional reform.83 

Performance management can also be leveraged 
to grant greater autonomy to public institu-
tions in how they allocate funds, so long as they 
meet performance targets. Such an arrangement 
encourages a balance between autonomy and 
control, granting managers the space to adapt 
operations while ensuring transparency through 
results monitoring. For example, a study con-
ducted in Zambia found that performance-based 
budgeting led to increases in self-reported auton-
omy of health facilities driven by improved choice 
regarding what health care services to provide.84

In management of human resources, performance 
standards increase the accountability of person-
nel and make institutional goals transparent to 
them.85 Empirical evidence suggests that public 
servants generally welcome performance man-
agement, particularly when evaluations are linked 
to incentives such as payments and promotions.86 
A study conducted in the province of Punjab, 
Pakistan, found that the introduction of perfor-
mance pay for tax collectors based on revenues 
generated led to an increase in collection of tax 
revenue by about 40 percent after two years.87 In 
the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh, a study found 
that giving teachers financial bonuses based on 
improvements in student test scores increased 
learning outcomes both in subjects that the incen-
tives targeted (such as mathematics and language) 
and in subjects that they did not (such as science 
and social studies).88 There is also evidence that 
performance management positively affects the 
mission orientation and work motivation of per-
sonnel.89 For example, public institutions that 
more frequently reward high performance with 
promotions also show greater motivation among 
workers (refer to figure 7.10).90
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Figure 7.10  Public servants have higher levels of motivation in public institutions with 
stronger performance-based incentives 
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Lab, Development Impact Group and Governance Global Practice, World Bank, https://www.globalsurveyofpublicservants​
.org/data-downloads.
Note: Values are z-scores, computed based on the share of survey respondents who agree that they feel motivated to 
work and that performance has a positive impact on promotions. Shares are converted into z-scores by subtracting the 
mean and dividing by the standard deviation of agency level responses for each economy. The red line represents the 
best-fit curve using a quadratic function. Survey data were collected in Albania, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Croatia, Estonia, 
Ethiopia, Kosovo, and the Slovak Republic.

Standards impose administrative 
costs: Adjusting their stringency 
helps

Because standards in the public sector are pri-
marily mandatory and enforceable by law, they 
often impose changes in management through 
coercive methods (such as audits and legal sanc-
tions).91 This coercive aspect of standards means 
that they unilaterally impose costs on institu-
tions and personnel responsible for implementing 
them. An administrative cost of standards is the 
time and effort staff members spend completing 
administrative tasks to document and verify that 
they are complying with rules (refer to box 7.4). 
For example, studies of time use have found that 
bureaucrats allocate 20–30 percent of their work 
time to compliance tasks such as recordkeeping.92 

Because failing to comply with standards involves 
negative consequences such as sanctions, reduc-
ing time spent on compliance is not an option.

Because work time is fixed (and scarce), time 
spent on compliance with procedural require-
ments is time not spent in the delivery of services 
or implementation of policies.93 Excessive growth 
in the amount of paperwork required to docu-
ment and verify compliance can paralyze gov-
ernments, transforming them into “paper tigers”: 
powerful in writing, but ineffective in practice.94 
For example, in 2006 a leopard attacked villagers 
in the Himalayan town of Gopeshwar in India. 
Local officials took two months to comply with 
the paperwork required to classify the leopard as 
a man-eater and thus obtain the hunting permit 
that would allow the leopard to be legally killed.95 

World Development Report 2025330

https://www.globalsurveyofpublicservants.org/data-downloads�
https://www.globalsurveyofpublicservants.org/data-downloads�


Box 7.4	 The administrative costs of implementing a recruitment standard 
in India

In India, more than 3 million candidates applied for 3,500 positions advertised by the Union 
Public Service Commission in 2021. Organizing an examination for millions of candidates is a 
complex task. At the state level, the commission relies on an extensive bureaucratic machin-
ery to conduct examinations. These bureaus are often understaffed: in one state with a popu-
lation of 240 million, 78 senior officials and 300 junior officers were responsible for the entire 
recruitment process. In another state, the commission had vacancies for 50 percent of its 
own listed positions.a

Understaffing compromises the integrity of recruitment examinations and undermines 
their  legitimacy to candidates. Litigation initiated by candidates, which delays the recruit-
ment process, shows the effects of this. For instance, legal challenges can arise from the 
misapplication of eligibility criteria. In one example, litigants challenged a master of arts in 
economics as a position qualification, arguing that a master of science in economics was 
equivalent and could thus be accepted. Another category of challenges deals with positions 
reserved for members of certain castes and the validity of those reservations. Moreover, 
related “document verification” for selected candidates is often difficult. Educational certifi-
cates, caste certificates, and other paperwork do not incorporate standard evaluation criteria 
and as such require validation by individual officers. As groups get added or removed from 
reserved categories, the criteria evolve as well. This creates confusion in implementation, 
with clerical errors landing in court for weeks or months on end.

