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Abstract 

Global governance is increasingly about measuring, ranking and scoring. Focusing on the 
case of international development, this paper suggests that we can learn a great deal about 
the recent changes in global dynamics by examining the rise of measurement-driven 
governance. This article engages with the recent scholarship on “new governance,” 
particularly the emerging literature on more experimentalist forms of governance. This 
study finds some evidence of a more experimentalist kind of governance in international 
development, but suggests that the specific technologies of measurement and 
accountability through which these new structures of decision-making are being 
facilitated are far from politically neutral. They are instead sources of considerable power 
that, in many instances, reinforce existing asymmetries and undermine the deliberative 
potential of these governance practices.  
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Introduction 

 Global governance is increasingly about measuring, ranking and scoring. In contexts 
as varied as international development, anti-money laundering regulations, global 
environmental governance and international finance, we see a growing emphasis on 
rating good and bad performers, developing scorecards and black lists, and then 
publishing the results in the name of transparency and accountability. While a growing 
number of scholars have begun to analyze the complex forms that global governance has 
begun to take in recent decades, they have not paid enough attention to their growing 
reliance on techniques for measuring performance and results.  

 Focusing on the case of international development, this article brings the emerging 
scholarship on the politics of measurement1 into conversation with the literature on “new 
governance,”2 suggesting that we can learn a great deal about the recent changes in global 
governance by examining the specific but widespread measurement techniques that 
define its everyday activities. I will focus in particular on the literature on more 
“experimentalist” forms of governance, whose advocates argue that we are witnessing the 
spread of a more decentralized, deliberative and recursive form of governance in which 
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local actors gain greater decision-making authority in return for various forms of 
monitoring and peer review.3 This article finds some evidence of a more experimentalist 
kind of governance in international development, but suggests that these more 
deliberative forms of decision-making have gradually become distorted through their 
reliance on measurement techniques that produce perverse policy outcomes, reinforce 
existing power asymmetries and undermine deliberative dynamics.  

 Much of the literature on new forms of global governance has focused on either the 
EU or on major international issue areas whose management is dominated by 
industrialized states. This article in contrast looks at the other end of the global spectrum 
of power and privilege, examining the changing practices of international development. 
The governance of international development has changed in important ways since the 
days of the “Washington Consensus.” After a series of failures in the 1990s, development 
actors began to redefine their policies around the pursuit of “aid effectiveness.” Among 
the new policies that development organizations adopted in this context was a series of 
measures designed to foster greater country ownership and a widespread embrace of 
results management—policies that demonstrate, in different ways, the key characteristics 
of both experimentalist and measurement-driven governance.  

 Focusing on the case of international development is useful for several reasons. 
Results-based management has a particularly long history in this field, providing useful 
insights into its likely effects in other governance contexts. At the same time, as one 
would expect, the power dynamics involved in recent governance changes are 
particularly stark—making them more obvious (but not necessarily more significant) than 
in other cases. This article’s conclusions therefore speak primarily to the changing 
character of international development practices. Yet the problematic consequences of 
their increasing reliance on measurement-driven governance strategies also has lessons 
for other issue areas, where we also see a trend towards measurement-driven governance. 

 I begin this article by engaging more thoroughly with the literature on “new 
governance,” focusing in particular on the recent work on experimentalist governance. I 
then trace the evolution of development governance from the late 1970s to the mid-2000s, 
as aid organizations shifted from structural adjustment to the pursuit of country 
ownership and aid effectiveness. I suggest that a number of the policies associated with 
this shift contained key elements of experimentalist governance yet did not achieve their 
deliberative potential. In order to understand these shortcomings I then look at the recent 
spread of results measurement techniques and consider their impact on efforts to foster 
country ownership. I conclude by considering these techniques’ broader implications for 
efforts to foster more deliberative forms of governance: the growing emphasis on 
measurement-driven governance tends to narrow the forms of deliberation and 
accountability to what can be counted, impoverishing rather than nourishing genuine 
political debate. 

