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Sometimes, following best practices can  produce 
the worst results. We consistently see failed attempts 
to replicate public service projects, especially in 
emerging markets where “scaling” and “replication” 
sound like attractively simple options to resource-
strapped planners.

Replication works best for easily quantifiable, 
low-complexity, discrete tasks in controllable 
environments. That’s why we see fast-food franchises 
all around the world, with ingredients, uniforms, 
processes, standards and even interior design 
and architecture replicated at low cost and with 
minimal adjustment. Public services, in contrast, are 
highly complex by nature, dependent on a variety 
of interacting stakeholders, subject to the whims 
of politicians and citizens, and intimately bound up 
with local cultural and environmental conditions that 
vary within national borders, let alone across them.

Our primary research across municipal projects in 
Brazil, India and South Africa uncovers the traps 
inherent in best-practice replication and offers 
guidance on how to learn effectively from the 
successful and unsuccessful experiences of others. 
These lessons are brought to life through 12 detailed 
case studies of successful projects that exemplify 
our recommended approaches.

LEARNING FROM 
BEST-PRACTICE TRAPS 
IN PUBLIC SERVICE

ABOUT OUR RESEARCH
Accenture collaborated with Insper - a leading Latin 
American non-profit school in business, economics 
and engineering - to conduct in-depth case studies 
of high- and low-performing municipal public service 
projects across Brazil, India and South Africa. 

Our research covers education, transport, public 
bureaucracy and urban planning initiatives and 
includes more than 70 detailed interviews, impact 
assessments and both qualitative and quantitative 
analysis of the dynamics that led to success and failure.

We noted the widespread impulse among senior public 
servants to attempt to transfer project plans wholesale 
from elsewhere into their own environment, including 
requests for our consulting and research to support 
these efforts. The instinct to copy successes seems 
logical, given the constraints on time, finance, talent, 
and other resources inherent to public office. And yet, 
we consistently see these attempts at replication fail. 
We determined to understand why outright replication 
often fails and how public project leaders can avoid 
these traps and plan for success.

City planners for Brazil’s business capital, São Paulo, 
sought to emulate the successes of Chicago, Paris, 
Moscow and Vienna in creating an automobile-
centered, radial road system. But in the process, they 
overlooked several local realities, like the fact that 
São Paulo’s steep, hilly terrain made the proposed 
geometric road patterns extremely challenging to 
build. The design also required the city to straighten 
several naturally meandering rivers, increasing the 
risk of flooding and other environmental damage. 
Perhaps most counterintuitively, a radial road 
system requires a fixed city center, while São Paulo’s 
economic hub has consistently shifted over time.

Consequently, the city today suffers from frequently 
flooded roads and some of the world’s highest 
levels of traffic congestion and pollution. On paper, 
while São Paulo’s design replicated the best-
practice elements of the other cities’ plans, it was 
one of the worst possible solutions planners could 
have conceived for the local context.

São Paulo’s urban planning challenges are far from 
unique, but they illustrate some of the fundamental 
questions brought up by best-practice replication 
approaches, such as: What do we mean by “best”? 
Who decides what is best? Can a practice be the 
“best” over different time periods and locations?

USE WITH CAUTION: 
WHAT IS A “BEST PRACTICE”?

AN EVOLVING DEFINITION
The definition of “best practice” has evolved 
significantly over the past four decades. It 
was initially a benchmarking tool for achieving 
incremental improvements to business processes in 
the manufacturing industry, as popularized by Xerox 
in 1979. By 2009, the Encyclopedia of Management 
defined best practice as “…the most efficient way of 
doing something. The fastest method that uses the 
least resources (including labor and parts) to create the 
highest quality output…” So, the term has evolved to 
denote excellence. 

WHEN BEST PRACTICES 
ARE NOT BEST

Today, “best practice” most commonly implies leading 
and innovative instances of near-perfection that others 
should aspire towards. This is a huge shift from its 
lowly original ambition to raise poor performance to 
somewhat above-average levels.  

A LACK OF CONSENSUS
The word “best” is extraordinarily broad in its 
definition. Does it refer to the most innovative, 
state-of-the-art solution? Does it mean the most 
appropriate solution for that environment? Is it the 
most efficient approach? Does it have to be all of 
these simultaneously? The “best” can mean any 
number of desirable characteristics, depending 
on the user’s objectives. Unsurprisingly, therefore, 
international institutions (like the World Bank and 
OECD) and leading academics have begun to 
distance themselves from the term “best practice.” 
However, in the absence of simple alternatives to 
convey the commonly accepted concept, the phrase 
continues to hold widespread appeal and usage, 
especially in emerging markets. 

INHERENT BIASES 
The word “best” is also subjective. It is important 
to pay attention to who defines a project as “best.” 
Often, a coalition of enthusiasts with inherent 
biases designate a project as “best practice” 
because it is in their interest to do so. These may 
be public servants who wish to build an argument 
for replicating the project in their jurisdiction; 
they may be journalists, consultants or academics 
looking to showcase examples; or they might be 
sponsors or stakeholders that wish to be associated 
with success. Thus, project leaders should always 
take care to understand why a project or activity is 
an example, comprehend the techniques used to 
prove its performance, and know why the backing 
evidence says what it does.

Having established some of the inherent challenges 
of using the best practice concept and terminology, 
we now look at three specific traps that can guide us 
towards a pragmatic way forward.

PUBLIC SERVICE PROJECTS IN EMERGING MARKETS LOOK TO BEST-PRACTICE INITIATIVES 
FOR GUIDANCE, BUT OFTEN FAIL TO ACHIEVE DESIRED OUTCOMES. WHILE IT MAKES SENSE 
TO EMULATE EXCELLENCE, ATTEMPTING TO COPY IT WITHOUT CAREFUL PLANNING AND 
ADAPTATION USUALLY ENDS IN DISASTER. WE OFFER PRAGMATIC LESSONS TO LEARN FROM 
SUCCESSES ELSEWHERE IN A WAY THAT REMAINS RELEVANT TO LOCAL CONDITIONS.

4 
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AVOID 
THE TRAPS

KEY 
RISK

KEY 
MITIGANT

LESSONS 
LEARNED

Futility of trying to replicate 
conditions that cannot

 realistically be recreated.

Stakeholders 
(eg. citizens, employees, 

political sponsors) can derail 
a project if not bought-in.

The same process can 
result in very di�erent 

outcomes due to multiple 
environmental di�erences.

Never try to replicate a single 
instance. Always learn from 

multiple projects.

Build mechanisms to connect 
and communicate across all 

stakeholder groups.

Focus on desired outcomes, 
not on replicating specific 
activities. Ensure agility to 
evolve with circumstances.

BUILD ON THE WISDOM 
OF THE CROWD

Learn from patterns and dynamics 
across multiple projects. Proactively 

design virtuous cycles based on 
successes in multiple circumstances.

DESIGN-IN COLLABORATION
Build coalitions of shared objectives 

and common interests through genuine 
and frequent communication.

MONITOR AND REALIGN
Define context-specific outcomes, 
monitor progress and continually 

adjust plans to meet desired outcomes 
and local context.

BEWARE OF OUTLIERS THAT 
OTHERS CAN’T REPLICATE1

BEWARE OF 
ASSUMING CONSISTENT 

STAKEHOLDER BEHAVIORS

BEWARE OF ACCUMULATED 
CONTEXTUAL DIFFERENCES
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As the interpretation of the term “best practice” 
has edged closer toward “leading practice”, so 
the targets for replication have more frequently 
become outlier projects that symbolize aspirational 
excellence. Outliers are extraordinarily difficult 
to replicate.

These projects are typically high-profile, pet projects 
that aim to prove a concept. They therefore tend to 
have significant sponsorship and are often led by an 
inspirational leader and staffed by an enthusiastic 
workforce that is happy to commit extraordinary 
time and energy to the project. These conditions can 
propel an initial concept-proving pilot to 
great success. 

In contrast, attempts to recreate the same project 
elsewhere - often with overworked, low-paid and 
disinterested workers - will typically fail. Replications 
rarely receive the same enthusiastic  support and 
resources as the initial innovative trailblazer.

Never try to replicate a single instance of a 
successful project. That success may have been an 
unreproducible outlier. Rather, always try to learn 
from multiple projects in different contexts. Project 
planners need to actively design their own unique 
model that’s relevant to their circumstances, while in 
the process learning from the wisdom and experience 
of multiple other instances.

Specifically, our research reveals the importance of 
learning from the patterns and dynamics that are 
common across multiple successful projects. The in-
depth case studies described in this report, offer such 
patterns and dynamics. The role of virtuous cycles is 
critical, as they illustrate how different environmental 
conditions and behaviors from across a complex 
project can work  together, reinforcing one another to 
generate successful outcomes.

Here’s a simple example of how virtuous cycles can 
work, illustrated in Figure 1:

• Political sponsors commission a highly-capable 
  and experienced project leader to design a high-
  profile initiative.

• The project leader establishes a decentralized 
  organizational structure that encourages and 
  incentivizes ideas from the workforce.

• The project leader leverages her connections 
  within and outside the public sector to find 
  synergies and bring new knowledge and skills.

• The freedom to develop and contribute their own 
  ideas motivates the workforce to seek a better 
  understanding of the citizens they are trying to 
  serve, so that their ideas can be more relevant to 
  the communities they are serving.

BEWARE OF 
OUTLIERS THAT 
OTHERS CAN’T 
REPLICATE

TRAP 
01 

LESSON 1 
BUILD ON 
THE WISDOM 
OF THE CROWD

• The employees feel a greater sense of ownership 
  of the project as they feel the project values their 
  participation. They also gain a sense of purpose 
  and self-improvement as they learn from external 
  experts and collaborate with public servants in 
  other organizations.

• The citizens also develop a sense of commitment 
  to the project, as they feel they are being listened 
  to and their needs considered. They, in turn, 
  more readily provide their own input and ideas 
  for improvement.

• As these dynamics reinforce and feed off one 
  another, and as positive outcomes emerge, the 
  project leader builds on the current success to 
  further delegate and encourage innovation among 
  the team.

• The supportive project sponsors, seeing the 
  positive outcomes, give greater autonomy and 
  funding to the project leader, and they benefit 
  from the political capital of being associated with a 
  successful, innovative project.

In this illustrative case, we see the importance of 
combining a decentralized model with a motivated 
workforce that engages with its citizens. The details 
of the project activities remain ambiguous – we don’t 
even know what sector it is in. What matters is how 
positive dynamics can reinforce desirable behaviors 
and conditions. When we see similar patterns of 
interacting conditions and behaviors succeed in 
different environments, we can extract lessons that 
help us to plan our own projects.

TAKE ACTION
Observe the successful patterns and dynamics 
across multiple projects that you wish to learn 
from. Derive lessons to proactively design your 
own virtuous cycles for success.

8 
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FIGURE 1
ILLUSTRATIVE VIRTUOUS CYCLE
The combination of conditions 
and behaviors across the 
political sponsors, project leader, 
organizational model, workforce 
and citizens interact to drive 
positive virtuous cycles.

CORE CONDITIONSENVIRONMENT

ORGANIZATION

FACILITATING MECHANISMSLEADERSHIP

IMPLEMENTATION

ILLUSTRATIVE
VIRTUOUS CYCLES

Astonishingly, the replication of a successful, 
high-profile outlier can fail - and keep failing 
without correction - for decades. That’s decades of 
continually misallocated public investment. In our 
analysis of failed projects, we found that this kind of 
error can go undetected if the outlier’s reputation 
remains intact and there is no serious monitoring of 
the outcomes of subsequent replications.

In one of our case studies of failure, we examined a 
child development initiative in service nationally since 
the 1970s, but overseers didn’t begin to conduct the 
first concerted nationwide evaluation of outcomes 
until the 1990s. The assessment of one specific city’s 
program took place in 2007 and uncovered dreadful 
findings. Less than 60% of the project’s 242 facilities 
had toilets or access to clean drinking water, more 
than 80% did not have the equipment necessary for 
their work, 96% of workers complained of not being 
paid on time, and about 40% of the facilities offered 
poor quality food, including complaints of insects and 
dirt in the food. Consequent reforms implemented in 
2008 had to include improvements to training, pay, 
record keeping, meals and equipment.

Our broader research found similar instances of 
long-term investment in failed replications all around 
the world. As President Bill Clinton noted on US 
school reform, “Nearly every problem has been 
solved by someone, somewhere.” [The frustration is 
that] “we can’t seem to replicate [those solutions] 
anywhere else.”1

TRAP 1  
WHAT CAN 
GO WRONG

TRAP 1  
HOW TO PLAN 
IT RIGHT
The twelve successful case studies detailed in 
this report each have examples of virtuous cycles 
that drive mutually reinforcing positive behaviors 
and outcomes. Analysis of these cases teach us 
fundamental lessons to help design new projects:

• Projects don’t succeed due to the presence or 
absence of individual conditions. They succeed 
through the dynamic interaction of multiple 
conditions. For instance, while a great leader 
may be important to success, it’s how that leader 
interacts with the workforce, the organizational 
structure and other stakeholders that really 
drives performance.

• The interacting conditions that drive project 
performance spread across every aspect of an 
initiative and its contextual setting. This includes 
the environment (e.g. the institutional setting 
and the resources available), the leadership (e.g. 
the leader’s ability to communicate and inspire), 
the organization (e.g. the degree of centralization 
and the nature of any collaboration), and the 
implementation approach (e.g. workforce skills and 
project management).

• By analyzing highly successful projects, we can 
map how different conditions and behaviors 
interact, thereby revealing the patterns and 
dynamics that drive performance. We can illustrate 
these interacting mechanisms and relationships 
through virtuous cycles.

• Rather than trying to replicate the precise dynamics 
of a given project, we must derive lessons from 
across patterns in different projects to design 
our own dynamics for success, relevant to 
our circumstances.

10 
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TRAP 
02

Launching a new public service project involves 
interaction across a range of stakeholders, including 
citizens, public sector workers, politicians and 
the media. Predicting the actions and reactions of 
these actors is hard enough, let alone expecting 
their behaviors and dynamics to be similar across 
different contexts. 

Initiatives that succeed in multiple locations can 
still fail in the next one because the citizens react 
differently to the concept or to the implementation 
approach. Other issues can arise because the 
local workforce rejects the solution in the form 
that worked elsewhere, or because the political 
establishment in the new location does not support 
the initiative. 

Usually, these failures involve a lack of 
communication and the consequent lack of 
buy-in from stakeholders who have no sense of 
ownership in the project or feel it has no relevance 
to their circumstances.

BEWARE OF 
ASSUMING 
CONSISTENT 
STAKEHOLDER 
BEHAVIORS

Assume very little about the behaviors and reactions of stakeholders. Instead, engage 
them in the planning process from the beginning. Invest in establishing formal and 
informal channels to connect different groups based on genuine interaction and 
feedback. Regular communication between stakeholders and project planners can build 
coalitions of shared objectives and common interest. These interactions have the added 
benefit of generating input to improve the local relevance of project plans. In this way, 
communication very naturally leads to collaboration.

The nature of the communication mechanisms will depend on what is appropriate for the 
context. For example, project planners may choose to connect with citizens via telephone 
or e-mail, or to organize focus group sessions, or sometimes the local context demands 
additional considerations. In one of our case studies of a project in a tribal area of South 
Africa, an interviewee described how they set up a big tent, brought food, and invited the 
community down to interact and learn from one another. This was the right way to engage 
the community in an environment without Internet connectivity. Sometimes, 
understanding the right form of communication is even more important than the details 
the project is communicating. 

Consciously designing mechanisms for communication and collaboration is critical 
to building virtuous cycles. These cycles have tangible mechanisms that facilitate the 
interactions between stakeholders. Feedback loops are an essential part of this design, 
ensuring that relevant information reaches the right places. These feedback loops 
also allow the project design to keep up with evolving mindsets and behaviors across 
stakeholders, as the project progresses. Moreover, these communication mechanisms 
are not only a source of input to project design, they also provide a platform for project 
planners to inform and influence stakeholders.

