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Abstract

State capacity has become a default concept across the social
sciences for studying government bureaucracies and how to improve
them. I argue that “capacity” is a coarse and unhelpful way to under-
stand bureaucratic performance and policy implementation, because
it obscures both the mechanisms and the contingencies of bureaucratic
behavior. Whereas capacity refers to bureaucracies’ hypothetical po-
tential rather than their actual actions, a vast literature emphasizes
that bureaucracies perform at less than their hypothetical potential
due to internal information and incentive problems created by their
collective nature, and the constraints and uncertainty imposed by their
multiple political principals. Moreover, when discussing the actual
implementation of specific policies, general notions of state capacity
quickly collapse into a more complex set of explanations rooted in
specific political, bureaucratic, and contextual contingencies. While
the term may be a convenient shorthand to reduce the complexities
of bureaucratic performance, policy implementation, and long-term
state formation into one term, it is rarely a useful way to understand
how bureaucracies function or how to reform them. Scholars should
focus on retrospective bureaucratic performance rather than prospec-
tive potential, and ground analysis of policy implementation in specific
contexts.
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Beyond State Capacity:
Bureaucratic Performance, Policy

Implementation, and Reform

People (i.e., individuals) have goals; collectivities of people do not.
- Cyert and March (1963, 30)

Congress Is a “They”, Not an “It”
- Shepsle (1992, 239)

1 Introduction

Policy implementation and bureaucratic performance have become central
issues for studies of service delivery, governance, and politics, particularly in
developing countries. These discussions frequently revolve around the con-
cept of “state capacity” - the ability of the state bureaucracy to implement
government’s policy choices. In recent years there has been an explosion of
literature on the conceptualization, determinants, measurement, and conse-
quences of state capacity (Englehart 2009; Besley and Persson 2011; Lee et
al 2014; Harbers 2015; Muralidharan et al 2016; Bersch et al forthcoming).
While the idea originated in the macro-historical literature on state forma-
tion (Mann 1984), state capacity has become a catch-all term used to discuss
issues of policy implementation, bureaucratic performance, and reform.

However, “capacity” is a misleading metaphor for the functioning of gov-
ernment bureaucracies, because it misrepresents the mechanisms of bureau-
cratic performance and policy implementation, and obscures the contingency
of performance and implementation on the specificities of politics, policies,
and contexts. The term misrepresents the mechanisms of bureaucratic perfor-
mance because it conceives of bureaucratic action in terms of a bureaucracy’s
hypothetical ability to implement policies. While the notional potential of
a bureaucracy to implement policy may be equivalent to its actual perfor-
mance in the simplest case of a unitary agent implementing well-defined pol-
icy choices to the best of its ability, the dominant feature of actually existing
bureaucracies is that they are composed of and directed by a multiplicity of
actors. Organizations are collectivities composed of many agents with differ-
ent preferences and incentives, and their efficient operation depends largely
on resolving the resulting problems of information and incentives (Garicano
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and Rayo 2016) and credibility and clarity (Gibbons and Henderson 2013).
Similarly, government policy decisions are not the unambiguous command
of a single political principal, but are unstable and incomplete expressions
of constantly shifting collective choices among multiple political principals
(Wilson 1989; Shepsle 1992).1

While individuals may have specific capacities, conceiving of organiza-
tions as having capacities thus obscures perhaps the most salient character-
istic of organizations: that they are collectives. As Shepsle (2002, 339) writes
in his classic polemic against the concept of legislative intent, another widely
used term that is not grounded in a rigorous understanding of collective
behavior: “To claim otherwise is to entertain a myth...or commit a fallacy
(the false personification of a collectivity).” Framing analysis of policy im-
plementation and performance as a matter of capacity focuses attention on
a metaphor at the cost of abstracting away from the most salient features
of the causal mechanisms that drive bureaucratic performance at both the
organizational and political levels.

The focus on capacity also obscures the highly contingent nature of bu-
reaucratic performance and policy implementation. “Capacity” may be a
convenient shorthand for the complex array of factors that determines whether
and how a particular policy is likely to be implemented in a specific case, but
it achieves this convenience by abstracting away from the mechanisms that
are critical for understanding and improving bureaucratic performance and
policy implementation. Indeed, when discussing actual implementation of a
specific policy by a specific bureaucracy, the abstract generality of state ca-
pacity quickly collapses into a much more complex set of explanations rooted
in specific political, bureaucratic, and contextual contingencies. As such, the
concept of state capacity is rarely analytically useful and is frequently mis-
leading, and its unnuanced application to specific policies or contexts risks
giving theoretical cover for not engaging with these important mechanisms
and contingencies.

This critique of the concept of state capacity is not intended to denigrate
the numerous excellent studies of bureaucratic effectiveness and reform that
frame their analyses in terms of state capacity or capability but discuss it
in a disaggregated way that recognizes the complexity and contingency of
bureaucratic performance and political control (e.g. Soifer 2015, Andrews et
al 2017, Centeno et al 2017). Rather, my argument is that in many cases

1Other authors (e.g. Centeno et al 2017) have previously noted the distinction be-
tween state capacity and whether or how a political principle chooses to use that capacity.
Throughout the article, I take this distinction for granted, and focus instead on the im-
plications of multiple political principles for bureaucracies even after a policy decision has
been made.
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their nuanced analyses would be even more compelling were they not couched
in state capacity. Moving beyond reliance on state capacity as an organizing
concept for understanding state bureaucracies could foreground this nuance
and open space for more useful analytical tools.

In response to the analytical inadequacies of state capacity, scholars
should not simply substitute in another catch-all term that captures a similar
underlying concept. To do so would be to focus on semantics rather than real
conceptual issues. Instead, research on these topics should focus on actual
actions rather than hypothetical potentials, for example by measuring retro-
spective performance rather than prospective capacity. Where the purpose
of analysis is explicitly to predict how well a policy will be implemented, the
analysis should engage directly with the complexity and uncertainty of pol-
icy implementation. These complexities are not well represented by a single
unidimensional construct - whether retrospective or prospective - that is as-
sumed to be fixed at the national, sub-national, or even organizational level.
By asking specific questions about the likely outcomes of specific bureaucra-
cies implementing specific policies, scholars and reformers alike can better
understand and predict policy implementation and identify specific levers for
meaningful improvement. This conceptual and analytical specificity would
also feed directly into practical, problem-driven approaches to reform (An-
drews et al 2017) and foster dialogue between comparative politics and other
fields that study bureaucratic behavior and policy implementation, such as
public administration.