From experimentalist to measurement-driven governance 

 The landscape of global governance has changed. The traditional international 
organizations are still around, but the terrain has become crowded with new actors, 
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arrangements and techniques. A growing literature has emerged in response, as scholars 
set out to describe these new patterns of governance: as multi-level governance, 
networked governance, regime complexes and experimentalist governance, to list a few.4 
As their names suggest, most of these literatures seek to capture the shape of these 
emerging patterns of governance, arguing that the days when global governance was 
dominated by states and major international organizations have passed: much of the real 
work of governance is done through multiple, overlapping groups of actors and 
regulations.  

 While there has thus been considerable effort in the new governance literature to trace 
the form of these new kinds of governance, there has been less attention paid to how they 
work—particularly at the mundane level of everyday practices.5 One exception to this 
inattention to how governance works is the literature on experimentalist governance. In 
spite of its use of the spatial vocabulary of “architecture,” this scholarship focuses on 
changes in how decisions are made and knowledge is produced, suggesting that we are 
witnessing a shift to more open-ended and recursive form of governance.6  

 Charles Sabel and Jonathan Zeitlin have proposed a four-part model of how 
experimentalist governance works: a framework with open-ended goals is agreed by all 
parties; the implementation of that framework is delegated to lower-level actors who have 
significant discretion; those local actors provide feedback on how things are working out 
on the ground; and the framework itself and key practices are reviewed and revised on a 
regular basis.7 Experimentalist governance, they suggest, is not only more functional in 
an increasingly complex and uncertain policy environment, but is also potentially more 
democratic. Even if the local actors who have been delegated more authority are not 
directly elected, they are accountable in different ways: through ties of horizontal 
accountability that are made possible through peer review.8  

 In this article, I will build on many of these insights from experimentalist governance 
into how these new forms of governance work, while also playing more attention to the 
specific practices through which the processes of accountability and evaluation operate. 
In doing so, I will focus on four key features of these emerging practices of governance: 
the delegation of authority to local actors, the development of mechanisms of 
accountability for those actors, the application of new techniques of measurement in 
order to evaluate policy outcomes, and the transformation of power dynamics as a result. 
Together, these emergent practices constitute an increasingly measurement-driven style 
of global governance. 

 As it has become apparent that problems such as global poverty, climate change and 
financial instability resist straightforward solutions, one of the ways that international 
institutions have responded is by delegating authority to local actors—whether they are 
expert committees, as in the European Union, or borrower governments, as in the case of 
international development.9 The reasons for this transfer of authority are both pragmatic 
and political. It is assumed that because these actors are closer to the ground, they will be 
more sensitive to local contexts and better able to respond to the complexities of specific 
situations.10 At the same time, the transfer of authority is also often an effort to strengthen 
institutional legitimacy, whether by reinforcing the deliberative dimensions of decision-
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making in the EU,11 or by fostering greater ownership by domestic political leaders in 
development programs, as I will discuss below.  

 In outlining the specific characteristics of experimentalist governance, its advocates 
have tended to use principal-agent theory as a foil. From the perspective of principal-
agent theory, the move to delegate authority would be seen as a risky gambit since it 
reduces the control exercised by the principals—whether EU institutions or development 
organizations—over the agents to whom they have granted this authority. Yet, the 
experimentalist governance literature suggests that the usual principal-agent dynamics do 
not apply here: because the issues being addressed are so complex and the results so 
uncertain, neither principals nor agents actually know their preferred outcome until they 
have tried a few different options: delegation and experimentation can help principals 
identify and achieve their preferences.12 

 There do nonetheless remain risks for the principals. One significant risk is that 
accountability will be weakened because of the distance between central organizations 
and local actors, and because of the authority that has been delegated to them (often 
without the stamp of electoral approval). In response, governance actors have developed 
a set of mechanisms of accountability: based on transparency, publicity and peer review, 
they promise to open the actions of local actors to the scrutiny not just of the principals, 
but also of other local actors. These mechanisms often bring civil society actors into the 
process—generating knowledge, providing feedback and fostering a more democratic 
form of governance.13 

 There remains a further risk for international organizations, however—one that is not 
explicitly addressed in the experimentalist literature. We might think of this as a 
methodological, even epistemological, dilemma: this is the risk that the complexity and 
uncertainty of the policy environment will make it difficult to know what the actors on 
the ground have actually done, and what the effects of their actions have been—
knowledge that is necessary to hold local actors accountable.14 In response, international 
organizations have developed a whole range of techniques of measurement, including 
various forms of results and performance evaluation: all designed to produce more and 
better knowledge about governance processes and outcomes. 