LESSON 2 
DESIGN-IN 
COLLABORATION

TAKE ACTION
Identify the key constituents of your project and 
establish relevant communication mechanisms that will 
facilitate genuine and regular interaction across them. 
Feedback loops will ensure that valuable interactions 
translate into collaboration and tangible outcomes.

12 
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The contextual environment in two separate locations will vary according 
to multiple differences in the political, social, cultural, infrastructural, 
geographical and environmental conditions. These differences - even 
if small in isolation - accumulate to influence project delivery on the 
ground. Implementing identical processes in two locations is therefore 
likely to result in very different outcomes in each location.

Projects aimed at replicating successful information and 
communications technology (ICT) solutions offer classic examples of 
this dynamic. ICT projects should scale up easily, cheaply and rapidly 
due to the nature of the technology. But scaling is frequently hampered 
by a combination of environmental factors that vary across locations. 
Incompatible infrastructure (e.g. electricity supplies or sockets), 
climatic conditions (e.g. heat or dust), or weak content relevance to 
the local community (e.g. language or social environment) are typical 
examples of factors that frustrate replication attempts.

A World Bank report looking at ICT for development projects between 
2003 and 2010 found a 70 percent failure rate in projects aiming to 
deliver universal access to ICT. In the 2000s, India gained a reputation 
in this field as “a graveyard of successful pilots,” due to this struggle 
to replicate ICT project successes. More recently, city planners have 
been discussing why it is proving so difficult to replicate the success of 
“smart city” solutions across different locations.

Experience shows that the accumulated contextual differences 
between locations renders exact replication across multiple locations 
practically impossible. 

Slum residents in one of our case studies of failed 
projects rejected an initiative that planned to 
rehouse them into apartments. A key cause of 
failure was that planners made faulty assumptions 
about the lives and expectations of the slum 
dwellers. They did not make sufficient efforts to 
understand the needs of the citizens and to plan 
solutions accordingly. Typically, residents lived in 
and worked from their slum dwellings, rooted in a 
well-established community that also functioned 
as a complex market network. So, leaving the slum 
dwelling also meant exiting the market network, 
thereby losing jobs and livelihoods. As attractive 
as an apartment might be, the resettled residents 
risked losing a lot more, hence the rejection of the 
re-housing solution by residents of this community. 
Our research unearthed multiple such instances 
where the very citizens that an initiative meant 
to serve rejected it, usually due to an absence of 
communication and trust.

Citizens are not the only stakeholders who can 
scupper project implementation. In another of our 
case studies, workers received GPS-enabled, digital 
tablet computers to improve their performance 
when visiting, monitoring and reporting on civil 
construction sites. Planners were surprised that 
the workforce rejected the move from a complex 
paper-based system to a real-time, Internet-based 
solution. The workers dismissed the initiative as 
a vanity project to show off a modern solution 
that was inappropriate for the deficient digital 
infrastructure that had to support it. There were 
also suggestions that members of the workforce 
did not welcome the capacity of the system to 
track their location at all times!

TRAP 2 
WHAT CAN 
GO WRONG

TRAP 2 
WHAT CAN 
GO RIGHT
A good example of well-planned communication 
and collaboration mechanisms involves 
how eThekwini in South Africa worked with 
stakeholders to transform the city’s water and 
sanitation services (see full case study on page 
58). Perhaps the most interesting illustration was 
the recruitment and training of community liaison 
officers from the local unemployed population 
in the targeted tribal community. Their role was 
crucial in attempts to facilitate deep and continual 
communication between the planners and the 
citizens, who had no real access to sanitation 
services before the initiative. Through these 
interactions, the liaison officers helped plan and 
improve the timing, location and process of toilet 
installations. They made at least five visits before 
the installation of each facility, providing frequent 
opportunities for communication and learning. 
They also taught the citizens about the usage and 
maintenance of the toilets.

Beyond the interaction with citizens, this project 
set up intense communication and collaboration 
across a variety of players. The municipal authorities 
collaborated with other cities to develop their 
collective engineering skills; they worked with 
water research organizations to develop a national 
benchmark initiative; they collaborated with a local 
university to innovate processes and to learn about 
social aspects of sanitation in local communities. 
They also successfully partnered with the private 
sector for much of the construction effort; they 
worked with professional bodies to bring training and 
advice to the workforce; and they partnered with the 
Bill Gates Foundation on related research. All these 
connections drove incredible learning and innovation.

BEWARE OF 
ACCUMULATED 
CONTEXTUAL 
DIFFERENCES

TRAP 
03
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Focus on outcomes, not on replicating specific activities. As Jeffrey Bradach of the 
Bridgespan Group, who has published, taught and advised extensively on scaling success 
in the non-profit sector, put it, “The objective is to reproduce a successful program’s 
results, not to slavishly recreate every one of its features.”2

The desired outcomes must be context-specific. Furthermore, there must be mechanisms 
to monitor progress toward those outcomes, and to bring attention to situations where 
there is divergence from them. This monitoring and continual realignment makes 
the project a living, breathing part of its context. It ensures local relevance even as 
circumstances and behaviors evolve during the project’s progress.

Projects are dependent on communication channels and feedback loops to support the 
reporting of monitored information. This is how the information moves to where it is 
needed. These mechanisms can warn planners of emerging issues, inform sponsors of 
progress, allow citizens to report their grievances and let employees see the impact of 
their work. Monitoring and communication are intrinsically connected and their role in a 
project should be designed together.

LESSON 3
MONITOR 
AND REALIGN

We investigated a failed attempt to implement a 
school cyber-lab, one of 186 labs implemented by 
the same organization in that year. But experience is 
no guarantee of success.

Cyber labs are relatively common in the target 
country and the implementing organization had 
significant recent experience, so in theory, this 
should not have been a difficult concept to replicate. 
The project leader had good intentions, bringing 
together players from different sectors and securing 
the necessary equipment. However, the initiative 
never articulated its target outcomes and failed 
to share an implementation plan with the project 
participants; not even with the school leadership 
and participating teachers. The sheer number of 
hurdles presented by their environment, including 
deficits in skills, infrastructure and communication, 
accumulated to seal the project’s fate. The tangible 
outcomes that the project sought to achieve failed 
to materialize, and in their place the only results 
consisted of a set of “best practice” activities on a 
checklist. The project also neglected to monitor for 
ongoing implementation issues.

One of the interviewees described to us, “a beautiful 
picture, seeing all the computers in the lab…it’s 
a shame we never got to use them.” And one of 
the planners admitted that such initiatives often 
struggle due to the lack of ongoing maintenance of 
the machines. But that was just one piece of straw 
that helped break the camel’s back. Most of the 
teachers lacked the training to use the computers, 
let alone implement software updates to keep 
them operational. Even the relevant representatives 
from the national department of education could 
not support the system; they were unable to use 
e-mail and were only contactable by phone. The 
ecosystem of schools, private companies and 
government departments failed to collaborate or 
even communicate to make the system work for the 
community. In fact, the school director told us that 
she didn’t realize they had access to the internet until 
two years later, when the telecom company came to 
cut the connection. They didn’t even know that the 
firm that donated the computers had paid for the 
internet access.

TRAP 3 
WHAT CAN 
GO WRONG

TRAP 3 
WHAT CAN 
GO RIGHT
Hyderabad in India implemented eSeva, an 
Internet-enabled one-stop shop for citizens to 
access services like utility and tax payments as 
well as popular business services such as mobile 
phone payments (see full case study on page 
50). Monitoring mechanisms played a key role 
in the project’s success. A dedicated center was 
established to monitor performance through key 
performance indicators, budgetary controls and 
quality assurance audits. Data on service usage was 
regularly backed up to ensure system continuity 
and the center utilized remote security cameras to 
observe the day-to-day functioning of the eSeva 
electronic kiosks. 

The impact of this monitoring was profound. Most 
important, the information gathering allowed 
managers to improve the project’s design continually, 
drawing input from a variety of sources, not least 
from the observed behaviors and input of citizens. In 
fact, the project’s success depended on the uptake 
of the system by citizens, which meant making the 
model as customer-friendly as possible. The kiosks 
increased transparency, clearly displaying prices for 
services, for instance, and kiosk personnel received 
regular customer service training. The project quickly 
gained a reputation for being highly sensitive to user 
feedback, and citizens saw the system improve in 
relevance and convenience, thanks to their input and 
monitored observations. For example, in more rural 
zones, kiosks were adapted to be more relevant by 
providing both digital and manual services, enabling 
users to print out and “rubber stamp” documents, 
resulting in higher solution adoption rates.

Monitoring also allowed effective and regular 
reporting to sponsors and stakeholders, keeping 
them engaged and supportive. It was also an 
important tool in minimizing corruption, and the 
data and lessons learned from eSeva also helped to 
improve other public service initiatives and plans.

The eSeva initiative illustrates how monitoring is not 
only about accountability, its impact is widespread, 
improving citizen satisfaction and ensuring continual 
relevance, even as conditions evolve.

TAKE ACTION
Define context-specific outcomes and establish 
monitoring and reporting mechanisms to measure 
progress toward those outcomes. Use regular 
reporting to continually adjust to the local context 
and target outcomes.
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The lessons learned from our analysis of best practice traps demand an active approach to project design. 
“Best practice” approaches are too often seen as a short cut that can save hard work and planning. But 
project success is impossible without project relevance. That relevance demands active design and 
continuous adaptation by those that understand the local context. We offer five steps, derived from our 
analysis of success and failure, to support public service leaders along this path.
 
Our research also suggests that few public service institutions in emerging economies develop the 
leadership skills or organizational capabilities required to undertake this kind of active design. Collaboration 
with the private sector, civil society or other parts of the public sector can, to some extent, compensate 
for skills gaps. But it is usually the expertise of the top planning team that stimulates the positive dynamics 
of virtuous cycles. The more capable and experienced the leadership, the better the starting point, the 
smoother the coordination, and the greater the ability to continuously learn and evolve across the entire 
project. We therefore urge public service institutions to build these capabilities among their leaders, most 
crucially, the ability to learn continuously from the successes and failures of others.
 
The following five pragmatic steps can help planners actively design projects that learn from the experience 
of others, while ensuring relevance to their citizens:

CAREFULLY SELECT YOUR TEACHERS
Be clear about why you choose a successful 
case to learn from. Focus on finding projects 
that achieved outcomes similar to your aims. 
Pay attention to the evidence that shows those 
outcomes were achieved. 

For example, are you able to find counterfactual 
data about what would have happened if the 
project were not implemented? Could the 
sources of the evidence be biased?

ACTIVELY DESIGN VIRTUOUS CYCLES
Learn from the successful patterns and 
dynamics of other projects to actively design 
your own virtuous cycles, relevant to your 
resources, desired outcomes and context. 

Consider the holistic set of conditions 
impacting your project, including the external 
environment, leadership, organization and 
implementation.

MONITOR AND REALIGN
Establish monitoring mechanisms to ensure 
the project progresses in alignment with target 
outcomes and local needs. It is impossible to 
predict the millions of small ways in which a 
project’s local context will force it to diverge 
from the initial plan. A continual process of 
monitoring and realignment should also be 
supported by the feedback loops (described 
above) to create a positive dynamic of context-
driven adaptation.

BUILD ON THE WISDOM OF THE CROWD
Ensure that you have multiple successful 
cases to learn from. Learning from patterns 
and dynamics that succeeded in a variety of 
contexts reduces the risk of trying to replicate 
unreproducible outliers.

DESIGN-IN COLLABORATION
Incorporate mechanisms to connect 
stakeholders and facilitate genuine and regular 
interaction when designing virtuous cycles.

Ensure that the communication methods are 
relevant to the stakeholders and construct 
feedback loops to transmit key information from 
those interactions into the planning process.
The goal of this process is for communication to 
naturally transform into collaboration.

OUR ANALYSIS OF BEST-PRACTICE TRAPS OFFERS A PRAGMATIC FIVE-STEP APPROACH TO LEARNING 
FROM THE PAST PROJECT EXPERIENCES OF OTHERS.

1

3

52

4

WE PRESENT 12 IN-DEPTH CASE STUDIES OF HIGHLY 
SUCCESSFUL MUNICIPAL PROJECTS  IN BRAZIL, INDIA 
AND SOUTH AFRICA.

IDEAS 
THAT WORK

LEARNING THROUGH 
ACTIVE DESIGN 

These case studies bring to life the core concepts  we have introduced 
in this report:

• They illustrate how feedback loops and virtuous cycles can power 
the dynamics of success;

• They highlight the importance of effective communication 
mechanisms to drive insight, collaboration and alignment; and

• They underline the role of monitoring and continuous adjustment to 
maintain local relevance.

Each case study includes an introduction of the project context, its 
impact and its challenges.

This is followed by a detailed description of the key dynamics that 
drove success, including a description of the project conditions that 
were most central to achieving high performance.

Each case study description includes a diagram illustrating the 
project’s performance dynamics. These diagrams illustrate how the key 
project conditions interact with one another through mechanisms that 
generate feedback loops and virtuous cycles.

NOTE
Our fieldwork research explicitly avoided the 
terminology of best practice. Moreover, we took 
important steps to ensure the objectivity and rigor  
of our assessments of project performance. 
For example:

• We evaluated the high-performer projects based 
  on objective, evidence-based outcomes, measured 
  against counterfactual data from third-party impact 
  assessment studies.

• We conducted multiple interviews for each case 
  study, bringing different perspectives, which we  
  then tested for statistical consistency.

• A robust interview protocol ensured the assessment 
  of the widest possible range of project conditions, 
  allowing a holistic view of the circumstances of 
  each project.
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OUR TWELVE 
HIGH PERFORMER CASE STUDIES 
FROM ACROSS BRAZIL, INDIA AND SOUTH 
AFRICA EXEMPLIFY HOW THESE VIRTUOUS-
CYCLE DYNAMICS CAN WORK IN PRACTICE

KEY FOR
CASE STUDY DIAGRAMS
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SHARING NEW LESSONS
Desperate to reverse this trend, Sobral’s administrators launched an innovative literacy program, allowing 
the relocation of principals and teachers across the public school system. Such relocations are rare in Brazil, 
but planners saw the opportunity to spread high-performance practices across the city’s schools while also 
empowering teachers to apply new methodologies in their classrooms. It was a huge success. A propensity 
score matching technique was used to compute the impact of the program. The approach emphasized the 
evolution of Sobral’s primary and secondary school students compared to similar students from all over 
Brazil via standardized tests. This assessment measured the dramatic improvement in Sobral’s education 
outcomes compared to what would have been achieved without the new program. The results revealed that 
Sobral had evolved substantially, reaching 97% literacy for first-year students. Moreover, Sobral not only 
improved education literacy, but it did so without increasing its educational system costs.5

BRINGING LITERACY TO SCHOOL IN SOBRAL TOOK A STRONG LEADER, SOLID 
POLITICAL SUPPORT AND A TEACHING STAFF THAT HAD ROOM TO EXPERIMENT. 

EDUCATION IN BRAZIL – SOBRAL 

READ ALL ABOUT IT: 
BOOSTING LITERACY IN BRAZIL 

Sobral, Brazil was spending over a quarter of its budget on the education of more than 30,000 students, but 
its return on investment continually earned failing grades.3 In 2000, the school system had held back nearly 
60% of Sobral students because they failed to achieve passing grades. Furthermore, a standardized test 
revealed that almost half of all students in the third year of school could not read.4

FIGURE 2
The core (blue) and peripheral 
(grey) drivers of Sobral’s 
successful literacy program.

HOW THEY DID IT
Based on our primary research, including interviews with a variety 
of stakeholders and participants, the Sobral literacy project relied 
on the interaction between three core drivers and two supporting 
ones. The program’s empowered and committed leader worked with 
a collaborative project design and management approach and with 
an empowered and committed workforce. Strong support from the 
political and institutional backers and affected citizens reinforced these 
positive dynamics (Figure 2).

