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Abstract   
The increasing realisation that governance quality is a fundamental element of long-
run development has led to its consideration as a desirable development goal in its 
own right. To contribute to such a process, this paper provides a framework to set, 
measure and monitor governance goals in the Post-2015 Development Agenda. 
First, we assess whether existing cross-national measures on governance quality 
can be exploited to routinely capture aspects of legal, bureaucratic and administrative 
quality. Such a “quick fix” approach to measuring governance quality is fraught with 
challenges. The current practice of measurement is still subject to the short country 
coverage of most available measures, issues of comparability and legitimacy, as well 
as methodological shortcomings. Then, we argue that, in the long run, measuring 
and monitoring governance quality may require reconceptualising “good governance” 
and designing internationally shared measures that are routinely provided by national 
statistical offices. Finally, we consider the different approaches to setting governance 
goals, arguing in favour of a combination of national target setting and minimum 
standard with continuous improvement. 
 
Keywords: Governance, institutions, development goals, measurement, post-2015 
development agenda. 
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1. Introduction 

Most scholars and policy makers would agree that the design of rules and 
regulations, the effectiveness of policies and the competence of public bodies play a 
crucial role in the functioning of economies. In short, governance matters. Since the 
early 1990s, an increasing amount of research focused on the quality of governance 
as a determinant of national income levels and economic growth rates. Although its 
effects on other important development outcomes – such as inequality, health and 
education – have received less attention, the current consensus is that “good 
governance”, or perhaps more accurately, “good enough governance” (Grindle 
2004), is a prerequisite for development (e.g., Baland, Moene and Robinson 2010; 
Cingolani et al. 2013).  
 
The findings of this research have led to an increasing recognition of the importance 
of its role, to the point of considering governance a desirable global development 
goal in its own right (see United Nations 2013, and Section 2). This paper seeks to 
contribute to this process by exploring the possibility of setting and monitoring 
governance goals for the Post-2015 Development Agenda. In order to do so, one 
must necessarily look also at the possibility of routinely measuring governance goals. 
Hence, our task requires assessing how, and how well, existing databases and 
measures capture governance quality; which aspects they measure; what and how 
robust their methodologies are. We examine the trends for measures of legal, 
bureaucratic and administrative quality, assessing to what extent such measures can 
be used, in terms of both political acceptability and statistical desirability.  
 
We will argue that the idea of “good governance”, as often captured, can be a highly 
controversial one (for example see Sundaram and Chowdhury 2012) and risks 
neglecting the centrality of context to effective institutional reform (Andrews 2013). 
Hence, existing measures, while offering a quick solution for the Post-2015 
Development Agenda, may not reflect a “politically shared” notion of governance 
quality. We also argue that we need to think long term: how to develop a professional 
cadre, setting international standards and getting national statistical offices engaged, 
so that governance measures become part of a routinised, national statistics activity 
producing internationally comparable data. This is long term, but it is what the UN 
has specialised in, with a lot of success, since 1950 (Ward 2004). It would ensure 
that the Post-2030 Development Agenda has well thought out and high quality 
governance measures. 
 
The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 provides a background discussion on the 
approaches and controversies of governance quality measurement. Section 3 
examines the potential of available indicators to capture governance goals, 
presenting some statistics. Sections 4 and 5 discuss the possibility of monitoring and 
setting governance goals in the Post-2015 Development Agenda. Section 6 
concludes.   
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2. Measuring governance as a development goal 

This section provides the background discussion on existing approaches to and 
controversies on measurement, and their implications for governance as a 
development goal. This requires two building blocks. Firstly, we need to define the 
object of measurement and its dimensions. Secondly, we must discuss the 
methodological issues and the properties of governance measures.  
 

2.1 Defining what to measure 

The concept of governance is commonly viewed as elusive or as ambiguous. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, governance is “The manner in which 
something is governed or regulated; method of management, system of regulations”. 
Detailed discussions of its conceptual underpinnings often conclude that there is no 
widely accepted definition that can be operationalised (e.g., Bevir 2011; Holmberg et 
al. 2009). The World Bank’s definition of governance as “the manner in which power 
is exercised in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for 
development” (World Bank 1992, 1) is used extensively in the literature. In practice, 
the analysis of governance has fitted a multiplicity of dimensions: from the type and 
quality of political institutions, to the set of economic institutions and policies. In 
particular, political democracy is often considered as part of (good) governance. In 
democracies, citizens and parties enjoy substantial representation, and executive 
power is subject to checks and balances. Such characteristics may often be 
associated with the attainment of economic and human development goals.  
 
However, this paper is not concerned with aspects of democracy or political regimes, 
for two reasons. First, the role of democracy is still controversial as, historically, 
developmental states in Asia existed under authoritarian regimes (e.g., Taiwan and 
South Korea). Indeed, even authoritarian regimes differ so greatly that thinking that 
such a category has analytical utility may be far-fetched. Whether and how political 
regimes affect the quality of governance remains an open question (e.g., Mulligan et 
al. 2004; Bardhan 1999). Second, the analysis of political democracy and political 
regimes relate to aspects of access to power. It seems conceptually appropriate to 
keep the issue of access to power separate from the one on the exercise of power 
(Mazzuca 2010).  
 