While the lack of a direct conceptual replacement for state capacity com-
plicates the work of scholars and reformers, engaging with these complexities
is surely better than relying on a term whose main contribution is to obscure
rather than clarify them. Doing so could also open up intellectual space for
scholars to better understand successful bureaucracies in poor countries with
generally weak states (Tendler 1997, Leonard 2010) as well as the numerous
high-profile implementation failures in rich countries thought to have capable
states (Dunleavy 1995), and begin to disaggregate theories of implementa-
tion and bureaucratic performance (Pritchett and Woolcock 2004; Pepinsky
et al 2017). It would also connect more directly to the questions of efficiency
and organizational dynamics that are the focus of much of the rich micro-
level literature on bureaucratic performance from organizational economics
and organization theory (Cyert and March 1963, Leibenstein 1966, Schein
1985, Gibbons and Henderson 2013), and to political science literature on
legislative bargaining (Weingast and Marshall 1988) and political control of
the bureaucracy (Whitford 2005). Ultimately, this process could lead to a
clearer articulation of the connections between micro-level theories of bu-
reaucracy and implementation and the macro-historical literature on state
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formation from whence the concept of state capacity originated and spread.
The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. Section 2 discusses

how state capacity is defined and used as a measure of notional potential.
Sections 3 and 4 show how the multiplicity of bureaucratic agents and politi-
cal principals, respectively, undermine this view of the mechanisms of policy
implementation and policy choice in government bureaucracies. Section 5
demonstrates that state capacity is a coarse way to understand the contin-
gent nature of policy implementation and can be misleading with respect
to reform, and suggests ways in which these critiques point towards more
realistic and nuanced approaches. Section 6 concludes by discussing whether
and how scholars should continue to use the term state capacity in light of
these critiques.

2 The Concept of State Capacity

The term state capacity is used for a wide range of purposes by different
authors, but this definitional diversity masks some key features that are com-
mon to its use in the governance literature on bureaucratic quality. Although
a comprehensive review of these definitional and conceptual variations is be-
yond the scope of this article2, most uses in the governance literature are
in the sense of what Mann (1984, 189) calls “infrastructural power”: “the
capacity of the state to actually penetrate civil society, and to implement lo-
gistically political decisions throughout the realm.” Similarly, Skocpol (1985,
9) refers to “the ‘capacities’ of states to implement official goals, especially
over the actual or potential opposition of powerful social groups or in the
face of recalcitrant socioeconomic circumstances.” The sprawling research
program that has followed can be divided into roughly three streams, follow-
ing Soifer (2008, 232): 1) research focused on the “capabilities of the central
state”; 2) research focused on the state’s “territorial reach”; and 3) research
that emphasizes the “effects of the state on society”. My focus in this article
is on the first of these, which emphasizes bureaucratic functioning and policy
implementation, rather than the latter two, which focus more on the state’s
monopoly on violence and the scope of the state.

Although the concept of state capacity originated in the macro-historical
literature on state formation, it has been increasingly applied to questions
of service delivery and policy implementation within the development and
governance literatures. While different authors use different definitions, the
common thread linking them is their emphasis on state capacity as a measure

2See Soifer (2008) and Centeno et al (2017) for useful reviews.
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of potential. For instance, Besley and Persson (2011, 6) define state capac-
ity as “the institutional capability of the state to carry out various policies
that deliver benefits and services to households and firms”, Andrews et al
(2017, 95) define organizational capability as “the ability of an organization
to equip, enable, and induce their agents to do the right thing at the right
time to achieve a normative policy objective”, Kaufmann et al (2010, 4)
refer to “the capacity of the government to effectively formulate and imple-
ment sound policies”, and Centeno et al (2017, 3) study “the organizational
and bureaucratic ability to implement governing projects” (emphasis added
throughout).

Since the ultimate goal is to explain or predict bureaucratic action - past,
present, or future - this emphasis on measures of potential relies on implicit
assumptions about the relationship between potential and action. In partic-
ular, potential and action can only be assumed equivalent to the extent that
government bureaucracy can be modeled as a unitary agent implementing
well-defined policy choices. Following the logic of constrained optimization,
the bureaucracy is assumed to maximize the implementation of these poli-
cies subject to constraints of finite skills, knowledge, resources, and so on.
This mental model of bureaucracy is analogous to simple economic models
of firms’ production choices, in which a firm’s production possibility fron-
tier represents possible solutions to the constrained optimization problem
defined by its production function. Under these circumstances - when an
organization can be thought of as maximizing output given a set of inputs
- the metaphor of capacity is an accurate way to characterize governments’
ability to implement policy decisions. State capacity defines the frontier of
combinations of public goods that could be produced, and politics is sim-
ply a matter of choosing a point along this frontier based on the political
principal’s preferences and strategic calculations.

While most scholars of state capacity would recognize the reality of state
bureaucracies to be more complicated than this simplistic characterization,
the centrality of potential to the concept of state capacity is present even in
its most nuanced treatments. For instance, Centeno et al (2017) distinguish
organizational or state capacity from its political deployment, disaggregate
state capacity into three dimensions and four indicators, and recognize the
specifity of certain forms of state capacity while arguing against “generic
notions of state capacity” (25). While these distinctions are all important and
useful, the core of the concept nonetheless remains that state bureaucracies
can usefully be conceived as having potential capacities that can be separated
from actual actions, politics, and contextual specificities.

Does this conception of states as having bureaucratic capacity that can be
politically deployed accurately depict the mechanisms of bureaucratic action
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and behavior? The next two sections argue that it does not, even as a first
approximation. Organizational performance and policy implementation is
not a problem of constrained optimization by a unitary actor, but rather is a
problem of coordination and commitment among multiple actors. Similarly,
the most salient characteristic of political decisionmaking is its collective na-
ture, which makes its outcomes unlikely to be a stable or efficient solution to
a bureaucratic constrained optimization problem. While it is true that the
analytical power of models comes from their simplifying assumptions, these
assumptions should abstract away the least salient aspects of a problem in
order to focus attention on the most important mechanisms. Conceiving of
policy implementation and bureaucratic performance as problems of “capac-
ity” achieves exactly the opposite.

3 Bureaucracies Are Collective Actors

States are composed of bureaucracies, or organizations, and organizations are
collectivities of individuals. These individuals can be said to possess specific
capacities, or (setting aside the many different types of skills and knowledge)
some overall level of capacity. But there is no theoretical grounding for the
assumption that the capacities of these individuals aggregate in any direct
way to some collective organizational capacity.3 Indeed, a central theme
of organization theory and organizational economics is that the collective
nature of organizations introduces inefficiencies and complementarities, and
thus organizations cannot be understood simply as the sum of their individual
members. To adapt Cyert and March’s famous quote about the incoherence
of the idea of organizational goals: people (i.e., individuals) have capacities;
collectivities of people do not.