OVERCOMING DISTRUST AND 
COMPLACENCY
Situated in one of the poorest areas of northeastern 
Brazil, communities in Sobral would often 
overlook low education scores to focus on the 
more fundamental challenges life presented. This 
complacency also carried an edge of distrust, 
since many in the community viewed government 
strategies seeking greater efficiency as little more 
than ways to cut costs, not something that would 
help them and their children. Consequently, some 
local organizations, including unions, attempted to 
undercut the project’s progress. Beyond this distrust, 
the initiative called on participating teachers and 
students to take on new and different responsibilities 
and tasks, exposing a clear lack of managerial skills. 
It was thus necessary to develop an entirely new 
program to support teacher development, although 
even today, training and attracting teachers with 
greater capabilities remains a challenge for Sobral. CORE CONDITIONSENVIRONMENT

ORGANIZATION

PERIPHERAL CONDITIONSLEADERSHIP

IMPLEMENTATION

EDUCATION
SOBRAL LITERACY PROGRAM

FACILITATING MECHANISMS

Sobral, Brazil

AN ENDURING LEGACY
The literacy project continues to produce stellar 
results. For example, in 2014 Sobral had only 2% of 
its students in the wrong schooling year and only 4% 
did not know how to read.4 Moreover, while focused 
on literacy, the program has had beneficial effects 
on other subjects as well, perhaps because reading 
comprehension increased dramatically. For instance, 
Sobral went from being one of the lowest-ranked in 
mathematics and Portuguese language studies to 
become one of the country’s best performing school 
systems on these subjects. The program’s success 
helped to propel its leader from being mayor of 
Sobral to becoming State Governor, enabling him 
to spread the lessons from this initiative across the 
state, with similar positive results.       
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After the publication of a diagnosis exposing the 
precarious situation of Sobral’s education system, the 
city’s electorate empowered then-mayor Cid Gomes to 
lead the transformation of Sobral’s literacy efforts. He 
received total autonomy to act, and developed a merit-
based approach to select and promote teachers and 
directors based on their individual performance. At the 
same time, Gomes remained open to new ideas and 
methodologies that had demonstrated improvements 
to student literacy. This openness permeated the 
project, enabling it to receive support from external 
expertise in both project design and management.

The project planners collaborated with the Ayrton 
Senna Institute and the Alfa and Beto Institute in 
2000 on a program with two primary goals. The first 
was to achieve full literacy among school children 
up to seven years of age. The second goal was to 
promote literacy in 100% of the children who had 
already passed the first grade. These institutes had an 
in-depth knowledge of education practices and how 
to improve literacy conditions. They helped Sobral’s 
education department with the development of 
centralized quality control and decentralized teaching 
methodologies. They also provided educational 
materials and methods, along with useful techniques 
for keeping students on track. Other assistance 
included training on both teaching and school 
management. This support and empowerment of the 
principals and teachers was crucial when it came to 
motivating them to improve performance.

CORE DRIVER 1
AN EMPOWERED 
AND 
COMMITTED 
LEADER

CORE DRIVER 2
COLLABORATIVE 
PROJECT 
DESIGN AND 
MANAGEMENT
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The involvement of the education institutes and the 
charismatic leadership of the mayor inspired strong 
engagement and commitment from the teachers 
and principals. In fact, this was enough to overcome 
the hurdles imposed by local teachers’ unions. The 
project employed a “loose/tight” philosophy: on 
the one hand, it centralized quality control, with 
teachers instructed to use standardized teaching 
materials. On the other, it encouraged the use of 
new teaching techniques, with the only restriction 
being that they produce results. The project also 
developed feedback mechanisms to share effective 
ideas across the school system. The result was a 
sense of autonomy and empowerment among the 
workforce, and even a healthy sense of competition 
as high performers received recognition for their 
innovative techniques.   

CORE DRIVER 3
WORKFORCE 
EMPOWERMENT 
AND 
COMMITMENT 

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVERS
CITIZEN, 
POLITICAL AND 
INSTITUTIONAL 
SUPPORT

The urgency to fix a broken system was clear among 
stakeholders, from political leaders to the teachers 
and principals and the parents of the students. The 
mutually shared objective allowed for constructive 
communication across these groups. For example, 
parents actively participated in the implementation 
of the program through school board meetings. 
Their support and involvement was also required to 
enforce new stipulations around absenteeism. These 
and other interactions built citizen support for the 
program and reinforced the leader’s power to improve 
the literacy project. What’s more, the new solutions 
and practices developed by the teachers brought 
quality improvements that strengthened the project’s 
political and institutional support. This stronger 
support enabled the government to challenge the 
teachers’ unions regarding the technical criteria for 
the promotion and selection of teachers. These criteria 
normally take seniority and political considerations into 
account, not the merit-based factors the project used.  
Finally, the project tied this improvement in quality to 
the long-term goals desired by the citizens of Sobral, 
which reinforced the leader’s empowerment.  
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TURNING SLUMS INTO HOMES
By 2005, Osasco housed 200,000 people in 167 
slum areas that lacked proper urban infrastructure 
and adequate public services. That same year, 
Osasco adopted a new public policy for housing 
and urban development that included a land title 
regularization program.6 The program had four aims:
 
• Recognize property rights in slum areas;

• Provide legal and appropriate housing to the 
  residents of informal slum settlements;

• Integrate the settlements into a formal 
  urban system;

• Ensure social assistance for the communities and 
  guidance on the importance of land ownership.

JUGGLING PROJECTS, WORKING WITHOUT 
CLEAR GOALS, LACKING INCENTIVES
The project suffered from a general lack of formal 
procedures concerning goals, budgets and 
timelines. The initiative did not have a dedicated 
workforce, so employees had to juggle other 
projects and administrative processes at the same 
time. In fact, team motivation and progress relied on 
the intrinsic drive of individual workers as there was 
no financial incentive system. 

These conditions could have jeopardized 
performance, and it is a testament to the project’s 
leadership that an effective and committed 
ecosystem was built, involving employees and 
citizens, all inspired by the same vision.

BRAINCHILD OF A NEW ADMINISTRATION 
The land title regularization program was 
the brainchild of the new local government 
administration that won election in 2004. The new 
administration immediately began to modernize the 
city’s housing and urban development department, 
installing new IT systems, building geo-referenced 
databases and hiring skilled staff. It quickly reformed 
legislation concerning urban planning and housing, 
involved citizens in the decision-making process by 
creating the Municipality Council for Housing and 
Urban Development, and organized forums in each 
targeted community to explain the transformation 
taking place and to prepare the affected citizens 
for the changes. To fund the project, the city struck 
partnerships with federal government agencies, and 
by 2012 had granted formal land titles for more than 
13,000 households.7

DENSELY POPULATED OSASCO, BRAZIL, NEEDED TO TRANSFORM ITS GROWING SLUMS, 
WHICH MEANT A COLLABORATIVE EFFORT TO SORT OUT LAND TITLES.

Owning a home is a dream that’s becoming a reality for more residents of Osasco’s densely packed slums, thanks 
to an innovative land titling project. Located in the metropolitan area of São Paulo, Osasco is an independent 
Brazilian city that faced issues with high levels of immigration and overall demographic growth. In 2010, the city 
ranked fourth in the state in terms of population density, with 10,264 inhabitants per square kilometer.

URBAN PLANNING IN BRAZIL – OSASCO 
GOOD DEEDS, BETTER LIVING: 
BRAZILIAN CITY STAGES 
A LAND TITLE REVOLUTION 

In 2007, the city won the “Selo Cidade Cidadã” 
(literally, Citizen City Seal) award given by the 
Commission of Urban Development by the Chamber 
of Deputies for the progress made.8 What’s more, the 
project’s social impact evaluation revealed that the 
local labor force was able to work more hours as time 
was saved through the new streamlined bureaucracy.9 

FIGURE 3
The core (blue) and peripheral 
(grey) drivers of Osasco’s land 
titling success.

CORE CONDITIONSENVIRONMENT

ORGANIZATION

PERIPHERAL CONDITIONSLEADERSHIP

IMPLEMENTATION

URBAN PLANNING
LAND TITLING REGULARIZATION

FACILITATING MECHANISMS

Osasco, Brazil

HOW THEY DID IT
Osasco’s success in the land titling initiative 
involved the interaction of three core drivers and 
two peripheral ones (Figure 3). Core elements 
included having an experienced and expert 
leader, developing a collaborative ecosystem and 
assembling a committed and capable workforce. The 
two peripheral factors were the project’s  citizen-
centered design and the existence of an enabling 
institutional environment.
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The project’s decentralized organizational structure was a critical factor 
in its success. It enabled rapid execution as middle managers and the 
technical staff were empowered to drive ahead with operational activities. 
In the meantime, the leader worked on building strategic alliances and 
engaging with political stakeholders across several governmental levels. 
The organizational structure created a wide collaborative network. This 
involved the creation of forums where citizens and other stakeholders 
could contribute ideas to policies and plans; agreements with real estate 
registry offices to accelerate the dispatch of documents; and the creation 
of a local council to unite stakeholders. The network also included the 
establishment of partnerships with federal government agencies for 
funding, for example; with the Turin Polytechnic School to develop urban 
technical plans; and with private firms to gather information and build 
databases. The result was a highly collaborative and inclusive planning 
system, centered on citizen needs.

CORE DRIVER 2
COLLABORATIVE 
ECOSYSTEM

The workforce’s high performance resulted in part from the learning and 
sharing of ideas through the project’s ecosystem of partners. The spirit 
of openness to learn and grow was infectious, and guided by the clarity 
of the shared vision and values across the workforce. Motivation and 
commitment were kept high thanks to the autonomy attributed to them by 
the leader and decentralized model. This virtuous cycle of empowerment, 
motivation and learning was critical to success, especially as workers were 
not offered financial incentives nor allotted dedicated time for the project.

CORE DRIVER 3
COMMITTED 
AND CAPABLE 
WORKFORCE

The participation of the communities targeted by 
the program was an important factor for success. 
Citizens recognized that their needs were being 
placed at the center of the collaborative effort, 
and that the plans and processes were continually 
adjusted based on their input. In order to ensure 
genuine relevance to the citizens, direct interaction 
was necessary between the workforce and the 
slum inhabitants, allowing the team to accumulate 
in-depth knowledge of the target population and 
address pressing problems as they arose, in a 
straightforward way. The learning process was 
intense, but it allowed deep citizen engagement as 
people saw the system working for them, keeping 
the ultimate goal of improving their livelihoods front 
and center.

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 1
A CITIZEN-
CENTERED 
DESIGN

The political and institutional environment played 
an important role in the collaborative ecosystem. 
For example, the impact of bureaucratic hurdles 
was limited because the team worked in partnership 
with institutions to modify the relevant legislature. 
Likewise, relations with political players were 
handled smoothly, with effective communication 
from the project leader being rewarded by trust 
and support from the political sponsors. In fact, the 
project leader’s adept management of relationships 
with senior political figures was crucial in accessing 
resources and connections that enabled the 
ecosystem to flourish and the virtuous cycles to spin.

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 2 
AN ENABLING 
INSTITUTIONAL 
ENVIRONMENT

CORE DRIVER 1
AN 
EXPERIENCED 
AND EXPERT 
LEADER

The project leader was an expert on land titling issues with a 
background as head of the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. He gained experience when working in land title 
regularization in São Paulo. His unique contribution was to develop 
a clear vision and bring that new perspective to this established 
community. He effectively transferred that vision to the project staff, 
and along with the competences and skills required to implement it. 

The leader also proved adept at the political aspects of the job 
and at seeking financial funding from the federal government. He 
focused on communicating and articulating the project’s vision to all 
stakeholders including political sponsors, citizens, and the workforce, 
understanding that shared commitment and motivation could make 
up for scarce resources.

A critical aspect of his vision was to mobilize a collaborative ecosystem 
that could draw on the skills and motivation of diverse members; he 
provided enough guidance to ensure alignment but allowed enough 
decentralized autonomy to encourage empowerment and motivation. 

28 
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STUMBLING OVER LAND USE ISSUES AND AD 
HOC SOLUTIONS
A significant challenge in implementing the BRT 
Curitiba system resulted from a common shortfall 
among cities in developing economies - the difficulty 
of integrating land use and public transportation 
planning. Public transport solutions in Brazil tend 
to be based on incremental improvements rather 
than large-scale transformation, the latter being the 
ambition in Curitiba. This could mean significant 
upheaval of existing land use. To succeed, BRT 
Curitiba needed long-term, creative—and potentially 
disruptive - solutions, and it needed to implement 
them with scarce financial resources. 

THE GRANDDADDY OF ALL BUS RAPID TRANSIT SYSTEMS SERVES 75% OF CURITIBA’S 
COMMUTERS, WHO GIVE IT A NEARLY 90% APPROVAL RATING.

Good ideas can be timeless. Just ask the people who rely on one to get around as they live and work in 
Curitiba, Brazil’s eighth most populous city. Building on the “Agache Plan” from the 1940s and implemented 
in the 1970s, Curitiba’s bus rapid transit (BRT) system has since evolved into the architype of - and still-vibrant 
model for - BRTs worldwide. In 2015, the system served more than 1.5 million passengers per day, via over 
1,000 specially-designed buses, and employed about 15,000 people in roles as varied as bus drivers, ticket 
sellers, mechanics, land integration specialists and city planners.10

TRANSPORT IN BRAZIL – CURITIBA    
REIMAGINING MASS TRANSIT: 
HOW BRT CURITIBA MOVES PEOPLE  

INNOVATING TO INTEGRATE
The BRT’s spoke-like route design converges on 
Curitiba’s city center “hub,” enabling users to reach 
their destinations quickly and with a minimum of 
trouble. What’s more, its current use of special 
bus-only routes enables the system to bypass traffic 
congestion, thus allowing it to rival much more 
expensive subways or light rail alternatives in terms 
of timeliness. In fact, constructing the BRT cost ten 
times less than a monorail system, which itself would 
have cost ten time less than a subway. In hindsight, 
the choice seems obvious. 

Innovations in the system included the use of 
elevated platforms that permit passengers to walk 
straight into buses instead of having to climb stairs, 
similar to a metro; the design of 270-passenger 
buses, overcoming the usual requirement of having 
a driver for each 40 to 60 bus passengers; and a 
ticketing system that allowed a single ticket to cover 
trips involving multiple buses, another lesson from 
the metro.

Estimates suggest that 75% of the city’s commuters 
use the system. What’s more, BRT Curitiba users 
appear to love it, with one study indicating a nearly 
90% approval rating.11

HOW THEY DID IT
Three core interacting conditions drove the project´s 
success: a stable and supportive political regime, 
an innovative and visionary leader, and a highly 
empowered workforce. The research also highlighted 
two peripheral enablers: an openness to work with 
external partners and strong project planning 
(Figure 4).

FIGURE 4
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of BRT Curitiba’s success.

CORE CONDITIONSENVIRONMENT

ORGANIZATION

PERIPHERAL CONDITIONSLEADERSHIP

IMPLEMENTATION

TRANSPORT
BUS RAPID TRANSIT (BRT)

FACILITATING MECHANISMS

Curitiba, Brazil
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CORE DRIVER 1
STABLE AND 
SUPPORTIVE 
POLITICAL 
REGIME 

Given the complex, long-term nature of the BRT Curitiba project, 
success required sustained political support, which itself depended 
on the stability of the regime in control. Curitiba offered this type of 
long-term political continuity, both in terms of the BRT ecosystem and 
the vision of the project leader. The project began under Brazil’s military 
regime, which ruled from 1964 to 1985, and continued under the 
country’s reassertion of democracy that immediately followed. In both 
situations, political support for the BRT remained strong. 