Hence, this paper takes a narrower view of governance. The common ground, an 
element on which most would agree, is that governance concerns the use of power: 
the effectiveness of rules, policies and the functioning of public bodies that affect the 
lives of the members of a community. Even from this narrower starting point, 
identifying the objects of measurement is not straightforward. Theories of 
development disagree on which and how many dimensions of governance are crucial 
to prosperity. The type of governance that promotes it may vary according to the 
proposed mechanisms through which institutions and policies affect development  
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outcomes: some emphasise the protection of property rights (see Acemoglu and 
Robinson, 2012; and Tabellini 2005); others point to the role of the state involvement 
in overcoming coordination failures (e.g., Bardhan 2005); or of protecting specific 
economic sectors, supporting technological innovation, providing infrastructure and 
engaging in human capital formation (e.g., Evans 1995). Consequently, the concept 
of governance must be mapped according to the functions one deems key to 
development. A plausible list would include: 
 
- Bureaucratic and administrative systems. Whatever we may maintain a state 

should do to foster development, it needs a bureaucratic apparatus to design and 
implement policies. This dimension is central to all areas of research on the state 
and development. Traditionally, state capacity indicators focus on the 
competence and ability of bureaucracy (e.g., Evans and Rauch 1999; Rauch and 
Evans 2000), and generally include the ability of raising tax and spending the 
proceeds efficiently on important public goods (Ottervik 2013).  

 
- Legal infrastructure: the capability of a legal framework to enforce contracts and 

property rights (i.e., a judicial system for settling disputes, rule of law). The 
consensus is that, at the very least, the state has to provide such public goods, 
as they are ill-suited to private provision (Besley and Persson 2009 and 2011; Lin 
and Nugent 1995; Collier 2009).  

 
- Accountability. While there may be disagreement on the appropriate nature of 

the state in fostering economic development, there seems to be increasing 
realisation of the importance of accountability in shaping the legitimacy of state 
institutions and the quality of governance. Here, accountability is broadly 
understood to be about the relationship between the citizen and the state, and 
the extent to which the state is answerable for its own actions and inactions 
(UNDP 2011). The transparency and accountability component of ‘good 
governance’ agenda has been mostly clearly reflected in the Post-2015 
Development Goal on Governance in the High-Level Panel (HLP) Report (United 
Nations 2013). As Box 1 illustrates, all five dimensions of Goal 10: Ensuring Good 
Governance and Effective Institutions, as formulated in the HLP Report, address 
transparency and accountability, in some degree. It is noteworthy that 
bureaucratic capacity and legal infrastructure do not seem to figure so clearly in 
the Post-2015 MDG Goal on Governance, when there is a large body of evidence 
that these dimensions of governance matter more for inclusive development 
(Evans and Rauch 1999; Besley and Persson 2011; Savoia and Sen 2012). 
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Box 1: The UN High Level Panel’s Illustrative Goal for Governance 
Goal 10: Ensure Good Governance and Effective Institutions 
a) Provide free and universal legal identity, such as birth registrations. 

b) Ensure that people enjoy freedom of speech, association, peaceful protest and access to 
independent media and information. 

c) Increase public participation in political processes and civic engagement at all levels. 

d) Guarantee the public’s right to information and access to government data. 

e) Reduce bribery and corruption and ensure officials can be held accountable. 

Source: UN High Level Panel, United Nations (2013: 50)  
 
The set of dimensions above is not exhaustive, but it constitutes a convenient 
starting point. Because of the attention received in the empirical literature, the 
following discussion will focus mainly on examples of legal, bureaucratic and 
administrative quality.  
 

2.2 Methodological issues  

Empirical research on governance quality has designed numerous and diverse 
measures: on the protection of property rights; quality and performance of the 
bureaucracy; the administration of justice; and micro and macroeconomic 
management.1 This section reviews the methods and findings from such literature. 
 
A popular classification divides governance indicators between objective and 
subjective measures (e.g., see Williams and Siddiqui 2008). 2  Early examples of 
measures constructed from “hard” data try to capture political instability and violence 
using documented historical records of political assassinations, riots, demonstrations 
and so forth (Banks 1994). Such measures were imperfect proxies of governance 
and current research has not often used them (see Williams and Siddiqui 2008 and 
references therein). Perhaps the main limitation of such measures is that they may 
be outcomes of governance, rather than an assessment of its quality (and may 
change as result of changes in factors other than reforms in the governance 
apparatus, e.g., such proxies may reflect the role of national culture and values). A 
second class of objective measures is rule-based, i.e., constructed by rating the 
existence and strength of certain formal (de jure) rules. Examples of rule-based 
measures of governance are those compiled by Global Integrity, such as whether a 
country has regulations requiring an impartial, independent and fairly managed civil 
service (administrative capacity), laws that require competitive bidding of major  

1 Within the economics tradition, thorough surveys on measuring governance are Williams 
and Siddiqui (2008) and Kauffman and Kraay (2008). Within the public administration 
scholarship, an effective review of the debate on public sector performance is Van de Walle 
(2009). Useful guides to most governance indicators are Besançon (2003) and UNDP (2007). 
2 Its appropriateness is not undisputed. Kaufmann and Kraay (2008) argue that the objective-
versus-subjective distinction is somewhat not a very useful one. Measuring governance 
quality always requires some degree of subjective judgement (even, for example, when 
selecting the elements of an objective measure). Glaeser et al (2004) argue the opposite 
case: objective measures are better suited to capture the concept of institutions, which by 
definition constrain agents’ behaviour and evolve slowly. 
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government procurement contracts (legal infrastructure) and whether citizens have 
the legal right to access the asset disclosure records of members of the national 
legislature (Global Integrity Report 2011). 
 
Alternatively, subjective measures are perception-based, i.e., ratings rely on 
perceptions of the de facto functioning of rules, coming from: (i) experts’ opinions, 
e.g., risk-rating agencies, foreign investors, academics or NGOs; and (ii) surveys of 
national respondents (firms or individual citizens). Surveys have the advantage of 
capturing the views of domestic agents directly involved in the institutions of the 
country, but are more expensive to administer and less suitable for cross-country 
comparability than expert assessments (Williams and Siddiqui 2008).  
 