There are three sets of collective problems that undermine the analytical
coherence of capacity as a concept for organizational analysis. First, there
are simple problems of information and incentives that undermine individu-
als’ ability to collaborate efficiently within organizations. Second, there are
problems of the allocation of individual capacity within and across organi-
zations. Third, and most importantly, there are more complex problems of
relational contracts and organizational culture that introduce the potential
for multiple equilibria in organizational performance. While the first and
second sets imply that there may be only a weak correlation between or-
ganizational performance and individual members’ capacities, the third set

3While most scholars of state capacity would likely acknowledge that organizational
capacity is not a simple aggregation of individual skills, it is nevertheless sometimes oper-
ationalized that way in practice (e.g. Gingerich 2013, Bersch et al forthcoming).
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makes the stronger argument that lack of individual capacity is unlikely even
to be a binding constraint for most organizations.4

The first set of (relatively simple) problems stems from the idea that indi-
vidual capacity centers on an individual’s ability to complete a given task, but
in organizations these individuals face the additional challenge of coordinat-
ing their activities with each other. Indeed, the need to coordinate activities
is a key reason why tasks are located within organizations in the first place,
and is the subject of a large literature on team production (Marschak and
Radner 1972). Cyert and March (1963) conceive of the organization as a pro-
cess for making decisions when information is distributed, and Holmstrom
(1982) identifies problems of moral hazard that arise from joint production
in teams. Garicano and Rayo (2016, 138-9) neatly summarize the challenges
imposed by the multiplicity of agents:

“Agents fail to act together because they do not want to (an incen-
tive problem) or they do not know how to (a bounded-rationality
problem). Incentive problems arise due to the presence of asym-
metric information or imperfect commitment, which lead agents
to act according to their own biases or preferences rather than in
the interest of the organization (e.g., Holmstrom 1979; Shavell
1979). Bounded-rationality problems arise due to agents’ cogni-
tive limitations and finite time, which means that even if they
want to, agents cannot compute the solution to every problem,
nor can they make themselves precisely understood by others. . .

The stronger these incentive and bounded rationality problems are, the
more that the organizations’ ability to resolve these problems will dominate
the capacities of the individual agents in the determination of overall produc-
tivity. These problems are likely to be especially severe in the public sector,
where outputs and outcomes are non-priced and often difficult to measure
and managers’ ability to design and implement incentive schemes is typically
constrained by statute and by politics (Wilson 1989).

The second set of issues, on the allocation of individual capacity, arises
from the complementarities inherent in team production. If every worker in
a team needs to perform a component of a task successfully in order for the
overall task to be achieved, then the relationship between individual capacity

4It is possible that in some cases higher individual capacity could even have a negative
effect on overall organizational performance - for example, if higher capacity individuals
are able to conduct “influence activities” inside organizations to advocate for their private
interests at the expense of organizational objectives - although the scope for these is likely
to be somewhat narrower than for the other types of collective problems discussed.
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and team performance is multiplicative rather than separately additive. This
is the premise of Kremer’s (1993) “O-ring” production process, inspired by
the explosion of the immensely complex Challenger spacecraft due to the
failure of a simple O-ring. In the most extreme cases, a team can only
perform as well as its weakest worker.

These complementarities are pervasive in bureaucracies, particularly in
the public sector. Many public sector outputs take the form of joint team
production within or across organizations, as in the case where individuals
from various units give inputs to different aspects of a permit decision or pol-
icy document. In addition, many public sector outputs require authorization
from a sequence of individuals whose actions are informed not only by dif-
ferent mandates (e.g. finance, audit, public opinion, technical efficiency) but
also different levels of individual capacity. Excessive bureaucratic delays, for
example, often arise not from pervasive lethargy within government but from
specific bottlenecks in the decision process. This can be illustrated with an
example from the common problem of excessive delays in payment from gov-
ernment to infrastructure contractors. A Ghana Audit Service performance
audit of the development of one large road project in Ghana (2013) found
that the average period taken to pay each tranche to the contractor was over
200 days, compared to the 56 day payment period stipulated in the contract,
resulting in delayed completion and over USD 2 million in interest payments.
Of the 14 people that had to sign off on each payment certificate, the aver-
age delay was 15.8 days, but this masked immense variation: individual-level
average delays ranged from 0.4 days to 86.7, with a standard deviation of
23.3. The implication of these types of joint or sequential production pro-
cesses for bureaucracies is that increased individual capacity within one area
of the organization - or one organization within the broader government - is
unlikely to translate into a one-for-one improvement in overall performance,
and may sometimes be entirely disconnected from it.

The third set of reasons for the disconnect between individual capacities
and organizational performance centers on relational contracts and organiza-
tional culture within the organization, which can lead to multiple equilibria
in organizational performance. These theories derive from the observation
that many important aspects of organizational functioning are not formal-
izable and rely instead on informal understandings among members of the
organization. The importance of non-formal practices and understandings
in organizations has deep roots in organization theory and organizational
economics, and starts from the observation that all real-world contracts are
necessarily incomplete. This is particularly true of the employment contract
and the management practices that specify the actions of managers and em-
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ployees within this contract.5

Contracts may be incomplete in two senses: future states of the world
and the associated actions for each party to take may be impossible to fully
anticipate and specify ex ante (Simon 1951, Kreps 1996); and/or some value-
creating aspects of parties’ actions may be unverifiable by third parties ex
post, and thus unenforceable (Hart and Moore 2008). This incompleteness
implies that it is generally efficient for both parties to retain some level of dis-
cretion – indeed, as a practical matter it is almost impossible to completely
eliminate discretion, and agent discretion has long been an important ele-
ment of theories of management and public administration (Mintzberg 1983,
Wilson 1989). However, discretion is a dual-edged sword: it can enhance
efficiency for all parties, but can also be abused by actors for short-term pri-
vate gain. The management of discretion is therefore both technical – in the
specification of tasks, contingencies, and the design of incentives – but also
relational - in that it requires building shared expectations, understandings,
and norms over time. This accretion of shared understandings and processes
over time is also a feature of Nelson and Winter’s (1982) influential work on
routines in organizations, and creates the potential for substantial long-term
divergences in performance among organizations (Chassang 2010).

Gibbons and Henderson (2013, 700-1) illustrate this idea with an example
from Toyota:

“Workers were asked to be alert for potential opportunities for
improvement and to be creative and innovative in their search for
solutions. Sucessful participation in these teams relied on a set
of behaviors that could not be articulated ex ante or verified ex
post, and hence could not be rewarded through a formal contract.
The use of the andon cord as a tool to improve the production
process is a particularly compelling example. Every worker on
the Toyota production line has access to an andon cord, a rope
that can be pulled to alert a supervisor to the fact that the worker
believes there is a problem on the line. Once the andon cord is
pulled. . . the entire production line may be brought to a halt. This
event is enormously costly. Giving individual workers the power
to stop the line on the basis of something as nebulous as ‘whenever
you see a problem’ implies. . . the existence of a relational contract

5I focus on relational contracts that are within rather than between organizations.
My discussion of relational contracts here is highly stylized and oriented towards building
intuition about why performance might differ among organizations embedded in identi-
cal institutional, historical, socio-cultural, political, and task contexts. See Gibbons and
Henderson (2013) for a concise formal exposition of these models.
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between workers and the firm. Any worker pulling the andon
cord must exercise considerable judgment in identifying potential
problems and must believe that he or she will not be penalized for
potentially stopping the line. No formal contract can specify the
conditions under which stopping the line is an appropriate thing
to do.”