CORE DRIVER 2
INNOVATIVE 
AND VISIONARY 
LEADER 

Jaime Lerner, who served as mayor of Curitiba for three terms - twice 
during the military regime and a final time during the democratic era - 
drove the inspiration for the project’s current manifestation. A renowned 
architect and urban planner, he took an active role in supporting and 
guiding the BRT Curitiba project. Lerner made the critical decision to 
empower a private company, whose main shareholder was the city of 
Curitiba, as the operational driver of the project. This allowed the project 
to benefit from the autonomy, flexibility and innovative strengths of a 
private firm as well as the citizen-focused planning of the public sector. 
For example, the public players ensured fair pricing and appropriate 
routes, while the private status of the firm allowed efficient processes 
unencumbered by heavy bureaucracy.

Lerner´s vision of the BRT took advantage of the city´s land use 
patterns to ensure enough people resided within walking distance of 
bus stations to make the system viable. Ultimately, the BRT stations 
themselves attracted more people to live close to them, driving the 
evolution of Curitiba´s urban landscape.

Jaime Lerner’s inventiveness and passion were an inspiration to the 
workforce and indeed, he saw it as an important part of his role to 
encourage and fuel innovation and new ideas across the organization.

Cássio Taniguchi, Lerner’s BRT Curitiba successor and also a former 
mayor, helped to guarantee the project’s continuity by adhering to 
its original vision. Taniguchi continued the approach of integrating 
high population areas, the BRT and the city itself in a way that did not 
degrade Curitiba’s historical downtown area. What’s more, the design 
enabled future expansions to handle the city’s natural growth without 
major upheavals.

CORE DRIVER 3
AN EMPOWERED 
WORKFORCE

The implementation of the project depended on a young, motivated 
workforce tasked to develop innovative solutions in an environment 
with limited financial resources. BRT staff contributed to a fluid process 
of continuous feedback and intervention, which also included other 
stakeholders. It was this spirit of openness to share and cross-pollinate 
ideas that stimulated innovations like the larger, longer articulated 
buses and the elevated platforms. The governing idea was that of a 
hybrid “train with wheels.”

The freedom to generate ideas, the satisfaction of having those ideas 
taken seriously, and the empowerment felt by seeing those ideas 
implemented, reinforced the motivation and commitment of the 
workforce to keep innovating.
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PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 1
STRONG 
PROJECT 
PLANNING

The project’s complicated planning and execution required high 
levels of cooperation and coordination across a diverse group of 
stakeholders, both inside and outside of government. The two most 
important participants were the IPPUC, a semiautonomous agency 
that’s part of the city’s Urban Planning Institute, and the URBS, 
Curitiba’s urbanization office. While the IPPUC focuses on implementing 
the master plan and making sure it aligns with the project’s master 
plan, the URBS controls the execution of services, manages fares and 
takes responsibility for financial performance. 

The two agencies worked together closely and were the source of 
much innovation. For example, a key goal involved preserving the 
historic section of the city center, which was a challenging area to 
transport passengers through rapidly and at low cost. The solutions 
they developed avoided the need for traditional bus terminals by 
designing innovative bus stops—essentially small-scale stations 
more similar to the design of metro systems—that allowed simple 
connections between bus routes. This was more appropriate for the 
cramped city center and allowed faster boarding processes. URBS also 
worked in partnership with Volvo to design the “bi-articulated” buses 
with drivers stationed at both ends, so they did not have to turn around 
in the center’s narrow historic streets. 

Interacting with the private sector enabled the project’s public sector 
workforce to innovate more expansively. Examples of innovations 
that emerged from these public-private interactions included the 
construction of bicycle lanes along the BRT paths, the use of native 
vegetation in the landscape, biodiesel-powered buses and even the 
design of the futuristic tubular bus stations. The project’s collaboration 
with Volvo was central in developing the famous articulated buses. The 
private communications firms Vivo telecom and Ericsson collaborated 
to improve fleet management and network planning. Their input led to 
smarter ticketing systems, reliable transport information, and better 
wireless connectivity for passengers. These partnerships resulted in 
tangible improvements such as reduced passenger complaints and 
programs to reduce CO2 emissions.

International organizations such as the Inter-American Development 
Bank and the Agence Française de Développement also partnered 
with the municipality through the provision of low-interest loans and 
technical support, mostly focused on sustainable environmental 
development and social integration. 

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 2
OPENNESS 
TO 
EXTERNAL 
PARTNERS 
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ONE-STOP-SHOPPING WITH “POUPATEMPO” 
Their solution, “Poupatempo” (Portuguese for “time 
saver”), debuted in 1997 and drew inspiration from 
other successful experiments, including a similar 
transformation in the Brazilian State of Bahia. They 
introduced a “one-stop-shopping” model that draws 
together all the different processes involved in license 
renewal, for example, into one place, thus effectively 
eliminating the shady intermediary channel. The 
change cut the driver’s license renewal process 
to under 77 minutes, delivering an 80% to 85% 
efficiency boost compared to the traditional method. 
Researchers put the cost savings at R$ 96 (roughly 
US$ 30) per person. About 3 million citizens use the 
service each year for total time savings of 162 million 
minutes, which over five years saves about R$53 
million (roughly US$ 16.5 million). 

SUCCESS BREEDS SUCCESS 
In 2016, 72 Poupatempo locations provided over 
1000 services across São Paulo, including the 
issuance of national driver’s licenses, identity cards, 
criminal record certificates and vehicle licensing12. 
The program is so successful that it has become a 
model for other countries that are wrestling with the 
same problems.

In 2017, Poupatempo expects to reach 50% of services 
in virtual channels and to add new services related 
to Health and Public Security. Further innovations in 
the pipeline include integration with an international 
fingerprint system and partnership with Brazil’s 
leading banks to allow electronic payments through 
ATMs around the city13.

HOW BRAZIL’S LARGEST CITY TRANSFORMED ITS CUMBERSOME PUBLIC BUREAUCRACY 
INTO A LEAN, CITIZEN-FRIENDLY MACHINE.

The largest city in the Southern Hemisphere, São Paulo is home to nearly 12 million people who, from time 
to time, need to renew or replace their driver’s licenses or ID cards. And when they do, the creaky wheels of 
the traditional public bureaucracy used to slow things down to a crawl—so much so, in fact, that a simple 
act like a driver’s license renewal could take months to complete fully. Why so long? Most Brazilians blamed 
the “despachante”—private intermediaries who supposedly facilitated the process via their connections in 
the bureaucracy, but often resulted in slower progress and increased costs. Other impediments included the 
geographically distributed nature of the tasks required to fulfill an application. For example, to replace a lost or 
stolen identity card, the citizen had to provide a new fingerprint sample and fill out an application at an agency, 
which then shipped both to a central office where staff compared the new prints to those already on file. If 
they matched, the citizen would receive a replacement card. The whole process could take up to 60 days to 
complete. As public outrage over the situation increased, government leaders searched for the most effective 
way to speed things up. Here’s what they did. 

PUBLIC BUREAUCRACY IN BRAZIL – SÃO PAULO    
A CURE FOR BUREAUCRATIC INERTIA: 
SAVING TIME IN SÃO PAULO

HURDLES: CO-LOCATION, INTERMEDIARIES AND 
MAKING “FAST” MORE EFFICIENT
The Poupatempo team faced three significant 
hurdles in creating the new approach: 

Physically co-locating formerly separate public 
services. For example, renewing a driver’s 
license requires input from agencies such as São 
Paulo state’s Department of Traffic (DETRAN) as 
well as municipal and state police agencies, all 
of which are in different locations. 

Dealing with the intermediaries. Implementing 
Poupatempo effectively was always going to be 
a challenge due to the political influence of 
the intermediaries.

Faster doesn’t always mean more efficient or 
better. Poupatempo’s focus on time could cause 
government employees to cut corners. For 
example, driver’s license applicants need to pass 
a physical examination, which in a one-stop-shop 
setting could become rushed and less accurate 
compared to the traditional process.

1.

2.

3.

HOW THEY DID IT
Poupatempo’s successful transformation was achieved through three 
core interacting conditions (Figure 5): strong political support, strong 
leadership commitment, and a highly motivated workforce. The 
research also pointed to two peripheral influences that reinforced the 
successful dynamic, namely effective collaboration across government 
agencies and strong citizen demand for change.  

FIGURE 5
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of Poupatempo’s success.
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CORE DRIVER 1
STRONG 
POLITICAL 
SUPPORT

Strong political support was invaluable to the Poupatempo project, and 
the enthusiasm of citizens for the changes made this an easy decision 
for politicians and bureaucrats. This set up a virtuous cycle between 
politicians and the citizenry as success bred further enthusiasm and 
support for the political sponsors of the project.

The political support helped the project overcome a number of formal 
restrictions that otherwise would have proved intractable. For example, 
processing some documents required access to often heavily restricted 
police records. Poupatempo’s strong political clout made it possible for 
the city’s executive branch to place authorized police staff in the one-
stop building to help with processing.  

Likewise, while intermediaries stay in business by cultivating strong 
political ties, the citizen interest in seeing Poupatempo succeed 
overwhelmed their efforts to stop it. Strong voter demand made any 
move to impede the program politically risky. The stable political 
environment in São Paulo during the program also played a role, with 
the same political party in power at the state level throughout the 
period. Of course, political support also meant easier access to the 
substantial financial, physical and human resources the Poupatempo 
project needed to access.  

The confidence of the political sponsors increased because of their 
trust in the project’s highly effective and focused leadership and it was 
reinforced by leader’s ability to deliver results. 

CORE DRIVER 2
STRONG 
LEADERSHIP 
COMMITMENT

Our interviews uniformly identified the leader of the Poupatempo 
project, São Paulo’s then-governor, as the individual who played the 
pivotal role in nurturing and executing the initiative. Taking cues from 
similar projects in other countries and Brazilian states, he defined the 
project’s goals and indirectly supervised Poupatempo’s implementation. 
The project’s high political visibility and strong leadership enhanced 
its importance, and led to the establishment of a strong technical 
advisory board tasked to make Poupatempo happen. Likewise, the 
governor’s strong emphasis on eliminating inefficiencies, such as the 
intermediaries, in order to fulfil citizen needs helped to reinforce the 
project team’s commitment to the undertaking.

For the project to succeed, the project lead had to be respected and 
trusted not only by his workforce but also by citizens, by his political 
sponsors and by stakeholders across government agencies with whom 
his model demanded collaboration. A key part of his role, therefore, was 
to ensure this wide array of stakeholders shared the same vision and 
motivation to achieve their shared goals.
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Our interviews revealed the high levels of 
collaboration that took place among a wide variety 
of participating government agencies, including 
those focused on security, transport and work and 
employment. From the project’s initial meetings, 
the leaders of these and other agencies worked 
with the governor to define the project’s goals and 
how they would meet them. When disagreements 
did arise, the governor often provided the energy 
and influence required to resolve them. This 
collaboration extended to staffing decisions, 
enabling the project to secure the people it wanted 
from different government agencies.

PERIPHERAL DRIVER 1
STRONG 
COLLABORATION 
ACROSS GOVERNMENT 
AGENCIES

A significant source of power and momentum that 
animated Poupatempo’s success flowed from citizen 
dissatisfaction with the status quo. People were tired 
of the endless waiting times, having to deal with the 
intermediaries and the costs involved—all of which the 
project quickly and effectively addressed. This tidal 
wave of public opinion cascaded through São Paulo’s 
political and bureaucratic institutions, ultimately 
proving unstoppable and powering the continued 
evolution and expansion of the project. Interacting 
with positive and motivated staff in the new system 
only reinforced the citizens’ conviction that this new 
service was worthy of the public, and vice versa.

PERIPHERAL DRIVER 2
STRONG 
CITIZEN DEMAND

CORE DRIVER 3
A HIGHLY 
MOTIVATED 
WORKFORCE

Project leaders chose staff based on technical criteria, and something 
more. Most important, they were selected from a variety of public 
service backgrounds and united by the fact that they expressed a 
passion to radically disrupt and improve the way in which citizens 
receive public services. They wanted to be part of a movement for 
progress and change in public service delivery. So, as the project 
successfully implemented the innovative model and gauged the 
positive citizen reaction, the workforce and citizens reinforced one 
another’s enthusiasm and satisfaction levels.

In addition to enhancing their career choices, job candidates received 
both monetary and non-monetary incentives, with the latter including 
the opportunity to make a positive impact on society - something they 
prized highly. Those selected for recruitment participated in training 
and feedback sessions to improve service quality. And to sustain these 
service levels, the project’s management committee continually tracks 
a variety of key performance indicators such as processing times and 
customer satisfaction levels. 
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FINDING CROWDED CLASSROOMS AND SINGLE-
TEACHER SCHOOLS
The five chosen districts lacked sufficient education 
faculty and suffered from crowded classrooms. The 
districts also had large numbers of single-teacher 
schools—in one district, Nizamabad, over 60% of 
schools had only one teacher. Single-teacher schools 
make it practically impossible to give individual 
attention to students, increasing workloads and 
having a negative impact on learning. 

The teacher pay-for-performance solution launched 
in Andhra Pradesh reflected work done by the World 
Bank, scholars from Harvard University and the Azim 
Premji Foundation. These experts partnered with 
the state government to evaluate different options 
for improving the quality of primary education. 
Specifically, the goal of the program was to learn 
whether performance-based teacher payments could 
produce results. To find out, the program selected 
500 schools, and grouped them according to the 
type of benefit they would receive. The two options 
were providing schools with additional inputs such 
as an extra contract teacher or a cash grant, or 
offering teachers cash incentives for achieving better 
performance via group or individual bonuses based 
on student performance.

MEASURING REAL IMPACT
Originally slated to run for six months, the program 
ultimately endured for five years due to its success. 
Administrators noted the impact it not only had on 
students, but also on teachers and on the overall 
education performance of involved districts. 

Within two years of the program’s launch, clear 
differences emerged in the performance of schools 
with incentivized teachers compared to the schools 
without such incentives. 

What’s more, schools that received extra contract 
teachers and cash grants performed better than those 
without such incentives. The program also generated 
spill-over effects in other subjects such as science 
and social studies, where student performance 
improved despite the exclusion of these courses from 
the program. Crucially, the way the incentives were 
designed and implemented generated motivation 
among the teachers and schools, and this was 
reinforced by the chance to actively influence the 
project’s design. As positive results became visible, 
so did the participants’ enthusiasm, motivation and 
commitment to the new model. In quantified terms, 
the teacher performance pay initiative increased rural 
literacy by 20%, boosted teacher motivation levels by 
75%, and compelled 76% of teachers to make special 
efforts with students. Likewise, 85% of teachers 
favored the bonus payment approach to improve 
student performance.16

At the same time, the school districts drove 
improvements in student-to-teacher ratios and 
reductions in the number of single teacher schools 
across the five districts. Compared to similar 
programs in other countries, India’s performance pay 
experiments in Andhra Pradesh did better in several 
areas, such as the strength of the program’s core 
design, overall incentive levels and observed effects.17

SCHOOLS IN INDIA’S STATE OF ANDHRA PRADESH DISCOVERED A WAY TO DRAMATICALLY 
REDUCE ILLITERACY. THE SECRET? AN INCENTIVES SYSTEM ADAPTED TO ITS CONTEXT.

Illiteracy is a major problem across India, where the 2001 census indicated that fewer than 65% of the population 
could read.14 In the country’s seventh largest state, Andhra Pradesh, rates were even lower at about 60%.15 
To address the situation, administrators chose five of the state’s then-23 districts to pilot a teacher pay-for-
performance initiative. 

EDUCATION IN INDIA – ANDHRA PRADESH   
READ ALL ABOUT IT: 
PAYING TEACHERS TO IMPROVE

HOW THEY DID IT
Andhra Pradesh’s teacher performance incentive 
program worked through the interaction of 
three core elements: Skilled project leadership, 
an innovative program design, and a robust 
collaborative model. It also benefited from 
two peripheral reinforcing conditions: Stable 
administrative and financial support and motivated 
teachers and schools (Figure 6). 

