
Chapter 1


GOING LOCAL 
Governance on the Line 

THIS IS A STUDY of decentralization from the perspective of its local 
consequences. The book ventures inside town hall, exploring the diverse 
activities of public officials as they seek to manage a variety of tasks 
amidst conflicting pressures and new expectations for local government. 
It explores how, why, and when better local governance emerges—or 
doesn’t—and the implications of structural change for achieving the 
public good. 

· · · ·  

In April 2004, angry residents of Ilave, Peru lynched the town’s mayor 
and threw his body under a bridge. Less than two months later, citi
zens of Ayo Ayo in Bolivia dragged their mayor from his home and set 
him on fire; newspapers carried photographs of his charred remains. 
Over a number of years, people in Santo Domingo Tehuantepec, Mexico 
grew accustomed to gathering outside town hall to chant epithets and 
hurl rocks at the building until incumbent mayors were forced to 
resign. The people of Santiago Atitlán in Guatemala remember the events 
of 1997, when the town hall was burned down during a dispute with 
their mayor. In a more legal vein, seven mayors in the Philippines were 
taken to court for electoral fraud in 2004, and local party leaders in 
Gulbarga, India threatened action against two former mayors. The fol
lowing year, the mayor of Blantyre, in Malawi, was sentenced to three 
years in prison for stealing funds meant for road repairs. Behind these 
acts of civic violence and conflict were charges of corruption, malfea
sance, lack of accountability, fraud, and failure to respond to the needs 
of local residents.1 

Elsewhere, however, local officials were lauded for the innovations they 
introduced in the governance of their communities and the new spaces 
they created for civic participation. In a range of countries, mayors be
came popular candidates for president, and in places as diverse as Argen
tina, Brazil, Canada, Chile, India, Mexico, the Philippines, South Africa, 
and the United States, annual awards celebrated local governments that 
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had taken on difficult problems and found inventive ways of resolving 
them. In some cases, governments became world famous for such innova
tions, as did Pô rto Alegre, Brazil when it introduced a participatory bud
geting process. In Mexico, cities such as Monterrey, Leó n, and Aguasca
lientes became well-known models for efficient and responsive gover
nance. In municipalities in Kenya, India, the Philippines, South Africa, 
and elsewhere, citizens shared information, made decisions about re
source allocation, monitored policy implementation, and envisioned im
provements that would alter the future of their communities.2 

Why such contrasting experiences? Those who have promoted decen
tralization during the past quarter century would not predict that places 
such as Ilave and Pôrto Alegre would be so different in the quality of 
government that characterized them. These differences matter, because 
local governments have become newly relevant to the lives of hundreds 
of millions of people across the globe. Over a span of two and a half 
decades of decentralization, local levels of government in many countries 
acquired new responsibilities and more resources for carrying them out. 
Public officials and public agencies assumed new roles in these govern
ments. Political parties that had long focused on national electoral con
tests became active in campaigns for the leadership of towns and cities. 
Citizens increasingly looked to local governments in their aspirations for 
better and more secure neighborhoods, better health and education ser
vices, and programs to enhance economic opportunities. 

The rhetoric and theory of decentralization promise better governance 
and deeper democracy as public officials are held more directly account
able for their actions and as citizens become more engaged in local affairs. 
Practice over more than two decades, however, suggests that new experi
ments with decentralization can result in unfulfilled expectations and the 
emergence of unanticipated problems. Experiences as distinct as those of 
Ilave and Pô rto Alegre signal the potential for diverse outcomes in local 
political contexts increasingly characterized by more responsibilities, re
sources, political competition, and citizen demand making. 

In the following chapters, I seek to find answers to several questions: 
When local governments are charged with new responsibilities and pro
vided with new resources, how are new policy and program agendas set 
and carried out? How is local governance affected by the dynamics of 
political competition, the capacity of leaders to mobilize resources for 
change, the modernization of public administration, the demands and 
participation of civil society? What is the meaning of decentralization for 
democratic governance? To find answers to these questions, I use data 
from a random sample of thirty medium-sized municipalities in a single 
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country, measure their performance as units of government, and seek to 
explain why they perform as they do. 

The findings shed light on complex changes introduced by decentraliza
tion and democratization. Together, these two processes increased compe
tition for electoral office in the research municipalities, which in turn pro
vided greater opportunities for the circulation of political leadership. 
With changes in political leadership came opportunities to initiate im
provements in the management of town affairs. Weak institutions of local 
governance increased the ability of public leaders to introduce significant 
change in short order, even while the same institutional weakness under
mined the sustainability of reform. Thus, electoral calendars often marked 
the introduction of governance reforms—and their demise. Meanwhile, 
well-known repertoires for participation made it easier for citizens to ex
tract resources from government than to hold public officials and agencies 
accountable for their actions. Inside town hall, then, much was set in 
motion by decentralization and democratization. 

Good governance, this book attests, is not simply a function of the 
structure of intergovernmental relationships. It is, rather, the consequence 
of new opportunities and resources, the impact of leadership motivation 
and choices, the influence of civic history, and the effect of institutions that 
constrain and facilitate innovation. The research reported in the following 
chapters shows the daily life of municipal governments, public officials, 
and citizens as they adjusted to complex new roles and realities that were 
simultaneously political, technical, and historical. The impact of decen
tralization was tangible in the research communities and, although its 
impact was not always positive, it held out some promise for better gover
nance in the future. 