 So far, this overview of measurement-driven governance is a straightforward, even 
optimistic, liberal story about the transformation of global governance through delegation, 
better knowledge and accountability—a story that is not so different from the other 
accounts of networked, multi-level, and experimentalist governance. Yet if we look more 
closely, we can also identify particular power dynamics at stake in these new practices of 
delegation, accountability and—above all—measurement. Sabel and Zeitlin do point to 
the central role of performance indicators in the EU, and also discuss their centrality in 
recent American educational reforms, where standardized testing and the ranking of 
schools is essential to their management.15 They do not, however, examine the political 
dynamics of such measurement techniques. 

 In experimentalist governance situations, hierarchical principal-agent dynamics are 
supposed to be replaced by polyarchic ones, in which principals can no longer impose 
their preferred solutions, and peers discipline each other through horizontal forms of 
accountability. The main hierarchical source of power, if it can be called that, is the 
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“penalty default”—the threat that, if actors do not manage to discipline each other 
effectively, they will be forced to accept an outcome that they all hope to avoid; in 
formulating such a penalty, it is assumed that the “rule-maker” will pursue the general 
good by formulating incentives that will encourage actors to produce the optimal 
outcome.16  

 This article argues, in contrast, that the techniques of measurement put into place in 
many experimentalist governance arrangements are a source of power that can provide 
advantages to certain actors. The fact that principals cannot impose their will unilaterally 
does not mean that they cannot exercise a considerable amount of influence over the 
process and outcome. At the same time, the experimentalist governance literature is right 
to point to the serious limitations of straightforward principal-agent frameworks in such 
contexts. Yet this does not mean that power is less present than in the past—just that it 
has taken different forms.17 As I will elaborate in my discussion of development 
governance, although benchmarks, performance indicators and results matrixes may 
appear technical and politically neutral, they are crucial tools for gaining knowledge 
about—and thus control of—governance processes.  

Measurement-driven and experimentalist forms of governance are therefore best 
understood as overlapping sets of practices, like a Venn diagram. It is not difficult to 
think of examples of measurement-driven governance that do not seek to foster the 
deliberative dynamics that are central to experimentalist governance (many rankings and 
blacklists for example involve no consultation with those affected). There also exist 
forms of experimentalist governance that do not rely on results and performance-based 
metrics (as I will discuss below, early participatory forms of development aid involved 
much more qualitative and open-ended forms of evaluation and feedback). Yet, as such 
measurement techniques become increasingly widespread, the overlap between the two 
categories is also growing, as various forms of experimentalist governance become 
subject to increasingly quantitative systems of measurement and evaluation. 

From structural adjustment to country ownership 

 Today’s increasingly delegated and measurement-driven approach to development 
governance contrasts with the structural adjustment era of the 1980s and 1990s. First 
introduced at the very end of Robert McNamara’s tenure as World Bank President and 
championed by his successors, structural adjustment lending provided long-term funds in 
return for requiring specific “structural” policy changes by borrowing countries—
changes that agency staff believed were essential for getting those countries back on solid 
economic ground. This was a relatively direct approach to influencing countries’ 
policies—and thus of controlling (or at least trying to control) economic outcomes. Yet 
this direct style of governance was not as successful as its advocates had anticipated. By 
the late-1990s, there were increasing signs of the policies’ failure.18 In 1999, the UNDP 
declared the 1980s a “lost decade” in Sub-Saharan Africa, in spite (or because) of the 
efforts of development organizations.19 At the World Bank, the organization’s own 
internal evaluations were indicating a significant decline in success rates.20 And at the 
IMF, the staff was facing considerable resistance to its policies in the aftermath of the 