FIGURE 6
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of the Andhra Pradesh Teacher 
Performance Pay initiative’s success.
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CORE DRIVER 1
INNOVATIVE 
PROGRAM 
DESIGN

One of the first randomized evaluation experiments in India, project 
leaders designed the program with the flexibility that the situation 
demanded. For instance, after the first round of interventions where 
teachers received incentives based solely on improvements in the 
performance of students, the second iteration introduced more variables 
and asked teachers to hit specific targets for improvements to be eligible 
for incentives. Having a coalition of experts involved and a collaborative, 
flexible model, ensured that the program evolved to better fit its context 
and deliver higher performance. The ability to experiment with two 
different groups—the first with direct teacher incentives, the second 
focused on other forms of support - enabled the project leaders to make 
more accurate comparisons and tailor the design accordingly.
	
The project also relied on effective methods and standards for monitoring 
and evaluating results. Leaders introduced systems to detect corrupt 
practices, measure volunteer performance and ensure the accurate 
collection of data for final evaluations. For instance, they introduced 
monitoring mechanisms to track when the volunteers were uploading 
data, who was uploading it, whether there were any delays, and why. 
The code input process could detect wrong data entries, alerting the 
authorities immediately regarding who had logged them in and when. 

CORE DRIVER 2
SKILLED 
PROJECT 
LEADERSHIP

The team that lead the Andhra Pradesh Teacher Performance Pay 
initiative included experts from Harvard University and the World Bank. 
These experts were involved in designing a comprehensive program, 
identifying and bringing on board specialized organizations and 
arranging for adequate financial resources.

The leadership team identified suitable sources of financing such as 
the Department for International Development (DFID) under the UK 
Government and specialists such as the Azim Premji Foundation and 
Education Initiatives for the implementation and evaluation of the 
experiments. The team also acquired the necessary legal approvals for 
carrying out the experiments in the country and sold the program to 
the state government in India.

CORE DRIVER 3
COLLABORATIVE 
MODEL

A collaborative ecosystem played an instrumental role in the success 
of the program, bringing together all stakeholders responsible for its 
execution. At the core were the experts from Harvard and the World 
Bank, who not only designed the flexible program but also identified 
specialists for its implementation and evaluation. 

For example, the Azim Premji Foundation, a not-for profit organization 
that has been working for more than a decade to improve the quality of 
education in India, took a leading position in the program’s operational 
execution. The foundation played two important roles: first, it brought in 
the volunteers who implemented and monitored the program and second, 
it routed the payments to the teachers and schools. Likewise, Education 
Initiatives, India’s leading psychometric testing company, designed and 
administered the tests to evaluate student performance improvements. 

Finally, these partners also provided technological resources that 
enabled the program’s smooth implementation. Field workers were 
equipped with laptops and tablets to collect information such as 
student raw test data that the program then evaluated. These and 
other technologies also enabled effective performance monitoring.
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While the political leadership did not involve itself 
in the implementation of the experiments, it was 
instrumental in getting the experiments up and 
running. The support of government officers such 
as the Education Secretary played an important 
role here. In fact, the Education Secretary clearly 
understood the goals of the program and thus 
the government agreed not to transfer teachers 
within the state while the program was underway. 
The monitoring, feedback loops and focus on 
communication were critical in keeping the 
government informed, maintaining their support and 
minimizing interference.

Financial resources were particularly important 
for the program since they enabled leaders to hire 
specialized organizations such as the Azim Premji 
Foundation and Education Initiatives, creating 
an attractive incentive pool for the participants 
and allowing flexibility in program design. Again, 
professional project management, monitoring, 
clear feedback and communication were important 
mechanisms to build the confidence and trust 
among the sponsors.

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 1
STABLE 
ADMINISTRATIVE 
AND FINANCIAL 
SUPPORT

The teachers and schools involved in the program 
exhibited high levels of interest in participating in 
the initiative. They embraced and actively engaged 
in its design and implementation. Collectively, they 
provided critical design input, including teaching 
and coaching techniques and methodologies. They 
also developed the role of financial incentives within 
the model. Being able to contribute actively to the 
project design was an important way to build the 
commitment and motivation of the participants. This 
reinforced the motivating effect of performance-
linked financial and non-financial incentives.

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 2
MOTIVATED 
TEACHERS AND 
SCHOOLS
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CREATING A SEMI-AUTONOMOUS SOLUTION
The solution Hyderabad came up with in 1989 
consolidated the two agencies into a single semi-
autonomous body - the Hyderabad Metropolitan 
Water Supply and Sewerage Board (HMWSSB). 
To increase transparency, ensure better services 
to customers and build a more accountable 
organization, the HMWSSB launched four key 
initiatives in the late 1990s:19  

THE CUSTOMER MEETS CAMPAIGN 
An opportunity for customers to engage in face-to-
face interaction with senior officials. During these 
meetings, citizens highlight issues they’re having 
related to the water supply, sewerage service and 
billing procedures.  

METRO CUSTOMER CARE 
A 24/7 computerized helpline to receive and monitor 
complaints and coordinate responses. 

SINGLE WINDOW CELL
A dedicated office to receive, process, and 
coordinate all new water and sewerage connection 
applications. 

METRO WATER CITIZEN’S CHARTER 
A set of service delivery standards and accessible 
grievance redressal procedures that earned 
substantial goodwill from the public and consumer 
rights groups. 

WHILE INDIA’S HYDERABAD HAS EXPERIENCED TREMENDOUS DIGITALLY-DRIVEN GROWTH, 
ITS WATER SYSTEM REMAINED DECIDEDLY LOW TECH UNTIL AN INNOVATIVE PROGRAM 
QUENCHED THE CITY’S RAGING THIRST. 

A major Indian technology hub, Hyderabad faced a serious water shortage in the 1980s as the city’s 
population growth began to overwhelm its decrepit water and sewerage networks. Between 1965 and 1991, 
Hyderabad metro’s population grew 330%, from 1.3 million to 4.3 million. Over the same period, the per-
capita daily water supply nearly halved, from 192 liters to 106 liters.18 The pressure on water supply combined 
with a fragile sewerage system resulted in common outbreaks of diseases, such as cholera.

Complicating the situation, the two municipal agencies that controlled the water and sewerage services - 
the Public Health Engineering Department and the Municipal Corporation of Hyderabad - faced declining 
revenues and increasing operational costs.

URBAN PLANNING IN INDIA – HYDERABAD   
SUPPLYING WATER 
FOR A THIRSTY HYDERABAD 

These four initiatives initially increased HMWSSB’s 
revenue collection by 24% in 2000, by a further 18% 
in 2001, and another 36% in 2002. Furthermore, 
nearly 280,000 customers who had previous 
outstanding bills received an opportunity to make a 
one-time settlement. As a result, monthly collections 
improved from a maximum of US$ 1.3 million (INR 
60 million) to an all-time high of US$ 3.98 million 
(INR 184 million) in 2004. Overall, more than 17,000 
chronic defaulters paid up their debts.20

While originally initiated in 1999, most of the reforms 
continue to this day and have undergone several 
iterations to improve service quality for citizens. 
This underlines the dynamism of the model, 
driven by monitoring, transparency and continual 
improvement. Compared to the water supply and 
sewerage board in Bangalore, for example, the 
HMWSSB provides better water coverage and higher 
daily water production per capital; experiences far 
fewer pipe breakage incidents; and spends nearly 
three times less for each 100 cubic meters of water.21

TOILING TO IMPROVE TRANSPARENCY
Achieving transparency and accountability was 
a challenge as it required a major transformation 
of entrenched cultures and behaviors within the 
workforce. The previous system encouraged 
employees to complicate customer interactions with 
the aim of generating additional private income and 
bribes, for example, by channeling customers toward 
plumbers outside the official public system to solve 
their issues. A new, transparent system demanded an 
entirely new culture and attitude among workers and 
their interaction with customers.

HOW THEY DID IT
The Hyderabad project succeeded thanks to the 
interaction across four core drivers and a peripheral 
one. Committed political sponsorship, high-caliber 
leadership, transparent organization and adaptable 
and accountable workforce were the core drivers, 
and collaborative implementation was the peripheral 
driver (Figure 7).

FIGURE 7
The core (blue) and peripheral 
(grey) drivers of success behind 
the Hyderabad Water Supply and 
Sewerage Board project.
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CORE DRIVER 2
HIGH-CALIBER 
LEADERSHIP

The top management team was very skilled in administration and 
service delivery, crucial capabilities for this project. They had a keen 
understanding of how to use technology to conduct continuous 
evaluations, ensuring transparency and clear reporting of progress. 
The effective reporting gave sponsors confidence and maintained their 
trust and support. 

Service delivery in this case meant understanding the reality of 
citizen needs and developing an organization that responded to 
those needs. The leader transferred this new citizen-centric approach 
across the workforce, investing in training and a variety of initiatives to 
support this objective. For instance, as a part of the Customer Meets 
Campaign, managers set up “open darbars” (literally, “open talk”) to 
collect feedback from stakeholders and encourage citizens to share 
their ideas. Ultimately, this dialogue enhanced the accountability and 
authority of the organization and the trust thus gained resulted in 
significant cost recovery as citizens began paying their overdue bills

CORE DRIVER 1
COMMITTED 
POLITICAL 
SPONSORSHIP

The chief minister at the time envisioned the HMWSSB as a public utility 
that would deliver better services while also achieving financial self-
sufficiency. Both he and his successor agreed on the need to reorganize 
the existing structures to create the new HMWSSB organization.  

As the key political sponsor, the chief minister was extraordinarily 
proactive in his participation. He was designated as Chairman of the 
Board at HMWSSB, ensuring close strategic alignment between the 
project and all its sponsors. This role facilitated the securing of funding 
and key talent from the State government and from the World Bank. 
It also made it easier for the project to connect with and make use of 
other initiatives in the state to support the growth of HMWSSB. 

The political sponsors, led by the chief minister, were also crucial in 
insisting upon transparency at the core of the project. The project 
realized this vision through the application of international benchmarks 
and World Bank standards. The establishment of those global standards 
reinforced trust and confidence in the transparency of the system, and 
thereby secured further political support.

A key decision by the political sponsors was to select a highly-
skilled civil servant to lead the complex project—one specialized 
in administrative change. The sponsors empowered the project 
leader through effective delegation, and in return, his clear reporting 
reinforced their relationship of trust. 
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The chief minister systematically hired top level talent for the 
HMWSSB. The project recruited well-regarded state civil servants 
in top management positions in addition to consultants from NGOs 
and private organizations. The leadership team deliberately focused 
on providing soft skills such as training programs to help employees 
better handle interactions with low income communities and to instill 
an openness to change in employees. This resulted in a genuine desire 
among the workers to connect better with the real needs of their 
customers, the citizens.

One example was the HMWSSB’s “Little Champions” effort, which 
involved employees from all levels actively engaging with citizens to 
create awareness about the project, its purpose and its implications. 
Moreover, as workers saw the improvements in their operations and 
felt the positive impact it was having on citizens, their motivation 
grew, setting off a virtuous cycle of effort and reward. Monitoring 
and feedback processes were crucial to making these improvements 
tangible, but none of it would have happened if the workforce were not 
culturally open to adapt and grow in this way.

CORE DRIVER 4
AN ADAPTIVE 
AND 
ACCOUNTABLE 
WORKFORCE

The HMWSSB actively collaborated with other government 
organizations. For instance, HMWSSB tied up with eSeva kiosks in the 
city to improve billing collections for the water board. The digitally-
enabled eSeva kiosks provide a range of e-governance services to the 
public, including the ability to pay utility bills. As of 2010, citizens paid 
over 80 percent of HMWSSB bills at eSeva kiosks across the state. 
The chief minister played an important role in making these kinds 
of connections possible across potential partners and collaborators 
outside the project.

An important part of the continuous, collaborative improvement 
process was the interaction between the workforce and its customers. 
Initiatives such as the Customer Meets Campaign, the Metro Customer 
Care, Single Window Cell and Metro Water Citizen’s Charter, allowed 
for continuous engagement and input from citizens. The project 
consequently evolved in a way that became increasingly relevant and 
responsive to the realities of Hyderabad’s citizens.

PERIPHERAL 
DRIVER 1
COLLABORATIVE 
IMPLEMENTATION

CORE DRIVER 3
A TRANSPARENT 
ORGANIZATION

Organizational transparency enabled the project to regulate the 
revenues of HMWSSB and clearly define the roles and responsibilities 
of the employees. The initiative constantly monitored service 
level standards for each geographic area of the city to increase 
accountability among the frontline staff. Additionally, the project 
evaluated the employees regularly based on service standards, 
especially regarding their ability to address citizen grievances. The 
system consistently and carefully used key performance indicators 
and supporting metrics to monitor progress, improving both customer 
service and operations. The project introduced technology to allow 
this continuous evaluation and effective reporting.

From the citizen’s perspective, initiatives like the Metro Water Citizen’s 
Charter and the 24/7 helpline supported the sense that this really was 
a service for the public, taking their input and feedback into account. 
The knowledge that the project was designed to meet international 
standards and guidelines also reinforced trust in the initiative
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CONTEMPLATING THREE CHOICES
To address the increasing levels of gridlock the 
city faced, Delhi’s government considered three 
transportation options: a Metro system, a light rail 
transit solution and another approach that would 
basically maintain the status quo. The government 
ultimately gave the go-ahead to the Delhi Metro, 
beginning construction in 1998 and launching 
operations in a quick four years.23

By 2015, the Delhi Metro featured six lines with a 
combined length of 213 km, and 160 stations.24 
That same year, approximately 15 percent of the 
city’s citizens used the service – that’s roughly 2.5 
million passengers every day.25 The system is one 
of only a handful of public transportation systems 
worldwide that has operated in the black from its 
inception and about 30% of its revenue comes from 
associated sources such as property development 
and Metro advertising.26

Studies of the system’s performance find that the 
Metro has taken approximately 390,000 vehicles off 
city roads, significantly cutting both local pollution 
and fuel expenditure. By way of comparison, Delhi’s 
Metro outperforms a similar system in Kolkata 
in several important ways. For example, analysis 
found Delhi Metro’s cost per km to be US$27 
million compared to US$44 million in Kolkata; and 
the portion it contributed toward the city’s total 
transport levels was twice as high as in Kolkata.27

DELHI COMPLETED ITS METRO SYSTEM AHEAD OF TIME AND ON BUDGET THROUGH A 
COMBINATION OF STRONG LEADERSHIP, COLLABORATION, ORGANIZATIONAL OPENNESS 
AND WORKER SKILL. 

At the end of the twentieth century, Delhi found itself roadblocked because it lacked a modern public 
transportation system. With rising disposable incomes, falling vehicle prices, and road travel as the dominant 
form of transport, the number of vehicles on the city’s roads spiked by nearly 700% between 1980 and 2002.  
During this period the urban population increased by about 240%. Delhi’s increasingly overcrowded bus system 
helped to accelerate car sales as more commuters opted to drive instead of taking public transportation. The 
number of cars on the road ballooned from 36 per kilometer (km) in the early 1980s to 125 per km by 2002, 
putting substantial pressure on the road system.22 

TRANSPORT IN INDIA – DELHI   
TICKET TO RIDE: 
DELHI BUILDS A SUCCESSFUL 
(AND PROFITABLE) METRO 

CHALLENGES ATTRACTING RIDERS AND 
MAKING LAST MILE CONNECTIONS
While ultimately successful, Delhi’s Metro project faced 
the challenge of convincing a population with no 
experience using a Metro system to adapt to an entirely 
new form of transportation. This included ticketing 
and embarkation systems and procedures, all in an 
unfamiliar environment.

Another challenge was the Metro’s ability to provide 
“last mile” connections for commuters. The system’s 
planners struggled to design approaches that would 
extend the reach of the system without deteriorating 
service quality.