This work is relevant for researchers and practitioners alike. For those 
who are concerned about theories that accurately capture political dy
namics in new institutional settings, the research reported in this book 
clarifies the origins of change, adaptation, and the process of political, 
administrative, and fiscal transitions. Similarly, it illuminates how democ
ratization, accountability of local officials, and participation are encour
aged or discouraged by contextual factors at the local level and legacies 
from the past. For those most concerned about applying the insights of 
research to real-world conditions, this book suggests ways to redress gov
ernance shortfalls in decentralized settings. The site of my research is 
Mexico, but I believe that the findings of the study are relevant to many 
other countries that have experienced the consequences of structural 
change in government and wish to understand its impact on the quality 
of local governance and democracy. 
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THE DECENTRALIZATION REVOLUTION 

In country after country from the 1980s to the mid-2000s, national gov
ernments decentralized.3 Fiscally, they insisted that subnational authorities 
become responsible for managing budgets, generating revenue, and render
ing appropriate accounts. Politically, they legislated that hitherto ap
pointed officials in provincial and local governments would now be elected 
by popular mandate. Administratively, they distributed responsibilities for 
the provision of health and education services to state and local bureaucra
cies and gave local governments increased duties for physical and social 
infrastructure. Indeed, decentralization was so widely adopted that it 
amounted to a structural revolution in the distribution of public responsi
bilities and authority in large numbers of countries. Like new structures of 
international governance attendant upon globalization, decentralization 
helped redefine the role of central government in the development process.4 

Even though this process of decentralization brought significant new 
resources and power to local decision makers, it also brought headaches 
and dilemmas. Long bereft of authority and resources by highly central
ized political systems, localities throughout the world grappled with how 
to take on responsibilities for routine administration, public service provi
sion, and economic development. Institutions for local decision making, 
in some cases atrophied from decades of centralization, had to be revived 
to take on complex problems. Service-providing organizations had to be 
created or restructured; employees needed to be trained and new proce
dures put into effect. Fiscal management became more exacting even as 
citizens were increasingly aware that local officials could be appealed to, 
blamed, or supported for the delivery of a range of public services. 

Of course, decentralization can be put into effect in different ways— 
through devolution, delegation, or deconcentration.5 While distinctions 
among forms of decentralization are important in defining the relation
ship of the center to the periphery and for the management of particular 
programs and functions, most local governments experience all three 
types of decentralization at the same time.6 Thus, for example, a local 
government may be coping with a devolved education system that contin
ues to vest authority over standards and testing in a national ministry; a 
deconcentrated health system that requires local governments to be re
sponsible only for the maintenance of local clinics; the full delegation of 
property tax collection; and the devolution of responsibility over sanita
tion within norms set by national or provincial governments. Each of 
these activities involves local officials in redefined relationships with other 
levels of government, at the same time that it prescribes particular roles 
for local government. 
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Thus, from the perspective of local officials and agencies, decentraliza
tion means not only a complex of new responsibilities but also a series of 
different relationships with other levels of government that have to be 
managed simultaneously. In their terms, then, various types of decentral
ization are part of a difficult new arena in which they are expected to 
perform—with new mandates and new rules of the game for being suc
cessful. In this context, it may matter less what kind of decentralization 
characterizes specific policy areas than how local governments and local 
officials adapt to new demands and expectations and how they manage 
the full complex of decentralized responsibilities. 

Even before the decentralization revolution, of course, local govern
ments often had a range of responsibilities. These tended to be humble 
ones—garbage collection, parks, road maintenance, local traffic and ani
mal control, school repair. Nevertheless, these services directly affected 
the quality of life of local residents as well as their sense of order and 
security. During the period between 1980 and 2005, the new wave of 
decentralization assigned less humble functions to local governments— 
education, public health, environmental management, crime prevention 
and control, local economic development, water supply. Such undertak
ings had significant ramifications in terms of the opportunities available 
to poor and middle-income households for social and economic mobility. 
Structural change meant that local interactions between citizens and the 
state became more important and more critical to the present life condi
tions and future opportunities of millions of citizens. 

Historically, this era was not the first in which decentralization was 
advocated as a way to improve political and economic performance; nor 
was this structural reform without its opponents.7 Indeed, the histories of 
numerous countries are punctuated by controversy and even wars over 
the distribution of power among levels of government.8 Nevertheless, re
cent decentralizing initiatives were more widely advocated and more 
widely adopted than was the case in prior periods, and the emphasis on 
its promise of improved efficiency, effectiveness, and responsiveness was 
more marked. Among the most fervent advocates were international fi
nancial institutions, particularly the World Bank, which was at the fore
front of encouraging governments to devolve authority to local govern
ments, delegate activities and services to quasi-independent organizations 
or the private sector, and deconcentrate the central delivery of services. 

The promise and the practice of decentralization. Scholarship on decen
tralization initiatives between 1980 and 2005 provides important insights 
into their central political and economic dynamics. The motivations be
hind national decisions to decentralize have been assessed and credited to 



6 CHAPTER 1 

factors as diverse as pressures from international financial institutions, the 
electoral logic of declining parties, career aspirations of politicians, levels 
of economic development, and the ideological rationale of neoliberalism.9 

The sometimes surprising reluctance of local and regional governments to 
take on new responsibilities has been contrasted with the commitment of 
central politicians to push forward with their reform agendas.10 

Some research addresses the national consequences of decentraliza
tion—the extent to which fiscal discipline may have been imperiled, the 
degree to which inequality may have increased among regions and locali
ties, and the wins and losses of national political parties in local elec
tions.11 Others have focused attention on the strategic choices that 
national states make about the sequence of fiscal, political, and adminis
trative decentralization and their consequences for the effectiveness of 
such policies.12 A number of studies illuminate how decentralization can 
set in motion new conflicts between central and more local levels of gov
ernment, particularly over demands for increases in power and revenue.13 

Such studies have improved our understanding of why rational politicians 
would decide to share power downward in their political systems; the 
factors that combined to create a worldwide trend toward structural 
reform in government; and the national political and economic effects 
of this trend. 

