
Reducing Partisanship to 
Improve Performance 

Good governments are responsive to popular will, 
but the wrong kinds of partisan influence can limit the 
capacity to deliver basic services.  An ISS project line 
focuses on strategies for “depoliticizing” the staffs of core 
ministries and improving performance.  

The Managing At The Top 2 (MATT 2) Program in 
Bangladesh is an example of an innovation that can help.  
Between 1980 and 2006, Bangladesh created several 
commissions to recommend reform of the civil service, 
with no results.  Because basic services long worked so poorly in Bangladesh, non-
governmental actors moved in to provide critical functions such as education.

What made government ministries so ineffective and what blocked serious reform?  
First, politicians wielded extensive powers to appoint and dismiss public servants.  
Second, in some cases brokers bought and sold posts, creating a market for public office.

One would-be reform leader ISS interviewed said, “In Bangladesh, the two major 
political parties and their allies are totally opposed to each other.  So that has created an 
environment of confrontation that has made the life of the civil servants very difficult… 
I think my former colleagues who are still in service have a very tough time. Because if 
you are too enthusiastic in doing things which you believe in, in one regime, then the 
next regime will say, ‘Oh, you were too enthusiastic working for them, so that means 
you were a part of them.’  That causes a lot of mental agony to the civil servants and 
harassment at the hands of the next group that comes to power.”

The government could dismiss without cause any civil servant who had served 
more than 25 years. All of the secretaries and other senior civil servants who were best 
positioned to attempt some sort of reform had served 25 years. They did not want to 
take the risk of initiating a reform as they stood to lose their jobs if the effort went badly 
and they were blamed. 

Under these conditions, even if a minister wanted to improve services, the managers 
critical to reform were unlikely to take serious steps. 

With donor help, Bangladesh is trying to make inroads. In 2006, MATT 2 began to 
take form. The program’s primary goal was to “create a critical mass of reform-minded 
civil servants within the Bangladesh Civil Service” and to generate sustained public 
demand for administrative improvement.

        Continued on next page
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The details of program design mattered. 
The teams had to think about ways to generate 
the kinds of pressure that would allow them to 
operate successfully.  Of critical importance was 
a workshop of people who would be central to 
implementation. Groups presented their proposals 
to secretaries of government and asked for 
endorsement.  This meeting became an annual 
event, and it provided a measure of official 
support.

Second, the program focused on small projects, 
often on a pilot basis. Part of the theory was that 
once something was in place, the procedures it 
established would very quickly become norms of 
behavior.   The small scale or focus also helped 
avoid major confrontation.

Third, the program enlisted the media to make 
sure the public heard about the projects.  This 
step helped to develop demand from citizens, 
bolstering reforms that would otherwise have been 
held up for years. 

Reformers view the program as a second-best 
alternative.  It doesn’t solve the fundamental 
problems, but it can slowly make a difference. Other 
countries where managers worry their jobs might 
be on the line if they try to introduce changes might 
effectively borrow the approach. 

The program has a website documenting its 
work: http://www.matt2.org/.  An ISS case study 
reviews the program’s implementation and early 
years.

Reducing Partisanship, continued from cover

Every year, the program brought 300 civil 
servants, in groups of 45, to the Bangladesh 
training college outside of Dhaka. The 
government chose the civil servants who would 
participate and drew them from the ranks of the 
deputy secretaries (rank 2) down to  “additional 
secretaries” (rank 4).  Each group was mixed, with 
people from different ministries and different 
ranks making up each class. The organizers asked 
each person to list three priorities for reform and 
placed people into teams of five or six on the 
basis of shared priorities. Each group then spent 
a week formulating a performance improvement 
project in its priority area. Over the course of the 
next five weeks instructors coached the team 
through the preparation and planning of the 
project the group had designed. 

After the five-week preparation, the civil 
servants returned to their normal positions and 
began the implementation of their projects. 
Within three-five months they were supposed to 
have finished the work.  They then returned to 
present the results.  

The most successful of those teams came 
back—usually a total of 80 people—and 
developed a second project.  This time the project 
had to focus on the regional or national level and 
participants went to the U.K., to prepare. On their 
return, the chief secretary in the ministry involved 
in a project assumed a supervisory role.
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Dhaka, Bangladesh

Indonesian Ministry of Finance



First, she took the two most notorious divisions  —
tax and customs—and replaced everyone.  Then she 
offered an amnesty for past bribe-taking to employees 
in the rest of the ministry but said anyone caught 
engaged in corruption would be out.  Salaries would 
be sufficient; there was no need to collect anything 
extra.  She summoned the president’s public support 
for raising salaries on these terms.  

