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Abstract 

A large literature investigates the link between budget institutions and performance 
across countries, but little attention has been paid to variation across spending 
ministries within countries. Since these ministries operate under the same formal 
budget institutions and national-level context, they are the ideal sites in which to 
study the gaps between de jure and de facto budget practices, and between budget 
allocations and actual expenditures. These gaps can be substantial, especially in 
developing countries, but are poorly understood. This article demonstrates that there 
is large and systematic variation among spending ministries in Ghana in expenditure 
outturns and volatility, compliance with formal budget processes, and other outcomes 
such as extra-budgetary spending. The findings pose a challenge to theories of budget 
institutions and their reform: not only is there no correlation between procedural 
compliance and budget outcomes, but the drivers of ministries’ budget performance 
are heterogeneous and often idiosyncratic. The existence of substantial variation in 
the quality of budget execution among ministries also has implications for the validity 
of analyses that use either budget allocations or actual expenditure to measure the 
outcomes of policy processes. 
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One Size Does Not Fit All: 
Budget Institutions and Performance 

in Ghana’s Spending Ministries 
 

* * * 
 
Research on budget institutions and performance has largely focused on the role of 
finance ministries, legislatures, and national-level political factors, with the behavior 
and performance of spending ministries treated as a consequence of these higher-level 
institutions. This approach is logical when budgets are well executed and political 
principals have strong control of the bureaucracy and expenditure, but outside 
wealthy democracies these conditions are the exception rather than the norm: in a 
sample of 45 mostly developing countries, for instance, Addison (2014) finds that 
nearly 70 percent of ministry budget heads are over- or underspent by 5 percent or 
more. Even in developed and transition countries, budget execution is a complex 
managerial task (Pitsvada 1983; Thompson 1993; Dougherty, Klase, and Song 2003) 
and budget overruns are common for certain types of public organizations (Kornai, 
Maskin, and Roland 2003; Kornai 2009) and projects (Flyvbjerg 2013; Engel, 
Fischer, and Galetovich 2009). Yet there is little theory or systematic evidence on 
budget execution in spending ministries (also referred to as line ministries or spending 
units) and its determinants. What scarce literature does exist (Stasavage and Moyo 
2000, Simson and Welham 2014) suggests that there may be dramatic differences in 
budget execution among spending ministries even within the same country, but does 
not investigate this within-country variation systematically. 
 
This article seeks to shed new light on these questions by examining variation in the 
quality of budget preparation and execution among spending ministries in Ghana’s 
central government. This variation is particularly interesting because spending 
ministries are all subject to the same formal budget institutions and processes, as well 
as the same national-level political and bureaucratic context. Holding these constant 
brings into focus two prominent themes from recent research on public financial 
management (PFM) reform in developing countries: the widespread existence of 
significant gaps between de jure and de facto budget practices (Andrews 2010a; de 
Renzio, Andrews, and Mills 2011; Wehner and de Renzio 2013), and the importance 
of context and informal institutions in determining performance and reform success 
(Hallergberg, Scartascini, and Stein 2009; Andrews 2013; Cangiano, Curristine, and 
Lazare 2013).1 These studies have largely relied on country case studies and cross-
national comparisons, with the result that the discussion of de facto practices remains 
somewhat impressionistic, raising doubts about whether broad generalizations about 
informality might sometimes conceal as much as they reveal. Killick, for example, 
calls Ghana’s expenditure budget a “façade”, “essentially ritualistic, with little 
bearing on reality” (2005, 1) – is this extreme emphasis on informality empirically 
justified? By examining variation in performance and practices among spending 
ministries within one country, this article adds empirical precision to the study of the 
relationship between the design and implementation of budget systems, and 
demonstrates that contextual factors and informal practices can vary dramatically 
even within the same country. 

                                                
1 Although these themes have gained increased prominence and traction recently, they have also been 
pointed out by earlier authors such as Caiden and Wildavsky (1980) and Schick (1998). 
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Empirically, the article begins by using fiscal data to confirm that ministry-level 
expenditure outturns in Ghana are characterized by large deviations from allocations, 
but that the extent of expenditure overruns and volatility varies widely across 
ministries. To understand the mechanisms and causes behind this variation in a 
context where the availability of administrative data is very limited (as is the case in 
most developing countries), the article then draws on structured interviews with 23 
budget schedule officers in Ghana’s Ministry of Finance (MoF) to construct two 
budget performance indices for each spending ministry: a Processes Index, reflecting 
how well the ministry fulfills the procedural requirements of budget preparation and 
execution; and an Outcomes Index, reflecting the incidence of extra-budgetary 
requests, accumulation of avoidable arrears, and strategic manipulation of activity 
costings. Both indices reveal significant variation among ministries. On the 
procedural side, some ministries execute formal budget processes almost perfectly, 
while others hardly carry them out at all. The same is true of budget outcomes: some 
ministries exhibit all the shortcomings of spending over and outside the budget which 
have been challenges for Ghana’s PFM system as a whole, while other ministries are 
models of fiscal discipline. The variation across ministries is not well explained by 
structural factors such as budget size and complexity, expenditure composition, or 
revenue sources. Furthermore, the Processes and Outcomes indices are uncorrelated 
with each other: the ministries that execute budget processes well are not necessarily 
the ministries with good outcomes, and vice versa.  
 
Digging deeper into the mechanisms and causes underlying this disconnect reveals 
that, rather than sharing a common explanation, the drivers of ministries’ budget 
performance can be quite idiosyncratic to organizations’ particular circumstances. 
The article draws on qualitative interview data on extra-budgetary spending in three 
social-sector ministries to show that it has distinct causes in each case: poor technical 
planning in one ministry, a highly unpredictable sectoral context in another, and 
pressure stemming from political competition in a third. Much as the same symptom 
in a patient can be due to different diseases, the same problem in different ministries 
can have different causes. This diversity of practices, performance, and contexts 
across spending ministries poses the question of the extent to which it can be optimal 
to apply the same set of budget institutions and processes to all ministries within a 
given country. There is, of course, a need for some level of consistency and 
harmonization across different organizations in government, but the absence of any 
theoretical or empirical literature that directly addresses this question suggests that the 
homogenizing, one-size-fits-all approach to spending ministries in budgeting is by 
default rather than conscious design. 
 