Yet it is also important to understand the ways in which local govern
ments became new arenas for politics, policy decision making, and gover
nance. A number of studies have broken important ground in this rich 
field of study. Robert Putnam (1993), for example, explored the causal 
mechanisms behind good governance in Italy’s regions; Judith Tendler 
(1997) laid out the complex interaction of state and local organizations 
that contributed to innovative community programs in Brazil; Peter Ward 
and Victoria Rodrı́guez (1999) assessed the impact of political competi
tion on the management of cities in Mexico; Blair (2000) explored the 
extent to which local democracy promoted participation and accountabil
ity in several countries; and Stoner-Weiss (1997) described the contextual 
factors that explained why some regional governments in Russia per
formed better than others in the wake of decentralization. From such 
work, we are beginning to understand the divergence between the promise 
of decentralization and its real-world consequences. 

As the decentralization revolution got under way in the 1980s, academ
ics and practitioners alike believed that this structural change was an 
important way to ensure good governance. Economists, for example, 
built on the work of Tiebout (1956), Coase (1960), and Oates (1972, 
1977) to argue that decentralization would increase allocative efficiency 
by subjecting public spending priorities to local demand. They indicated 
that because information on the performance of government institutions 
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is more readily available to citizens in decentralized systems, they are in 
the best position to make demands for effective services and to reward 
and punish local politicians; information on local preferences is also 
more available to decision makers because they are in daily contact with 
citizens. Moreover, when citizens are taxed for local services, they will 
have incentives to insist on good-quality services and hold officials and 
service providers accountable for their actions. For similar reasons, pro
ponents of neoliberal economic reforms argued that decentralization 
would increase the efficiency of government, mobilize additional public 
resources, and improve fiscal decision making; it was seen as an im
portant means to redress decades of statist development strategies that 
had resulted in low growth rates and high levels of corruption in the 
production of public services.14 

Political scientists also became advocates for the benefits of decentral
ization. In the distant past, some had argued in favor of centralization as 
a response to the threat of participation “overload” and the destructive 
power of centrifugal conflicts and loyalties in nation building.15 By the 
early 1980s, however, many found important reasons for citizen partici
pation in local elections and government decision making as a palliative 
to overcentralized and authoritarian governments.16 More effective dem
ocratic states needed strongly participatory local democracy, they argued; 
as citizens have opportunities to participate, they become more effective 
at rewarding and punishing the behavior of local officials. As a conse
quence, rational politicians have incentives to be responsive to local 
needs and local concerns. This kind of participation is, furthermore, an 
effective “school” for democracy, providing an arena for learning skills of 
deliberation and the rules that structure conflict resolution in democratic 
systems.17 Thus, political decentralization, referring primarily to the pop
ular election of local decision makers and representatives but also incor
porating new mechanisms for citizen participation in local government, 
was expected to promote stronger and better democracies. Among others 
promoting decentralization for similar reasons were political activists, 
nongovernmental organizations, and human rights groups. They were 
vocal in arguing that decentralization increases the ability of citizens to 
select responsive public officials and hold them accountable for their per
formance, as well as to participate more effectively in public decision-
making arenas.18 

Similarly, disciples of public management anticipated that decentraliza
tion would produce more responsive decision making, higher quality ser
vices, and public administrators who would be motivated to perform 
well.19 When government administration is brought closer to those who 
receive services, they argued, beneficiaries of these services would be
come active in demanding good quality. Because those responsible for the 
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quality of services are local, citizens will be more motivated to com
plain and demand improvements if services fail or decline in quality. 
Moreover, civil servants will have incentives to orient their behavior to
ward good service provision because of the potential for public disruption 
and complaints from dissatisfied “customers.” Corruption would also be 
more visible at local levels and thus easier to control. Public sector re
formers agreed with fiscal decentralizers that services would become more 
efficient if they were paid for by local taxes and fees. The task for im
proving government, then, was to strengthen the institutions of local gov
ernance, provide local public officials with greater capacity to take on 
new responsibilities, and develop mechanisms to improve performance 
and accountability. 

Not surprisingly, these high expectations for the decentralization revo
lution were likely to be disappointed when policies were put in practice 
to restructure the locus of government decision making and operational 
responsibility—practice rarely lives up to theory. And indeed, by the early 
1990s, those concerned about public finance began to fear that decentral
ization could lead to increased fiscal deficits and imperil macroeconomic 
stability.20 In some cases, local government debt burdens became the re
sponsibility of national governments, causing central bankers to have sec
ond thoughts about the wisdom of local officials. Those responsible for 
national fiscal health often responded to the unanticipated consequences 
of decentralization by putting in place mechanisms to tighten up central 
oversight of local revenue and expenditure management. In addition, 
economists were often disappointed that local governments were not 
more proactive in generating local revenues. Instead of increasing the ro
bustness of local taxation, many subnational governments increased their 
demands on central governments for more revenue sharing.21 