 6 

Asian financial crisis—a crisis that they had failed to predict and were blamed (by World 
Bank leaders no less) for having made worse.21  

 Aid agencies thus faced both technical and political crises in the late 1990s: after their 
programs had failed so publicly, they could no longer pretend that they had a monopoly 
on development expertise. At the same time, borrowing country governments and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) were becoming increasingly vocal in challenging the 
popular legitimacy of international development agencies, arguing for a more democratic, 
participatory approach to development assistance. This double challenge to the 
institutions’ expert and popular authority produced a broad-based debate about policy 
failure and the meaning of development success, ultimately leading to the redefinition of 
development practices around the idea of “aid effectiveness.”22  

 Although the term was popularized by the OECD’s 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness,23 this approach to development emerged in the mid-1990s among policy-
oriented academics and at the World Bank, and soon became a touchstone in many 
different development organizations, think tanks and NGOs. One of the major differences 
between the structural adjustment approach and the aid effectiveness agenda was the 
increasing recognition that development problems are highly complex and, more 
importantly, that they are not just economic, but rather require the right social and 
political institutions—and a sufficient degree of local political “ownership”—to be 
addressed successfully.24 Without this ownership, it was discovered, no number of 
conditions—the principal means through which donors had been exercising their 
influence over borrowers—is likely to produce the desired outcome.25  

 Ultimately, the idea of country ownership not only posed a challenge to aid agencies, 
but also provided a potential solution to their declining legitimacy, as organizations 
sought to get borrowing governments and civil society groups more involved in the 
processes of defining the problems and implementing the solutions. This strategy of 
country ownership manifested itself in a range of different specific policies. The World 
Bank and IMF replaced their Policy Framework Papers, which had been developed 
exclusively by their own staff, with Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), which 
were to be developed by the borrowing country in consultation with civil society. The 
IMF, the World Bank, and several donors including the UK and many Nordic countries 
also “streamlined” their conditionality in an effort to reverse the proliferation of 
conditions that had occurred during the structural adjustment era.26  

 Many donors also adopted general budget support as one of the main forms of aid 
delivery, beginning in the late 1990s in conjunction with the World Bank and IMF’s 
PRSPs. As its name suggests, this kind of support provides financial assistance directly to 
a country’s general budget, rather than earmarking funds for specific purposes. Because 
the aid is transferred directly to a borrowing country’s budget, development agencies 
must rely on that country’s own financial management systems to ensure that the money 
is well-spent.27 At the same time, there are various agreements and forms of monitoring 
in place to allow donors some control over the process.28  

 The redesign of international aid policies around the concept of ownership that 
occurred in the late 1990s looks a lot like experimentalist governance. As aid 
organizations recognized that the problems of development were complex and that their 
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solution depended on borrowing governments’ support, the power dynamics 
underpinning development finance shifted: to borrow the language of the experimentalist 
literature, once they recognized that borrowers’ ownership was vital to success, aid 
agencies no longer had “the capacity to impose [their] own preferred solution without 
taking into account the views of the others.”29 Such solutions were also subject to greater 
uncertainty given the increasing complexity of aid challenges. In this context, the PRSPs 
serve as a mutually agreed framework between the donor and borrower, focused on the 
common goal of poverty reduction. When funds are allocated through general budget 
support, considerable decision-making authority is delegated to local actors. Annual 
progress reports, derived from the various forms of measurement and evaluation built 
into aid programs, are designed to allow for feedback from local actors—particularly 
civil society groups who, it is hoped, will use the published accounts of their 
government’s progress towards key indicators as a way to hold them accountable. There 
is also a mechanism for revising the basic framework, since the PRSPs are agreed for a 
set period of time and have to be revised every three to five years.30 

 Gráinne de Búrca and other experimentalist governance scholars have pointed to the 
PRSP as a potential model for a more democratic, recursive form of governance.31 At the 
same time, they have also noted some of the serious shortcomings of development 
organizations’ efforts to foster country ownership. Both internal and external reports have 
raised questions about the degree to which borrowing governments have genuinely taken 
the initiative in developing the poverty reduction frameworks as well as the extent to 
which civil society groups have played a meaningful role in setting development 
priorities.32 In spite of the early enthusiasm about the various policies designed to foster 
greater country ownership, over time, staff working within aid agencies, developing 
country governments, NGOs and scholars have become increasingly skeptical about their 
benefits. 