FIGURE 8
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of success behind the Delhi 
Metro initiative.
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HOW THEY DID IT
The Delhi Metro initiative succeeded through the interaction of three 
core drivers and three peripheral ones (Figure 8). The core elements 
were a capable and empowered leader, an autonomous organization, 
and a collaborative implementation style. Peripheral drivers included 
committed political support, an adaptive operating model and a 
motivated and skilled workforce.
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Conceived as an independent company co-owned by the Indian and 
Delhi governments, the Metro’s unconventional model enabled its 
leaders to establish an innovative organizational structure.

This included the delegation of powers, robust transparency and 
accountability, and a unique work culture, all under the guidance of the 
managing director. This management approach contrasts starkly with 
the way traditional government agencies manage mass transit systems 
across the country. The focus on transparency and accountability led to 
fewer bureaucratic hurdles, and greatly enhanced the ability to monitor 
progress. This resulted in more proactive decision-making and financial 
autonomy, and it ultimately helped the system achieve operational 
profitability faster.

The Delhi Metro’s implementation was achieved through a collaborative 
ecosystem that provided access to the needed technologies, skills and 
funding. The project sourced technology from a variety of companies, such 
as Bharat Earth Movers Limited (India), Bombardier (Canada) and Hyundai 
Rotem (South Korea). These consortia gave the Metro access to leading 
global capabilities, enabling it to build world-class infrastructure. The Japan 
International Cooperation Agency (JICA) also contributed in areas such as 
construction, electrical and mechanical engineering, and implementation. 

Facilitated by the project’s sponsors, the JICA also helped the Delhi Metro 
meet its funding requirements. This financing was extremely important 
since it came at a time when other public service projects in the country 
were struggling to access adequate financing. Taking lessons from the 
Delhi Metro funding success, other Indian cities are now also collaborating 
with JICA to pursue modernization plans.

There was also collaboration with other parts of the public sector. India 
Railways proved to be a critical source of talent and knowledge, and 
academic partners provided valuable training opportunities to workers.

CORE DRIVER 1
A CAPABLE 
AND 
EMPOWERED 
LEADER

The Delhi Metro’s first managing director had significant experience with 
both railways and complex projects. He also enjoyed the complete support 
of the project’s sponsors regarding decisions, which greatly facilitated 
timely bureaucratic approvals - a key reason for the Metro’s completion 
on time. This focus on timeliness was reinforced by the project leader’s 
adoption of Japanese technologies, cultural practices and energy-saving 
approaches, which he adapted to the Delhi environment.

The leader designed the project to be collaborative in its implementation, 
setting up an autonomous organization to operate in an open and non-
hierarchical manner, bringing together a variety of stakeholders. The 
leader nurtured these collaborative relationships and his credibility 
attracted yet further partners that were willing to participate in this 
ambitious undertaking.

The leader’s decision to implement a non-hierarchical and adaptive 
organizational model was rare in India’s top-down management 
environment. He established his reputation as a forward-thinking leader, 
setting up a training institute and ensuring that employees had opportunities 
to improve themselves as well as the chance to contribute their ideas to 
improve the project. This approach helped to instill motivation and loyalty.
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The Delhi Metro’s independent organizational structure allowed for the free 
flow of ideas from individual employees, citizens and other collaborating 
organizations. The operating model expressly allowed and encouraged 
these exchanges. These interactions and consultations led to tangible new 
project innovations. For example, the project planners acted on feedback 
about the absence of toilet facilities at the stations by partnering with 
Sulabh International to design and construct them. Furthermore, when 
commuters complained about the lack of connectivity between some 
stations, the planners introduced a fleet of feeder buses, which led directly 
to increased ridership. Another innovation was to design women-only 
coaches in response to a Delhi government survey which revealed that 
almost half of female passengers felt unsafe using public transport in Delhi. 
In fact, the blueprint for the Metro itself reflected demand patterns learned 
during stakeholder consultations. Clearly, the operating model not only 
enabled the receipt of feedback but was also flexible enough to adapt and 
incorporate these innovations.

The Delhi Metro project could identify, attract and retain high-quality 
human capital, which contributed to the success of the project. The 
management focused on hiring people with strong qualifications and 
plenty of real-world experience, often from India’s renowned railway 
service. The expertise of these railway engineers ensured that the Metro 
followed existing infrastructure paths, such as the city’s radial corridors, 
through a smart mix of overhead and underground routes that maximized 
space usage and efficiency.

The project also invested in training and up-skilling its employees, 
establishing its own training institute and collaborating with the Indian 
Institute of Technology in Delhi to provide advanced degrees to its 
employees. An on-the-job employee rotation plan exposed workers 
to other facets of the Metro and provided them with better growth 
opportunities. This focus on training and growth, coupled with the 
knowledge that workers’ ideas were treated seriously, instilled a sense of 
pride and loyalty among the workforce.  

The Delhi Metro project received strong support from its two co-
owners, the city and central governments. It also benefited from 
the comprehensive feasibility study the two government bodies 
commissioned on all aspects of the project prior to its launch, including 
technical, financial and operational issues. Consequently, few surprises 
occurred during the buildout.
 
The political leadership sanctioned the creation of Delhi Metro’s 
independent organizational structure and identified able top management 
to lead the initiative. The sponsors also helped push the project through 
the inevitable bureaucracy, enabling faster decision making.
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CREATING A ONE-STOP SHOP FOR CITIZENS
To address these bureaucratic challenges, the 
government created eSeva, a shared-services 
platform, in 1998 that enabled one-stop shopping 
for citizens. Envisioned as a template for both urban 
and rural areas, eSeva follows a BOOT model (Build, 
Operate, Own and Transfer) that aims to transfer 
the day-to-day administration of the service centers 
to private operators.29 Following the initial success 
of two pilots, eSeva was rolled out with special 
attention paid to local relevance and uptake.

The program has expanded the services it offers 
from government-to-consumer (G2C) transactions 
such as utility payments and taxes, to business-
to-consumer (B2C) services like mobile phone bill 
payments. The number of eSeva kiosks in Hyderabad 
reached 405 by 2016 and in total exceeded 4,500 
across different participating districts beyond the 
city of Hyderabad.30 

In one assessment of the project, nearly 97% of 
survey participants indicated a preference for eSeva´s 
approach over traditional government systems. FACING COMPUTER ILLITERACY, BANDWIDTH 

ISSUES AND PUBLIC INERTIA
The secret to eSeva’s success - gathering all the 
services from different government agencies 
and businesses under one roof - turned out to be 
a complicated and time-consuming challenge. 
Likewise, expanding the model to more rural areas 
was difficult because of low levels of computer 
literacy, poor internet penetration and low-
bandwidth connections to servers. Yet another 
hurdle involved finding effective ways to change 
the mindsets of thousands of citizens regarding the 
adoption of technology and the use of eSeva kiosks 
to make payments.

HYDERABAD, INDIA, WANTED TO CREATE A ONE-STOP-SHOPPING MODEL FOR PUBLIC 
RECORDS AND SERVICES. ITS SOLUTION, “ESEVA,” HAS SET RECORDS ACROSS INDIA FOR 
FAST, FLEXIBLE, HIGH-QUALITY CUSTOMER SERVICE.

Whether your life was just beginning, nearing its final season or at different points in between, if you lived in 
Hyderabad, India prior to 1999, the public bureaucracy was probably impeding your progress in one way or 
another. Public services such as birth and death certificate registrations, passport applications, and utility 
bill payments required the input of distinct government departments often separated by jurisdictions, billing 
mechanisms and procedures. For example, citizens in one district of the city could not make payments in 
another, making the use of Hyderabad’s public services tedious and time consuming. Other hurdles involved an 
overreliance on paper-based processes, fixed (and inconvenient) working hours, and other rigid office operating 
policies that lowered operational efficiency and created long waiting times at government offices. The system 
also lacked adequate transparency and accountability.28

PUBLIC BUREAUCRACY IN INDIA – HYDERABAD   
HOW ESEVA TAMED 
A PUBLIC BUREAUCRACY IN INDIA  

Researchers found that eSeva reduced average 
waiting times from nearly 33 minutes to under 15 
minutes, helping to cut transaction costs.31 The 
project built additional eSeva centers in response to 
citizen demands for increasingly convenient services 
and data availability, all reinforced by a series of 
effective marketing campaigns. And all this boosted 
government revenues. For example, in April 2002, 
the service had 60,000 paying customers; a year 
later under eSeva the total had grown to more than 
100,000. The project’s success led to the adoption of 
similar approaches in other states, and eSeva has won 
a wide variety of awards.32

Measuring the project’s comparative impact, eSeva 
substantially outperformed another e-governance 
project in a similar-sized city in a variety of ways. 
From the number of customers served and 
transactions processed to the average number of 
trips a citizen had to make to complete a transaction, 
eSeva handily surpassed the other initiative. 

HOW THEY DID IT
Three core drivers and two peripheral ones interacted to make the 
eSeva project a success (Figure 9). The core elements included having 
a proactive political sponsor; the citizen-focused nature of the project’s 
design; and the use of robust monitoring mechanisms. Two peripheral 
drivers - project leader expertise and the inclusion of business-led 
operations - reinforced the project’s successful dynamic. 

FIGURE 9
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of eSeva’s success.
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The eSeva project placed the customer at the center of its focus, 
making available water, fans, air conditioners and chairs at the kiosks, 
for example. Equipped with technological infrastructure, the kiosks 
increased transparency, clearly displaying prices for services, for 
instance, and making services more customer friendly. One leadership 
goal was to treat every customer as a Very Important Person (VIP) and 
this was taken seriously, with kiosk personnel receiving regular training. 
Prior to eSeva, interactions with government agencies were often 
difficult; after it, people said they “felt dignified” when using it. 

The project’s design was under continual improvement, drawing input 
from a variety of sources, not least from the continuous monitoring of 
citizen data and feedback from users themselves. Moreover, eSeva’s 
model encouraged its managers to contribute their own ideas for 
improving the system. For its part, the project leadership was willing to 
adapt the project design to incorporate the best of those ideas. Regular 
video conferencing and physical meetings across management and 
leadership enabled this back-and-forth of ideas. 

Crucially, eSeva’s design benefitted from the lessons learned from 
successes and failures elsewhere. The leadership’s experience in 
both public services and technology brought a treasure trove of such 
lessons, which they successfully adapted to eSeva’s environment. 
These ideas included employing a token system to reduce queues 
at the kiosks, keeping the kiosks open after hours to cater to office 
workers, providing around-the-clock access to some services via the 
Internet, and remaining open on public holidays. 

An example of how eSeva’s solutions adapted to the local context is 
that in more rural zones, kiosk designs provide either digital or manual 
services, enabling people to print out and “rubber stamp” documents, 
which led to higher adoption of the services.

The eSeva project benefited from the attention and commitment it 
received from the chief minister of state, who envisioned the initiative as 
part of a larger program to establish the city of Hyderabad as a major IT 
and technology hub in India. To that end, he used eSeva to digitize the 
city’s public services, leading by example. The minister had a deep belief 
that IT could improve governance. He was a pragmatic sponsor, willing 
to learn from what worked elsewhere, and translating those lessons to his 
environment. In one case, for example, he borrowed ideas from Singapore 
regarding electronic governance to make eSeva’s service delivery more 
efficient. His political sponsorship made it possible to combine the 
required government services from different departments under one roof. 
What’s more, being the chief minister of the entire state reduced issues of 
accessing finance.

The chief minister was a very proactive sponsor. After carefully selecting 
and empowering the project leadership, he remained involved through 
regular interaction on matters of project design and operations. His 
focus on monitoring and continually improving the project design meant 
that eSeva evolved to meet genuine citizen needs in a way that was 
appropriate to the local context. And he made sure to maintain direct 
and regular interaction with local government representatives and other 
sponsors, ensuring continual alignment as the project evolved. Robust 
monitoring mechanisms were crucial to enable this rich, regular feedback.
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The eSeva project’s leadership had a strong understanding of the 
expectations of the political sponsors and target citizens. The 
monitoring mechanisms they designed allowed them to keep 
learning more about the citizens and adapt the design of the 
initiative accordingly. They offered continual input to project design 
improvements, which required both an openness to seek and adopt 
new practices as well as the technical ability to design systems that are 
appropriate for the local context. For example, the project designed 
processes to minimize the scope for corruption. The leadership also 
possessed the technology expertise - both strategic and operational - 
to achieve their design goals.

Relationship management was an important part of the role for the 
project leadership. They interacted regularly with the project sponsors 
and identified key partners from the private sector to facilitate effective 
operations. Having a deep understanding of conditions on the ground 
and continual access to performance data made these relationships 
extraordinarily constructive.

The eSeva project engaged in public-private collaboration at two levels. 
At the first level, government departments and private companies 
collaborated with eSeva to offer G2C and B2C services at the kiosks. 
At the second level, the project collaborated with several leading IT 
companies such as CMS Computers Ltd. and Ram Informatics Ltd. to 
manage the kiosks. Private companies benefited from the huge volume 
and scale of demand brought by the system, while the government 
benefitted from the sharing of costs and responsibilities of running 
the kiosks. The private sector also ensured service quality levels. For 
example, by collaborating with private agencies, eSeva could bring in 
needed talent and training capabilities to assemble a team capable of 
executing the project successfully.  

CORE DRIVER 3
MONITORING 
MECHANISMS

The political leadership took a hands-on approach regarding eSeva, 
which included playing an active role in monitoring the performance 
of the project. Academics that researched the project say the chief 
minister clearly described the desired implementation process and then 
claimed he would monitor progress every week. To that end, the project 
established a dedicated center to monitor performance via mechanisms 
such as key performance indicators, budgetary controls and quality 
assurance audits. Regular backup of data ensured system continuity, and 
the center also utilized remote security cameras to observe the day-to-
day functioning of eSeva kiosks. The project quickly gained a reputation 
for being more sensitive to feedback than other public service programs 
in the country. Indeed, it was this robust monitoring system that allowed 
the service to evolve and become so relevant to its target citizens. It also 
ensured that regular feedback and reporting were available to maintain 
the trust and confidence of stakeholders.
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SAVING LIVES WITH INFORMATION
To rescue the children of KZN, the Isihlangu Health 
and Development Agency along with the Population 
Council, a global NGO, developed and piloted a life 
orientation program. Called Siyakha Nentsha (isiZulu 
for “building with young people”), the program seeks 
to improve the lifelong skills and well-being of the 
community’s youth. 

The program initially conducted focus group 
discussions with guardians and traditional leaders, 
which led to the widespread inclusion of both girls 
and boys into the program. Girls were a primary 
target population because of their vulnerability to 
HIV and early pregnancy. The program included 
boys with the goal of building their knowledge and 
skills. Another goal involved enabling girls and boys 
to work together, interact socially, learn to respect 
one another, and consequently move beyond the 
objectification of the opposite sex. The program thus 
offered a unique opportunity to measure outcomes 
for both females and males in a setting where gender 
relations often become strained.34

CHANGING ATTITUDES
The project focused on three sets of students: a 
control group; a group that received HIV education, 
social support and stress reduction instruction; 
and a third group that received HIV education, 
social support and financial education.35 Both the 
streamlined and full versions of Siyakha Nentsha led 
to important changes in young people’s attitudes and 
behaviors, though the impact differed between the 
three groups and between males and females. 

WITH HIV AND AIDS PREVALENT, AN INNOVATIVE PROGRAM MOBILIZES THE COMMUNITY 
TO GIVE YOUNG PEOPLE IN KWAZULU-NATAL THE EDUCATION AND GUIDANCE THEY NEED. 

Growing up in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), South Africa, can be very challenging. It has the highest HIV rates in the 
country,33 and the young people who live there must cope with the common loss of parents and caregivers 
to the disease. The resultant disruption of key relationships in their lives makes them fall even further behind 
socially and economically.  

Many local young people lack access to adequate health and social information; material that could change 
their lives or save them from preventable diseases like HIV and AIDS. Local schools at best offer only very limited 
information on these topics—not the detailed insights that could make a sustainable difference in students’ lives. 
Access to digital information sources is rare; government television campaigns do not reach many disadvantaged 
youths, and radio campaigns rarely offer sufficient depth. Young South Africans need information and in some 
cases mentors to make decisions that will help them cope with their circumstances and improve their lives.