Which types of measures have the most desirable properties? In terms of the type of 
methodology, the advantage of rule-based indicators is that they are free from the 
political or ideological bias that experts’ assessments may have. In addition, such 
measures have the advantage of synthesising many and diverse formal institutional 
and policy elements into a single aggregate governance index. However, they could 
well be vulnerable to gaps between the essence of rules and codes and how they 
function on the ground (e.g., bribes can be codified as illegal, but no agency actually 
enforces this law). Therefore, rule-based measures may exhibit “systemic isomorphic 
mimicry” – where countries adopt the outward forms (such as appearances and 
structures) of functional states and organisations elsewhere to camouflage a 
persistent lack of function (Pritchett et al. 2013). Thus, while Ghana, Uganda, India 
and Venezuela receive the same score from the Global Integrity Report 2011 in 
terms of the existence of procedures on the meritocratic recruitment and promotion of 
civil servants, the same report finds that in practice, civil servants in Ghana and 
Uganda are twice as likely to be appointed and evaluated according to professional 
criteria, when compared to India and Venezuela. This suggests that de facto 
measures, which are sensitive to any institutional and policy change, both formal and 
informal, may be preferred to rule-based or de jure measures of governance. 
 
An additional limitation, which perhaps applies to all subjective indicators, is that they 
cannot indicate which specific policy intervention is actually responsible for observed 
changes in governance quality. Perception-based measures are particularly prone to 
this problem. To illustrate it, let us consider the International Country Risk Guide 
(ICRG 2012) and Fraser Institute (Gwartney and Lawson 2007) measures used to 
assess the degree of legal and administrative quality. Each of their subcomponents 
is, in principle, different (and could be correlated with different intensity and direction 
to development outcomes). There is no compelling reason to believe that, for 
instance, a policy intervention aimed at improving the rule of law affects other 
aspects of the institutional environment, such as the recruitment of bureaucrats. This 
may or may not happen, depending on the actual policy and the degree to which this 
is implemented. Yet, the correlations amongst each of these subcomponents show 
that all sub-indices are highly and positively correlated among themselves (Table 1).  
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Table 1: Correlations amongst diverse governance indices 
Panel a: correlation among Fraser Institute measures 

 Judicial 
independence  

Impartial 
courts 

Property rights Military in 
politics 

Rule of law 

Judicial independence 1.00     
Impartial courts 0.92*   1.00    
Property rights 0.85*   0.84*   1.00   
Military in politics 0.67*   0.69*   0.63* 1.00  
Rule of law 0.71*   0.64*   0.71* 0.64* 1.00 
Panel b: correlation among the ICRG measures 

 Bureaucratic 
quality 

Rule of law  Corruption in 
government 

Expropriation 
risk  

Government 
repudiation of 
contracts 

Bureaucratic quality 1.00     
Rule of law 0.77* 1.00    
Corruption in government 0.79* 0.74*   1.00   
Expropriation risk 0.69* 0.80*   0.62* 1.00  
Government repudiation of 
contracts 

0.75* 0.79*   0.65* 0.90*   1.00 

Notes: * stand for significant at 5% confidence level or higher. Fraser Institute indicators are available only for 
releases after 2000. ICRG indicators refer to the years until 1997, after which Government repudiation of 
contracts and Expropriation risk have been discontinued.  
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This suggests that policy intervention in one area might be perceived as improving 
the general governance environment, in which case we infer that perception-based 
indices might have limited power in distinguishing different attributes of governance. 
However, the correlations in Table 1 alternatively could suggest that there are 
significant complementarities amongst dimensions of governance (as argued in 
Besley and Persson 2011), in which case subjective measures would correctly record 
a simultaneous change in all the components.  
 
Despite these potential limitations, there is scope for using subjective assessments: 
having a wider range of measures increases the number of dimensions that policy 
makers can monitor. But one must carefully choose the appropriate measure or 
combination of measures, if the issue of governance under scrutiny demands. To this 
aim, Table 2 summarises types and properties of governance measures. While the 
governance literature provides a number of potentially useful variables to monitor 
governance quality, the existing measures are subject to the above caveats. Even 
when they purportedly capture similar aspects, governance measures should not be 
necessarily considered interchangeable. As the concept of governance quality 
remains ambiguous, similar measures may express distinct aspects of governance, 
as recently demonstrated in Cheibub, Gandhi and Vreeland (2010) regarding political 
regime measures.  
 
Table 2: Classification and properties of governance measures 
Type of measure Objective Subjective 
based on: Proxies from hard data De jure rules De facto rules 
Advantages     

 

Not affected by observer’s 
bias. 

(i) Not affected by observer’s 
bias;  
(ii) Isolates specific 
governance dimensions.  

Captures formal and 
informal rules.  

Limitations     

 

(i) At best express outcomes 
of governance; 
(ii) Do not address specific 
governance aspects. 

May not capture the 
functioning of informal 
mechanisms.  

(i) Affected by 
observer’s bias; 
(ii) Unable to isolate 
specific governance 
dimensions.   

 
Having provided an overview of the methodological issues, we finish the section with 
some remarks on the construction of a composite index, which would aggregate the 
dimensions of interest. A synthetic index, while not always desirable for academic 
research, would be quite useful to policy makers. But this begs the question of how 
many dimensions should be part of a composite index. Even if one could reach a 
consensus on which governance dimensions should be included, we would still be 
left with the task of elaborating an appropriate formula to combine the would-be 
components. For example, should it be additive or multiplicative? This can only be 
decided on the basis of further theoretical foundations on what constitutes 
governance for development. Meanwhile, policymakers wishing to draw on existing  
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data may be best served by using disaggregated measures – or “dash-boards”.3 
From this, it follows that a useful property of any aggregate governance index is to 
make its components available. On the other hand, if one believes that there could 
be complementarities among different elements of governance, further discussion on 
a composite measure combining different aspects would have greater scope. 

