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Introduction

I Voting (and many other political phenomena) are inherently
collective phenomena: your action only matters in the context of the
actions of many others.

I Attending a protest only has an impact if others attend; starting a
revolution only generates change if others participate.

I At the same time, collective action entails its own unique challenges.
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Today’s objectives

I This unit has two objectives: one is to understand (briefly) the
challenges of collective action, and to examine how collective action
is effective in monitoring the performance of public officials.

I We are moving on from voting; as important as voting behavior is,
elections are episodic, and much of the important work of
governance unfolds between elections.
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Core challenge of collective action

I Everyone chooses whether or not to contribute to the collective
action; but, if it is realized, everyone benefits (not just those who
contributed).

I In other words, collective action is generating a public good.

I First, consider the case where unanimous contribution is required to
achieve the goal.

I There are two Nash equilibria in this case: no one contributes, or
everyone contributes.

I Researchers argue that the everyone-participate equilibria is more
plausible here (though opinions may differ here.)
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Core challenge of collective action, Part II

I Now, consider the case where out of n individuals, only k need to
participate to attain the collective goal.

I E.g., if n is legislators, everyone wants to approve a bill, and a 50%
quorum is required to show up to do so, then k is .5n.

I In this case, for a given individual, it is not optimal to contribute to
the collective effort if fewer than k-1 people are participating, or if
more than k-1 are participating; in the former case, she can’t change
the outcome, and in the latter case, she doesn’t need to exert any
effort to get the outcome she wants.

I But in advance, she doesn’t know how many people will participate.
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Knife-edge equilibrium

I In this case, the Nash equilibria are found where zero people
contribute, or where k people contribute.

I For the collective goal to be accomplished, there is a “knife-edge”
condition: exactly k individuals will need to believe that they, and
only they, are likely to contribute.

I Analysts argue that strategic and psychological pressures to
encourage contribution rise as k gets large relative to n.

I The probability of contribution also increases as the difference
between benefits of contribution and costs rises.
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Introduction

I This conceptual framework is not very specific, but at least it should
highlight the fact that generating effective collection action is not
easy.

I These challenges intersect neatly with the challenges inherent in
monitoring a government bureaucracy and maintaining the quality of
public services in a low-income setting.
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Why community monitoring?

I The more traditional strategy would be monitoring by other, higher
levels of bureaucracy.

I These levels may have weak information, and/or weak incentives.

I The communities served by this bureaucracy may have the best
information about its true performance, and may also be highly
motivated to monitor that performance.
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To monitor or not to monitor

I Thus intuition suggests local monitoring of public services may be
highly effective.

I At the same time, our analysis of collective action suggests an
obvious potential challenge - every household will be tempted to
free-ride and benefit from improved public services as a result of
monitoring effort expended by others.

I This is not the only problem: households may fear retaliation, they
may feel they don’t have the social standing to challenge
government employees, they may simply be more focused on
short-term goals, etc.
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In this lecture

I In this lecture, we will analyze three papers that present empirical
evidence about the effectiveness of local collective monitoring in
three different sectors in three different contexts.

I Each context yields sharply different results.

I All three papers are RCTs.

I If we are analyzing community monitoring, what is the plausible unit
of randomization?
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Banerjee et al., Pitfalls of Participatory Programs

I The paper begins with the simple fact that the quality of publicly
provided education in many developing countries is extremely poor:
teachers in primary schools in India have absence rates of 25%, and
in Uttar Pradesh (state of interest), only 43.5% of 5th-grade
children can read a simple story.

I While small programs of incentives for civil servants can have major
impacts on outcomes, the central government bureaucracy often
cannot or will not deliver those incentives.

I This paper evaluates whether community monitoring can effectively
motivate teachers and improve educational outcomes.
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Initial levels of educational attainment: low!
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Intervention

I Village Educational Committees, including parents, the head
teacher, and the head of the village government, are the primary
body empowered to monitor teachers and intermediate between the
village and district authorities.

I However, ex ante in these communities there was little knowledge of
the VEC’s existence or purpose, and the state of education remained
extremely weak.

I The intervention, implemented by a NGO, was primarily targeted at
re-invigorating the VEC, and had three arms.
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Study arms

I In the first study arm, Pratham teams facilitated village meetings
about the role and activities of the VEC, and distributed pamphlets.

I In the second study arm, they provided this intervention and also
trained community members to administer a reading test and
generate a report card on the status of learning in their village.

I In the third study arm, they provided the first two interventions and
also recruited volunteers to hold “reading camps” in the village.

I In brief: none of the interventions had any impact on involvement in
public schools or school performance, despite the fact that there was
substantial participation.
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Multiple hypothesis testing

I In this paper, as in many others we will examine, there is a huge
universe of potential variables that the intervention might impact.

I This is particularly true in RCTs, since researchers typically design a
survey to collect information about all possible dimensions of impact.

I One strategy is to simply test the impact of the intervention on all
of the variables in a series of linear regressions.

I What is the potential pitfall here? Out of 100 variables, how many
will appear to be statistically significant by chance?
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Cherry-picking

I This generates a problem that has become known as cherry-picking:
researchers report only a handful of significant results (and none of
the insignificant ones).

I Why? Because it is very hard to publish a null result!

I In order to combat this problem, researchers implementing RCTs are
increasingly held to a higher standard.

I RCTs are now registered in advance, specifying the outcomes of
interest; some researchers register more specific pre-analysis plans,
noting exactly what regressions they will run.

I If you’ve registered a trial of an intervention and the outcomes of
interest are utilization of antenatal care and birthweight, you have to
report both outcomes; you can’t report a significant effect on
utilization, and hide the fact that there is no impact on birthweight.
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Families of outcomes

I Another approach is to group similar variables together.