While budgeting and spending decisions have been the focus of key theoretical 
discussions of bureaucratic behavior (Wildavsky 1964, Niskanen 1971, Dunleavy 
1991), this article is (to the author’s knowledge) the first study to systematically 
document and explore variation in budget performance and management among 
spending ministries in a single country.2 A handful of articles note some variation in 
                                                
2 A large literature examines political control of executive agencies through administrative procedures 
(e.g. McCubbins, Noll, and Weingast 1987). I do not discuss this literature here because it focuses 
mainly on policy decisions rather than budget management, and its applicability in developing 
countries is limited by the poor enforcement of administrative rules. The relationship between 
administrative constraints and budget performance would be an interesting area for future research.  
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expenditure outturns across ministries in developing countries but do not explore it in 
depth (Stasavage and Moyo 2000, Simson and Welham 2014). The most commonly 
used international PFM assessment tool, the Public Expenditure and Financial 
Accountability (PEFA) review, includes only one performance indicator (PI-2) that 
focuses on differences among spending ministries, and this is only in the context of 
aggregate compositional deviations in expenditure (PEFA Secretariat 2012). 
Likewise, the existence of systematic differences in budget execution across 
ministries has important implications for the validity of theories of policy processes 
that rely on budget allocations to measure policy change (e.g. Jones et al 2009; 
Breunig, Koski, and Mortensen 2010). 
 
The remainder of the article proceeds as follows. The next section discusses 
theoretical perspectives on spending ministries in PFM, while Section 2 discusses 
budget institutions in Ghana and examines the distribution of expenditure outturns 
across ministries. Section 3 presents the interview methodology, discusses variation in 
budget processes and outcomes across ministries, and demonstrates that the two are 
uncorrelated. Section 4 section draws on qualitative evidence to investigate the 
different underlying causes of one budget problem: extra-budgetary spending. The 
article concludes by discussing the implications of these findings for theories of the 
design, implementation, and reform of budget institutions. 
 

1. CHALLENGES FOR THEORY 
 

Because spending ministries typically appear as secondary, undifferentiated actors in 
theory and empirical research on budget institutions, there is little theoretical 
guidance for analyzing variation in budget performance among spending ministries. 
A large literature has examined how formal institutions and processes affect 
expenditure budgets and outcomes at the national level (Weingast, Shepsle, and 
Johnsen 1981; Ferejohn and Krehbiel 1987; von Hagen and Harden 1995; Alesina, 
Hausmann, Hommes, and Stein 1999), but these factors do not vary across spending 
ministries within a country. There is also a burgeoning literature on the distribution of 
changes in budget allocations in Western democracies and how this distribution is 
shaped by institutional and political features (Jones et al 2009). Some of this literature 
bears on within-country, organization-level variation by disaggregating among 
sectors, government functions, or expenditure types (Breunig and Koski 2006 & 
2012) or analyzing differences across similar organizations, such as school districts 
(Robinson, Flink, and King 2014). However, studies of budget allocations have 
limited relevance for developing country contexts where large deviations of actual 
expenditures from allocations are the norm rather than the exception (Ablo and 
Reinikka 1998, Addison 2014). 
 
In response to the perceived shortcomings of reforms aimed at formal budget 
structures and processes, a recent body of literature has documented and sought to 
explain the commonly observed gap between de jure to de facto budget practices in 
many developing countries (Schick 1998; Hallerberg, Scartascini, and Stein 2009; 
Andrews 2010b & 2013). The analytical focus of this work has also shifted emphasis 
from formal institutions as drivers of outcomes to country context, informal 
institutions, and political economy. While these perspectives provide a useful entry 
point for analysis of ministry-level variation in budget performance by demonstrating 
that the execution of formal rules and procedures cannot be taken for granted and by 
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conceiving of budget outcomes through an organizational (rather than purely political 
or institutional) lens, their analytical focus has nonetheless been on country-level 
variation, with little discussion of the existence or potential causes of variation at the 
organizational level.3 
 
While existing theory on budget institutions is thus of little help in explaining 
spending ministry-level variation, some broad sets of hypotheses can be derived from 
the limited empirical literature on spending ministry budgeting and other adjacent 
literatures. Stasavage and Moyo (2000) and Simson and Welham (2014) both 
document variation in expenditure outturns across ministries in several countries in 
Africa, and speculate that this variation could be attributable to differential political 
clout among ministries. Wildavsky (1975) suggests that uncertainty is a key variable 
for understanding budgetary processes, albeit in a country-level sense, and Dougherty, 
Klase, and Song (2003) describe “managerial necessity” in the face of uncertainty as 
motivating within-year rebudgeting in West Virginia cities. Dunleavy (1991) 
classifies different types of agencies according to their budget structures, and other 
authors examine challenges associated with particular types of spending, such as 
infrastructure (Flyvbjerg 2013), which differ in their incidence across ministries. A 
growing literature demonstrates significant variation in operational management 
quality and performance among public sector organizations in developing (Leonard 
2010, Gingerich 2013) and developed (Ingraham, Joyce, and Donahue 2003; Bloom, 
Propper, Seiler, and Van Reenen 2015) countries; financial management quality and 
budget performance could be characterized by the same range.  
 