3. Governance indicators for the Post-2015 Development Agenda 

What are the available measures that could be potentially used for the Post-2015 
Development Agenda? Measuring governance quality has gradually become an 
industry that sees NGOs, research organisations and commercial providers operating 
in this field. Reviews and guides on governance measurement (e.g., Cingolani 2013; 
Teorell et al. 2013; Foresti et al. 2014) provide a broader overview of the available 
databases and measures. This section describes the most representative indicators 
that are also close to two of the areas of governance identified in Section 2. To see 
how governance quality has evolved, we also illustrate the trends over time of a set 
of indicators. 
 
Table 3 gives a snapshot comparison of selected governance indicators. Based on 
the definition of each index, we have classified them into the three areas of 
governance quality discussed above. Three facts stand out: (i) the current practice of 
measuring governance quality seems to privilege methodologies based on a 
subjective approach; (ii) policymakers interested in the areas of legal capacity and 
bureaucratic and administrative quality can choose from a variety of indicators (but 
this is not the case for the accountability dimension); (iii) efforts to provide 
comparable governance measures often face the constraint of limited country 
coverage. 

3 Pilots use several forms of data when landing an aeroplane – a single, weighted index of 
height, speed, wind, fuel etc. would be useless for them. Is governing a country effectively 
less complicated than landing a plane? 
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Table 3: Governance quality, comparing selected indicators 
 
Index and source Methodology Coverage Data  
Bureaucratic and administrative quality 
Bureaucratic quality, ICRG 
(2012)  

Subjective. Experts’ assessments which indicate autonomy  
from political pressure and strength and expertise to govern 
without drastic changes in policy or interruptions in government 
services and also the existence of an established mechanism for 
recruiting and training. 

145 
countries 

Panel, 1984-
2011 

Quality of government, 
(Teorell et al. 2013) 

Subjective. It is the mean value of the ICRG variables 
“Corruption”, “Law and order” and “Bureaucracy quality”,  
scaled 0-1. Higher values indicate higher quality of government. 

145 
countries 

Panel, 1984-
2010 

Government effectiveness, 
WGIs (World Bank 2011) 

Subjective. Expert assessments and surveys. It captures 
perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of the 
civil service and the degree of its independence from political 
pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation, 
and the credibility of the government's commitment to such 
policies. Aggregating components from various sources. 
Continuous, original scale: -2.5 to 2.5. 

202 
countries 

Panel, 1996-
2011 

Impartiality and 
professionalism of public 
administration - Teorell et 
al. (2008) 

Subjective. Quality of Government Institute survey on the  
quality and behaviour of the public administration  

58 
countries 

Cross-section, 
2008-2009 

Bureaucratic 
compensation, career 
opportunities and 
meritocratic recruitment - 
Evans and Rauch (1999, 
2000) 

Subjective. Experts’ survey (academics and non) answering 
questionnaires on “Career Opportunities”, “Bureaucratic 
compensation and “Meritocratic recruitment”. The three 
measures are equal-weight indices of a subset of questions 
eliciting evaluations on recent history (roughly 1970-1990 
period), ranging all from 0 to 1. 

35 less 
developed 
economies 

Cross-section, 
1970-1990 

Regulatory quality, WGI 
(World Bank 2011) 

Subjective. Expert assessments and surveys. Aggregating 
components from various sources. It captures perceptions of  
the ability of the government to formulate and implement sound 
policies and regulations that permit and promote private sector 

202 
countries 

Panel, 1996-
2012 
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development. Continuous, original scale: -2.5 to 2.5. 
Quality of public 
administration - Country 
policy and institutional 
assessments (World Bank 
2002) 

Subjective. Expert assessment of the extent to which civilian 
central government staff (including teachers, health workers, and 
police) are structured to design and implement government 
policy and deliver services effectively. 

77 less 
developed 
economies  

Panel, 2005-
2011 

Quality of budgetary and 
financial management - 
Country policy and 
institutional assessments 
(World Bank 2002) 

Subjective. Experts assessment of the extent to which there is: 
(a) a comprehensive and credible budget, linked to policy 
priorities; (b) effective financial management systems to ensure 
that the budget is implemented as intended in a controlled and 
predictable way; and (c) timely and accurate accounting and 
fiscal reporting. The index ranges between 1 (lowest) and 6 
(highest). 

77 less 
developed 
economies  

Panel, 2005-
2011 

Implementation and 
enforcement index 
(Berkman et al. 2008) 

Subjective measure of countries’ ability to implement and 
enforce regulations and policies, as well as collecting taxes.  
It is the average of experts’ evaluations and survey responses 
measures from the BTI, the Global Competitiveness Report and 
the Columbia University State Capacity Survey.  

152 
countries 

Cross-section, 
1990-2006 
average 

Efficiency of revenue 
mobilisation - Country 
policy and institutional 
assessments (World Bank 
2002) 

Subjective. Expert assessments of the overall pattern of  
revenue mobilisation, not only the tax structure, as it exists on 
paper, but revenue from all sources as they are actually 
collected. The index ranges between 1 (lowest) and 6 (highest). 

77 less 
developed 
economies  

Panel, 2005-
2009 

Legal capacity 
Steering capability, BTI, 
Bertelsmann Foundation 
(2011) 

Subjective. Expert assessment evaluating to what extent the 
political leadership sets and maintains strategic priorities; how 
effective the government is in implementing reform policy; how 
flexible and innovative the political leadership is; and if the 
political leadership learns from past errors. 

119 less 
developed 
economies 

Cross-section, 
2006 

Quality of legal system  
and property rights, Fraser 
Institute 

Subjective assessment combining survey and exerts’ opinions, 
ranging between 1 and 10; a higher score corresponds to a 
stronger protection of private property rights.  