I If you are interested in measuring knowledge (e.g., knowledge of the
operation of a VEC), you might ask each respondent 10 questions
(or more). Some might show a significant result, some insignificant.

I The profusion of point estimates is challenging to interpret.

I You can report outcomes grouped by “families”, and the
standardized effect over all outcomes in the family.

I I.e., on average, did knowledge increase?
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VEC knowledge
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Parental knowledge and involvement
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Parental knowledge and involvement, cont.
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Enrollment and attendance
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Enrollment and attendance, cont.
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Educational attainment
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Summing up

I There is weak evidence that parents know more about the VECs, but
no evidence they are more involved in the school.

I There is no improvement in academic outcomes as a result of
monitoring, but a substantial improvement for children with
extremely low levels of literacy in the reading camps.

I The authors note that the fact that village-level volunteers can
effectively teach children to read after only four days of training
suggests that the key problem in the public schooling system may be
motivation, rather than lack of skills or knowledge.
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Summing up - key puzzle

I It is particularly puzzling that there are high levels of participation
by parents in the reading camps, and the camps are effective,
suggesting that parents are willing to exert effort to improve
academic performance and know that teaching can work - yet they
still don’t effectively monitor professional teachers.

I Why would this be the case? Why are parents willing and able to
volunteer to teach their children, yet they are not willing or able to
monitor what goes on in schools?
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Bjorkman and Svensson, Power to the People

I Large numbers of child deaths in developing countries are
attributable to the absence of basic health care services.

I One often cited reason for the poor quality of these services is
ineffective systems of local monitoring and accountability.

I This paper examines a randomized controlled trial in
community-based monitoring for primary health care in rural
Uganda, including fifty rural health care dispensaries (primary
clinics) in fifty villages.
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Data collection

I Data included surveys of providers and of 5000 households pre- and
post-intervention.

I A subset of findings from the pre-intervention facility survey,
including utilization, quality and comparisons vis-a-vis other
facilities, were condensed into facility-specific report cards.

I Meetings were then held with the community and staff members to
discuss the results of the report card; a “community contract”
outlining the responsibilities of both parties was generated.

I Six months later, the NGO returned and facilitated another round of
meetings.
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Empirical strategy

I The empirical strategy is relatively straightforward given random
assignment; the authors simply regress outcomes of interest on a
dummy for treatment.

yijd = α + βTjd + Xjdπ + θd + εijd

where i denotes household, j denotes facility and d denotes district.

I X is facility covariates, and θd are district FE.

I For some outcomes, they also examine the dif-in-dif.

yijt = γPOSTt + βDD(Tj × POSTt) + µj + εijt

where µj are community / facility fixed effects.
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Discussion questions

I What are the main outcomes analyzed here?

I Are there any relevant outcomes you think are not measured?

I What evidence does the author present that the specific channel is
via monitoring, rather than any other aspect of the intervention?

I Why are these results so different from the results in the educational
sector?
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Paper overview

I This paper analyzes the role of community monitoring in reining in
corruption in road construction in Indonesia.

I Olken randomizes villages that are about to construct a road as part
of a nation-wide program into three arms: one arm receives an audit
by the central government audit agency.

I In the other two arms, the intervention seeks to enhance
participation at “accountability meetings” in which officials account
for their spending; invitations were distributed to the meetings.

I In arm 2, invitations are distributed throughout the village, and in
arm 3, anonymous comment forms are also distributed.
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Intuition

I In the other papers, the authors were simply testing community
monitoring vs. no monitoring at all.

I Here, we have a test of a more “traditional” system of
accountability (audits) vis-a-vis a less traditional system, and we can
directly observe which is more effective.
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Innovative measure of corruption

I Measuring misappropriation of public funds is often challenging,
because it is concealed.

I In this case, the author directly measures the cost of the actual road
built using engineering estimates, costs from local suppliers, and
surveys of villages about wages paid.

I True expenditure is then compared to reported expenditure to
generate a measure of missing expenditure; this averages around
24% across all villages.

I In brief: the paper finds a large decrease in missing expenditure as a
result of the audit, but little impact of the participatory intervention.
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Discussion questions

I What do we observe about the audit: does it affect price or
quantities reported?

I In examining the participatory intervention, what does the author
describe as the first stage here? Why is this important to examine?

I How does the participatory intervention affect theft of materials and
labor? How can we understand the difference?

I Why do you believe the audits were effective? Why was the
participatory intervention not effective?
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Summing up

I Community monitoring can be effective in certain circumstances, but
it seems clear that it is not a panacea.

I What are the elements of a successful local monitoring initiative?
This is still an open research question.

I Are there any lessons from these papers that you find compelling?
How can we reconcile these results?
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A broader theory of monitoring efficacy

I Are there certain sectors where monitoring is effective?

I Are there certain geographic settings (countries, urban or rural, etc.)
where monitoring is likely to be effective?

I Are there certainly settings in which audits are likely to be effective?



Introduction Modelling collective action Pitfalls of participation Power to the people Monitoring corruption

A broader theory of monitoring efficacy

I Are there certain sectors where monitoring is effective?

I Are there certain geographic settings (countries, urban or rural, etc.)
where monitoring is likely to be effective?

I Are there certainly settings in which audits are likely to be effective?



Introduction Modelling collective action Pitfalls of participation Power to the people Monitoring corruption

A broader theory of monitoring efficacy

I Are there certain sectors where monitoring is effective?

I Are there certain geographic settings (countries, urban or rural, etc.)
where monitoring is likely to be effective?

I Are there certainly settings in which audits are likely to be effective?


	Introduction
	Modelling collective action
	Pitfalls of participation
	Power to the people
	Monitoring corruption