 Why was this effort to generate a more deliberative and recursive form of 
development governance not entirely successful? De Búrca focuses on the failure of the 
IMF and World Bank to leave the initial framework sufficiently open to revision and their 
refusal to import some of the same commitment to openness and deliberation into their 
own governance processes.33 Yet there is a further factor that played an important role in 
undermining these deliberative processes: the central and growing reliance of aid 
agencies on certain techniques of measurement, which ultimately led them to resist some 
of the more open-ended and deliberative aspects of these policies and to reassert a more 
effective form of control over development processes.  

The turn to results measurement 

 Although development agencies were initially quite enthusiastic about efforts to build 
country ownership and engage in bottom-up institutional reform, they soon encountered a 
dilemma: agency staff knew that to be effective, aid interventions needed to be longer-
term and focused on subtler and more complex process such as institution-building rather 
than on more visible projects like building schools or roads; yet, agency staff also needed 
to be able to demonstrate the effectiveness of their efforts to often-skeptical politicians 
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and voters. The solution that they ultimately turned to in order to resolve this dilemma 
was to find ways of demonstrating the results of their own and borrowing governments’ 
actions: they hoped to draw a causal line between agencies’ programs and specific 
improvements on the ground.34 

 Results management techniques have a long and contested history in development 
circles. Although they came to prominence through the global spread of new public 
management practices in countries like New Zealand in the 1980s and 1990s, they 
emerged over a decade earlier in aid agencies. The United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID) first adopted the logical framework or “LOGFRAME” approach 
to project management in 1969.35 This LOGFRAME was one of the first results matrixes, 
a framework that asked project developers to identify not just the inputs into development 
programs but also the anticipated outputs and the indicators they would use to measure 
their achievement. This was a new and powerful technology of measurement and 
evaluation that sought to draw a causal line between policymakers’ actions and their 
consequences.  

 By the early 1990s, this interest in policy results took on a more pronounced political 
flavour. New public management advocates, inspired by public choice theory and new 
institutional economics, sought to transform the public sector so that it worked more like 
the private sector.36 Believing that individuals are always motived by rational self-interest, 
these management experts were skeptical of the traditional emphasis on the public good 
as the motivation for government bureaucrats. They introduced a series of contracts 
among government departments and individual staff in order to individualize 
responsibility and to make each accountable for the results of their own actions. Results 
measurement was thus both a powerful mechanisms of accountability and a new means 
of control. Replacing social ties of responsibility with contracts linked to results 
delegated some of the initiative to public sector staff while also promising government 
leaders the information they needed to monitor and manage their actions.  

 Although development agencies had been in the forefront of very early results-based 
initiatives in the 1960s, by the mid-1990s and early 2000s, many staff were aware of the 
limits of translating complex development processes into tidy causal chains linking inputs, 
outputs and results. Many agencies sought to develop more experimental and less 
measurement-driven approaches to program development and assessment. A number of 
agencies including the World Bank sought to build on the qualitative “Participatory Rural 
Appraisal” techniques popularized by Robert Chambers.37 Staff at the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA) outlined the risks involved in a simplistic 
approach to results and advocated a recipient rather than donor-driven strategy.38 The 
British Department for International Development (DFID), for its part, sought to find 
creative ways of evaluating more complex and long-term development priorities by 
relying more on qualitative assessments in tracking its results.39 This more qualitative 
approach to results-measurement did not last long however, as politicians wanted to be 
able to demonstrate clear, measurable results to their constituents.40 By the time the Paris 
Declaration was agreed in 2005, quantifiable results had been identified as one of the five 
core pillars of aid effectiveness.  
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Recent results measurement initiatives 