The relational character of the andon cord as management practice is
emphasized by its failure when General Motors (GM) attempted to imitate
Toyota and introduce the cord into its plants. Rather than serving as a tool
for problem-solving and performance enhancement, the cord was undermined
by mutual credibility problems: managers perceived that workers were simply
pulling the cord whenever they wanted a break, while workers got yelled at
when they pulled the cord (Helper and Henderson 2014).

Needless to say, employee discretion is also a salient feature of the public
sector. Indeed, these relational aspects of management are likely to be even
more important in public sector organizations than private sector ones, since
the outputs of public sector organizations are often non-priced and/or dif-
ficult to measure (Wilson 1989, Prendergast 2003). The implication of the
pervasive necessity for employee discretion in organizations is that all the
formal aspects of management and policymaking that can be transported
across organizations - standard operating procedures, remuneration and pro-
motion schemes, descriptions of “best practices” - are not fully determinative
of organizational performance. An implication of this is that two organiza-
tions that are identical in all formal aspects can exhibit major differences
in performance of the same tasks, due to differences in how these informal,
tacit understandings have developed among members of the organization.

There is considerable empirical evidence in support of the idea that ex
ante identical organizations can exhibit large differences in performance. In
developing country public sectors, the handful of quantitative studies that
exist demonstrate large ranges of variation in performance within a given
country’s government (Gingerich 2013; Rasul et al 2017), while a predomi-
nantly case study-based literature demonstrates the existence of “islands of
excellence” - effective organizations - in otherwise weak states (Tendler 1997,
Leonard 2010). In the private sector in OECD countries, numerous studies
show large and persistent differences in productivity and management quality
among organizations even within the same narrowly defined field (Gibbons
and Henderson 2013), with evidence most heavily concentrated in the manu-
facturing sector (Bloom and Van Reenen 2007, Syverson 2011) but extending
also to other fields such as hospitals (Bloom et al 2015, Carrera and Dun-
leavy 2013) and schools (Bloom et al 2014). These “persistent performance
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differences” among ex ante identical organizations appear to be the norm, not
the exception, within organizational fields (Gibbons and Henderson 2013).
The potential for organizations to operate inefficiently has long been a key
theme in the study of organizations, as theorists questioned models of firms
as perfectly rational maximizers with concepts such as organizational slack
(Cyert and March 1963), X-inefficiency (Leibenstein 1966), and organiza-
tional culture (Schein 1985). The potential for such variation in performance
among public sector organizations is even greater, since there is no built-in
mechanism for poorly performing government organizations to “exit” in the
same way as inefficient firms.

The importance of relational contracts and organizational culture in or-
ganizations further weakens the usefulness of conceiving of government per-
formance in terms of capacity. To the extent that these organization-specific
relational factors matter for performance, improving performance becomes a
question of shifting equilibria from an inefficient non-cooperative equilibrium
to a more efficient cooperative one. Increasing the capacity of a single indi-
vidual within a dysfunctional system may have little or no marginal effect on
overall performance, and conversely, considerable gains in performance can
be realized without any change in inputs.

This section has discussed how the collective nature of organizations as
comprising multiple agents undermines the usefulness of capacity as an ana-
lytical device for understanding their performance or reform, as we are rarely
likely to observe actual bureaucratic actions that are equivalent to the no-
tional potential of the bureaucracy absent these inefficiencies imposed by its
collective nature. The following section shifts to the level of the political
control of state bureaucracies, to consider what implications the multiplicity
of political principals has for the concept of state capacity.

4 Bureaucracies Have Multiple Principals

State capacity is defined as the ability of government bureaucracies “to im-
plement logistically political decisions” (Mann 1984, 189; emphasis added).
Similarly, Skocpol (1985, 9) discusses the “the ‘capacities’ of states to imple-
ment official goals”, and Besley and Persson (2011, 6) define state capacity
as “the institutional capability of the state to carry out various policies that
deliver benefits and services to households and firms”. If a state has a capable
bureaucracy, the logic goes, then it should be able to effectively implement
the government’s objectives, whatever they might be.

The implicit assumption in this is that governments actually have co-
herent and consistent goals that they can task an impartial bureaucracy to
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implement without further political contestation. This is only true if a gov-
ernment’s goals are equivalent to those of a unitary actor - either because
there is a clean separation between policy choice and policy implementa-
tion, so that all political disagreements are resolved at one stage and the
resulting policy is implemented wholeheartedly, or because all decisions are
taken by a dictator. Needless to say, neither of these conditions character-
izes actually-existing governments. The concept of a clear distiction between
policy choice and policy implementation has long been criticized in pub-
lic administration (Fesler and Kettl 1991), and even within dictatorships
numerous studies demonstrate that actual authority and decision power is
dispersed across multiple actors (Bueno de Mesquita et al 2003). Much as
Shepsle (1992) decried “legislative intent” to be an oxymoron by pointing out
that “Congress is a ‘they’, not an ‘it”’, so too should scholars abandon the
myth that the political process ordains coherent and consistent goals that
bureaucracies could implement if only they were capable enough.

A more realistic approach would start from the recognition that gov-
ernment bureaucracies almost always have multiple principals (Wilson 1989,
Dixit 1996), in the sense that their actions are directed and constrained by
multiple actors, stakeholders, or objectives. These multiple principals are
sometimes be embodied in formal institutions, as when bureaucracies are ac-
countable to both the executive and a legislature (as well as to audit institu-
tions, finance ministries, procurement authorities, etc.). Multiple principals
can equally be understood in a less formal sense, in that bureaucracies are
informally accountable to a broad range of stakeholders: organized interest
groups, the media, “public opinion”, opposition political parties, professional
bodies, service users, and so on. The very multiplicity of goals imposed on
public sector organizations - effectiveness, transparency, impartiality, repre-
sentativeness, etc. - also creates opportunities for new actors to direct or
constrain the organization. As Wilson (1989, 131) observed, “Every con-
straint or contextual goal is the written affirmation of the claim of some
external constituency.”