139 
countries 

Panel, 1970-
2008 
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Rule of law, WGI (World 
Bank 2011)  

Subjective. Expert assessments and surveys. Aggregating 
components from various sources. Continuous, original scale: 
 -2.5 to 2.5. It captures perceptions of the extent to which  
agents have confidence in and abide by the rules of society,  
and in particular the quality of contract enforcement, property 
rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the likelihood of 
crime and violence. 

202 
countries 

Panel, 1996-
2010 

Rule of law, ICRG (2012) Subjective. It reflects the degree to which the citizens of a 
country are willing to accept the established institutions to make 
and implement laws and adjudicate disputes, its scores evaluate 
soundness of political institutions, the strength of the court 
system, and the provisions for an orderly succession of power, 
as opposed to a tradition depending on physical force or illegal 
means to settle claims. 

145 
countries 

Panel, 1984-
2011 

Source: Authors’ compilation. 
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Given its most extensive geographical coverage stretching over 200 countries, 
influential articles on governance and development (e.g. Rodrik et al. 2004) have 
utilised data from WGIs (World Bank 2011). Three out of six WGI indicators may be 
seen as proxies for legal and administrative capacity of the state: rule of law, 
regulatory quality and government effectiveness.4These are all subjective measures, 
which combine both types of subjective information from experts and public opinion 
surveys, trying to increase country coverage and reduce measurement error by 
aggregating the ratings from over 30 organisations.  
 
Bearing in mind that the inference of time trends may reflect, as Arndt and Oman 
(2006) and Kauffman et al. (2009) warn, changes in the number of underlying data 
sources used, Table 4 shows that governance quality in the new millennium has 
been stable in both rich and developing countries. Hence, the gap amongst the 
groups is stable. A second stylised fact is that, along all four dimensions, the 
developed economies are a more homogenous group than developing economies, 
which show greater variability in governance quality over the period.  

4 A fourth one is a proxy for the level of accountability of state institutions, Voice and  
accountability, but in practice is constructed by bringing together democracy, human rights 
and media freedom measures. 
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Table 4: Governance quality the world around: World Governance Indicators, 2000-2010 
Panel (a): Voice and accountability  
Year 2000 2005 2010 
Whole sample Mean  4.90 4.95 4.96 
 CV 0.41 0.41 0.41 
 N 194 200 201 
Advanced economies Mean  7.45 7.58 7.39 
 CV 0.11 0.11 0.11 
 N 30 30 30 
Developing 
economies 

Mean  4.25 4.23 4.26 

 CV 0.39 0.38 0.39 
 N 132 138 140 
Transition economies Mean  4.35 4.33 4.28 
 CV 0.43 0.48 0.51 
 N 32 32 31 
Panel (b): Government effectiveness  
Year 2000 2005 2010 
Whole sample Mean  4.99 5.02 5.03 
 CV 0.41 0.40 0.40 
 N 193 200 200 
Advanced economies Mean  8.26 8.22 8.08 
 CV 0.12 0.11 0.11 
 N 30 30 30 
Developing 
economies 

Mean  4.16 4.10 4.11 

 CV 0.33 0.34 0.35 
 N 131 138 139 
Transition economies Mean  4.31 4.55 4.65 
 CV 0.32 0.34 0.34 
 N 32 32 31 
Panel (c): Regulatory quality 
Whole sample Mean  4.95 5.00 5.04 
 CV 0.41 0.40 0.40 
 N 193 199 200 
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Advanced economies Mean  7.79 7.81 7.86 
 CV 0.10 0.08 0.09 
 N 30 30 30 
Developing 
economies 

Mean  4.24 4.14 4.09 

 CV 0.37 0.36 0.35 
 N 131 137 139 
Transition economies Mean  4.28 4.63 4.93 
 CV 0.42 0.42 0.40 
 N 32 32 31 
Panel (d): Rule of law 
Whole sample Mean  4.90 4.94 4.99 
 CV 0.41 0.40 0.40 
 N 193 200 201 
Advanced economies Mean  7.93 7.95 8 
 CV 0.10 0.11 0.10 
 N 30 30 30 
Developing 
economies 

Mean  4.15 4.13 4.07 

 CV 0.36 0.37 0.35 
 N 131 138 140 
Transition economies Mean  4.10 4.20 4.43 
 CV 0.34 0.32 0.36 
 N 32 32 31 
Notes: data is from World Bank (2011) and the variables are rescaled to lie between 0 and 1. Higher values 
indicate greater governance quality. The statistics reported are the simple average (Mean), the coefficient of 
variation (CV) and the sample size (N). The trends are very similar also when the same statistics are calculated 
keeping the sample size equal to the one in the initial year and constant over time. Countries’ classification 
follows the IMF system: based on per capita income level, export diversification and degree of integration into 
the global financial system (http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2011/01/weodata/groups.htm, accessed 25 
August 2011).  
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We also examine two further databases that, measuring legal and administrative 
quality, allow us to observe governance over the longest period: the Quality of 
Government (QoG) index assembled by Teorell et al. (2013) and the Quality of Legal 
Structure and Security of Property Rights index (QoLSSPR) (Gwartney and Lawson 
2007). In both cases, the ratings come from subjective assessments of foreign 
investors and business experts.  
 
The QoG is calculated as the average of rule of law, corruption in government, and 
bureaucratic quality indices from various editions of the International Country Risk 
Guide (ICRG 2012). It spans from 1984 to 2010 and is rescaled to lie between 0 and 
10. This index seems to capture some of the dimensions of governance quality that 
are implicit in the Governance Goal in the HLP Report, particularly in its rule of law 
and anti-corruption dimensions. However, the fact that it is expressing the views of 
the business community does raise concerns over its representativeness and 
legitimacy.   
 