Source: Misra 2025.
a.	Refer to Annual Reports (portal), Andhra Pradesh Public Service Commission, https://portal-psc​

.ap.gov.in/HomePages/AnnualReports; Recruitment Dashboard, Public Service Commission, 
Uttar Pradesh, https://uppsc.up.nic.in/.

In addition, because the institutions designing 
and enforcing standards as procedural require-
ments are different from those responsible for 
implementing them, such top-down standards 
can reduce motivation and limit agency.96 As such, 
institutions that set standards should consult with 
public institutions that implement them, incor-
porating real-world experience and advice—and 
realistic expectations about compliance, as dis-
cussed in chapter 2 and earlier in this chapter. For 
example, a survey of public servants conducted 
in Ghana found that personnel had sugges-
tions on how to put procedural standards into 

organizational practice that could enhance their 
effectiveness. When implemented this way, stan-
dards create space for agency in institutions and 
among bureaucrats, ensuring the latter can exer-
cise judgment in complying with rules rather than 
blindly complying with rules designed by others. 

Indeed, there is growing evidence that adjusting 
the stringency of standards can improve organi-
zational performance. A study of public servants 
in the federal government of Brazil, for instance, 
found that the relationship between organiza-
tional performance and procedural rules follows 

Standards for Better Governance 331

https://portal-psc.ap.gov.in/HomePages/AnnualReports�
https://portal-psc.ap.gov.in/HomePages/AnnualReports�
https://uppsc.up.nic.in/�


an inverted U-curve. Too few and too many rules 
are both associated with lower organizational per-
formance, whereas a moderate number of rules is 
conducive to better performance.97 Another study 
in Ghana found that personnel who were given 
greater autonomy and discretion completed their 
assigned tasks more often.98 This positive effect 
on performance was particularly strong for tasks 
for which it was difficult to clarify and codify tar-
gets before completion (such as complex tasks), 
rather than administrative tasks the completion 
of which was easier to verify (such as organizing 
a review meeting).99 A separate study on public 
procurement in Pakistan found that a policy inter-
vention that increased the autonomy of procure-
ment officers lowered prices of procured goods by 
9 percent, reduced procurement delays, and had 
no observable impact on the quality of purchased 
goods or likelihood of corruption.100 The positive 
effects were particularly great when the senior 
officers responsible for overseeing procurement 
were likely to be corrupt.

Policy recommendations: 
Adaptation of governance 
standards based on evidence 
and empowerment
As the discussion in this chapter indicates, there 
is an abundance of standards for better gover-
nance, many enshrined in World Development 
Reports much like this one.101 Governments and 
practitioners should consider which governance 
standards solve specific problems they are expe-
riencing and adapt standards to their specific 
institutional and national contexts. Taking an 
empirical approach to what standards work (or do 
not) and paying greater attention to the trade-offs 
among standards can make the growing number 
of standards more manageable. Such an approach 
also empowers public institutions and personnel 
who implement the standards, moving from a 
normative (standards as intrinsically good) to an 

empirical approach in which governance stan-
dards are evaluated according to their impact on 
organizational functioning.

1. �Consider administrative costs 
when adapting standards

There is a large and growing volume of standards 
available for governments to adopt. For instance, 
the 2024 edition of IPSAS comprises three vol-
umes of a thousand pages each. Because of the 
volume of standards IPSAS includes, governments 
often exert considerable efforts to put them into 
practice in the public sector. Doing so can cost 
them time, money, resources—and foregone 
opportunities for other activities. When govern-
ments acknowledge such implementation costs, 
they can then carefully adapt standards based on 
evidence. The World Bank’s Public Expenditure 
and Financial Accountability framework offers an 
evidence-based approach to assessing the effec-
tive application of standards for public financial 
management in practice.102 The framework draws 
on policy reviews, data analysis, and engagement 
with government officials to provide a credible 
and evidence-based diagnostic for public financial 
management. Findings from application of the 
framework help highlight gaps between formal 
standards and actual implementation, supporting 
targeted reforms to improve the effectiveness of 
public financial management.103

•	 Viet Nam’s government demonstrated a prag-
matic approach to reform by adapting IPSAS 
through a tailored national framework: the Viet 
Nam Public Sector Accounting Standards.104 
Recognizing the significant implementation 
costs and complexity of a full-scale overhaul 
of accounting in the country’s public sector, 
the government rolled out new accounting 
standards gradually over multiple years. This 
phased implementation involved introducing 
different modules sequentially, from stan-
dards regarding assets to the effects of changes 
in foreign exchange. Institutionalizing these 
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standards required substantial investment 
in training for public sector accountants and 
establishing new mechanisms for monitoring, 
such as audits, to ensure compliance.