In politics, the practice of decentralization also brought mixed reviews. 
In some cases, evidence surfaced that local elites could benefit inequitably 
from decentralization. Scholars found evidence of considerable potential 
for interest group capture in small electoral arenas and they raised ques
tions about the survival of “authoritarian enclaves” in local settings.22 

Others demonstrated that local governments often reflected the social, 
political, and economic conflicts that divided local communities; they 
questioned the view of those who believe that decentralization means 
more power and equity for ordinary citizens.23 Some came to the conclu
sion that there was no inherent reason why decentralized governments 
should be any more democratic than centralized ones nor any a priori 
reason why local elections should guarantee the emergence of more effec
tive leadership.24 Although theoretically citizens should have greater say 
in the policy and programmatic choices of government under decentral
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ized arrangements, practice suggested that this was not necessarily the 
case.25 Instead of a consistent pattern of more responsive and participa
tory local governments, researchers found wide variability across them in 
terms of democratic practice. 

Those who focused on public management found that the quality of 
decentralized services also varied significantly across localities. They dis
covered that the incentive structures of local institutions were not neces
sarily aligned with pressures to improve performance. Indeed, research 
indicated that elected municipal authorities were not necessarily moti
vated to perform any better than their central counterparts in prior peri
ods.26 Moreover, local corruption could be as invidious and difficult to 
root out as central corruption. The expectation that privatization and 
contracting out of local public services would automatically result in great 
improvements was also dashed; such experiences were often fraught with 
conflict, performance problems, and corruption.27 In addition, in the 
wake of decentralization, citizens, parties, legislatures, and politicians had 
to sort out many ambiguities in the power relationships and administra
tive responsibilities among national, state, and local governments.28 De
bates about redefined relationships slowed the impact of change and often 
left citizens, politicians, and administrators frustrated. 

Yet, while expectations about decentralization’s benefits for developing 
countries were modified during a quarter century of experience, the prom
ise of improved governance and democracy was certainly not abandoned. 
The structural changes introduced through decentralization remained 
largely in place in the mid-2000s—and they were significant. Power was 
shared much more widely among levels of government than in the past. 
Many more officials were elected at state and local levels than was true 
in prior periods. Political parties were paying more attention to competing 
in local elections and aspiring politicians saw advantages in beginning 
or promoting their careers by running for local office. Governors and 
mayors—and the associations that represented them—became a force 
that presidents, ministers, and national legislators could ignore only at 
their peril.29 They, as well as local and regional legislators and administra
tors, became more important as front-line representatives of the state 
when citizens interacted with the political system. Citizens seemed gradu
ally to be developing greater trust in their local governments.30 While de
centralization could be reversed, as it had been in the past history of a 
number of countries, decentralization and the power and responsibilities 
that it distributed to local governments were vital economic, political, and 
administrative realities in the early twenty-first century.31 These realities 
had very diverse consequences for local governments. 



10 CHAPTER 1 

EXPLAINING DIVERSE OUTCOMES: FOUR PROPOSITIONS 

I use the concept of decentralization throughout this book to refer to the 
formal and informal mechanisms and rules that allocate authority and 
resources downward among different levels of government.32 I am most 
interested in local (as opposed to regional, provincial, or state) level gov
ernments and how they have responded to new responsibilities and expec
tations. The research reported here confirms that decentralization is a 
process that unfolds over time; more important, it is neither a linear pro
cess nor one that necessarily results in similar outcomes. Decentralization 
can mean progress toward improved governance and democracy as well 
as the erosion of local conditions of well-being. My primary goal is to 
account for these diverse outcomes through the exploration of different 
causal explanations. 

At least four hypotheses have been advanced to explain why local gov
ernments might respond differently to new opportunities. These hypothe
ses center on political competition, public sector entrepreneurship, admin
istrative modernization, and civil society. Each provides a distinct 
explanation of the factors that encourage and discourage better gover
nance practices in developing country contexts. Because decentralization 
is a process that proceeds at different paces in different countries, among 
different policy sectors, and across local governments with distinct histo
ries and competencies, this study sheds light on the conditions under 
which some hypotheses provide more robust explanations than others. 

Political competition. The dynamics of party competition and elections 
are at the core of one approach to explaining variations in the perfor
mance of local government. In this view, democratization and greater 
competition among political parties to win local mayoral and council 
elections increase the pressure on incumbents to perform effectively 
while in office. According to this perspective, where local elections are 
competitive and opposition parties have real opportunities to win posi
tions of authority, incumbents will be motivated to prove their compe
tence in the management of public affairs and will seek to find new ways 
of addressing important problems. In the case of Mexico, the site of the 
research for this book, Rodrı́guez and Ward have been important propo
nents of this view.33 

If partisan political pressures are important in accounting for better 
governance, it is reasonable to expect that politicians in less competitive 
environments will rely on traditional methods of mobilizing support— 
clientelism, accommodation to elite interests, and “jobs for the boys,” 
for example—rather than seeking to improve the way local government 
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works. And, if partisan-political pressures are an important source of per
formance gains, then we might expect electoral contests to feature prom
ises for improved governance, political discourse to link the quality of 
governance to particular parties, and to observe some instability in poli
cies and practices when the partisan identity of incumbents changes. We 
would expect to see considerably less improvement occurring in localities 
that are less politically competitive. 