The QoLSSPR is, instead, a proxy for legal capacity. A component of the Fraser 
Institute Index of Economic Freedom, such variable is continuous and ranges 
between 0 and 10, with a higher score corresponding to higher quality (see, for 
details, Gwartney and Lawson 2007). It has been recorded every five years from 
1970 until 2000 (and every year from 2001 on). Unfortunately, it samples fewer 
countries than the ICRG database and it has been assembled over the years from 
different sources. Like the QoG, the QoLSSPR is also constructed from commercial 
ratings produced by the business community (including the ICRG, the Business 
Environment Risk Intelligence and the Global Competitiveness Report), raising the 
same concerns over its representativeness and legitimacy.  
 
Table 5 shows the trends in advanced, developing and transition economies over 
2000-2010. As in the WGIs case, the first stylised fact is that the gap in governance 
quality between advanced economies and the rest remains wide and stable. And also 
in this case, both measures show that advanced economies remain a more 
homogenous group than developing and transition economies. 
 
Governance quality appears to be a slow-changing phenomenon and it should also 
be analysed over a longer period. Figure 1 below provides further details of the QoG 
and QoLSSPR by disaggregating the developing countries group by region. The end 
of the Cold War was accompanied by sharp improvements in governance quality, 
suggesting that it has been a positive shock.5 QoG shows a spike for all groups of 
countries in the mid-1990s, where all regions of the developing world seem to move   

5 The apparent improvement in governance quality measures in this period needs further 
investigation and is the subject of a separate paper – see Savoia and Sen (2013). At least in 
part, this could be because western countries stopped allocating foreign aid to ‘bad’ regimes 
(for example, Banda in Malawi and Mobutu in the Congo were aid recipients during the Cold 
War to ensure they did not support the Soviet Union, even though donors knew that they were 
badly governing their respective states). 
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Table 5: Governance quality the world around: 2000-2010 
Panel (a): Quality of legal structure and security of property rights index 
Year 2000 2005 2010 
Whole sample Mean  5.83 5.85 5.60 
 CV 0.33 0.30 0.29 
 N 123 139 142 
Advanced economies Mean  8.34 8.17 7.64 
 CV 0.14 0.11 0.12 
 N 30 30 30 
Developing 
economies 

Mean  4.87 5.05 4.84 

 CV 0.27 0.28 0.27 
 N 78 86 87 
Transition economies Mean  5.82 5.73 5.69 
 CV 0.14 0.17 0.12 
 N 15 23 25 
Panel (b): Quality of government index 
Whole sample Mean  5.65 5.28 5.37 
 CV 0.36 0.39 0.38 
 N 140 140 139 
Advanced economies Mean  8.55 8.42 8.44 
 CV 0.14 0.14 0.13 
 N 30 30 30 
Developing 
economies 

Mean  4.67 4.24 4.37 

 CV 0.29 0.30 0.28 
 N 87 87 87 
Transition economies Mean  5.45 5.05 5.06 
 CV 0.29 0.22 0.23 
 N 23 23 22 
Notes: data is from Qwartney and Lawson (2007) and Teorell et al (2008). Higher values indicate 
greater governance quality. The statistics reported are the simple average (Mean), the coefficient of 
variation (CV) and the sample size (N). The trends are very similar also when the same statistics are 
calculated keeping the sample size equal to the one in the initial year and constant over time. 
Countries’ classification follows the IMF system: based on per capita income level, export 
diversification and degree of integration into the global financial system 
(http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2011/01/weodata/groups.htm, accessed 25 August  2011).  
 
closer to the advanced economies. But the subsequent worsening slows this 
process, although some convergence seems to have occurred. The QoLSSPR 
presents a similar evolution across regions. The group of countries that has improved 
governance quality most compared to its initial level is the MENA region (followed by 
Latin America), in terms of the QoLSSPR, and Asia (followed by Latin America), in 
terms of the QoG. Note also that in both cases the transition economies have 
experienced a significant decrease in governance quality after the end of the Cold 
War. 
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Figure 1: Governance quality time paths by level of development 
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Apart from providing some stylised facts, the evidence in this section illustrates the 
difficulties faced by policymakers wishing to monitor governance for the Post-2015 
Development Agenda. Figure 1 reveals that changes in the quality of governance 
and legal structure and property rights are relatively slow. Changes in governance 
quality originate from institutional changes. These are long-run phenomena that are 
best monitored with relatively low frequency data. Attempts to measure such 
variables on an annual basis may be as likely to change because of measurement 
error as much as substantive change. This suggests that monitoring of such 
indicators might be best framed as every five years (and not annually) or as a three-
year rolling average. 
 
Finally, if 2005 is selected as the ‘start’ of the monitoring period for achieving post-
2015 goals (as was the case with the MDGs with a 1990 ‘start’ for goals set in 2000), 
then the only available database that can provide measures for all the UN’s 193 
member countries, and for three governance dimensions identified here, is the WGIs. 
However, amongst the limitations of such database, one would still have to address 
concerns of comparability over time (see Arndt and Oman 2006), as the secondary 
datasets they draw from have changed over time. Data from commercial 
organisations is only available on approximately 140 of the UN’s 193 member 
countries. Moreover, the possibility of reconstructing the data for missing countries is 
quite limited, if not impossible, for measures adopting a subjective approach.  
 

4. Monitoring governance: which way? Options and choices 

This section first reflects on the challenges facing measuring and monitoring 
governance: finding a “politically acceptable” dimension(s) of governance, which is 
consistent across countries and over time. The second task of this section is to set 
the scene for the long term, i.e., developing the capabilities for cooperative and 
routinised production of governance measure in UN member countries.  
 