While the following empirical analysis investigates the role of these broad sets of 
factors in explaining variation among spending ministries, it may also be the case that 
there is no single generalizable explanation for variation in ministries’ budget 
performance – that the diversity of budget problems may be matched by a diversity of 
causes. Indeed, sector-specific approaches to budgeting often emphasize the 
idiosyncratic challenges associated with budget management in particular sectors: 
Johnson (2013), for example, reports that Ghana’s Ministry of Food and Agriculture 
regularly faces difficulties because of misalignment between the national budget cycle 
and the growing seasons for various crops. To the extent that this particularity 
predominates over more general explanations for variation, it poses an even stronger 
theoretical challenge to the application of homogenous budget institutions and 
processes to all spending ministries. Engaging with the operational idiosyncrasies of 
specific sectors is untidy but also increasingly necessary as PFM research and theory 
struggles to move beyond its overwhelming emphasis on fiscal discipline (Wehner 
and de Renzio 2013) to develop a stronger understanding of the linkages between 
budget institutions and operational efficiency. 
 
 

                                                
3 The irregular enforcement of formal rules in cases of persistently poor budget execution bears a 
strong resemblance to the soft budget constraint syndrome, which has been influential in the literature 
on fiscal decentralization (Rodden, Eskeland, and Litvack 2003). Although it has not previously been 
applied to the context of spending ministries (to the author’s knowledge), the soft budget constraint 
provides a useful way of conceptualizing the ex ante/ex post inconsistency in poor budget execution, 
and an alternative (although not mutually exclusive) explanation to Andrews’s (2013) invocation of 
isomorphic mimicry for why developing country governments might adopt formal structures but not 
implement them. 
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2. BUDGET EXECUTION IN GHANA 
 

Budget execution has historically been a problem for Ghana, as for many developing 
countries, even though Ghana’s formal budget institutions are conducive to a high 
degree of control by the MoF and have been the subject of over 15 years of donor-
backed reform efforts. Budget formulation is highly centralized within the MoF, with 
Parliament’s role being limited in practice to approving the budgets proposed by 
Government and ex post monitoring. Ghana’s use of cash budgeting means that 
releases for budgeted activities must be requested and approved during budget 
execution, under general monthly warrants for goods and services and project-specific 
warrants for investment or asset expenditures. These releases are often subject to 
significant delays because of cash flow constraints, and this gives the MoF an 
effective veto and thus an even higher degree of discretion in budget execution.4 
Internal structures and processes for budgeting, planning, and monitoring within 
ministries are also subject to a rigid and highly prescriptive legal and administrative 
framework, aimed at ensuring uniformity across ministries. However, there is a 
significant gap between how these institutions work on paper and in practice, as noted 
by the country’s 2012 PEFA performance review: “While the rules and procedures 
are generally clearly established and described in the regulatory framework and 
internal guidelines, they are often not adhered to. Compliance to formal procedures 
and/or use of informal procedures seem to be a challenge across many areas in the 
budget execution.” (ECORYS 2013, 15) On the surface, then, Ghana seems a 
textbook example of a PFM system that is plagued by chronic overspending as well as 
a gap between de jure and de facto budget practices. 
 
Figure 1 confirms Ghana’s problems with expenditure control. From 2003-12, 
Ghana’s aggregate primary expenditure (PEFA PI-1) exceeded the budget in every 
year except 2009 (a post-election year of fiscal consolidation), overrunning by eight 
percent or more in seven of those years.5 The budget head-level compositional 
deviation in expenditure (PEFA PI-2) averaged 17.63 percent, and was within ten 
percent in only two of these years.6 The combination of aggregate overspending with 
                                                
4 Salary levels are centrally determined, and are paid directly by the Controller and Accountant-
General’s Department. Ghana changed its budget classification scheme in 2012. For the purposes of 
this article, non-personnel expenditure is treated as spending in the categories of Services and 
Investment for 2009-11, and in the categories of Goods and Services and Assets for 2012. The budget 
procedures described here applied to the 2009-12 period. In 2011 Ghana began a reform to transition to 
programme based budgeting, but this did not take full effect until 2013. Programme budgets were 
prepared in a small number of ministries in 2011 and 2012 as a pilot, but these ministries also prepared 
the standard activity-based budgets and these served as the effective basis for budget management 
during these years.  
5 These figures are based only on appropriations and outturns for Ghana’s Consolidated Fund, as the 
official expenditure reports produced by Ghana’s Controller and Accountant General do not report on 
spending from donor projects or programs, ministries’ internally generated funds (IGF), or statutory 
funds. In some cases ministries may be able to use these resources to compensate for unpredictability 
of Consolidated Fund releases, but these alternative sources of funds are distributed highly unequally 
across ministries and (with the exception of IGF) are usually earmarked for specific purposes. The 
Consolidated Fund represents approximately 88% of overall central government operations, excluding 
donor funds and transfers to local government (ECORYS 2013, 42). 
6 The formulas for PEFA PI-1, aggregate expenditure deviation, and PEFA PI-2, compositional 
expenditure deviation, are:  
 

(PI-1)    !"#$%&!!!
! !""#$%&'#(!!

!
!""#$%&'#(!!
!

  (PI-2)    
!"#$%&!!!""#$%&'!"!!

!
!"#$%&!!
!
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high compositional deviation leads to the perverse situation that while the country as a 
whole suffers from chronic overspending, individual spending ministries experience 
unpredictability and frequent shortfalls of resources. 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2 shows this unpredictability more vividly, using the distribution of ministry 
outturns for non-personnel expenditure from 2009-12 expressed as a ratio of budget 
allocations (i.e., zero indicates that a ministry’s actual expenditure exactly matched its 
allocation, and one indicates that the ministry overspent its budget by 100 percent).7 
The focus is on spending on activities rather than personnel because personnel 
spending is centrally determined and paid, and thus largely out of the control of 
individual ministries. Despite high aggregate budget deficits, ministries’ outturns 
were less than their budget allocation for over 40 percent of the observations. At the 
same time, one third of ministry-year observations overspent their allocations by 100 
percent or more. There is a long tail of extremely high outturns, with one in ten 
ministry-year observations showing overspending of greater than 674 percent – up to 
a maximum of 20,461 percent. These figures actually understate the unpredictability 
of releases from the perspective of spending ministries, since the year-end aggregates 
mask project-level variation as well as delays in the timing of releases. 
 