 By the mid-2000s, results measurement had come to be seen as a crucial complement 
to the emphasis on country ownership—a means to ensure that donors’ expenditures are 
effective and borrowers accountable. If we are to grasp the influence of this new 
measurement technology in development policy, we only have to look at the World Bank, 
which has rapidly adopted results-oriented techniques in its own programs and has also 
promoted the results agenda more widely among its members. Its International 
Development Agency (IDA), which provides subsidized loans to low income countries, 
has had a strong results orientation since 2002.41 Beginning in 2011, Bank began to 
integrate some of the same metrics into its lending to middle-income countries through its 
Corporate Scorecard and the annual World Bank for Results publications, which provide 
an overview of country-level results related to Bank projects.42 The Bank also now 
includes results frameworks in all of its Country Assistance Strategies, lending projects 
and programs, and, in 2012, adopted an entirely new financing instrument, the Program-
for-Results, which is more closely linked to results monitoring and measurement.43 

 While the Bank’s turn to results has been analyzed by scholars,44 less attention has 
been paid to the wide range of other institutions that have followed the same path. In 
recent years, the Millennium Challenge Corporation, the European Commission, and the 
Center for Global Development have all played important roles in the turn towards results. 
These three examples include some of the most influential results-based initiatives and 
demonstrate the range of different kinds of organizations and policies involved. 

 The Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) was the first agency wholly 
structured around the principles of selectivity and results measurement and, as such, 
became the “elephant in the room” that the other development organizations felt they had 
to emulate.45 First created by the US government in 2004, the MCC has a relatively 
narrow mandate: through five-year contracts, or “Compacts,” that seek to reduce poverty 
by increasing incomes, the MCC sets out to help countries that have already 
demonstrated the capacity to use aid effectively. A country’s eligibility for assistance 
depends on its prequalifying according to a set of quantitative indicators of that country’s 
economic, democratic and institutional credentials.46 At the same time, the MCC 
delegates a certain amount of decision-making authority to government actors through its 
commitment to country ownership.47   

 In an effort to develop adequate knowledge about those results, the MCC staff have 
placed considerable emphasis on new techniques of measurement. Not only are decisions 
about eligibility made through various indexes of countries’ progress, but the outcomes 
of individual MCC investments are also tracked. In this respect, the MCC is quite 
rigorous in its efforts to determine the effects of its policy interventions, making use of 
control groups and counterfactual analysis to try to determine what were the causes of the 
ultimate outcomes.48 The MCC has also developed several accountability mechanisms, 
publishing their actions and outcomes at various steps along the way and encouraging 
civil society groups to use that information to hold both governments and the MCC itself 
accountable.49 

 The European Commission (EC) also pioneered a results-based approach in 2000, in 
a program that combined general budget support with various forms of monitoring and 
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evaluation: the Good Governance and Development Contracts. As with the MCC, there is 
a basic framework that borrowing countries must agree to at the outset, and a country 
must also meet certain prior economic and institutional criteria and demonstrate its 
commitment to certain European Union values, including human rights, democracy, and 
the rule of law.50 Within these parameters, considerable authority is delegated to 
borrowing countries to decide how to spend the funds. At the same time, although 
governments receive some of the aid up-front once they have met the prior conditions, 
the rest is delivered through performance-based tranches linked to a country’s progress in 
obtaining key results.  