4.1 Thinking short term 

The Post-2015 Development Agenda, following the results-based management 
principles that underlay the MDGs, seeks to have ‘SMART’ goals and targets – 
specific, measurable, attainable (but stretching), relevant and time-bound (Hulme 
2010). For the contemporary timetable (i.e., 2015), monitoring governance must 
therefore rely on one or more existing measures and databases. Apart from the 
methodological and data quality problems discussed earlier, this approach presents a 
number of further challenges. 
 
Firstly, most governance databases do not include a significant number of developing 
countries. Apart from the WGIs, a significant number of available governance 
measures, especially those produced by political risk consultancies for a clientele of 
foreign investors (e.g., the ICRG), are not comprehensive. Apart from coverage  
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problems, using commercial organisations’ data may also raise issues of legitimacy, 
as they reflect solely the views of the business community. 
 
Second, as Kauffmann and Kraay (2008) have stressed, governance measures can 
be subject to measurement error, as the “true” concept of governance one would like 
to measure is difficult to define. Therefore assessing specific governance aspects in 
different countries could face problems of comparability across countries and over 
time. Even the most trusted measures are not immune to this. However, future 
empirical analysis could explicitly examine this problem, so shedding further light on 
the degree to which measurement error and conceptualisation may shape changes in 
a measure. 
 
Third, one should reflect on which governance dimensions and measures should be 
included. There are two ways to approach this issue. One could argue that good 
governance has an intrinsic value in itself, similar to Goal 2 in the post-2015 goals 
proposed by the HLP, which is on the empowerment of girls and women. Such an 
approach takes the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as the basis for good 
governance, which as the HLP Report notes, ‘sets out the fundamental freedoms and 
human rights that form the foundations of human development’ (United Nations 2013, 
30). Or one could argue that good governance has instrumental value, and that 
improvement in governance quality has tangible effects on both material and non-
material dimensions of economic development. For the former, measures of 
governance that capture the nature of state-society relations, or of the degree of 
state legitimacy and accountability, would take precedence in the development of 
indicators for the post-2015 goals. For the latter, a good starting point is to base such 
a choice on the empirical literature using governance measures to estimate their 
effects on development outcomes. Findings from econometric analyses at cross-
country level in this area are mainly aimed at explaining economic growth and 
national income levels, focusing on the contracting and legal environment, and 
suggest that protection of private property rights is positively and robustly associated 
with national income levels. However, even if most would agree that property rights 
institutions are crucial to get incentives right, protecting private property rights 
represents a political challenge. This literature is not clear on whose property rights 
one should protect (e.g., peasants or landlords, capitalists or workers, foreign or 
domestic investors, etc.).6 Moreover, other important development outcomes, such 
as inequality, health, education and poverty, have received scant attention so far 
within this line of research.  
 
Recent research tends to highlight the instrumental value of governance. This 
literature, which builds on the well-established literature on developmental states 
(e.g., Evans 1995; Evans and Rauch 1999; and the collection of articles in Lange and 
Rueschemeyer 2005), increasingly recognises the importance of state capacity as a 
fundamental ingredient for economic development. Approaching governance from  

6 See Chang (2011) and Lawson-Remer (2012). 
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this angle would suggest that the focus in the post-2015 goals should be on 
indicators that capture the administrative and legal capabilities of states. However, 
this still poses a significant measurement challenge, as there is no universally 
accepted measure of state administrative and legal capabilities. Existing measures 
such as the WGIs, the ICRG measure of bureaucratic quality or the Evans-Rauch 
measure (which captures the Weberian properties of the bureaucracy) have both 
strengths and weaknesses. The WGIs are non-comparable over time, as recalled in 
the previous section (as well as not being very clear about whose opinions they 
represent). The ICRG and the Evans-Rauch measures are perception based and 
depend on the opinions of a limited set of experts. As Fukuyama (2013) has argued, 
the Evans-Rauch measure is the closest to what we understand by state capacity – 
“the government's ability to make and enforce rules, and to deliver services” 
(Fukuyama 2013, 387). Under this definition, governance is about “the performance 
of agents in carrying out the wishes of principals, and not about the goals that 
principals set” (ibid.). While the Evans-Rauch measure may be the most desirable 
from a theoretical standpoint (if we agree with Fukuyama’s definition), it is 
handicapped by the lack of time-series data, and the very limited coverage of 
countries (30 countries). One important issue here for further discussion is that if 
indeed we were to base a measure of governance on the Evans-Rauch approach, 
how would we go about conducting the expert surveys which form the basis of the 
measure, and how can we make sure that most, if not all, developing countries are 
covered by this measure?  
 

4.2 Thinking long term: towards 2030  

The idea of setting governance goals for the Post-2015 Development Agenda, and 
subsequently monitoring them, has important implications for the long-term 
development of comparative governance measures that are recognised as 
authoritative by all (or at least the vast majority) of UN member states. Including 
governance goals in the Post-2015 Development Agenda has potential advantages 
for the evolution and institutionalisation of governance statistics; but, it also has 
dangers. 
 
On the positive side, the inclusion of governance goals (or targets or indicators) 
would increase the pressure on governments, bureaucracies, 
professionals/researchers and civil society to collect relevant data and improve the 
quality of such data. Arguably, the greater availability of such data would lead to a 
greater focus on improving governance. 
 
On the negative side, the rapid selection of a measure(s) to meet the 2015 deadline 
might: 
 
- Lead to the selection of a sub-optimal measure from ‘what is available’. This 

would mean that the interpretation of changes in governance in the future would  
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- be challenged both technically (the measure is flawed) and politically (the 
measure is ideologically biased against some countries). 

 

- Damage the long-term evolution of a professional cadre of ‘governance 
statisticians’; of widely accepted standards and measures for governance; and, 
the institutionalisation of governance measures as a routine part of national and 
international data collection and analysis. 