Finally, and to further complicate matters, the relevant multiple princi-
pals can even be internal to a bureaucracy. Cyert and March’s (1963, 205-6)
observation about firms is even more applicable to the public sector:

“We have argued that the business firm is basically a coalition
without a generally shared, consistent set of goals. Consequently,
we cannot assume that a rational manager can treat the organi-
zation as a simple instrument in his dealings with the external
world. Just as he needs to predict and attempt to manipulate the
‘external’ environment, he must predict and attempt to manip-
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ulate his own firm. Indeed, our impression is that most actual
managers devote much more time and energy to the problems of
managing their coalition than they do to the problems of dealing
with the outside world.”

This multiplicity of principals complicates the process of policy implemen-
tation, because each principal tries to influence how the policy is implemented
throughout the implementation process. In other words, political contesta-
tion does not cease after the “decision” phase of policymaking. Whitford
(2005, 45) describes the results of this “tug-of-war” on bureaucracies: “se-
quenced attempts by multiple, competing principals to obtain bureaucratic
compliance can whiplash agencies as they implement policies in the field.
For agencies, this shifting of gears - accelerating or decelerating as political
overseers demand - has substantial importance for administration. . . ” The
challenges imposed on public managers by these competing, unstable, and
collectively incoherent political demands, and their negative impact on effi-
ciency and policy implementation, has also been extensively documented in
qualitative literature (Pressman and Wildavsky 1973, Wilson 1989). More
recently, Williams (2017) demonstrates that inability to resolve political dis-
agreements among multiple principals could lead to public projects being
abandoned mid-implementation despite this outcome being undesired by all
actors, while Gulzar and Pasquale (2017) show that the presence of multiple
principals undermines the efficiency of public service delivery in India.

Just as the fact of bureaucracies being collective rather than unitary ac-
tors suggests that “capacity” is a deeply flawed way to analyze organization’s
ability to implement policy, so too does the characteristic of having multiple
principals undermine the idea that official policy goals are coherent and sta-
ble objectives for these bureaucracies to aim at. As a result, the bureaucratic
actions or performance we observe is likely to be very different from the no-
tional potential of that bureaucracy. Understanding policy implementation
as fundamentally about the “capacity” of public bureaucracies is therefore
incomplete at best, and fundamentally misleading at worst. Yet if the con-
cept of state capacity is a poor way to analyze bureaucratic performance and
policy implementation both at the level of government bureaucracies and at
the level of political control of these bureaucracies, then how should scholars
analyze bureaucracies and implementation instead?

13



5 State Capacity, Policy Implementation, and

Reform

State capacity’s popularity as a concept derives in large part from its prac-
tical usefulness, in two senses. First, state capacity claims to represent a
state’s ability to implement policies - not just policies that are currently be-
ing implemented, but also hypothetical future policies. In this sense it is an
essentially predictive concept: if a hypothetical policy were to be adopted,
would it be implemented by the bureaucracy? Second, state capacity is useful
because it creates a simple target for reform that is not only policy-neutral,
but also unidimensional and apolitical. However, the critiques outlined in
this article significantly undermine the validity of both of these uses. At
the same time, they point towards more realistic and nuanced approaches to
thinking about policy implementation and reform, as well as important new
directions for research.

5.1 Capacity as Predictor of Implementation

The idea that state capacity is predictive of policy implementation in an ab-
stract sense, divorced from specific policies and contextual contigencies, rests
on two assumptions: 1) that policy implementation is primarily a matter of
“capacity”; and 2) that this capacity is generalizable across various policies
or tasks. With respect to the former, Section 3 argued that internal aspects
of organizational functioning are dominated by issues of coordination and
culture rather than individual capacity, while Section 4 argued that the poli-
cies bureaucracies are tasked to implement are often inconsistent or unstable
and are subject to political interference in the implementation process, un-
dermining the extent to which bureaucratic effectiveness alone determines
policy implementation.

With respect to the generalizability of capacity, while it is possible to
distinguish among better- and worse-performing bureaucracies both within
countries (Rasul et al 2017) and across them (Kaufmann et al 2010), these
overall levels do not preclude major deviations: there are numerous high-
profile implementation failures in rich countries with strong bureaucracies
(Dunleavy 1995), as well as implementation successes in countries with less ef-
fective states (Tendler 1997, Leonard 2010). Moreover, the extent to which ef-
fectiveness in one task, policy domain, or aspect of the organization translates
into effectiveness in hypothetical new policy domains is debatable. While
some core organizational functions (audit, accounting, human resources, mon-
itoring) are likely to enhance the performance of whatever policy a bureau-
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cracy might be asked to implement, other public sector functions are clearly
not like this: running a clinic, enforcing financial regulations, and building
roads obviously require different sets of technical skills and organizational
processes, which is why they are carried out by different organizations. What
little empirical evidence that exists reinforces these doubts: for example, Ra-
sul and Rogger (2016) and Rasul et al (2017) demonstrate in Nigeria and
Ghana’s governments that bureaucracies’ optimal management practices vary
across project types, implying that (since most bureaucracies implement mul-
tiple types of projects or tasks) that there is not a single set of management
practices that would be optimal for all bureaucracies to adopt.

The importance of contextual specificities and contingencies becomes even
more clear once abstract discussions of state or organizational capacity are
narrowed to specific policy questions. Consider a hypothetical example from
an area - tax collection - that is central to theories of state capacity (e.g.
Besley and Persson 2009, Harbers 2015). Suppose one wanted to predict
whether the tax authorities of a given country - Kenya, the United States,
or Thailand, say - could increase tax collections by ten percent. To an-
swer this question would require engaging with a broad range of contextual
factors - resources, time pressures, the design and complexity of the policy
instrument, political constellations and circumstances, and professional in-
centives - among which the past performance of the tax agency is only one.
Would the agency be given additional resources to achieve this increase? Over
what timeline? Would the political environment even permit this policy to
be adopted, and to make any necessary statutory changes? What interest
groups would be able to influence the policy’s implementation after it was
adopted? Is this increase to be achieved by an easy-to-administer increase in
rates, or a more challenging expansion of the tax base? What incentive would
the leadership, middle managers, and frontline workers of the agency have
to achieve this goal? What coordination issues among agency staff would
have to be resolved, and would the organization’s existing culture support
or hinder this? While an especially high-performing agency might be able
to resolve some of these implied challenges better than a poorly performing
agency, the ability of even the best agency to achieve that goal would de-
pend on the answer to these questions, many of which are out of the agency’s
control.