                                                                                                                                      
for all ministries i.  
7 Throughout this paper, I calculate each ministry’s mean expenditure outturn ratio as: 
 

!"#$%&! − !""#$%&'#(!
!""#$%&'#(!

!!

!  
  
for years t from 2009-2012. For allocations I use original budget allocations for 2010-12, since the 
original allocations better reflect the information that spending ministries use to plan for the year. 
However I use the supplementary budget allocations for 2009, since the previous budget was passed 
under a different government prior to the December 2008 election and thus reflected a different set of 
priorities. 
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However, the extent of these problems varies dramatically across ministries. Figure 3 
shows each ministry’s mean outturn on non-personnel expenditure for 2009-12, as 
well its standard deviation. Some ministries exceed their budget by huge margins 
while others receive less than their allocation on average, and some ministries also 
experience more resource volatility than others. The variation across ministries is not 
driven by a handful of outlier years – recalculating the mean outturn ratio after 
dropping the highest year for each ministry returns a very similar ranking, and the two 
means for each ministry have a correlation of 0.90.  
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This dramatic variation in expenditure outturns is not inconsistent with the 
perspective that emphasizes informal budget institutions and the gap between de facto 
and de jure budget practices, but it does demand further explanation. Given the exact 
same formal budget institutions and processes, why do some ministries massively 
overspend their budgets while others spend below their allocations? Budget outturns 
in themselves are uninformative about the roots of these problems because they are 
the joint outcome of actions by the MoF and spending ministries. Overspending could 
be due to poor planning by the spending ministry or to a deliberate political decision 
from the core executive, for example. Many different factors could be at work, and 
simply noting that there is a gap between de jure and de facto budget practices neither 
helps us understand which of these factors is driving outcomes nor explains variation 
across ministries. This interpretational ambiguity motivates the novel measures of 
budget performance introduced in the next section. 
 

3. DIFFERENT MINISTRIES HAVE DIFFERENT PROBLEMS 
 

Systematic studies of de facto budget practices have been hampered by the difficulty 
of measuring informal practices and the lack of administrative data in many 
developing countries. Aside from actual budget outturns, publicly available data on 
spending ministries’ budget performance is scarce; in Ghana, even the MoF itself 
does not routinely track other indicators of spending ministries’ performance. To get 
around this, this section draws on structured interviews with 23 budget schedule 
officers in the MoF to construct two budget performance indices for each of Ghana’s 
23 spending ministries: what I term a Processes Index and an Outcomes Index.  
 
3.1 Measuring Processes and Outcomes 
Each budget schedule officer is responsible for one spending ministry and processes 
all budget transactions for that ministry throughout the budget cycle. They interact 
with their schedule ministries on a daily basis and are therefore very well informed 
not only about the formal aspects of that ministry’s budget performance, but also 
about informal and contextual factors. At the time of the interviews, officers had been 
handling their schedule ministry for an average of 2.6 years, had worked in the 
Budget Division for an average of 11.5 years, and had all served on the schedule of at 
least one other ministry previously, so they were knowledgeable about their schedule 
ministry and well positioned to make comparative judgments about their performance 
over a multi-year period. 
 
The Processes Index is composed of six formal, procedural elements of budgeting 
with which all ministries are required to comply: 
 

• Annual budget submission 
1) Timeliness 
2) Completeness 
3) Quality of costing 

• In-year release requests 
4) Timeliness 
5) Completeness 

• In-year financial reports 
6) Regularity of submission 
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The Outcomes Index comprises schedule officer assessments of the extent to which 
budget implementation in the ministry is characterized by three negative outcomes: 
 

1) Extra-budgetary requests. How frequently the ministry makes in-year 
requests for significant expenditures outside of the annual budget. 

2) Strategic cost manipulation. The extent to which the ministry deliberately 
underestimates activity/project costs in the annual budget in order to include 
additional projects on the budget, under the assumption that this will allow 
them to start the project and then lobby for additional funds during the year.8  

3) Avoidable payment arrears from unapproved/unbudgeted commitments. 
Whether accumulation of significant payment arrears is a common occurrence 
in the ministry, either due to the ministry entering into commitments before 
receiving approval or to making extra-budgetary requests that receive the 
MoF’s approval but for which funds are not available since the expenditure 
was not budgeted for.9 

 
The design of the indices and interviews incorporated a number of features intended 
to reduce various sources of bias. The indices focus on aspects of budget management 
that are easy for schedule officers to discuss objectively, and thus exclude processes 
and outcomes that either require highly subjective evaluations or about which 
schedule officers may not be fully informed. Because there are well known biases 
associated with directly asking respondents for subjective assessments (Schwarz 
1999, Meier and O’Toole 2014), and following recent methodological innovations in 
the empirical management literature (Bloom and Van Reenen 2010), the interviews 
discussed each ministry’s performance in objective terms, starting with open 
questions followed by probing and requests for examples in order to establish the 
actual state of a practice or incidence of a particular problem in the ministry. 
 
Responses to each item were transcribed by hand and subsequently post-coded by the 
author on the scale [0 = Not a problem, 1 = Minor problem, 2 = Major problem]. For 
the timeliness of annual budget requests, for example, a response of “They are on 
time, but sometimes with a day or two lag - we have to chase them” was coded as 1, 
“Other [ministries] try to bring them on time, but [this ministry] always delays, I have 
to chase them to bring it” was coded as 2, and “They always meet the deadlines we 
give them” was coded as 0. To minimize concerns of potential interviewer bias and 
ensure consistency across ministries, the codings were anchored to the qualitative 
interview transcriptions. This was considered preferable to asking schedule officers 
directly for a subjective or numerical rating since the interpretation of the scale and 