 
 
In an ideal world, those engaged in setting the Post-2015 Development Agenda 
would carefully assess the trade-offs of focusing on the short-term task of identifying 
measures for 2015 against the long-term task of institutionalising top quality 
governance statistics across the world. In the world we live in, leaders in this field 
may need to focus on developing ‘the best measures we can for 2015’, while setting 
in motion processes that will promote the institutionalisation of governance statistics 
longer term. One ‘governance target’ would be that by 2020 all UN member states 
could produce a basic set of governance statistics that meet an international 
standard. One of the great successes of the UN system – but a ‘quiet success’ – has 
been its contribution to the evolution of globally accepted statistical measures, quality 
standards, statistical professionals and national statistical capacities (Ward 2004). 

5. Approaches to setting governance goals 

Finally, mention must be made of the different ways in which governance 
goals/targets/indicators could be set and the relative strengths and weaknesses of 
these approaches. The MDGs used a number of different types of target:7  
 

(i) Percentage reductions/improvements in outcomes – Most common were 
percentage reductions in bad outcomes (e.g., halving income poverty, 
reducing child mortality by two-thirds) partially based on stretching (i.e., 
accelerating) the pre-existing rate of improvement in such indicators. For 
governance measures, for which there is such limited data on historical 
rates of change, this approach has limited relevance. 

 
(ii) Universal outcome achievement – Also common was the universal 

achievement of some targets by 2015 (e.g., universal primary education, 
elimination of gender disparities in education, full employment, universal 
access to reproductive health). For governance measures, 
conceptualising universal achievements is highly problematic: what would 

7 In addition to setting targets, the MDGs also informally utilised a comparative performance 
approach to target achievement. By listing countries that were ‘on’ and ‘off’ track for target 
achievement, a ‘league table’ element was brought into play.  
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‘universal accountability’ or ‘total transparency’ or ‘full property rights’ 
actually mean? 

 
(iii) Absolute outcome achievement – Less common, and rather strange 

because of its arbitrariness, was the setting of absolute global targets 
(e.g., significantly improving the lives of 100 million slum dwellers). Given 
the existing dissatisfaction with these MDG measures, there seems to be 
little point in pursuing such an approach, as the justification of such 
targets would have no (or very limited) technical basis.  

 
(iv) Process-based targets – There were also a number of ‘process-based’ 

targets for issues that were hard to quantify and/or were politically 
controversial. These did not set outcome targets, but called for improved 
national and/or global processes (e.g., the integration of sustainable 
development principles into national policies, the development of a fairer 
global trading and financial system, action to address the needs of the 
least developed countries). Such an approach might be possible for some 
governance targets but, learning from the MDG experience, actual targets 
and completion dates would need to be specified if they are to encourage 
countries (or the international community) to accelerate progress in 
improving important processes. 

 
For governance targets, one could also identify at least two other approaches to 
setting targets. 
 
(v) Minimum standard with continuous improvement – that a universal 

minimum standard be achieved by a set date, but that all countries should 
be continuously improving on their achievement (so that all countries 
achieve the minimum target, but no country can ‘relax’ simply because 
that minimum standard has been achieved). As an example, by 2030 all 
countries achieve a target of 80 percent of social transfer recipients 
reporting ‘no corruption’ when accessing transfers and, for all countries 
that have achieved this target, continued reductions in reports of 
corruption on an annual basis. 

 
(vi) National target-setting – that all countries agree to a goal, but that some 

form of inclusive, national decision-making process sets the actual target 
(so that targets are not ‘imposed from above’). For example, a UN target 
that all countries are to reduce recipient reported levels of social transfer 
corruption on an annual basis, but the specific rate of reduction (5 percent 
or 10 percent per annum) is to be determined independently by each 
national legislature, based on a national debate on what is desirable and 
feasible in that specific context. 

 
Careful consideration will need to be given to the issue of what approaches to goals 
and target setting are best for governance. Given that many governance goals and  
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targets are about improving processes, approaches (iv), (v) and (vi) are the logical 
preference. In particular, combinations of approaches (v) and (vi) are particularly 
attractive, as they could permit the setting of global minimum targets at the UN 
integrated with democratically set national targets. National targets would set either 
‘faster’ achievement of the UN global targets or set the rate at which higher levels of 
target achievement are to be attained. However, given the MDG Goal 8 experience, 
such approaches would have to avoid weak specification that permits them to be 
side-lined by member states.    
 

6. Conclusions 

This paper has offered an overview of the strengths and limitations in current 
empirical research on governance quality and their implications for measuring, 
setting and monitoring governance goals and targets in the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda. Of particular significance are ongoing debates about whether good 
governance is good for development and/or, whether good enough governance is the 
best to which nations can aspire.  
 
It will be important for those engaged in improving governance to think both short 
term and long term about setting, measuring and monitoring governance 
goals/targets. We have argued that, in the short term, existing measures on 
governance quality used in cross-national research can be exploited by policy-
makers shaping the Post-2015 Development Agenda to capture aspects of legal, 
bureaucratic and administrative capacity. We have utilised them to provide stylised 
facts on its evolution. However, such an approach is subject to a number of 
challenges, e.g., country coverage, data comparability and the ideological base of the 
concepts of governance measured. As a consequence, setting and monitoring 
governance goals should be seen as planning for the long run. Longer term, policy-
makers need to think about how the selection of goals/targets for the Post-2015 
Agenda can go beyond rapidly creating Goal 10 of the HLP’s Illustrative Goals and 
foster the institutionalisation (measures, methods, standards, training, professional 
accreditation) of high quality governance statistics at national and international levels. 
The Post-2015 Development Agenda is only one early step along the path to 
establishing measures of governance as a routine statistical artefact, as has 
happened with the economic and social statistics that we take for granted today. 
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