 One of the results-based approaches to aid delivery that the EC has begun to explore, 
particularly for countries not ready for a full “good governance contract,” is Cash on 
Delivery. The idea of Cash on Delivery (COD) has been championed by Nancy Birdsall 
and Owen Barder at the US-based NGO, the Centre for Global Development, and piloted 
in a number of African countries. In an early paper on the topic, Birdsall and Barder 
argued for the need to develop a form of results-oriented aid that would provide 
incremental rewards for progress towards the agreed goal (in its initial incarnation, the 
approach was called “payment for progress”).51 COD aid takes the form of a contract 
between the donor and recipient, in which the donor commits to paying a certain amount 
for each “unit” of the desired result. For example, the UK’s DFID has a pilot project in 
Ethiopia in which it has contracted to pay £50 - £100 for each student who sits and passes 
a particular exam, which it treats as a proxy for improved educational outcomes.52  

 In Birdsall and Barder’s conception of COD assistance, the recipient government is 
granted full authority for deciding how to achieve the desired results: “The approach 
would give flexibility and autonomy to local institutions, providing an opening for local 
institutional experimentation, while at the same time ensuring that aid pays only for real, 
measurable achievements.”53 The measurement of those results becomes absolutely 
essential, of course, since the transfer of funds depends on that calculation. To ensure 
their validity, the types of results generally used as indicators are straightforward and 
easily quantifiable, and are verified by a third party. The simplicity of these indicators is 
also designed to make it easier for domestic civil society groups to hold governments 
accountable for their performance.54  

The politics of results measurement 

 What do these three examples of results-based initiatives, together with the mixed 
success of the PRSP, general budget support and other efforts to foster country ownership, 
tell us about the impact of new measurement techniques on the more experimentalist 
aspirations of development governance? They point to the trade-offs involved in 
delegating authority, the perverse impact of results measurement on policy, the 
persistence of power asymmetries, and the instrumentalization of accountability and 
deliberation. 

 All three of these results-based initiatives delegate some decision-making authority to 
local actors—in this case, recipient governments—whether through the ownership of 
program choices with the MCC, general budget support with the EC, or complete 
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autonomy over policy decisions with COD. Yet there is a trade-off for this transfer in 
authority: in each case, the borrowing country must score high enough in the performance 
evaluation. In the case of the MCC, a great deal hinges on the initial evaluation of a 
country’s score as a likely candidate for development success. For the EC program, a 
borrowing government has the flexibility offered by general budget support, but must 
demonstrate that they are on target to meet specific results in order to receive later 
disbursements of aid. With COD, every dollar of aid is linked to the calculation of the 
results achieved—individuals immunized or students passing an exam. Through their use 
of these forms of evaluation, development organizations have effectively shifted the form 
of their control, from a direct set of ex-ante conditions on borrowers’ economic and 
political policies, to an indirect set of “process conditions” and ex-post evaluations of 
their success or failure.  

 This increased measurement and monitoring of countries’ performance matters 
because efforts to measure results do not deliver the kind of accurate knowledge that they 
promise, and because they often distort the policies that they pretend to support. Results-
management hinges on the belief that it is possible to establish a results-chain: a causal 
chain that links specific policy inputs (like an increase in nurse training) to both short-
term outputs (more nursing care in the community) and longer-term outcomes (lower 
infant mortality rates). Yet, as many development organization staff will admit, 
attributing outcomes to specific policies is incredibly difficult.55 Even the MCC, which 
has been innovative in this respect, has struggled to accurately measure results—
particularly in a way that can be standardized across different programs and countries.56  

 Focusing on measurable results can distort policies so that they target only the kinds 
of outcomes (test-taking, immunizations, income increases) that can be easily counted. 
As one OECD staff member put it, “with an extreme focus on bean counting now, there 
might be a tendency to move away from the more difficult areas like institution building 
and governance.”57 Moreover, as one narrows the scope of policies to such measurable 
outcomes, it is much easier to produce perverse incentives—to encourage governments to 
shift resources into those areas where results are being measured and away from those 
other, equally important, areas where they are not.58  