                                                
8 This phenomenon is similar to Engel, Fischer, and Galetovich’s (2009) description of how 
governments and firms instrumentalize soft budget constraints in the context of public-private 
partnerships in infrastructure to increase spending, with resultant distortions in project procurement, 
planning, and management. Studying the connection between ministry-level PFM processes and 
project-level outcomes would be a fruitful area for future study; see Flyvbjerg (2013) for one such 
effort.  
9 In both of these cases, the arrears are primarily attributable to actions and decisions of the ministry 
rather than the MoF. Arrears arising from genuine commitments (budgeted for and approved by the 
MoF) for which cash is simply not available are excluded, since this is out of the ministry’s control. 
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evaluation criteria would likely be inconsistent across individuals, possibly in ways 
that would be correlated with the ministry’s performance. 10 
 
Importantly, all interviews were conducted anonymously both with respect to the 
schedule officer and the ministry being discussed. This step was necessary to elicit 
frank responses, but has the consequence that the analysis in the following sections 
cannot reveal the performance of specific ministries. To aggregate the items into 
indices, each item was transformed into a normalized z-score and averaged, with any 
missing items excluded. The resulting index was then reconverted to a z-score and 
reversed so that the index is centered on zero with standard deviation of one, and 
positive scores indicate better performance. 
 
The coding scale for the two indices is coarse but nevertheless informative. It is 
difficult to validate the indices against other data sources, as the creation of the 
indices was motivated precisely by the lack of existing data. However, the Outcomes 
Index has a strong (-0.44) and statistically significant correlation with non-personnel 
expenditure outturns, and this is in the expected direction – worse scores on the 
Outcome Index are correlated with higher levels of overspending. While this 
correlation would not be expected to be perfect, since the Outcomes Index includes 
elements of budget performance other than simply fiscal discipline, it is nonetheless 
reassuring that these two measures have the expected correlation. 
 
While the item scores in the Outcomes Index may be less precise than actual 
expenditure outturns, they are in many ways more informative because they cover 
dimensions of performance that are not necessarily reflected in raw outturns. Extra-
budgetary requests, for example, cause cash flow problems for the MoF and 
undermine budget credibility, and strategic cost manipulation often has negative 
consequences for project planning and delivery. Furthermore, the items in the 
Outcomes Index can all be attributable to actions or inactions by the spending 
ministry (at the technical or political level), whereas budget outturns are a joint 
outcome of actions taken by the spending ministry and the MoF. In the absence of 
detailed administrative data – as is the case for most developing countries – these 
interview-based measures provide the most rigorous possible measure of spending 
ministry budget performance. 
 
3.2 Analyzing Variation in Processes and Outcomes 
Figure 4 shows that there is a significant amount of variation across every item in the 
two indices. Even though submission of in-year financial reports (for example) is a 
minor or major problem for most ministries, some ministries do submit them 
regularly. The same holds true for the Outcomes items: while extra-budgetary 
requests and arrears are problems for most ministries, other ministries avoid them. 
Each item is a problem for some ministries but not for others; sometimes de facto 
actually does line up with de jure, and sometimes it does not. 
 

                                                
10 The schedule officer interviews focused on the schedule officer’s entire experience with the ministry, 
not just the past year, in order to capture persistent patterns rather than one-off fluctuations. Schedule 
officers did not have any difficulty in making this distinction. 
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Overall some ministries perform better than others, but it is not the case that some 
ministries do everything well and others do everything badly. Table 1 presents the 
item scores for ministries representing the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of each 
index. The 25th-percentile ministry on the Processes Index, for example, has major 
problems with its annual budget costing and in-year release request timeliness, minor 
problems with annual budget timeliness and in-year request completeness, but no 
issues with annual budget completeness or submission of in-year financial reports. 
The 75th-percentile ministry, by contrast, has a major problem with timeliness of in-
year release requests, but no other problems. The incidence of negative outcomes also 
varies: the ministry at the 25th percentile of the Outcomes Index has major or minor 
problems on all three items, whereas the 75th-percentile ministry only has a minor 
problem with extra-budgetary requests. Different ministries have different problems. 
 
Equally surprisingly, there is no correlation between ministries’ performance on the 
Processes and Outcomes Indices, as shown by Figure 5. Some ministries do well on 
Processes and also have good Outcomes, while others that also score highly on 
Processes have very poor Outcomes. There is a similar range of Outcomes scores for 
ministries with poor Processes. These patterns are not attributable to differences 
inherent in the sectoral task characteristics of ministries: while infrastructure-sector 
ministries score better on Processes and worse on Outcomes than other ministries (on 
average), these differences are not statistically significant and most of the variation is 
within rather than between sectors.11 More generally, the Online Appendix 
demonstrates that the structural characteristics of ministries – expenditure 
composition, revenue sources, budget size and complexity, and sector – are only 

                                                
11 Sector classifications are based on Government of Ghana’s classification in budget statements, but 
with the Ministry of Energy reclassified as Infrastructure sector rather than Economic due to its focus 
on public investment activities. Treating it as an Economic sector agency further weakens these slight 
differences across sectors. 
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weakly (if at all) correlated with budget performance.12 While these structural 
characteristics may matter for budget performance, their impact is far from 
deterministic. 
 
 

Table 1  
Processes and Outcomes in Selected Ministries 

Budget Processes 
25th-percentile 

ministry 
50th-percentile 

ministry 
75th-percentile 

ministry 

Annual budget submissions    

Timeliness Minor Not Not 
Completeness Not - Not 

Costing Major Major Not 

In-year release requests    

Timeliness Major Minor Major 
Completeness Minor Not Not 

In-year financial reports    

Regular submission Not - - 
Processes Index score -0.74 -0.07 0.58 

Budget Outcomes 
25th-percentile 

ministry 
50th-percentile 

ministry 
75th-percentile 

ministry 

Extra-budgetary requests Major Minor Minor 
Strategic cost manipulation Minor - Not 

Arrears Major Minor Not 
Outcomes Index score -1.04 0.19 0.94 

Note: Author’s calculations from budget schedule officer interviews. Dashes indicate 
Don’t know/missing data. 