The importance of contextual contingencies also emerges clearly from
retrospective analyses of policy implementation. Centeno et al ’s (2017, 19-
20) discussion “of the presence of state capacity needed to successfully achieve
land reforms” is illustrative. Successful land reforms:

. . . have followed either successful social revolutions, as in China,
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Vietnam, or Cuba, or have occurred under foreign military occu-
pation aimed at thwarting communism, as in South Korea or Tai-
wan during the early 1950s. In all such cases, states had pressing
reasons to redistribute the land: In addition to ideological motiva-
tions in communist cases, peasants often provided social support
to revolutionary leaders, and these leaders, in turn, needed to de-
stroy the landed gentry as part of their state-building strategy; and
similarly, in the anticommunist cases, peasant demands for land
and attraction to communism needed to be neutralized as part of
building a state that could withstand the communist threat. Be-
yond elite goals, the success of land reforms also underlines the
type of state capacity needed to implement policies that challenge
powerful social interests. States in all of these cases were simul-
taneously centralized and decentralized. A well-organized commu-
nist party or an occupation army linked central power in capital
cities to the vast peripheries. Key central political decisions –
such as to redistribute land – could then travel down the political
hierarchy of the party (in the communist cases) or the occupying
military (in the anticommunist cases).

The analysis is detailed and nuanced, foregrounding unique political cir-
cumstances and motivations, state-society linkages, and particular organi-
zational forms and state structures. The authors also note that “[t]he ‘re-
distributive coalition’ that pursues land reforms tends to be very different
than the ‘growth coalition’ that steers developmental states. . . ” (20). Even
for the two (quite broad) policy goals of land reform and economic growth
that have both been strongly linked to state capacity, the concept of gener-
alized state capacity provides little analytical leverage in light of these other
highly contingent circumstances influencing bureaucratic action and perfor-
mance. Despite Centeno et al ’s (2017) careful and nuanced treatment, the
concept of state capacity on its own appears a blunt tool for analyzing the
implementation of land reforms.

The case of the failed launch of the healthcare.gov website in the United
States provides an even sharper contrast between the abstract generality of
state capacity and the highly contingent nature of actual policy implemen-
tation. The US federal government would be judged as high capacity by
any measure and the website was delivering on a top political priority, yet
the launch was a dismal failure. This failure was caused by a combination of
technical complexity, poor project management, unrealistic politically driven
timelines, ineffectual risk analysis, and poor coordination among stakehold-
ers (Anthopolous et al 2016). These can be understood in the context of
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the multiple agent and multiple principal theories of bureaucracy discussed
in Sections 3 and 4. Although the government had many individuals with
appropriate technical skills (and had the resources to hire many others), im-
plementation was characterized by the inefficient allocation of this individ-
ual capacity across government, by coordination failures, and by hierarchical
working norms that were inappropriate for such a complex project - problems
imposed by the collective nature of bureaucracies. Similarly, fragmented au-
thority across within the government meant that “key decisions were often
delayed, guidance to contractors was inconsistent, and nobody was truly in
charge. Government employees appear to have concealed critical information
from each other. . . ” (Thompson 2013) - all manifestations of the multiple
principal character of public sector organizations.

State capacity is thus a coarse and unhelpful concept for scholars to use
to analyze bureaucracies’ policy implementation outcomes. One response to
this is to focus research and measurement on actual bureaucratic actions,
and on retrospective performance rather than prospective capacity. When
what is needed are analytical tools with which to analyze prospective imple-
mentation outcomes, however, analysts may have no choice but to embrace
the contingency of implementation on the specificities of policies, policies,
contexts, and organizations. While this is inconvenient in that it precludes
reliance on uni- or low-dimensional abstract measures like state capacity,
greater attention to such contingencies may simply be the price for improved
validity and analytical leverage.

5.2 Capacity as Target for Reform

To what extent does state capacity - and its practice-based manifestation,
capacity building - present a useful target for reform? This question is of
significant practical consequence, as “a quarter of the US $55 billion of total
Overseas Development Assistance is accounted for by support for capacity
building” (World Bank 2016, 1). At the same time, the results of donor-
supported capacity building programs are widely viewed as disappointing and
lagging behind other areas of development assistance (OECD 2006, World
Bank 2016). The remainder of this section argues that the reasons for this
ineffectiveness can be located in the conceptual limitations discussed above
- as can steps towards a more productive approach.

Reforms conceived as capacity-building began in the 1970s, with donor-
funded technical assistance programs that focused mainly on improving in-
dividual skills (Teskey 2012). Yet the relationship between individual skill
development and improved performance in collective actors such as bureau-
cracies, for which successful policy implementation is highly contingent and
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often requires specific skills, is far from direct. Not only does investing in
skills that might only potentially be used create waste, but performance and
policy implementation are determined in large part by unformalizable and re-
lational aspects of organizational functioning which can only be put in place
and improved through actual practice. Investing in potential capacities is
therefore likely to be ineffective unless they are actualized. Similarly, the
productivity of individual skills and capacities depends a great deal on their
allocation, coordination, and incentives, as donor evaluations of the failures
of individual-focused capacity building came to recognize (OECD 2006).

In response to these perceived failings, donors broadened the definition of
capacity to include organizational and institutional factors over the course of
the 1980s and 1990s (Teskey 2012). This led to understandings of capacity
that were so broad as to encompass virtually anything to do with government
performance, as exemplified by the OECD Development Assistance Commit-
tee’s (2006, 12) definition of capacity as “the ability of people, organisations
and society as a whole to manage their affairs successfully.” Yet despite the
awareness of the importance of organizational and institutional factors in
bureaucracies’ performance, the most commonly used approach to capacity
building in practice has remained individualized skill development through
trainings and workshops, despite the skepticism of these very practitioners
about the usefulness of such approaches (USAID 2017).

This paper’s critique of the usefulness of capacity as a framework for
understanding bureaucratic performance and policy implementation points
toward two ways in which reforms might be more effectively designed, cor-
responding to the two key features of bureaucracies (multiple agents, multi-
ple principals) noted in Sections 3 and 4. First, programs should focus on
improving performance rather than capacity. If important aspects of orga-
nizational functioning such as coordination and relational practices can only
be developed through action, then working to improve these in the abstract
- divorced from the implementation of specific policies - will be ineffective.
This implies a greater focus on improving team dynamics and organizational
culture through learning-by-doing - the types of activities which in the pri-
vate sector, as Teskey (2012, 1) astutely notes, are simply called “business
management” rather than capacity building. This emphasis on performance
over capacity has recently been adopted in measurement and evaluation by
USAID (2017, 5): “Capacity is a form of potential; it is not visible until it is
used. Therefore, performance is the key consideration in determining whether
capacity has changed.” A focus on performance also complements problem-
driven and adaptive approaches such as Andrews et al (2017) - although the
authors refer to it as capability building - that emphasize collective applied
problem-solving and iterative improvement over time.
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Second, understanding the implications of bureaucracies’ multiple princi-
pals can also contribute to more precise analysis of the ways in which politics
might affect policy implementation - both negative and positive - and im-
prove the design of institutions meant to ameliorate these effects. Conceiving
of bureaucracies as being pulled among multiple political principals makes re-
form more difficult in some ways, by increasing the number of constraints on
bureaucracies - a perspective taken by applied literature on political economy
analysis in aid delivery (DFID 2009). Yet it also emphasizes the potential
scope for bureaucratic autonomy to have significant positive effects on the
policy process (Miller and Whitford 2016), and the importance of finding
creative ways for the leaders of these bureaucracies to carve out autonomy
(Carpenter 2001). Similarly, understanding the importance and implications
of multiple principals can have significant implications for institutional de-
sign of accountability systems for bureaucrats (Gulzar and Pasquale 2017)
and delivery mechanisms for aid and inter-governmental transfers (Williams
2017). Recognizing the limitations of state capacity for thinking about bu-
reaucratic performance, policy implementation, and reform thus opens up
avenues for future research and policy innovation that are both theoretically
grounded and practical.