State entrepreneurship. Another way to explain variations across locali
ties in responding to new mandates and relationships focuses on the ac
tivities of agents in public positions of authority who develop ideas, mo
bilize coalitions, and make strategic choices about how to advance new 
organizational or policy agendas, regardless of political opposition, pub
lic apathy, or capacity constraints. In this view, the state, in the guise of 
reform leaders and their teams, identifies particular problems and pro
motes policy, programmatic, or organizational solutions to them, even 
in the absence of party support or future electoral opportunities and in
centives. Ideas, leadership skills, and the strategic choices made to pro
mote a reform agenda and acquire resources play a central role in such 
an approach.34 

Public officials and their strategic behavior thus explain what issues are 
taken up and the political dynamics of promoting them, from agenda 
setting through decision making to implementation.35 In this hypothesis, 
what is adopted as a public initiative would be the result of the behavior 
and concerns of public officials, the outcome of the motivations of specific 
individuals, and the extent to which those who are reform-minded select 
appropriate strategies to move ahead with their ideas. Similarly, it could 
be anticipated that there would be instability in the focus of change initia
tives as those in positions of public leadership come and go, regardless of 
their partisan identity.36 

Public sector modernization. Alternatively, variations across local govern
ments might emerge when new incentives for public officials are intro
duced and when organizations are restructured, governments downsized, 
services privatized or contracted out, and training and technology intro
duced to build local public sector capacity. This is, for example, the expec
tation of the innovations characterized by the New Public Management 
that has swept countries from New Zealand to Brazil.37 In this perspective, 
performance can be expected to reflect inputs for capacity building, organi
zational reengineering, and restructuring how public services are delivered, 
regardless of electoral calendars and the partisan identities of incumbents. 
Where such inputs are missing, we can expect to see poorer performance. 
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Implicit belief in this public sector modernization model often stimu
lates international development agencies and central and provincial gov
ernments to invest heavily in technical assistance, capacity building, new 
technologies, and training for local governments.38 To the extent that such 
investments are critical for more effective government, a relatively 
planned, phased, and cumulative process of improvements could be antic
ipated, mirroring inputs in technology, organizational changes, and train
ing over time. Local governments that are less affected by these interven
tions could be expected to perform consistently less well. By extension, 
larger and better off municipalities might be expected to perform better 
than smaller and poorer ones, on the assumption that they would have 
more access to technology, well-qualified public officials, training oppor
tunities, and other such inputs. 

Civil society activism. A fourth possible way to explain variations in the 
performance of local government is the extent to which local citizens are 
mobilized to participate and demand accountability. Thus, according to 
this perspective, social groups in the local community exert pressure on 
the public sector to provide better services or more opportunities for par
ticipating in policy processes. These groups not only demand good perfor
mance, they can also provide models of how improvements can be made, 
participate in decision making and implementation activities, and take an 
active role in monitoring the performance of elected and administrative 
officials—and sanctioning and rewarding them at election time. Through 
extension of this argument, localities without active civil societies are less 
likely to take on difficult tasks of providing better services, innovating in 
their activities, or being responsive to local needs. 

Robert Putnam (1993) and others have demonstrated that local govern
ment performance is a function of the type and depth of social capital in 
the community and the extent to which it is mobilized around the idea of 
good governance.39 In Mexico, Jonathan Fox and Josefina Aranda (1996) 
have argued that civil society engagement in local development projects 
contributes to the positive impact of those initiatives.40 The assumptions 
in the model are particularly popular with development practitioners in 
the NGO (nongovernmental organization) community and with commu
nity activists. If such a view reflects the reality of local political dynamics, 
good governance would be sustained over time due to community pres
sure and support, and changes would be particularly responsive to the 
priorities of organized groups in the local community. In communities in 
which there is little organized pressure, demand making, or efforts to 
ensure accountability of local officials, we would expect to find much less 
competent and responsive local governments. 
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Map 1.1. Mexican states selected for study. Star indicates the capital, Mexico City. 

Learning about local realities. These four hypotheses constitute an intel
lectual agenda for assessing the consequences of decentralization for local 
governments. Going Local traces that experience as it was being lived by 
a random sample of medium-sized municipalities in Mexico. Most prior 
studies of local government have been carried out in large cities—national 
and regional capitals, for example—and have often been limited to re
search on one site or one state or province.41 In such contexts, it is more 
likely that researchers will find a significant number of relatively well-
educated voters; local media that provide information on government and 
incumbent performance, party platforms, and candidate promises; suffi
cient resources to allow incumbents to follow up on at least some electoral 
promises; and greater administrative capacity in city hall to be responsive. 
While such studies are often informative, it is difficult to judge their gener
alizability. My study is based on a sample of smaller municipalities and 
comparative analysis across a range of states. 

Holding the nature of national decentralization policies constant 
through a focus on one country, my research makes room for possible 
regional differences with a random sample of six states, one from each 
region of Mexico (see map 1.1).42 In each state, five medium-sized munici
palities (25,000 to 100,000 inhabitants) were selected randomly for study, 
for a total of thirty municipalities in the sample (see table 1.1 and maps 
1.2 and 1.3).43 In 2000, municipalities of this size included 23.6 percent 



14 CHAPTER 1 

TABLE 1.1 
States and Municipalities Selected for Study 

State 
Region of 
Mexico Municipality 

Population 
(2000) 

Area 
(km2) 

Guanajuato West Central Abasolo 
Manuel Doblado 
San Luis de la Paz 
Santa Cruz de Juventino Rosas 
Yuriria 