 
 
Again, the lack of an obvious relationship between budget processes and outcomes 
does not necessarily indicate the absence of a causal relationship, since there are 
many other mediating factors. However it does confirm that, at the ministry level, 
adherence to formal procedural requirements is neither a necessary nor sufficient 
condition for good budget outcomes. It also paints a more nuanced picture of the 
interaction of de jure and de facto practices than is often portrayed by authors that 
emphasize the role of informality in developing country budget processes: formal 
procedures are not always followed but sometimes they are, and some ministries have 
poor budget outcomes while others do not. Understanding this diversity of 
performances is key to designing and implementing realistic reforms. 
 

                                                
12 The weak correlation between budget performance and ministries’ expenditure profiles is 
particularly surprising. As is common worldwide, Ghana applies different budget processes to these 
expenditure categories, with the implicit assumption that the necessary control and disbursement 
procedures vary according to the type of expenditure, rather than the spending organization – that 
ministries as organizations “matter” only through their spending profiles. These results suggest 
otherwise.  
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4. SAME SYMPTOM, DIFFERENT DISEASES 
 

This section takes the analysis of diversity among spending ministries a step further 
by showing how the same problem can arise in different ministries for different 
reasons. Not only do different ministries have different problems, but what appears to 
be the same problem can have different causes. This section demonstrates this by 
supplementing the quantitative indices with qualitative interview data to illustrate 
how three social sector ministries which have a major problem with extra-budgetary 
requests each have a different reason for doing so. While the preceding analysis 
suggested that factors other than formal structures and processes are driving variation 
in budget performance across ministries, this section cautions against assuming that 
these “other” factors – political economy, informal institutions, and context – are the 
same for all ministries within a country. 
 
Ministry X has very poor planning and financial management, with the lowest 
Processes score of any ministry. Their annual budget submissions are always late – 
the schedule officer has to “chase” them to submit it. Even when it is submitted it 
does not conform to the guidelines given by the MoF, and the costing is “sometimes 
not proper”. Their in-year release requests are also consistently late and incomplete, 
and their financial reports are not filed. The schedule officer for Ministry X reports 
that the ministry also has a major problem with extra-budgetary requests, not because 
of political pressure or unpredictable events, but simply because each year they make 
requests for activities that they had put in their annual budget submission but which 
did not make it into the budget.  
 
Another ministry, Ministry Y, is above average on the technical aspects of budget 
management, but also consistently makes significant extra-budgetary requests. In their 
case, however, they are responsible for providing funding for activities whose 
occurrence and timing is entirely out of their control, so extra-budgetary requests are 
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almost inevitable. These unexpected requests can present significant cash flow 
problems for the MoF, especially since resource constraints and aggregate 
overspending prevent the accumulation of an adequate central contingency reserve. In 
these cases the MoF typically releases part of the money for the activity, the ministry 
somehow sources the remaining funds to enable the activity to take place – often off-
budget – and the difference ends up as payment arrears.  
 
In a third social-sector ministry, Ministry Z, extra-budgetary requests are also a major 
problem, due not to poor administration or unpredictable events but to political 
pressure. The ministry is large and high profile so politicians frequently make off-the-
cuff promises to communities which then have to be catered to immediately, through 
extra-budgetary requests. (Yet political salience alone does not appear to be sufficient 
to cause these problems – the other social-sector ministry which is similarly large and 
prominent does not experience this type of problems with extra-budgetary spending.) 
 
This illustrates why it is important for reforms to take into account not just the 
variation in budget performance among ministries, but also its causes. And just as a 
doctor’s treatment must focus on curing the disease rather than merely treating the 
symptoms, improving budget performance requires identifying and dealing with the 
different underlying problems in each ministry. Technical fixes, like stricter 
procedural controls or training, may be effective at reducing extra-budgetary requests 
in Ministry X, but would be useless for Ministries Y and Z. Greater commitment to 
fiscal discipline by politicians could help for Ministry Z, but would do little for 
Ministries X and Y. And in the absence of an adequate contingency fund, Ministry Y 
is likely to continue to accumulate arrears due to extra-budgetary requests regardless 
of anything done at the technical or political levels. The same point – that a common 
symptom may have different causes – can also be made about other aspects of budget 
performance discussed above, such as strategic cost manipulation, arrears, or even 
execution of basic budget procedures. 
 

5. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

This article has sought to demonstrate that different spending ministries in Ghana 
vary in their budget performance, in terms of overall budget execution, other budget 
outcomes, and the implementation of procedural requirements, and that the 
underlying drivers of budget performance also differ across ministries. In doing so, it 
suggests that integrating spending ministries into positive theories of budget 
performance and reform is a crucial task for future research, especially in developing 
countries where budget execution and effective control of the bureaucracy cannot be 
taken for granted. It argues that this will require engaging with the operational and 
contextual idiosyncrasies of specific organizations. The article also sheds new light on 
the relationship between de jure and de facto budget institutions and their link to 
budget performance. There is widespread agreement in recent literature on PFM and 
governance more generally about the importance of informal institutions and context, 
but most existing research treats them as an amorphous residual category that is 
occasionally invoked on an ad hoc basis to explain why reality does not match what is 
on paper. The challenge for research now is to define and measure these phenomena 
precisely enough to integrate them rigorously into theory and analysis, so that the role 
of context in reform design can move beyond caveats and vague warnings. 
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The article also takes some preliminary steps towards addressing budget outcomes 
beyond simple fiscal discipline. Linking research on financial and operational 
management is a crucial area for future study, since access to resource inputs is a 
critical element in public good delivery of public goods and operational efficiency is 
an important goal of budgeting. In highlighting the uneasy fit between diverse 
ministries and a homogenizing set of budget institutions, this article illustrates the 
theoretical and empirical challenge that this will pose. The article also contributes to 
this by introducing a structured interview methodology that addresses multiple levels 
of budget performance in an integrated (although by no means comprehensive) way, 
and is particularly suited to developing country contexts where availability of 
administrative data is limited.  
 