EDUCATION IN SOUTH AFRICA – UMLAZI   
LEARNING TO SURVIVE 
(AND THRIVE) IN SOUTH AFRICA

For example, compared to the control group, all 
Siyakha Nentsha participants (regardless of sex 
or version of the program) were more likely to 
know where to obtain contraception, reported a 
large increase in their knowledge of social grant 
requirements and criteria, gained improved budgeting 
and planning skills, and were more likely to have 
attempted to open a bank account.36

Compared to the control group, Siyakha Nentsha 
girls reported feelings of higher self-esteem and 
expressed greater confidence in their ability to obtain 
contraception if necessary. Siyakha Nentsha boys 
were more likely to have remained sexually abstinent 
between survey rounds, and Siyakha Nentsha boys 
who did have sex reported having fewer sexual 
partners than did boys in the control group. And 
compared with participants who received the partial 
Siyakha Nentsha package (i.e., health and social 
skills training), girls who also received financial skills 
training felt greater levels of social inclusion in their 
communities and were more likely to have obtained 
a national birth certificate. Likewise, Siyakha Nentsha 
boys who received a financial education were more 
likely to have landed jobs between survey rounds.37

STARTING FROM SCRATCH
The challenges the program faced included having 
to start from scratch, persuading educators, parents 
and communities to participate, and dealing with the 
lack of adequately trained facilitators, which forced 
the program to coach and train people. It’s important 
to note that this project was undertaken in an area 
characterized by tribal communities, with community 
structures and cultural norms that project planners 
needed to understand and respect.

HOW THEY DID IT
Siyakha Nentsha succeeded thanks to the interaction of three core 
conditions: it had an experienced and credible leader, a citizen-
centered design, and a motivated and empowered workforce. The 
dynamic between these conditions was further reinforced by two 
peripheral drivers: supportive government sponsors and a highly-
engaged citizenry (Figure 10). 

FIGURE 10
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of Siyakha Nentsha’s success.

CORE CONDITIONSENVIRONMENT

ORGANIZATION

PERIPHERAL CONDITIONSLEADERSHIP

IMPLEMENTATION

EDUCATION
SIYAKHA NENTSHA

FACILITATING MECHANISMS

Umlazi, South Africa

 LEARNING FROM BEST PRACTICE TRAPS     |     55     



 LEARNING FROM BEST PRACTICE TRAPS     |     57     56 

CORE DRIVER 1
EXPERIENCED, 
CREDIBLE 
LEADERSHIP 

CORE DRIVER 2
A CITIZEN-
CENTERED 
DESIGN 

CORE DRIVER 3
A MOTIVATED 
AND 
EMPOWERED 
WORKFORCE   

The Siyakha Nentsha program benefited from highly-experienced 
leadership in the implementation team, who had expert skills in a variety of 
relevant fields, from HIV prevention to project evaluation methodologies. 
The team also drew from an extensive and extremely helpful network of 
relationships within the community, including among community leaders. 

At the top, Kelly Hallman, the project’s managing director, enjoyed high 
levels of visibility with the senior leadership of the government education 
department, which helped to set up the program. Indeed, they set up 
a new, independent NGO, dedicated to this program. Under Hallman’s 
leadership, the team was highly motivated to leverage lessons and 
experience from around the world, but to design solutions that were 
ultimately driven by the local realities on the ground. This vision and strong 
belief in citizen-driven solutions sat at the core of the program’s approach.

Given a free hand to implement the project as they chose, the project 
leaders pursued an extremely inclusive approach, listening to all valid 
opinions, especially those from the community, the students and the 
facilitators, and incorporating important viewpoints into the program. 
Before designing the project, leaders held multiple meetings with 
different parts of the community, such as the youth, care givers, the 
elderly and community leaders. Consequently, all involved felt that their 
opinions mattered, and that they had contributed to the success and 
delivery of the program, as well as its selected content.

This meant the project was based on genuine trust between the citizens, 
the workforce and the project leaders. This in turn motivated and 
empowered all these stakeholders. Moreover, the continuous interaction 
with the citizens meant the project evolved to be highly relevant to 
local realities. In fact, motivated members of the community ultimately 
entirely staffed the project, a crucial characteristic that meant locals 
really viewed it as an initiative by the community, for the community, 
inspiring tremendous engagement and support from the citizenry.

The leaders of the implementation team worked hard to train the 
facilitators so that they were highly capable and could achieve effective 
results with the students. This required significant investment in 
training as the facilitators began with very little, if any, experience.  
In fact, the project team registered the facilitator course via the 
South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA), to provide them with a 
meaningful credential at the end of their training. Leaders viewed this 
as a reward for the facilitators, who earned only basic salaries during 
the course administration. 

A crucial mechanism driving the positive dynamic between the 
project and the community was that the workforce entirely consisted 
of citizens, chosen for their commitment to the community. The 
tribal community initiated this mechanism and the project leadership 
understood the valuable motivation and engagement it could generate. 
This dynamic also enabled the project to evolve more closely towards 
understanding and fulfilling local needs.
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Community involvement was key. It helped that 
many of the would-be facilitators were jobless and 
viewed the offered positions not only as a very 
important opportunity for their communities but also 
as an opportunity for themselves. What’s more, the 
fact that the facilitators lived in the community gave 
the project a permanent presence, voice and ears 
within its target group.  

To capitalize on this relationship, the project 
planners held regular community meetings 
throughout the project implementation with elders 
and leaders. They also constantly networked in the 
communities, ensuring strong endorsement from the 
local citizens, commitment from local leadership and 
ultimately, highly relevant project outcomes.

The government’s support and sponsorship for 
this initiative was felt through its efforts to reduce 
political interference and red tape, and to give 
autonomy to the project leadership in designing and 
implementing their plans. 

The absence of political interference was important 
in inspiring trust among the citizens, and the 
autonomy was crucial in empowering and motivating 
the workforce. The government sponsors themselves 
felt assured in allowing this autonomy because of 
their trust and confidence in the project leadership.
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FULFILLING A CONSTITUTIONAL MANDATE
South Africa’s 1996 constitution guarantees citizens 
the right to potable water, and puts the responsibility 
on local government to deliver this service.40 
With continued population growth and a cholera 
outbreak41, authorities felt compelled to address the 
severely strained water and sanitation supplies. Lead 
by eThekwini Water and Sanitation, the solution they 
developed was both innovative and highly successful. 

The eThekwini Water and Sanitation project 
succeeded on multiple levels, winning several 
awards both locally and at the international level. 
For example, the Stockholm International Water 
Institute has recognized Durban for having one of 
the world’s most “progressive water utilities,” with 
its open approach to experimentation and piloting 
of new solutions.42 

By 2013, more than 92% of households had basic 
water and almost 77% had basic sanitation.43 In the 12 
years up to 2015, more than 1.3 million people gained 
access to piped, potable water and over 700,000 
received new sanitation services. The project has 
boosted free basic water supplies from six kiloliters 
a month to nine. Well-lit communal toilets were built 
in dense, informal settlement areas and cleaned 
regularly by toilet attendants, generating cleanliness 
satisfaction scores of over 80% (compared to 50% in 
a research control group). 

LEAKS, A BOOMING POPULATION, FUNDING 
LIMITS, RESPECTING ZULU CULTURE
The project faced several critical challenges 
along the way. The water supply was intermittent 
due to leakages combined with numerous illegal 
connections, system tampering and outright 
theft. The city also suffered from uncontrolled and 
unplanned population increases in both rural and 
urban areas, as well as frequent electricity outages 
due to excessive load. At the same time, the 
project had to manage the expectations of citizens 
in low-income areas, and deal with a variety of 
dysfunctional institutions. 

At the project level, limited funds forced the 
municipality to make tough tradeoffs between 
expanding existing infrastructure and maintaining 
existing assets. The project also needed to build 
trust-based relationships with local communities 
and to accommodate the local Zulu culture, which 
required both time and effective communication 
strategies. Finally, the initiative faced several 
engineering hurdles, since the rural areas 
surrounding eThekwini were hilly and uneven, 
requiring pipeline design innovations to ensure an 
efficient water supply.

A SOUTH AFRICAN MUNICIPALITY COLLABORATED WITH ITS OWN CITIZENS TO DEVELOP 
AN AWARD-WINNING PLAN THAT PROVIDES WATER AND SANITATION SERVICES.

South Africa’s eThekwini is the largest municipality in the coastal province of KwaZulu-Natal, and the third-
largest in the nation, with 3.4 million people in 2011. eThekwini is a sophisticated city, but contains many 
informal settlements that house the poor.38 Created in 2000 when the city of Durban incorporated the rural 
areas surrounding it into the larger municipality, eThekwini faced numerous challenges, with a lack of adequate 
water supplies and sanitation service ranking high on the list. Roughly two-thirds of the approximately three 
million people in the municipality had to make do either with poorly maintained, dilapidated water and sewerage 
services, or in many cases no services at all.39

URBAN PLANNING IN SOUTH AFRICA – ETHEKWINI   
WATER WORKS: 
HOW ETHEKWINI QUENCHED ITS THIRST  

HOW THEY DID IT
The success of the eThekwini project depended on the interaction of 
three core drivers and two peripheral ones (Figure 11). Core elements 
were having an innovation-focused leader, adopting a rigorous project 
management approach, and fostering a collaborative implementation 
style. Peripheral drivers included supportive political sponsors and 
strong engagement with the community. Genuine collaboration sat 
at the heart of the initiative’s design, with the intimate involvement 
of the community, as well as a series of expert organizations. Robust 
monitoring, reporting and feedback loops across stakeholders ensured 
that the project remained relevant to its local context and stayed 
focused on achieving outcomes.  

FIGURE 11
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of eThekwini’s success.
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The leader and leadership team had a very clear vision for this project 
and held regular meetings to make sure everyone was on the same 
page. The head of the eThekwini Water and Sanitation Department 
was well respected for his focus on continual improvement, rigorous 
project management and for his engineering expertise. He gave the 
project team the freedom to innovate, encouraging the workforce to 
collaborate with the local university as well as conducting their own 
innovations in tandem. He allowed staff members to participate in 
professional bodies to increase their skills and their relationships with 
other knowledgeable engineers in the field. He also maintained an 
open-door policy that enabled insightful communication between the 
project team and the stakeholders. In doing so, the leader was a strong 
source of inspiration for the workforce, and the resulting enthusiasm 
paid dividends through real innovations and strong outcomes. These 
successes in turn further reinforced support and commitment for the 
leader and for the model.

Participants said people felt that their opinions mattered and that they 
were given the chance to voice their ideas. The project leader showed 
a genuine concern for the sustainability of the project, investing in 
careful succession planning and shielding the team from any political 
interference, giving them the opportunity to focus exclusively on their 
jobs while he took care of political issues. 

Participants characterized the project as being intensely collaborative, 
with all parties exhibiting a desire to succeed and a willingness to 
innovate continuously. Good ideas were welcomed from everywhere. For 
example, citizen input on the regular cleaning of toilets ultimately resulted 
in a formal policy within the initiative. 

The local municipality collaborated with other municipalities to develop 
their collective engineering and water and sanitation skills. The project 
also worked with water research organizations in South Africa to 
develop a national benchmark initiative, and successfully partnered 
with the private sector for much of the construction effort. 

The leadership team held the people running the project accountable 
for their actions. Project management was professional and focused on 
efficiency and transparency. For example, every phase of the project 
was carefully monitored, while a City Ombudsman’s office investigated 
any queries regarding possible irregularities. All participants had to 
complete a gift register to mitigate any issues concerning corruption 
or undue influence over contracts. The project required full disclosure 
as well as strict adherence to the Municipal Finance Management act 
(MFMA). It did not tolerate undesirable practices and made suggestion 
boxes available so that people could anonymously report possible 
fraudulent transactions or criminal behavior. What’s more, everyone 
involved in the project had to report all work-related activities outside of 
their jobs. Consequently, the entire project management process dealt 
stringently and rigorously with accountability and corruption issues.

The focus on monitoring, transparency and accountability generated 
trust among stakeholders, enabling more autonomy for the workforce 
to innovate in collaboration with partners. Indeed, the project 
management style encouraged the adoption of new ideas and 
innovations from across the project´s collaborative ecosystem.
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The constitutional requirement for the supply of basic water and 
sanitation falls under the Water and Sanitation Pillar of South Africa’s 
National Development Plan (NDP). As a result, the national government 
supported this project by making funding available through the 
National Treasury. Without this support, the local government would 
have lacked sufficient funds to carry out the project. The faith placed 
by the sponsors in the leader resulted in innovative solutions, tangible 
outcomes and global recognition, which inspired pride and yet-
stronger commitment among the sponsors.

Even the sponsorship role was collaborative, as government 
departments such as the Environmental Department, national, 
provincial and local housing departments as well as town planning 
departments worked together successfully to bring the project to 
fruition. At the same time, the City Manager of eThekwini gave the 
project team room to make decisions, which fostered a relationship 
based on mutual trust and understanding.  

Active communication between the project team and participating 
communities was a crucial factor of this project’s successful dynamic. 
For example, discussion topics included the process for the dry-toilet 
installations, as well as timing and other considerations that would 
affect the local community. The project team made sure it secured buy-
in from the communities, and that all parties had the chance to voice 
their opinions and ideas on the placement of the toilets. Likewise, the 
recruitment and training of community liaison officers, drawn largely 
from among the unemployed people from the communities, helped 
with this process of socialization and skills transfer. The project also 
used local contractors for the creation of new infrastructure, thus 
creating local jobs, and small businesses benefited from the increased 
activity in the areas. This further sparked the committed involvement of 
the local communities, ensuring their buy-in to the overall project. 

Partnerships with professional bodies meant that the project team 
gained further training and advice from skilled national experts. 

The Water and Sanitation Department and the project team collaborated 
successfully with a local university to develop the ventilated pit 
latrines and dry feces processes, leading to additional innovation and 
understanding of the social aspects of using the latrines in the local 
communities. The project team partnered with organizations such as 
the Bill Gates Foundation, which had invested in dry-toilet research.  It 
also used other international projects as benchmarks – liaising with the 
project teams and learning from them.

Team leaders recruited and trained community liaison officers from the 
local unemployed population who went out to the local communities to 
train people regarding the use and maintenance of the new pit latrines. 
Before building the latrines, they sought advice from the communities 
regarding where to site them and other considerations to ensure their 
optimum use.  It took at least five visits from the community liaison 
officers before the final installation of each toilet, which opened 
frequent opportunities for communication and learning—a process 
made easier by the fact that the project employed local people in the 
construction teams to build the basic toilet blocks.
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STRATEGICALLY INVESTING IN A BRT SYSTEM
In response to these challenges, the city strategically invested in establishing a bus rapid transit (BRT) system, 
which would also fulfill part of Cape Town’s commitment towards becoming the host city for the 2010 FIFA 
World Cup. Pioneered in Brazil, BRTs typically operate on dedicated roadways and provide quick transit through 
congested urban areas that is reliable, safe and cost efficient. The project had an explicit goal: to offer over 
80% of citizens access to public transportation no more than 500 meters from their homes. Another mandate 
was the use of a “one ticket, one timetable” system in which passengers purchased one ticket and could then 
switch between different modes of public transport (e.g., buses, trains and taxicabs).46

INTEGRATING PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION
Called MyCiTi, Cape Town’s BRT became the 
cohesive glue behind the city’s vision of an 
integrated public transportation system. With 
millions of passenger journeys completed on an 
ever-growing network of routes, the social impact 
has been tremendous. Passengers can now make use 
of a safe, scheduled, reliable, and comfortable bus 
service to move around the city. 

A website accessible via mobile phone provides 
passengers with real-time information on bus 
departure times for every stop on every route. All 
stations feature passenger information displays and 
customers can buy transit passes at MyCiTi stations 
or at selected retailers.