2. �Leverage administrative data 
to gauge the effectiveness of 
standards

Governments are better positioned today to lever-
age data to evaluate the impact of governance 
standards on the functioning of public institu-
tions.105 This is in large part because of the prolif-
eration of administrative data from management 
information systems for finance, e-government 
procurement, and human resources (refer to 
figure 7.11). This greater availability of data is 
enhanced by a growing global agenda to harmo-
nize data, as exemplified by the Open Contracting 
Partnership’s Open Contracting Data Standard, 
as well as standardized procurement taxonomies 
like the United Nations Standard Products and 
Services Code and the European Commission’s 
Common Procurement Vocabulary, which enable 
data on procurement processes and outcomes to 
be collected in a standardized manner.106 

But just collecting reliable and standardized data 
is not enough; the use of data to inform diagnos-
tics and make projections remains limited, as seen 
in regions like Latin America and among countries 
adopting standards for accounting on an accrual 
basis.107 It is therefore critical for governments to 
move beyond data collection to analysis. By doing 
so, they can increase the information available to 
help them understand the real-world impact that 
standards have on management and performance, 
recognizing that governance approaches must be 
tailored to specific institutional and national con-
texts to be effective.

•	 In Brazil, the subnational government of Rio 
Grande do Sul leveraged administrative data 
to improve procurement outcomes. The gov-
ernment analyzed electronic invoices from 

business-to-business transactions to calculate 
market-based reference prices for medicines. 
This information enabled procurement officers 
to set more competitive prices and shift away 
from contractors who charged rates higher than 
the market indicated. Such diagnostic use of 
data is a notable exception to the broader trend 

Figure 7.11  Management information 
systems for public finance, procurement, 
and human resources are diffusing rapidly 
around the world
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in Latin America, where only 40  percent of 
countries use information regarding procure-
ment to analyze whether policies are having 
their intended effects.108 That figure declines 
to only 29 percent of countries when data on 
human resources are considered, and it is still 
rare to find both diagnostic and strategic use of 
budget data in countries adopting standards for 
accounting on an accrual basis.109

3. �Use standards to empower 
organizations and people to 
apply good governance practices 
on their own

Standards can play the role of instructional scaf-
foldings, providing information that can be acted 
upon and codifying good practices. The ultimate 
goal of the instruction offered through these scaf-
foldings is to empower organizations and people 
to apply good governance practices on their own 
and exercise their own judgment.110 There is an 
opportunity to leverage standards to confer more 
agency on institutions and people that put them 
into practice. This can happen in two ways. First, 
governments should codify standards for adoption 
by institutions in the public sector and, upon verifi-
cation and accreditation (refer to chapter 3), trans-
fer responsibilities to those institutions to grant 
autonomy for management. Second, governments 
should listen to feedback from the institutions and 
bureaucrats who have to put standards into prac-
tice. This transforms the codification of standards 
for governance from a one-off event into a dynamic, 
learning-oriented process that can adapt to chang-
ing circumstances and the needs of its users.

•	 In the Philippines, the Civil Service Commission 
(CSC) plays an oversight and capacity-building 
role in scaling up of good practices in the area 
of managing human resources. The commission 
classifies institutions according to four matu-
rity levels under its Program to Institutionalize 
Meritocracy and Excellence in Human 

Resource Management. Level 1 agencies perform 
basic, transactional functions related to human 
resources with minimal strategic value, whereas 
level 2 agencies have consistently implemented 
commission-compliant, documented systems 
across core areas in management of human 
resources. At level 3, agencies adopt integrated, 
competency-based systems for managing human 
resources aligned with organizational goals. 
Level 4 agencies demonstrate strategic, innova-
tive, and evidence-based practices for managing 
human resources that drive organizational trans-
formation. CSC accredits agencies that meet the 
standards at level 2 or higher, which empowers 
them to decide on appointments and to establish 
and implement their own mechanisms for man-
aging human resources without prior approval 
from the CSC.111

•	 In Ghana, a survey and focus group involving 
public servants showed that many of them had 
concrete proposals about how to better imple-
ment standardized processes.112 Rather than 
clashing with existing standards, these employ-
ees’ ideas sought to reinforce and strengthen 
application of the standards. However, man-
agers generally silenced the voices of their own 
staff members and often failed to create spaces 
for lower- and middle-level officers to express 
their proposals. Putting standards into practice 
requires conferring more agency on institu-
tions and bureaucrats responsible for making 
the public sector operate.

These policy recommendations recognize that 
bureaucracies are dynamic and respond to gov-
ernance standards in sometimes unintended 
and undesirable ways. Bureaucracies, as insti-
tutions, and bureaucrats, as people, are agents 
who change their behaviors in response to such 
standards.113 The organizational complexity that 
results means that standards, particularly good 
governance standards, are and should be part of 
an “evolving and inevitably imperfect system of 
governance.”114 There is no one-size-fits-all in 
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regard to governance standards. Instead, govern-
ments should consider what constitutes good 
governance for the institutions and people they 
manage. Doing so enables the public sector as a 

whole to function more efficiently and effectively, 
ensuring governments have the capacity to deliver 
on their policy commitments and serve the public 
in promoting development. 
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