Variation among ministries also has significant normative implications for theories of 
the implementation, design, and reform of budget systems. As a matter of 
implementation, responding to the diversity among ministries would mean 
recognizing that ministries (like countries) have different arrays of contextual factors 
and baseline performance, and reforms will therefore face different sets of challenges 
and require different interventions. Potential responses to this challenge could include 
defining administrative indicators of procedural performance, fiscal discipline, or 
planning and monitoring processes, and conditioning certain aspects of budget 
institutions (such as levels of discretion in expenditure) on compliance with minimum 
requirements – an institutionalization of the “basics first” approach (Schick 1998).  
 
This may be an area where practice has unconsciously crept ahead of theory: for 
example, the UK Treasury delegates different spending powers to different 
departments (“Treasury consents”), taking into account not only the characteristics of 
particular expenditure types but also the past performance of the department (Her 
Majesty’s Treasury 2013); Schick (2003, 78) reports that the Thai government has 
designed a “hurdle” system that grants broader discretion to agencies that meet certain 
minimum standards. The US federal budget process is known for Congress’s 
extensive use of earmarks (which are of course agency-specific), but these coexist 
with a multitude of authorization forms that give agencies more flexibility than 
traditional one-year direct budget appropriations. Likewise, in Ghana political and 
organizational differences among ministries (e.g. in technical capacity or political 
salience) are often taken account of informally through internal discussions within the 
MoF and the core executive. However, because there is little deliberate consideration 
of how best to do this, it is done on an informal or ad hoc basis. A more systematic 
approach could help provide guidance about how budget institutions can best 
recognize and accommodate the diverse sets of organizations that they serve. 
 
As a matter of budget system design, researchers and reformers alike need to ask 
whether one-size-fits-all approaches to budgeting might be as problematic within 
countries as they are between countries, given the diverse contexts within which 
ministries operate. The need for some amount of harmonization and consistency at the 
national level is clear, but is the current homogenizing approach optimal or merely a 
taken-for-granted relic of a purely accounting approach to budgeting? In practice the 
distinction between design and implementation is of course blurred, since most 
reforms take place over the medium- to long-term. Criticizing the tendency to impose 
overdetermined, multi-stage, long-term reform plans, Allen (2013) argues that PFM 
reform efforts at the country level should focus on “selectivity” rather than 
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“sequencing” – picking the most important and winnable battles to fight, rather than 
trying to impose a unified blueprint – and this may also be true within countries. 
Similarly, Andrews (2006) recommends that reformers should move beyond the 
binary debate about “basics first” or “best practices” approaches: recognizing 
variation among ministries may allow countries to prioritize “budget basics” where 
necessary while still allowing space to go “beyond” basics to more sophisticated or 
flexible processes in other ministries.  
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APPENDIX: STRUCTURAL CHARACTERISTICS OF SPENDING 
MINISTRIES AND BUDGET PERFORMANCE 

 
The variation in measures of budget performance among ministries prompts the question: 
is this variation driven by unobserved informal, contextual, and organizational factors, or 
is it merely a function of the different structural characteristics of spending ministries? 
While the main body of this article focuses on the former, the analysis of these factors 
would be less pressing if variation was largely due to differences across ministries in 
“fundamentals” such as budget size and complexity, expenditure composition, and 
revenue sources. Ministries that predominantly undertake investment spending could be 
more prone to bad outcomes or difficult technical processes than ministries whose main 
expenditure is salaries, for example. This Appendix investigates this question. It 
demonstrates that while there are substantial differences in these variables across 
ministries, they are only weakly (if at all) correlated with measures of budget 
performance and explain only a small fraction of the variation across ministries. While 
these results must be interpreted with care, especially given the relatively small number 
of observations (although this sample does represent the universe of ministries within 
Ghana), they nonetheless suggest that variation in budget performance across ministries 
is not primarily attributable to simple structural differences. 
 
 

Table A1. Structural Variation Across Ministries 
  Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Minimum Maximum 
Size and complexity      
Total budget size (GH¢ 
millions) 23 184.6m 359.0m 6.1m 1,666.5m 
Budget complexity (no. 
pages) 22 252.5 576.7 17 2117 
Staff size 23 1224.8 1849.3 38 7822 
Expenditure composition      
% Personnel 23 59.5% 25.5% 10.8% 87.9% 
% Services 23 16.3% 15.4% 1.3% 70.5% 
% Investment 23 24.2% 23.1% 3.2% 87.9% 
Revenue sources      
% Government of Ghana 23 47.9% 31.2% 1.1% 97.5% 
% Internally generated 23 11.3% 13.4% 0.0% 40.1% 
% Statutory 23 17.6% 22.0% 0.0% 74.9% 
% Donor 23 23.2% 27.7% 0.0% 75.6% 
Note: Expenditure composition and budget size are calculated on mean 2009-12 allocations, revenue 
source is calculated on 2012 allocations only due to inconsistent reporting in earlier years, and 
budget complexity is the number of pages in the ministry's 2013 detailed budget allocation. Staff 
size is the number of civil service personnel working in the ministry and its departments and 
agencies as of May 2013 (earlier years not available). Services expenditure is calculated using the 
Services budget category for 2009-11 and Goods and Services for 2012, and Investment is 
calculated using the Investment category for 2009-11 and Assets for 2012. 

 
 
Table A1 demonstrates the immense diversity of ministries’ budgets in terms of size, 
complexity, expenditure profiles, and revenue sources. The average budget allocation of 
the smallest ministry from 2009-12 was 273 times smaller than that of the largest 
ministry, the number of pages in the budget ranges from 17 to 2117, and ministries’ staff 
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size varies by a factor of over 200.1 Some ministries spend 87.9% of their budget on 
personnel, while others spend the same amount on investment and assets projects, and 
ministries range from 97.5% funded by the Government of Ghana’s Consolidated Fund 
to 75.6% funded by donors.  
 