79,093 
38,309 
96,729 
65,479 
73,820 

534.9 
801.1 

1,816.8 
394.4 
788.8 

Oaxaca South Acatlán de Pérez Figueroa 
San Juan Guichicovi 
Santiago Juxtlahuaca 
Santiago Pinotepa Nacional 
Santo Domingo Tehuantepec 

44,579 
27,399 
28,188 
44,193 
53,229 

933.9 
563.9 
583.1 
719.6 
965.8 

Puebla East Central Chignahuapan 
Coronango 
Ixtacamaxtitlán 
Libres 
San Pedro Cholula 

49,266 
27,575 
28,358 
25,719 
99,794 

591.9 
37.0 

614.9 
304.9 
51.0 

Sinaloa West Escuinapa 
Mocorito 
Rosario 
Salvador Alvarado 
San Ignacio 

50,438 
50,082 
47,934 
73,303 
26,762 

1,633.2 
2,405.5 
2,723.3 
1,197.5 
4,651.0 

Tamaulipas North Aldama 
González 
Miguel Alemán 
San Fernando 
Tula 

27,997 
41,455 
25,704 
57,412 
27,049 

3,655.7 
3,399.1 

649.4 
6,096.4 
2,660.6 

Yucatán Gulf Oxkutzcab 
Progreso 
Ticul 
Umán 
Valladolid 

25,483 
48,797 
32,776 
49,145 
56,776 

512.2 
270.8 
355.1 
434.3 
867.8 

Source: INAFED, Dirección del Sistema Nacional de Información Municipal. 
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Map 1.2. Top left: Municipalities in Guanajuato selected for study. Top right: 
Municipalities in Oaxaca selected for study. Bottom left: Municipalities in Puebla 
selected for study. Bottom right: Municipalities in Sinaloa selected for study. Stars 
indicate state capitals. 
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Map 1.3. Left: Municipalities in Tamaulipas selected for study. Right: Municipal
ities in Yucatán selected for study. Stars indicate state capitals. 

of all local governments in Mexico and 25.3 percent of its population; 
their average population was 46,516 and they ranged in territory from 
quite small to very large.44 Despite the search for differences, these munici
palities were large enough to have substantial responsibilities and signifi
cant resources for attending to them, yet small enough to facilitate under
standing complex political, administrative, and fiscal interactions. 

A research team collected data in Mexico during the summer and fall 
of 2004. Researchers interviewed past and present local officials in the 
thirty municipalities; delved into relevant documents about local fiscal 
conditions; explored the dynamics of changes in administrative, service, 
development, and participatory activities of local government; assessed 
the electoral history of each; generated insights into the relationship of 
local governments to state and federal ones; and came to know well the 
localities they were studying. The research team met for an initial training 
workshop, followed a similar research protocol, received regular feed
back, including a site visit, and met for two additional workshops to dis
cuss findings and explore their meaning. 

Simultaneously, I carried out research at the national level, among those 
agencies of government most concerned with the process and mechanics 
of decentralization, and among academic experts, exploring the role of 
states, and state governors, in this process. I also interviewed officials in 
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the organizations that represent municipalities and mayors in their inter
actions with the national government, and reviewed the activities they 
carry out on behalf of local government. Collectively, we interviewed 569 
individuals, including 51 current and former mayors, 113 councilors, 229 
local public managers, 98 community leaders and important citizens, 26 
local party officials, 48 state and federal level officials, as well as a number 
of academic experts. 

Using the information gathered in the field—and to the extent possible 
verified with information from survey data—I constructed an index of 
municipal performance to represent differences among the local govern
ments. National demographic, electoral, and fiscal data on the municipali
ties also form part of the analysis. In the following chapters, these data 
are used to explore the four hypotheses and to construct a story of what 
was happening at local levels in the wake of decentralization. 

What was the story that emerged from this study? Very briefly, I discov
ered that the four distinct hypotheses were actually interrelated and that 
municipalities that varied significantly in terms of their governance per
formance were experiencing a series of similar pressures for change: 

•	 Political competition was increasingly important to local politics in all 
municipalities, even in those that continued to be controlled by Mexico’s 
long-dominant party; greater electoral competitiveness was largely a re
sponse to the new opportunities and resources for local government under 
decentralization and was generally divorced from the ideological or pro
grammatic commitments of political parties. Clientelistic practices did not 
wither away, but continued to be currency for campaigns and influencing 
the allocation of public resources. Electoral competition significantly in
creased the circulation of political elites, but was only indirectly related 
to the performance of local government. This was largely a result of the 
increased difficulty of governing in more contentious environments. 

•	 The quality of local governance depended to a significant degree on the 
entrepreneurial activities of elected and appointed municipal leaders, 
those brought to public office through newly competitive elections. 
Among their major responsibilities were acquiring resources from other 
levels of government and introducing change in the management of local 
affairs. In fact, these individuals were often able to introduce significant 
changes in local governance relatively quickly, largely because of the 
weakness of institutions that could have resisted or slowed the pace of 
reform. In addition, the politics of getting things done continued to repli
cate patterns from the more centralized past—personally defined agendas, 
reliance on other levels of government, and the ability to use personal 
networks of influence. At the same time, the proscription of immediate 
reelection significantly limited the durability of change. 



18 CHAPTER 1 

•	 Public sector modernization was widespread, even among relatively un
ambitious governments. Introducing the accoutrements of modern gov
ernment was primarily a tool of entrepreneurial leadership, however, 
rather than an independent source of change. Improvements were often 
rapidly implemented but weakly institutionalized; they changed fre
quently as administrations changed. 