Mulyani wanted to get managers on board.  So she 
initiated regular directors meetings and rotated these 
among offices.  At each meeting the host manager 
would showcase a success.  A competitive spirit began 
to develop.  Further, the physical presence of the 
minister and directors in the building drew others into 
the effort.

To engage the public as well as staff members, the 
ministry decided that each year it would announce 
“35 Excellent SOPs”—standard operating procedures.  
These would help people understand what the 
reformers were doing as well as equip the public with 
expectations to use in their dealings with the ministry.

Within four years, Mulyani had emerged as the star 
reformer of Yudhoyono’s administration.  Gathering 
momentum, her efforts in the Finance Ministry 
evolved into the nucleus of a high-profile pilot 
program for a planned government-wide reworking of 
the civil service. 

Please see the ISS website for other cases profiling 
reforms in Indonesia.
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Building a More Effective 
Ministry of Finance 

In 1998, in the wake of the Asian Financial Crisis, 
riots rocked Jakarta, Indonesia.  Civil society groups 
proclaimed a new era of Reformasi.  A little more 
than six years later, Sri Mulyani Indrawati took over 
as Indonesia’s finance minister in a December 2005 
cabinet shuffle.  She immediately called a meeting of 
the ministry’s leadership and announced her intention 
to launch a sweeping reform of operations.  The 
ministry, which comprised the tax directorate and 
customs, had a reputation of serious corruption.  For 
ordinary businesses and individuals, transactions took a 
long time. 

Mulyani accepted her post knowing that she faced 
tough challenges.  As minister of finance, she was 
responsible for 62,000 staffers spread across a 3,000-
mile archipelago with 240 million inhabitants.  At the 
outset, few of Mulyani’s subordinates shared her goals.  
Within the ministry itself, she found a staff that was 
underpaid and lacked strong motivation.  Entrance 
to the civil service was by early-career competitive 
examinations. Once admitted, civil servants had jobs 
for life.  In the absence of an effective performance-
evaluation system, outright criminal conduct was about 
the only way a civil servant could be removed.  

Both Mulyani and President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono thought that reform of the Ministry 
of Finance could serve as a catalyst for change 
government-wide.  But Mulyani had little support in the 
ministries most directly connected with the civil service 
and little support in parliament.

Mulyani wanted the ministry to own the reform.  She 
did not bring in outsiders except in a few rare instances. 
She believed that the first and most crucial step was to 
ensure that the problem itself was properly understood.  
She created a reform team and instructed its members 
to identify and examine the ministry’s most pressing 
challenges, a process which took three months.  During 
this period she met with the team over breakfast every 
Friday.  The team eventually identified remuneration, 
human resources management, organizational 
restructuring, and business-processes improvement as 
priority areas in terms of bureaucratic reform.

Next Mulyani began to act on the recommendations.  
Remuneration was low, but she knew there would be 
little support and probably much outrage for raising 
the salaries of people widely considered to be the most 
corrupt in the government.  So she took several steps.  
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polling places.  Derry police, community

At Princeton:
In October 2008, ISS hosted a one-

day institution-building conference at 
the Woodrow Wilson School to focus on 
some of the common but difficult gov-
ernance traps that challenge reformers 
in fragile states.  The former mayor of 
La Paz, Bolivia, Ronald MacLean-Abaroa, 
who now runs a leadership program at 
the World Bank Institute, spoke about 
reform leadership.  Two representa-
tives from FeverTree Consulting related 
their stories about institution building in 
South Africa.  Jean-Paul Faguet, London 
School of Economics, led a discussion on 
the political challenges associated with 
decentralization.  Via videolink, former 
Bogotá mayor and presidential candi-
date Antanas Mockus discussed the 
reforms he led during his tenure.

In spring 2011, a graduate-level 
course, “Making Government Work in 
Fragile States,” debuted at the Woodrow 
Wilson School.  The course focused on 
the politics of design and implementa-
tion and invited participants to think 
about political incentives, timing, co-
alition-building, constituency-building, 
and a variety of related problems.  The 
course unfolded from the standpoint of 
the reform leader, not the aid donor.  In 
future years, ISS will support a revised 
and expanded course sequence.

