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THE LIMITS OF INSTITUTIONAL REFORM IN DEVELOPMENT

Billions of dollars of institutional reforms have been introduced to improve gov-
ernments in developing countries. Unfortunately, many governments remain
dysfunctional despite these reforms. This book asks why reforms seem to have
been limited and how they can be improved to yield better results in the future.

In answering the questions, the book argues that reforms face limits when
they are introduced as short-term signals to make governments look better, not
as realistic solutions to make governments perform better. Reforms as signals
introduce unrealistic best practices that do not fit developing country contexts
and are not considered relevant by implementing agents. The result is a set of
new forms that do not function.

Reforms are not always subject to such limits, however. Realistic solutions
are emerging from institutional reforms in some contexts and are yielding
more functional governments in the process. Lessons from these experiences
suggest that reform limits can be overcome by focusing change on problem
solving, through an incremental process that involves multiple agents. The
book combines these lessons into a new approach to doing institutional reform
in development, called problem-driven iterative adaptation (PDIA). It suggests
that PDIA offers a better way of fostering reform to governments across the
developing world and beyond.

Matt Andrews is an Associate Professor at the Harvard Kennedy School and
a Fellow at the School’s Center for International Development. His work has
appeared in journals such as Governance, the International Public Manage-
ment Journal, Public Administration Review, Oxford Development Studies, Public
Administration and Development, and the Journal of Development Studies. Pro-
fessor Andrews was previously a World Bank staff member and prior to that
he supported various government leaders in South Africa during the transi-
tion from apartheid. He has worked in more than twenty-five developing and
transitional countries. Professor Andrews received his PhD from the Maxwell
School at Syracuse University.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

The Limits of Institutional Reform
in Development

Changing Rules for Realistic Solutions

MATT ANDREWS

Harvard Kennedy School of Government

i3 CAMBRIDGE

7 UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town,
Singapore, Sao Paulo, Delhi, Mexico City

Cambridge University Press
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10013-2473, USA

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107016330

© Matt Andrews 2013

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2013
Printed in the United States of America
A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication data

Andrews, Matt, 1972—
The limits of institutional reform in development : changing rules for realistic solutions / Matt
Andrews, Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University.
page cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-107-01633-0
1. Institution building — Developing countries. 2. Developing countries — Economic
conditions. 3. Economic development — Developing countries. . Title.
HC59.7.A7945 2013
338.9009172'4-dc23 2012029381

ISBN 978-1-107-01633-0 Hardback
Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of URLs for

external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee
that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews
Frontmatter
More information
Contents
Acknowledgments page ix
Preface xi
1 Change Rules, Change Governments, and Develop? 1
Square Peg Reforms in Round Hole Governments 1
Institutional Reforms Are New and Pervasive 4
Institutional Reforms Are Similar, Even in Different Contexts 7
Institutional Reforms Produce Mixed, and Often Disappointing,
Results 12
Reforms with Varied Results and the Rest of this Book 15
2 Deconstructing the Puzzling Evidence of Reform 18
Reforms with Limited Results 18
Institutional Reforms Do Have Varied Impacts 19
Common Arguments Do Not Explain Varied and Poor Results 22
A New Perspective on This Puzzling Evidence 28
3 Overlooking the Change Context 35
If It Weren’t for Context 35
When Context Is Overlooked, “History Repeats Itself” in
Reforms 36
How Institutional Contexts Impact Institutional Reforms 41
Getting Serious About Context 60
4 Reforms as Overspecified and Oversimplified Solutions 65
Reform Is a Complicated Thing 65
The Problem of Overspecified, Oversimplified Reform 66

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews
Frontmatter

More information

vi

10

Contents

Explaining the Failure of Complex Reforms
Getting More Flexible — and Specific — about Content

Limited Engagement, Limited Change

The Illusory Promise of “Champions”

The Problem of Limited Reform Engagement
Agency and Institutional Reform

Getting Inclusive about Agency

Expecting Reform Limits in Development

What You See Is Frequently Not What You Get in Reform

Reforms That Only Make States Look Better

What Reform Limits Should Be Expected, and Why?