•	 Citizen engagement was an important factor in extracting resources from 
local governments; it was much less important in holding public officials 
responsible for their actions. Interestingly, new accountability mecha
nisms tended to be introduced from above by government. In the absence 
of immediate reelection, citizens were denied an important mechanism for 
bottom-up accountability. 

•	 Innovations in local governance were widespread and public officials took 
the lead in introducing these improvements; yet their successful introduc
tion was often marred by the failure to sustain them beyond the three-
year tenure of political administrations. 

These brief points ignore much of the complexity of fiscal, political, and 
administrative change occurring in the municipalities studied. Subsequent 
chapters attempt to tell their stories—and to generalize from them—with 
due regard for the richness of local experience. 

THE BOOK IN BRIEF 

Mexico was a reluctant decentralizer—the process of sharing power 
downward in the political system between 1980 and 2005 was protracted 
and halting. This process coincided with the transition to more open and 
democratic government in the country, a process that was itself protracted 
and halting. National administrations shifted emphases back and forth 
between commitment to decentralize and efforts to recentralize power in 
the national executive and were reluctant to threaten the capacity of the 
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) to continue to win elections. 
Nevertheless, by the mid-2000s, state and municipal governments in 
Mexico clearly had more authority and resources to deal with regional 
and local issues than at any time in the country’s history; likewise, citizens 
enjoyed much more democratic elections and more opportunities to par
ticipate in public decision making than had been true in the recent or 
distant past. 

Chapter 2 explores the history of decentralization initiatives in Mexico, 
describes the relationships among different levels of government at the 
time of the study, and sets the context for understanding decentralization 
as it was experienced at the local level. It indicates that federal policy 
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makers’ caution about the fiscal and administrative behavior of local gov
ernments led to considerable state and national oversight of what local 
governments were doing, even while responsibilities and resources flowed 
downward. At the same time, the chapter shows that democratization— 
in the guise of alternation among parties in power—was initiated at the 
municipal level, found traction at the state level, and only then was able 
to gain a foothold in national presidential elections. 

This same chapter introduces the thirty municipalities selected for 
study. These localities shared many characteristics of other medium-sized 
municipalities in Mexico, and their political histories replicate in im
portant ways the gradual process of democratization experienced by the 
country. They received much increased fiscal resources from federal 
sources, witnessed increased political competition, and differed signifi
cantly in terms of their performance. As part of this chapter, I introduce 
and explain the index of municipal performance that is used throughout 
the book to explore the four hypotheses. The purpose of the chapter is to 
set the background and provide comparative data to be used in subse
quent chapters. 

Chapter 3 explores the first hypothesis—that increased political compe
tition can explain differences across municipalities in Mexico. Increased 
electoral competition was noteworthy in the research sites and high
lighted the extent to which gaining control over public office at the local 
level became newly important in Mexican politics after 1990. The compe
tition for power encouraged the introduction of new parties at the local 
level, more open forms of candidate selection within parties, and in
creased interest in local elections. Yet campaigns continued to feature re
tail promises to groups and individuals and were not characterized by 
major doctrinal differences among parties, even though the extent of turn
over in office increased. 

Even where the PRI continued to hold office, local politicians worried 
about its future as other parties made important inroads in local electoral 
contests. These contests were important for introducing more opportuni
ties for the circulation of political elites; decentralization clearly brought 
more options to local voters; and local councils were increasingly pluralist 
in party representation. At the same time, it was difficult to find systematic 
differences in the performance of municipalities based on the degree of 
competition or the identity of the party in power. Increasingly, politicians 
were aware of the potential threat of election losses, regardless of the 
political history of the municipality, nor did the penchant for governance 
reform characterize one party significantly more than another. 

If elections increasingly opened up opportunities for the circulation of 
political elites, to what extent, I ask in chapter 4, could the variable perfor
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mance of local governments be credited to the activities of entrepreneurial 
politicians at the local level? They counted for a great deal, as it turns 
out. In the thirty municipalities studied, mayors and their allies in local 
government had considerable capacity to set local policy and program
matic agendas, to select officials for local positions of authority, to influ
ence the allocation of local resources, and to structure the administration 
of public affairs. They had, as a consequence, significant room to maneu
ver in introducing changes in local government. Their jobs were not easy, 
however. In order to be effective, municipal leaders had to acquire addi
tional resources, organize and oversee the daily activities of the municipal
ity, and respond effectively to the micro-level concerns of constituents. 
They had to make trade-offs about priorities and how to focus their time 
and resources. In particular, mayors differed significantly in their commit
ments and in their capacity to undertake the complex tasks of leadership. 

Almost universally, mayors and other public officials had to find funds 
for local investments from other levels of government. Across the research 
sites, municipal leaders relied on traditional forms of political interaction 
to acquire these resources for their communities. Clientelism, party con
nections, and personal relationships show the importance of traditional 
political relationships in accounting for the effectiveness of local leader
ship and its capacity to make a difference in the performance of local 
government. To do a good job, local officials had to spend a great deal of 
time out of their offices, seeking support at state and national levels. Their 
success was often transitory, however, as the weak local institutions that 
contributed to their extensive scope for action at the same time exposed 
their reforms to the short lives of each administration. Political traditions 
die hard, this chapter suggests, even in contexts in which the structure of 
authority has moved from authoritarian to democratic. 