The variation in expenditure composition across ministries is particularly interesting – as 
is common worldwide, Ghana’s expenditure budget applies different processes to these 
spending categories, with the implicit assumption that the necessary control and 
disbursement procedures vary according to the type of expenditure, rather than the 
spending organization – that ministries “matter” only through their spending profiles. 
Likewise, in previous studies expenditure composition has been used as a basis to 
classify spending units (Dunleavy 1991) or distinguish among them (e.g. Breunig and 
Koski 2012). The share of investment spending may be thought to be especially 
important in determining budget performance, as infrastructure projects are notorious for 
delays, cost overruns, and other budgetary problems (Flyvbjerg 2013). Figure A1 
examines this assumption by plotting the Processes and Outcomes indices by quartiles of 
investment spending as a share of ministries’ total budget allocations.2 There is no clear 
relationship for either index: a wide range of good and bad performers can be found in 
the top, bottom, and intermediate quartiles.  
 
 

 
 
 

Figure A2 plots mean non-personnel expenditure outturns against ministries’ investment 
share in expenditure, with selected ministries labeled. The overall correlation is positive, 
but not statistically significant. Among the five infrastructure-sector ministries with high 
investment shares, Energy is a significant positive outlier (even after excluding its 
extremely high outturn for 2011), while Transport’s overspending is significantly below 
                                                
1 Staff size figures are for staff of the ministry headquarters, plus those supervised departments and 
agencies which form part of the Civil Service. (According to Ghana’s administrative system, some 
agencies are part of the Public Service but not the Civil Service.) Consistent figures for the entire Public 
Service are not available, but these nevertheless give an indication of the variation across ministries. 
2 Aggregating the ministries into quartiles of investment share is necessary to maintain the anonymity 
protections afforded to budget schedule officers, since plotting these indices directly against publicly 
available fiscal data would make it possible to identify individual ministries. 
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predicted and the other infrastructure ministries fall almost exactly on the trend line. 
Together, Figures A1 and A2 demonstrate that while infrastructure spending does entail 
its own challenges, its incidence across ministries is not driving the observed variation in 
budget performance. The bilateral correlations between other structural characteristics 
and budget performance (not shown) are similarly weak. 
 
 

 
 
 
To examine these correlations in a multivariate setting, Table A2 conducts descriptive 
regressions of the three measures of budget performance – Budget Processes, Budget 
Outcomes, and mean non-personnel outturn ratio – on the sets of structural 
characteristics. The lack of explanatory power that these structural characteristics have 
over the three measures of budget performance is striking. The only coefficients that are 
even marginally statistically significant are between budget size and the Processes index 
in columns 1 and 4 (and even that is not robust to the inclusion of other variables in 
column 7), and between budget complexity and budget outturns in column 3. Even 
considered together, these structural characteristics are not good predictors of budget 
performance – a Wald test that all coefficients jointly equal zero is not rejected in any of 
the specifications.  
 
These results must be interpreted cautiously due to the small sample size, which also 
restricts the possibility of adopting a more sophisticated modeling approach. Likewise, 
these (non-)relationships should of course be interpreted as correlations rather than 
causal claims, and this analysis is not presented in order to claim that structural 
characteristics are unimportant. Rather, the analysis simply suggests the more humble 
conclusion that the observed variation in budget performance is not well explained by 
these structural characteristics alone. This makes the task of understanding how informal, 
contextual, and other usually unobserved factors affect budget performance even more 
pressing. 
 



iv

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)
Processes Outcomes Outturns Processes Outcomes Outturns Processes Outcomes Outturns

Size and complexity
Ln budget size 0.351 -0.172 0.72 0.382 -0.171 0.793 0.204 -0.131 0.409

(0.184)* (0.197) (0.510) (0.195)* (0.209) (0.547) (0.208) (0.240) (0.582)
Budget complexity -0.216 0.005 -1.079 -0.192 -0.046 -1.019 -0.098 -0.034 -0.870

(0.210) (0.224) (0.581)* (0.219) (0.234) (0.614) (0.226) (0.261) (0.632)
Ln staff size -0.113 -0.031 0.460 -0.079 -0.038 0.538 -0.113 -0.018 0.453

(0.146) (0.156) (0.403) (0.155) (0.166) (0.435) (0.148) (0.170) (0.413)
Expenditure composition
% Services 1.427 -0.661 3.310

(1.575) (1.683) (4.409)
% Investment 0.861 -1.211 2.047

(0.987) (1.054) (2.761)
Revenue sources
% Internally generated -1.197 1.092 0.708

(1.709) (1.971) (4.782)
% Statutory 1.657 -0.348 4.990

(1.091) (1.257) (3.051)
% Donor 0.390 -0.368 1.586

(0.854) (0.984) (2.388)
Constant -4.671 3.249 -8.998 -6.011 3.901 -12.109 -2.810 2.631 -5.628

(2.981) (3.186) (8.248) (3.367)* (3.596) (9.421) (3.249) (3.746) (9.089)
R-squared 0.19 0.06 0.20 0.25 0.14 0.25 0.33 0.10 0.33
F test: Coefficients jointly = 0 1.38 0.40 1.54 1.06 0.50 1.06 1.24 0.29 1.24
Prob > F 0.28 0.75 0.24 0.42 0.77 0.42 0.34 0.93 0.34
Observations 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 22 22
* significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%

Table A2. Structural Characteristics and Budget Performance

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. Dependent variables are the mean non-personnel outturn ratio (2009-12), the Budget Outcomes index, and the Budget Processes index. 
Expenditure composition and budget size are calculated on mean 2009-12 allocations. Revenue source is calculated on 2012 allocations only due to inconsistent reporting in 
earlier years. Budget complexity is the natural logarithm of pages in the ministry's 2013 detail budget allocation. Staff size is the number of civil service personnel working in 
the ministry and its departments and agencies as of May 2013 (earlier years not available). The omitted categories are % Personnel for expenditure composition, and % 
Government of Ghana Consolidated Fund for revenue sources. Services spending is calculated using the Services budget category for 2009-11 and Goods and Services for 
2012, and Investment is calculated using the Investment category for 2009-11 and Assets for 2012.