Decoupling and the Limits of Isomorphic Change in African
PFM

Expecting Reforms That Are about Form, Not Function

Problem-Driven Learning Sparks Institutional Change

When Reforms Solve Problems. . .

Problems, Flexibility, and the Contextual Constraints of Health

Sector Reform

How Problem-Driven Learning Fosters Contextually Relevant

Reforms
Institutional Reforms Can Be Improved Through
Problem-Driven Learning

Finding and Fitting Solutions That Work

Reforms Can Be Relevant

Reforms Can Be Found and Fitted to Context

How Reforms Are Found and Fitted through Purposive
Muddling

Broad Engagement, Broader (and Deeper) Change

Convening and Connecting for Change

Institutional Change Comes with Help

Broad Engagement, through Mobilization, Facilitates Broad
Change

Reform Through Broadly Mobilized Agents

Reforming Rules of the Development Game Itself

Is Change Possible in the Development Game?

68
84
89

89
90
93
107
110

110
111
113

118
125

128
128

130

140

154

161

161
162

172

192

192
194

200
210

213
213

© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews
Frontmatter
More information
Contents vii
A Summary of This Book’s Argument 215
How Much Change Should One Expect in the Development
Community? 218
Conclusion: Tipping the Scale in Favor of Change 227
References 233
Index 251

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

Acknowledgments

This book has emerged over a number of years, drawing on the support and
inspiration of multiple people to whom I owe many debts of gratitude. [ am
particularly grateful for the opportunities I have had to work on institutional
reforms in a variety of developing countries. I have encountered many
excellent people in the development community as a result, from whom
I have learned a great deal (especially my friends in the World Bank and
the governments undergoing reform). I also have incredible colleagues and
students at the Harvard Kennedy School who have helped shape and sharpen
my ideas over the past few years. My greatest debt is to Jean, Samuel, Joshua,
and Daniel. They have always been generous in accepting my long and
frequent absences and early morning writing habits. The book is dedicated
to them, with deep and enduring thanks.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781107016330
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-107-01633-0 - The Limits of Institutional Reform in Development: Changing Rules for
Realistic Solutions

Matt Andrews

Frontmatter

More information

Preface

This book emerged in response to mounting evidence that institutional
reforms in development often do not work. Case studies and multicountry
analyses show that many governments in developing nations are not becom-
ing more functional, even after decades and hundreds of millions of dollars
of externally sponsored reforms. These studies increasingly suggest that
disappointing results cannot be explained by routine excuses, either. One
cannot simply blame governments in these countries for not doing reforms,
because many governments remain deeply dysfunctional even after many
satisfactorily completed projects introducing best practices advocated by
international organizations. The work on institutional reform in develop-
ment has seldom explored reasons for failure beyond such excuses, however.
This has created a gap in the literature, which is important from academic
and practical perspectives. The academic challenge is to see if theory and
evidence can help promote a better understanding of why many reforms
do not lead to better governments. The practical imperative is more fun-
damental: Can a better understanding of past experience help improve the
likelihood of more institutional reform success in more developing coun-
tries in the future? Driven by these questions, the book seeks to provide a
product that is useful to academics and practitioners in the development
field. It combines ideas from various streams of institutional theory to ana-
lyze a diverse set of institutional reform experiences. This analysis yields
an argument that reforms are limited when governments adopt them as
signals to garner short-term support. Such reforms are often unrealistic;
they may produce new laws that make governments look better, but these
are seldom implemented and governments are not really better after the
reforms. The analysis points to examples where reforms are not simply
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adopted as signals, however, and have helped make governments more
functional. These experiences inform an alternative approach to doing
institutional reform called problem-driven iterative adaptation (PDIA),
which yields realistic reforms that actually produce better governments over
time.
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