 
Breaking the Cycle of Violence: Ideas from 
Elections in Northern Ireland, 2005

ISS Researcher Michael Scharff in Derry/Londonderry, 
Northern Ireland

In 2007, presidential elections in 
Kenya erupted in violence.  The ensuing 
conflict killed over 1,200 and displaced 
approximately 300,000; looters ravaged 
an estimated 42,000 homes and busi-
nesses.  Analysts cite several factors 
leading to this tragedy: a deeply flawed 
election; rising ethnic tensions; increas-
ingly divisive politics; residual anger 
among residents over poverty, disen-
franchisement, and land disputes; and 
the country’s inability to protect victims 
of violence.  The overarching problem?  
Weak institutions.

Successful elections are critical to 
democracy.  However, in divided soci-
eties or countries emerging from war, 
competitive processes like elections can 
trigger violence.  ISS researchers like 
Michael Scharff conduct interviews to 
analyze and highlight how reformers, 
community organizations, political par-
ties, police, and military officers work to 
reduce tensions, build trust, and damp-
en violence surrounding elections.

Scharff’s case study highlights a 
community-derived solution to election 
violence in Derry/Londonderry, North-
ern Ireland’s second-largest city.  In this 
divided society, violence and voting 
traditionally went hand-in-hand.  Elec-
tion violence in Derry fit a pattern, and 
the trigger was always the same: police 
presence at polling stations.  When polls 
closed, police arrived to collect voting 
boxes and usher out election officials.  
As the police began to drive away from 
the polling stations, rioters lined the 
streets to pelt police Land Rovers with 
stones and gasoline bombs. 

Scharff’s case describes how—deter-
mined to break this cycle of violence—
factions with competing interests 
worked together to develop and imple-
ment a plan to eliminate violence at

polling places.  Derry police, commu-
nity activists, religious leaders, political 
parties, and elections officials engaged 
in a long bargaining process, resulting 
in an agreement to remove the police 
from the polling stations and turn over 
security functions to the local com-
munity and political parties.  Based on 
this agreement, Derry’s electoral office 
announced in the lead-up to the 2005 
election that police would no longer be 
at the polls, nor would police assist with 
the removal of the ballot boxes.  Com-
munity leaders assured they would take 
steps to prevent rioting.

Election Day 2005, now considered 
a turning point, was the test of the 
collaboratively-derived solution.  Police 
units were not on the premises, but 
were on stand-by near each polling sta-
tion; a helicopter patrolled the stations 
and sent live video to a command cen-
ter, allowing early detection of gathering 
crowds; a local courier company, using 
unmarked vans, picked up the ballot 
boxes and transported them to a secure 
holding facility; drivers had radios to 
communicate with police.  An example 
of a locally-sourced solution with broad-
based community involvement, this plan 
succeeded.  Police reported no incidents 
of violence in Derry’s elections between 
2005 and 2010.  

ISS has produced several cases that 
profile how reformers have worked to 
promote peace by building stronger 
electoral institutions, including Orga-
nizing the First Post-Apartheid Election 
(South Africa, 1994); Compromise and 
Trust-Building After Civil War (Mozam-
bique, 1994); Restoring Voters’ Trust 
and Confidence (Albania 2001–2006); 
and Keeping the Peace in a Tense Elec-
tion (Ghana, 2008).  These cases can be 
found on the ISS website.  



•  He took turns manning some of the stations, 
helping to dispatch the backlog while also setting 
a clear standard (the employees were afraid to go 
home before he did).

•  The team made performance standards and 
records visible to employees so they could see how 
well they were doing.  They also rearranged the of-
fice space so that all employees were visible at all 
times.  

•  Marzouqa used an audit system.  That is, he 
and other managers would disguise themselves and 
drop in on offices to test out the system from the 
citizen’s point of view.  If something didn’t work, they 
called a meeting on the spot with the manager in 
charge and the staff members concerned.

•  The department had a small pool of money 
each year for salary increases and instead of al-
locating these funds equally, he rewarded the high 
performing employees.

By 1996, the average time to get or renew 
any document fell to less than one hour, without 
increases in fees paid by citizens.  Cases of mistaken 
identity nearly disappeared and Jordan was able to 
comply with International Civil Aviation Organization 
standards regarding the number of fabricated 
identities allowable. 

The full case study, Creating a ‘Citizen Friendly’ 
Department: Speeding Document Production in     
Jordan, 1991-1996, appears on the ISS website.