In the subsequent chapter, the impact of information technology, train
ing, organizational reengineering, and other capacity-building inputs is 
explored. To what extent did it make a change in the way the public’s 
business was carried out in thirty municipalities in Mexico? Evidence of 
the introduction of new capacity-building tools and organizational 
changes was widespread. Almost everywhere, computers managed infor
mation and provided officials with new administrative tools; training 
courses were ubiquitous; more educated people were appointed to public 
office; and reorganization was a common exercise when new administra
tions came to office. Many officials spoke of the need to improve the 
efficiency of local government, and some were conversant with the princi
ples of the New Public Management. 

At times, the introduction of new technologies and more effective man
agement practices was mandated by state and federal governments; in 
some states, for example, municipalities were told to develop Web sites, 
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to make information available to their constituents, and to adopt certain 
accounting practices. Most commonly, however, improvements in local 
governance were a result of the choices of local officials, some of whom 
were particularly concerned about increased efficiency and effectiveness 
and some of whom chose to ignore even mandates from above. Thus, it 
was most often the case that public sector modernization was a tool em
ployed by local public leaders as a way to achieve particular goals; it was 
not an independent force for local change. And, as with the actions of 
local leaders more generally, some of the changes in the way local public 
business was done did not outlive the administrations of those who intro
duced them. 

As countries decentralize and democratize, the extent to which citizens 
participate in local government should expand and their capacity to elicit 
response and accountability from government should increase. Chapter 
6 indicates that citizen engagement in local decisions about resource allo
cation was considerable in the thirty municipalities. As individuals and 
as groups, citizens pressed local governments for response to their needs. 
They had effective strategies for organizing for collective action and for 
gaining the attention of public officials and access to public resources. 
Thus, local politics was characterized by considerable demand making by 
community groups throughout Mexico. 

In the research sites, it was much more common to find local groups 
extracting resources from government than it was to find that they were 
holding government officials or departments accountable for the quality 
of the services they were receiving. Where mechanisms for accountability 
existed, it was likely that they had been introduced by government, and 
not as a result of pressure from the governed. The expansion of spaces 
for citizen participation, so much vaunted as part of democratization, was 
not fully developed in Mexico at the time of the research. Citizens were 
much better at extracting benefits than they were in demanding demo
cratic accountability. The activism of civil society is important, particu
larly for the institutionalization of more responsive and effective govern
ment, but did not seem to be driving significant differences among the 
municipalities studied. Indeed, the impact of increased political competi
tion and the interest of public officials in reform provided more robust 
explanations of differences among municipalities. 

In chapter 7, the issue of innovation in local governance is addressed 
to assess conditions under which positive change is possible. All but two 
of the municipalities in the sample were able to introduce new policies, 
processes, programs, or projects that had not been in effect in prior peri
ods. Innovation, then, was not unusual in the medium-sized municipali
ties in the study and it occurred in administration, municipal services, and 
programs for economic, social, and environmental development. Some of 
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the changes were quite pedestrian, while others were much more sophisti
cated. The agents of innovation were overwhelmingly public officials and 
most of the reforms they undertook were chosen relatively autonomously. 
These observations confirm the importance of the agency of public offi
cials in local governance and of the relative quiescence of civil society in 
demanding better local government. 

In addition, the generally weak institutional context of local govern
ment meant that innovations were subject to considerable change in re
sponse to the three-year calendar of local elections. Those that were more 
likely to be sustained across administrations were those that showed 
clear benefits in the short term, involved bricks and mortar, were diffi
cult to change once they had been implemented, or were financially self-
sustaining. More vulnerable innovations were those that were closely 
identified with particular administrations, relied on the commitment of 
particular officials, or were very dependent on outside resources. Innova
tion was frequent in Mexico’s municipalities; its sustainability, however, 
was often fragile. 

This book seeks to analyze and explain how local governments and 
local public officials were coping with new responsibilities and resources 
in the wake of decentralizing policies. The answer? They were coping 
variously. Decentralization in Mexico was a dynamic process, suffering 
setbacks as well as advances, introducing opportunities for lapses as well 
as improvements in performance, and calling attention to the diversity of 
local response to new responsibilities and resources. The dynamic of 
change was structured by pressures from above and below, as well as 
from inside town hall, and was affected significantly by changes in the 
opportunity structure for local political parties and politicians. Impor
tantly, and as the final chapter argues, this dynamic suggests that the four 
hypotheses do not stand in isolation from each other but are in fact closely 
interconnected. Public sector entrepreneurship emerged as a critically im
portant factor in explaining what local governments were doing and how 
well they were doing it, but this in turn was made possible by the expan
sion of opportunities for competitive elections in a more democratic con
text and was pursued through a considerable amount of capacity building 
and citizen demand making. 

The results of this study hold important lessons for the comparative 
politics of decentralization and democratization. Mexico’s political sys
tem and policies for decentralization, of course, are unique. Nevertheless, 
the interconnections among increases in competitiveness, elite circula
tion, capacity building, and citizen participation are likely to be repli
cated in other settings. Similarly, while local governments are subject to 
considerable change in their dynamics in the wake of decentralization, 
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the way they carry out business is also embedded in political legacies of 
the past, and in this, too, the Mexican case is instructive. Local govern
ments everywhere need additional help to avoid dependence, to encour
age accountability, and to increase the extent to which they can promote 
economic development. They are likely to adapt to new challenges and 
support in different ways, but at times to do so in ways that can 
strengthen the promise of better and more democratic governance for 
local communities. 
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