 These techniques of measurement also contribute to power asymmetries between 
donor and recipient. In each case, the capacity to quantify, score and publish a recipient’s 
performance is central to the donor’s strategy for keeping them on track with desired 
policy reforms. Donors as principals may no longer be able to impose their preferences 
without some political support from recipients—but they nonetheless retain important 
forms of control over the development process. The benchmarks and results indicators 
that various groups use to hold local governance actors accountable are not neutral, but 
have their own often-powerful effects. For example, the “MCC Effect” leads needy 
countries to make policy changes before they even obtain aid, in the hopes of scoring 
better on the MCC indexes and qualifying for its scarce resources.59 The World Bank’s 
“Doing Business” indicators play a similar role, as countries discipline themselves in an 
effort to move up the rankings. Although the MCC and World Bank both present these 
indexes as neutral and universal, they of course reflect particular (western) values, and 
thus become an effective way of influencing poorer countries’ policies. 
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 This preoccupation with measurement also has consequences for the kind of country 
ownership, horizontal accountability and deliberation that are supposed to be enabled by 
these new forms of governance. Many of the governance initiatives that rely on these new 
forms of measurement are ultimately driven by donors’ rather than recipients’ concerns 
and needs, compromising any country ownership. MCC programs, for example, must be 
able to demonstrate measurable results within five years—a timeframe not designed to 
respond to recipients’ needs but to meet its reporting requirements to Congress.60 The 
recent ramping up of results-focus is primarily aimed at satisfying donor publics: as a 
recent EC report put it, “Improving the visibility of EU action and better communication 
of results will help maintain public support for development.”61 Although earlier 
experiments with results-based approaches sought to increase programs’ responsiveness 
to local communities’ needs, more recent results-oriented approaches to development 
have been aimed more at reducing the risk of electoral defeat in donor countries. 

 Agencies’ preoccupation with measurable results has also made them more wary of 
messier forms of consultation and accountability. In the case of the PRSP, although 
development staff were initially enthusiastic about the policy, they quickly discovered 
that there was a tension between their desire for more participatory processes and their 
need to show measurable results. As one former senior World Bank staff member 
described PRSP consultations: 

If the process was locally-driven, it often ended up being mired in 
domestic politics, and most governments took the easy way out which was 
letting everyone throw in the kitchen sink: there was no prioritizing or 
costing, and it risked becoming a useless exercise.62 

These technical failings of more participatory and locally-owned policies like the PRSP 
and general budget support are one of the main reasons why they have lost favour in 
development agencies in recent years. One perverse consequence of the turn to results 
measurement is thus the tendency to replace more deliberative kinds of accountability 
with thinner more readily quantifiable forms.  

Conclusion 

 Faced with the growing complexity of the global environment and confronted with 
criticisms from borrowing governments and NGOs, development agencies have made 
important changes to how they design and deliver aid. In the process, they have 
introduced a number of policies that resemble the kinds of experimentalist initiatives that 
have become prevalent in the EU and in certain global policy areas: they have delegated 
more authority to debtor governments and civil society groups, developed participatory 
processes for identifying policy priorities, and introduced a range of new mechanisms to 
encourage horizontal accountability. Over time, however, the techniques of results-
measurement that were supposed to guide policy efficiency and ensure accountability 
have come to dominate the process, with often-perverse consequences.  

 Although the power imbalances that define the relationship between donors and 
borrowers is far more pronounced in international development than in other areas of 
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global or regional governance, the drive towards more measurement-driven forms of 
accountability and control is common to all of them. Many governments and international 
organizations have adopted results and performance-based approaches to their tasks as a 
way of trying exercise control over an increasingly uncertain policy terrain. As we seek 
to understand the shifting patterns of global governance more broadly, we therefore need 
to pay attention to the role of measurement.  

 As the experimentalist governance literature points out, many recent innovations in 
policy development and implementation have the potential to democratize governance 
practices by delegating authority to local actors and replacing vertical principal-agent 
dynamics with more horizontal forms of accountability. Yet, this study suggests that there 
is also a darker side to these new governance practices: the increasingly reliance on 
certain technologies of measurement—particularly those that require the demonstration 
of results—ultimately undermines the quality of the forms of deliberation involved and 
distorts many of the policies implemented. In too many instances, the measurement 
techniques that were supposed to be handmaidens to the policy process have instead 
become its masters. 
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