6 Conclusion

This article has argued that, despite its ubiquity in the literature, state capac-
ity misrepresents both the mechanisms through which bureaucracies act, and
the highly contingent nature of these actions. The metaphor of “capacity”
obscures the salient fact that bureaucracies are collective actors operating
under the direction of multiple political principals. As a result of this mul-
tiplicity of agents and principals, most failures of service delivery or policy
implementation are not primarily due to the capacity of the individuals that
comprise these bureaucracies, but rather to problems of coordination, col-
lective action, and collective choice. Rather than basing analysis of policy
implementation and reform on the idea that bureaucracies can be effectivelly
characterized by some generalized notion of capacity divorced from the im-
plementation of specific policies, researchers and policymakers should instead
focus on performance rather than capacity, and - where it is necessary to pre-
dict implementation outcomes prospectively - analyze specific challenges to
implementing specific policies in specific bureaucracies.

This is not to argue that state capacity should be banished altogether
from the scholarly lexicon. While state capacity as a concept lacks firm
foundations in theory or empirics on bureaucratic behavior, this lack of nu-
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ance and realism matters more for some research questions than others. This
article has focused mainly on questions of processes of policy implementa-
tion and reform for which nuance and detail are essential and so the costs
of abstraction outweigh the benefits - conditions which characterize most
considerations of specific policies in specific contexts. However, much of the
research on state capacity focuses on questions of long-term historical de-
velopment of the state (Besley and Persson 2011) or on broad cross-country
comparisons (D’Arcy and Nistotskaya 2016) - indeed, the concept originated
in these literatures (Mann 1984), and only later spread to research on con-
temporary states, specific policy domains, and reform. When taking such
a bird’s-eye view of bureaucracy, the conceptual abstraction of state capac-
ity might be appropriate as a shorthand way to refer to the complexities of
bureaucratic effectiveness and policy implementation.6 Similarly, for some
research questions where state capacity is a mediating variable rather than
the question of interest (e.g. Englehart 2009), state capacity’s abstraction
seems less problematic - although even in these cases, the mechanisms and
contingencies highlighted in this paper could still be consequential.

Research on the development and performance of government bureaucra-
cies has made impressive progress in the three decades since works like Mann
(1984) and Skocpol (1985) began to make it a key research question for social
science, and much of this progress has been made under the banner of “state
capacity”. To further advance, however, research on bureaucracies will re-
quire a more nuanced and theoretically grounded approach to understanding
bureaucratic performance, policy implementation, and reform. Fortunately,
many of the theoretical and methodological building blocks for this approach
already exist within political science, organization theory, and organizational
economics, and much can be drawn from the more disaggregated and empiri-
cally careful studies of state capacity that already exist. Unfortunately, even
the most sophisticated models only begin to make sense of the complexity
of state bureaucracies, as numerous reformers have discovered the hard way.
Integrating these insights into theory and empirics on policy implementation
and reform, and working with policymakers to test them in the real world,
represents a rich research agenda.

6Even in its most abstract treatments, however, the collective nature of bureaucracies
and their multiple principals can be consequential. For instance, Besley and Persson
(2009) refer to rulers’ decisions to “invest” in state capacity. Yet as discussed above, the
translation of political desires into bureaucratic output is far from the simple, deterministic
function that Besley and Persson describe, and could vary in form according to some of
the same political economy characteristics that drive their model.

20



References

Andrews, Matt, Lant Pritchett, and Michael Woolcock. 2017. Building State
Capability: Evidence, Analysis, Action. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Anthopolous, Leonidas, Christopher G. Reddick, Irene Giannakidou, Niko-
laos Mavridis. 2016. “Why e-government projects fail? An analysis of the
Healthcare.gov website”. Government Information Quarterly 33: 161–173.

Bersch, Katherine, Sérgio Praça, and Matthew Taylor. Forthcoming. “State
Capacity, Bureaucratic Politicization, and Corruption in the Brazilian State.”
Governance.

Besley, Tim, and Torsten Persson. 2009. “The Origins of State Capac-
ity: Property Rights, Taxation, and Politics.” American Economic Review
99(4): 1218-44.

Besley, Tim, and Torsten Persson. 2011. Pillars of Prosperity. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Bloom, Nicholas, and John Van Reenen. 2007. “Measuring and Explaining
Management Practices Across Firms and Countries.” Quarterly Journal of
Economics 122: 1351-1408.

Bloom, Nicholas, Renata Lemos, Raffaella Sadun, and John Van Reenen.
2014. “Does Management Matter in Schools.” NBER Working Paper
20667.

Bloom, Nicholas, Carol Propper, Stephan Seiler, and John Van Reenen.
2015. “The Impact of Competition on Management Quality: Evidence
from Public Hospitals.” Review of Economic Studies : 1-133.

Bueno de Mesquita, Bruce, Alastair Smith, Randolph M. Siverson and James
D. Morrow. 2003. The Logic of Political Survival. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Carpenter, Daniel P. 2001. The Forging of Bureaucratic Autonomy: Reputa-
tions, Networks, and Policy Innovation in Executive Agencies, 1862-1928.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Carrera, Leandro, and Patrick Dunleavy. 2010. “Why does productivity
vary across NHS hospital trusts in England? Untangling how management
competence and the use of ICTs shape hospitals’ performance.” LSE Public
Policy Group Mimeo, March.

Chassang, Sylvain. 2010. “Building Routines: Learning, Cooperation, and
the Dynamics of Incomplete Relational Contracts.” American Economic

21



Review 100(1): 448-465.

Cyert, Richard, and James March. 1963. Behavioral Theory of the Firm.
Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall.

D’Arcy, Michelle, and Marina Nistotskaya. 2016. “State First, Then Democ-
racy: Using Cadastral Records to Explain Governmental Performance in
Public Goods Provision.” Governance.

Department for International Development. 2009. “Political Economy Anal-
ysis How To Note.” July.

Dixit, Avinash. 1996. The Making of Economic Policy: A Transaction-Cost
Politics Perspective. London: The MIT Press.

Dunleavy, Patrick. 1995. “Policy Disasters: Explaining the UK’s Record.”
Public Policy and Administration 10(2): 52-70.