In the late 1980s, Jordanian citizens could wait 
two years to get official identity documents from 
the Civil Status and Passports Department.  Delays 
limited access to benefits and restricted travel, 
including ability to participate in the annual Hajj 
pilgrimage.  “The citizens were pieces in a highly 
inconvenient game of checkers,” said one person.  
There were long lines, multiple stops and usually 
several visits were required.  Data entry errors were 
common.  Because the department had few offices, 
people sometimes had to travel almost 200 km every 
time they had to visit.  To get around the red tape, 
people used connections and bribes.

Between 1991 and 1996, Nasouh Muhieddin 
Marzouqa, a retired police official appointed to head 
the department, tried to improve service delivery.  
Under law, Marzouqa could not fire employees who 
did not perform well.  He had to be creative and he 
threw himself into the task.  

What did Marzouqa and his team do?  This story 
highlights the importance of getting procedures and 
incentives right.

First Marzouqa and a team of managers tried to 
trace the life of a document, so they could diagnosis 
where problems arose.  For two months, they sat at 
the counters for hours each day, keeping detailed 
notes on processes and employees’ interactions 
with citizens.  They timed each step of the process 
with stop watches.  They assembled daily, weekly, 
and monthly reports from all managers in the 
department, detailing numbers of applications, 
actions taken by employees, absences, etc.

The team then used this information to identify 
rules of thumb—the amount of time a process 
should reasonably take.  They also used the 
information to identify problem spots—for example, 
housing related functions on different floors, which 
caused a loss of time and citizen aggravation.  They 
linked the ID system to the national number, Jordan’s 
equivalent of a social security number, to reduce 
problems of mistaken identification.  They cut 
the number of steps from 12 to 4. Marzouka then 
announced that it should not take longer than a day 
to get a passport or identity document.

Because the law made it impossible to fire people 
except for a felony offense, Marzouqa had to find a 
way to motivate people.  He took several steps.  

•  He visited employees and explained the vision.  

Jordan’s Documents Reform
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A beta version of the Innovations for 
Successful Societies website, which offers 
case studies, interviews, and other resources, 
went public in December 2010.  The website’s 
inventory grows steadily and all materials are 
available free of charge.

In September 2008, World Bank President Robert 
Zoellick stated, “Fragile States are the toughest 
development challenge of our era.”  The problems that 
low-income countries with weak institutions face are 
indeed tough, but the news is not all bad. Several states 
that once manifested some of the same characteristics, 
such as Botswana and Costa Rica, have performed so 
well that they have escaped many of the difficulties 
their regional neighbors face. When a reformer comes 
to power, the question is how to start and sustain a 
turnaround. Often the most innovative and sustainable 
ideas are internally generated, framed by people who 
have a deep knowledge of conditions on the ground, 
including local traditions and needs.  To date it has 
been difficult for leaders from fragile states to share 
ideas and information about problems and possible 
solutions.  An important purpose of Princeton’s 
Innovations for Successful Societies program is to 
facilitate this process.   
 
Three practical goals

A primary program goal is to identify innovations 
that help solve some common institutional design chal-
lenges in fragile-state settings. Where information is 
limited and resources for close supervision do not exist, 
many of the public sector management techniques 
successful in middle-income countries are not useful. 
Within selected institutional contexts, ISS works with 
reform leaders to identify and assess alternatives that 
work better.  

A second goal is to identify strategies to help 
countries escape the governance traps that often 
sabotage recovery.  Although reform leaders in fragile 
states work hard to promote better performance, the 
improvements they generate are often temporary.  
They succumb to a variety of problems economists 
often term “getting stuck in a bad equilibrium.”  ISS 
explores strategies to escape these difficulties. 

A third goal is to ensure that voices on the ground 
receive a hearing. There is always a risk that donor-
country perspectives will drown out important insights 
and useful ideas from partners.  ISS helps diversify the 
conversation about ways to build more effective public 
services. 
 
To meet these goals…

ISS pursues several types of activities. It operates a 
distinctive oral history program that helps reformers 
reflect on their experiences. These interviews highlight 
the contributions of people whose work often goes 
unrecognized and allow reformers to learn from 
each other directly, in their own words.  ISS develops 
case studies from the interviews research specialists 
conduct.  It also produces comparative analyses that 
highlight potentially important solutions, trade-offs and 
strategic counsel.  

A growing set of resources appears on a beta 
version of the program’s website at www.princeton.
edu/successfulsocieties.

The ISS Program