Englehart, Neil. 2009. “State Capacity, State Failure, and Human Rights.”
Journal of Peace Research 46(2): 163-180.

Fesler, James William, and Donald Kettl. 1991. The Politics of the Admin-
istrative Process. Chatham, NJ: Chatham House Press.

Garicano, Luis, and Luis Rayo. 2016. “Why Organizations Fail: Models and
Cases.” Journal of Economic Literature 54(1): 137-192.

Ghana Audit Service. 2013. Performance Audit Report of the Auditor Gen-
eral on the Construction of Achimota-Ofankor Road Project. Accra.

Gibbons, Robert, and Rebecca Henderson. 2013. “What Do Managers Do?”
In The Handbook of Organizational Economics, Robert Gibbons and John
Roberts (eds), Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Gingerich, Daniel. 2013. “Governance Indicators and the Level of Analysis
Problem: Empirical Findings from South America.” British Journal of
Political Science 43(3): 505-540.

Gulzar, Saad, and Benjamin Pasquale. 2017. “Politicians, Bureaucrats, and
Development: Evidence from India.” American Political Science Review.

Harbers, Imke. 2015. “Taxation and the Unequal Reach of the State: Map-
ping State Capacity in Ecuador.” Governance 28(3): 373-391.

Helper, Susan, and Rebecca Henderson. 2014. “Management Practices, Re-
lational Contracts, and the Decline of General Motors.” Journal of Eco-
nomic Perspectives 28(1): 49-72.

22



Hart, Oliver, and John Moore. 2008. “Contracts as Reference Points.” Quar-
terly Journal of Economics 123(1): 1-48.

Kaufmann, Daniel, Aart Kraay, and Massimo Mastruzzi. 2010. “The World-
wide Governance Indicators Methodology and Analytical Issues.” World
Bank Policy Research Working Paper 5430.

Kremer, Michael. 1993. “The O-Ring Theory of Economic Development.”
Quarterly Journal of Economics 108(3): 551-575.

Kreps, David. 1996. “Markets and Hierarchies and (Mathematical) Eco-
nomic Theory.” Industrial and Corporate Change 5(2): 561-595.

Lee, Melissa, Gregor Walter-Drop, and John Wiesel. 2014. “Taking the State
(Back) Out? Statehood and the Delivery of Collective Goods.” Governance
27(4): 635-654.

Leibenstein, Harvey. 1966. “Allocative Efficiency vs ‘X-Efficiency’.” Ameri-
can Economic Review 56: 392-415.

Leonard, David. 2010. “ ‘Pockets’ of Effective Agencies in Weak Gover-
nance States: Where Are They Likely and Why Does It Matter?” Public
Administration and Development (30): 91-101.

Mann, Michael. 1984. “The autonomous power of the state: its origins,
mechanisms and results.” European Journal of Sociology 25(2): 185-213.

Marschak, Jacob, and Roy Radner. 1972. Economic Theory of Teams. Lon-
don: Yale University Press.

Miller, Gary, and Andrew B. Whitford. 2016. Above Politics: Bureaucratic
Discretion and Credible Commitment. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Mintzberg, Henry. 1983. Structure in Fives. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice
Hall.

Muralidharan, Karthik, Paul Niehaus, and Sandip Sukhtankar. 2016. “Build-
ing State Capacity: Evidence from Biometric Smartcards in India.” Amer-
ican Economic Review 106(10): 2895-2929.

Nelson, Richard, and Sidney Winter. 1982. An Evolutionary Theory of
Economic Change. London: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. 2006. “The
Challenge of Capacity Development: Working Towards Good Practice.”
DAC Guidelines and Reference Series.

23



Pepinsky, Thomas, Jan Pierskalla, and Audrey Sacks. 2017. “Bureaucracy
and Service Delivery.” Annual Review of Political Science 20: 249-268.

Prendergast, Canice. 2003. “The Limits of Bureaucratic Efficiency.” Journal
of Political Economy 111(5): 929-958.

Pressman, Jeffrey L., and Aaron Wildavsky. 1974. Implementation. Berke-
ley: University of California Press.

Pritchett, Lant, and Michael Woolcock. 2004. “Solutions When the Solution
is the Problem: Arraying the Disarray in Development.” World Develop-
ment 32(2): 191-212.

Rasul, Imran, and Daniel Rogger. 2016. “Management of Bureaucrats and
Public Service Delivery: Evidence from the Nigerian Civil Service.” Eco-
nomic Journal.

Rasul, Imran, Daniel Rogger, and Martin J. Williams. 2017. “Management
and Bureaucratic Effectiveness: A Scientific Replication.” Mimeo.

Schein, Edgar H. 1985. Organizational Culture and Leadership. San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass.

Shepsle, Kenneth. 1992. “Congress Is a ‘They,’ Not an ‘It’: Legislative Intent
as Oxymoron.” International Review of Law and Economics 12: 239-256.

Simon, Herbert. 1951. “A Formal Model of the Employment Relationship.”
Econometrica 19: 293-305.

Skocpol, Theda. 1985. “Bringing the State Back in: Strategies of Anal-
ysis in Current Research.” In Evans, Peter, Dietrich Rueschemeyer, and
Theda Skocpol (eds), Bringing the State Back In, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press: 3-43.

Soifer, Hillel. 2008. “State Infrastructural Power: Approaches to Conceptu-
alization and Measurement.” Studies in Comparative International Devel-
opment 43: 231-251.

Syverson, Chad. 2011. “What Determines Productivity?” Journal of Eco-
nomic Literature 49: 326–365.

Tendler, Judith. 1997. Good government in the tropics. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press.

Teskey, Graham. 2012. “Notes on capacity development - with a focus on
fragile and conflict-affected states.” World Bank.

Thompson, Loren. 2013. “HealthCare.gov Diagnosis: The Government

24



Broke Every Rule Of Project Management”. Forbes Magazine, December 3,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lorenthompson/2013/12/03/healthcare-gov-
diagnosis-the-government-broke-every-rule-of-project-management/#114dda96b7f7,
accessed September 20, 2017.

United States Agency for International Development. 2017. “Local Capacity
Development Suggested Approaches: An Additional Help Document for
ADS 201”. 13 January.

Weingast, Barry, and William Marshall. 1988. “The Industrial Organiza-
tion of Congress; or, Why Legislatures, Like Firms, Are Not Organized as
Markets.” Journal of Political Economy 96(1): 132-163.

Whitford, Andrew. 2005. “The Pursuit of Political Control by Multiple
Principals.” Journal of Politics 67(1): 29-49.

Williams, Martin J. 2017. “The Political Economy of Unfinished Develop-
ment Projects: Corruption, Clientelism, or Collective Choice?” American
Political Science Review.

Wilson, James. 1989. Bureaucracy. New York: Basic Books.

25