MyCiTi fares are comparable with those of minibus 
taxis or other buses, but the service it provides is 
safer, more reliable and more comfortable. The 
introduction of dedicated BRT infrastructure, 
coupled with upgraded pedestrian and cycling 
environments, have not only revolutionized the 
urban environment but also the public perception 
of an inclusive and sustainable roadway. 

CITIZENS IN CAPE TOWN, SOUTH AFRICA, NEEDED A SAFER, MORE RELIABLE MASS TRANSIT 
SYSTEM. THE CITY’S NEW BUS RAPID TRANSIT SYSTEM OFFERED THAT, AND A LOT MORE. 

Cape Town, South Africa’s second largest city, saw its population grow 45% from the mid-1990s to reach 3.7 
million people in 2011. The resulting boom had city planners looking for safe, affordable public transportation 
options that were also efficient and dependable.44 While the city already had train, bus and taxi services 
that logged over a million trips a day, the safety and reliability of these services had deteriorated over time. 
Meanwhile, the flood of private cars on city streets was causing increasing congestion and delays, and city 
planners knew they couldn’t continue to build new roads to handle the increasing number of vehicles.45

TRANSPORT IN SOUTH AFRICA – CAPE TOWN   
MYCITI: 
CAPE TOWN BUILDS 
A SAFE AND SUCCESSFUL BRT

In doing so, the initiative has helped respond to 
apartheid-era planning that kept some communities 
distant from economic, educational and recreational 
opportunities. At the same time, the project trains 
former taxi and conventional bus drivers to operate 
MyCiTi buses, thus re-skilling the workforce.

The timeliness of buses compared very favorably 
with the Transport for London standard of having 
85% of buses on-schedule,47 and passenger feedback 
was overwhelmingly positive.48

The bus system and the pre-paid gateway ticket 
known as MyConnect have gained international 
recognition as leading examples of service 
excellence.49 Today, other South African cities study 
the MyCiTi project as inspiration for their own bus 
rapid transit systems.

MANAGING PUBLIC REACTION AMID DISRUPTION
Local authorities in South Africa had no experience 
in planning and implementing BRT infrastructure 
projects. Beyond technical challenges, public 
opinion had to be managed while establishing 
dedicated bus lanes in existing road systems, 
expropriating land, complying with environmental 
regulations and building stations in the middle of 
existing traffic.

HOW THEY DID IT
The MyCiTi project succeeded thanks to the 
interaction of three core and two peripheral 
drivers (Figure 12). The core drivers reinforcing 
one another were the engaged ecosystem of 
partners, the collaborative organizational model 
and the motivated and capable workforce. The two 
peripheral drivers strengthening the successful 
dynamic were strong community engagement and 
committed political sponsors. 

FIGURE 12
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of MyCiTi’s success.

CORE CONDITIONSENVIRONMENT

ORGANIZATION

PERIPHERAL CONDITIONSLEADERSHIP

IMPLEMENTATION

TRANSPORT
BUS RAPID TRANSIT (BRT) - MyCiTi

FACILITATING MECHANISMS

City of Cape Town, South Africa
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The project benefited from strong collaboration and buy-in among 
stakeholders, all highly engaged in discussions and willing to learn from 
each other. The resulting collaborative ecosystem had a strong sense of 
innovation – a desire to push the boundaries and to create something 
extraordinary. For example, the project team negotiated with mini-bus 
taxi operators to create Bus Operator Cooperatives that integrated with 
the BRT system, rather than competing against it.

The University of Cape Town played a crucial role in developing 
courses for public transport engineers and became a fertile ground for 
discussion and innovation among peers. These opportunities to share 
and learn not only improved the capabilities of the workforce but also 
motivated them to innovate and learn yet further. The inspirations for 
many new innovations were sourced from the workforce, citizens and 
other members of the ecosystem.

The project team visited quite a few other BRT projects, which put 
it in contact with global experts, knowledgeable peers and external 
consultants. World Cup Committee experts also took part in planning 
the BRT. A defining element of this project is that it molded a lot of 
experience and expertise into the project team. This was thanks to 
a shared commitment toward the same goals and an organizational 
model that allowed these disparate groups to effectively interact and 
shape the outcomes together.

MyCiTi benefitted from political sponsors that encouraged a 
collaborative model to benefit from the widest array of experts 
possible. They established and empowered a dedicated team of 
highly-skilled managers with efficient project management processes 
to implement this model. Characterized by clear communication and 
transparent contracting processes, the project kept a diverse collection 
of stakeholders connected via effective communication channels.

These connections allowed for shared learning, skill transfer and most 
important, the generation of new ideas and innovations. Critically, the 
project blueprint was flexible enough to allow suitable innovations to be 
incorporated, enabling a flow of continuous improvement as the project 
evolved. This in turn stimulated the workforce and ecosystem partners as 
they could see their input making a tangible difference to the project.

Project leaders engaged with the workforce in a collaborative environment 
that motivated them to “know more and do better.” Inexperienced workers 
learned the ropes from extremely capable and skilled engineers. What’s 
more, the participation of a local university motivated workers to increase 
their skills and understanding of public transport issues.

The workers themselves came from a variety of sectoral backgrounds, 
enhancing learning opportunities across the group and increasing 
the chances of innovation through the cross-pollination of ideas. They 
were eager to interact with the ecosystem and contribute ideas, and 
at the same time, they were adaptive and able to absorb new skills 
and techniques. Moreover, they were united by their enthusiasm to 
contribute toward this high-profile project that promised to make a 
dramatic improvement in people’s lives.
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Continuous engagement with Cape Town citizens 
during the planning and implementation phases 
kept the community involved and aware that the 
project was hearing their requests and pursuing 
their demands. The community had a voice in 
specific elements of the BRT system such as the 
environmentally-friendly bus stops, the buses 
capable of handling wheelchairs, and the blind-
sensitive curbing and pavements. Moreover, 
the design and innovation processes were 
always informed and guided by citizen needs 
and convenience, hence the mobile timetable 
applications and streamlined, technology-enabled 
ticketing solutions. The active engagement of the 
citizenry and the passenger-focused innovation 
directly led to the high usage of the BRT system.

With the eyes of the world on the city for the World 
Cup tournament, failure was not an option for the 
political sponsors. A change in the city’s political 
leadership worked to the BRT project’s advantage, 
giving the new political administration a strong 
motivation to make it a successful example of the 
kind of positive change they wished to symbolize. 
Beyond improving transportation, the administration 
saw the project as a route to achieving more 
ambitious and far-reaching goals, such as social 
inclusion, sustainability, diversity and technology-
enablement. They understood the scale of the 
challenge and the diversity of skills and knowledge 
required to achieve it, hence their encouragement 
for an open and collaborative approach to design 
and implementation.

The political commitment was visible: Transport for 
Cape Town, a newly established public transport 
body, provided the official leadership for this project, 
headed by the Transport Commissioner. At the same 
time, a Mayoral Committee Member for Transport 
served as the political face of the project, handling 
communications regarding it and other public 
transport issues in Cape Town.

The National Department of Transport promoted 
the BRT concept as part of a drive to transform the 
face of public transport across South Africa. This 
provided the local Cape Town initiative with sufficient 
funding to start the process of planning and initial 
implementation. It also reduced the fundraising 
pressures that hamper the mobilization of major 
infrastructure projects.
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REPLACING SHACKS WITH STURDY HOUSING
The National Department of Human Settlements 
(NDOHS) initiated the Upgrading of Informal 
Settlements Program (UISP) under a broader policy 
known as, “Breaking New Ground.” The program aims 
to provide tenure security, health and safety, and 
empowerment to poor residents. An important aspect 
of this includes the recognition and formalizing of 
tenure rights. Where it is not possible to upgrade 
existing informal settlements, as a last resort the 
program relocates communities. Local political 
leaders decided that relocation offered the best 
option for the Disteneng area. 

The planners decided to take a comprehensive 
approach that went beyond simply constructing 
houses, preferring to build actual communities. This 
involved the creation of an entirely new settlement 
with roads, services and facilities, relocating the 
informal settlement dwellers from Disteneng to a 
greenfield site approximately 1 to 2 kilometers away. 
In the first phase, the project successfully moved a 
thousand households.

A LAND TITLING PROGRAM IN SOUTH AFRICA BEGINS TO RIGHT SOME OLD WRONGS 
THROUGH A SHARED COMMITMENT TO TURN SLUM DWELLERS INTO HOUSEHOLDERS.

Polokwane, the capital of the Limpopo province in South Africa, has several major slums at its edges - 
remnants of the country’s apartheid past - filled with illegal or informal squatter settlements. The end of 
apartheid brought a new urban policy with a variety of legislation aimed at improving the lives of slum 
dwellers. One result is the rapid urbanization now taking place as cities across the country experience high 
population growth, accompanied by congestion, deteriorating environmental quality and the increasing 
cost of urban services.50 For example, Polokwane saw its population grow from 508,277 in 2001 to 628,999 
in 2011. Disteneng, an informal settlement situated on the outskirts of Polokwane, has a majority black 
population and was the focus of the project described here.

PUBLIC BUREAUCRACY IN SOUTH AFRICA – POLOKWANE    
BREAKING NEW GROUND FOR 
SOUTH AFRICA’S SLUM DWELLERS

MANAGING WITH INSUFFICIENT FUNDING
The project did not have the funds to relocate the 
entire Disteneng informal settlement simultaneously. 
Planners therefore had to focus efforts on close 
communication with the community in order to 
explain the phased approach that they chose and to 
minimize any perceptions of unfairness in selecting 
resettled households.

NDOHS research conducted with technical 
assistance from the World Bank revealed dramatic 
improvements in the lives of participants, from the 
quality of their dwelling structures (e.g., literally 
building cement and brick walls, concrete floors and 
windows where there were none) to the availability 
of modern lighting and cooking technologies (e.g., 
shifting from paraffin to electricity). More households 
now feature traditional landlord/tenant relationships, 
which boosts stability. Satisfaction levels among 
those relocated has climbed substantially, especially 
regarding issues such as access to schools and water 
quality. Home and settlement safety perceptions also 
increased significantly.

HOW THEY DID IT
The land titling program succeeded thanks to the interaction between 
three core conditions and two peripheral ones. The core drivers were 
supportive and committed political sponsors, a citizen-centered project 
design, and rigorous and transparent project management (Figure 
13). The peripheral drivers were in strong alignment with the National 
Development Plan and a citizen-centered implementation approach. 

The inherent upheaval of people’s lives demanded citizen engagement 
throughout the process, and this was enabled through a focus on 
monitoring, communication and transparency.

FIGURE 13
The core (blue) and peripheral (grey) 
drivers of Polokwane’s success.
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Polokwane, South Africa
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Project leadership had a clear vision and consulted regularly with 
sponsors, councilors and the involved communities. As a result, there 
was strong alignment across the various government bodies involved, 
including the National Development Plan, which was critical to unlock 
the necessary funding. Moreover, the sponsors envisioned a holistic 
solution that saw “households” as much more than just “houses”, 
bringing a thousand new homes together with the complete urban 
development of streets and government facilities, such as schools, 
clinics and police stations. The complexity of this task led the sponsors 
to encourage the development of creative solutions that met these real 
needs of the affected citizens. The interaction between sponsors and 
other stakeholders was continuous, ensuring a common understanding 
of objectives and obligations. The sponsors truly were a core part of 
this successful dynamic. 

The project was designed with citizen needs at its heart. The 
project leaders and workforce consulted extensively with involved 
communities, collaboratively refining their objectives to meet local 
conditions and requirements. The design therefore had to prioritize 
processes for transparent and direct communication with the 
community to drive real cooperation. Clarity and transparency were 
especially crucial as not every household would be resettled. 

The design allowed for the local municipality itself to establish and 
facilitate feedback processes with the community, building trust 
between these groups. And by maintaining a strict focus on the end-
user citizens, the project design avoided interference from potentially 
troublesome political voices.

The sheer scale and complexity of the project constituted a major 
infrastructure challenge that required a robust project management 
framework. Among other things, rigorous processes and monitoring 
prevented people from jumping the queue or “buying” their way 
onto the list to receive a new home; careful record-keeping ensured 
documentation was available to support claims and defend against 
accusations; and regular surveys and monitoring guaranteed fairness 
in the allocation of housing while also reassuring those in the system of 
their status. The project managers were highly skilled, maintaining clear 
role definitions, streamlined processes and effective progress reporting.

The rigor of the project management was crucial in inspiring a spirit of 
openness and transparency across stakeholders. In fact, the National 
Development Plan mandated open and transparent processes; but a 
mandate is one thing, and the ability to establish and operate such 
systems is quite another. The focus on transparency demanded 
significant capabilities and commitments from the workforce, and 
their success generated strong confidence and trust among their 
stakeholders. The citizens, who were in a vulnerable situation, 
appreciated receiving clear communication about the future of their 
households; and political sponsors appreciated the regular reporting on 
progress toward their objectives and guidelines.
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The affected communities played a crucial role in 
implementing the project. The initiative focused on 
recruiting unemployed workers from the community 
to construct some of the basic infrastructure. The 
project supplied training and skills to these citizens, 
leaving them with improved employment prospects. 

Since it was such a large infrastructure project, the 
relevant local government departments could not 
handle all the work and thus outsourced much of 
it to reputable construction and other companies, 
generating further skills transfer opportunities.

Local municipalities worked hard to establish 
strong communication channels with the local 
community. They facilitated communication among 
the community, local councilors and relevant 
committees on the project, paying attention to who 
was included and who was excluded, to ensure a 
positive and constructive dialogue. 

This allowed the implementation to remain focused 
on real citizen needs, even as those needs evolved. 

The project benefited from the keen desire of the 
government to fulfill the National Development 
Plan (NPD) for South Africa and the “Breaking 
New Ground” policy. The NDP sets out strategic 
guidelines regarding what the government needs to 
deliver and what citizens can expect. This includes 
“decent” housing opportunities for all citizens.

The project planners made wise efforts to align 
their objectives and those of their sponsors and 
other stakeholders with those of the NPD. But the 
alignment went beyond objectives to include a 
shared vision of the approach to implementation. 
Specifically, the NDP’s guidelines and mandate 
for transparent and open approaches provided 
an important stimulus for the project design, and 
the project’s adherence to these rules unlocked 
essential funding.
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PROJECT SELECTION
Following an extensive literature review and the 
development of our basic theoretical model, 
our methodology was grounded in the in-depth 
assessment of public service projects that could be 
qualitatively and quantitatively evaluated. To ensure 
a balanced and comparable sample, we chose 
municipal-level projects in three emerging markets 
(Brazil, India and South Africa) and four different 
sectors (education, transport, urban planning, and 
public bureaucracy). For each country and sector, 
we identified one project with strong evidence of 
positive social impact (12 successes), as well as one 
project with strong evidence of no positive social 
impact (12 failures), with 24 projects in total.

Successful cases were identified based on 
counterfactual evidence of positive social 
value51,52,53. This required comparison with 
a control group, estimating what would 
have happened if the project had not been 
implemented54.  

Unsuccessful cases were shown to have no 
positive social value, usually characterized 
by discontinuation, cost overruns, poor 
implementation and inappropriateness to local 
conditions.  

APPENDIX: 
RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

α

κ

DATA RELIABILITY TESTS
Reliability tests were conducted to mitigate against 
common respondent biases or errors across 
interviews and interviewees57:  

Cronbach Alpha tests were used to check the 
internal consistency of the interview results. 
All cases show Alpha scores higher than the 
acceptable threshold of 0.7;

Kappa agreement tests were conducted against 
the null hypothesis that responses across 
raters were randomly determined. In all cases, 
the corresponding p values allow us to reject 
the null hypothesis that response scores were 
randomly chosen. 

INTERVIEW PROCESS
Data was collected through in-depth qualitative 
interviews anchored to customized rubrics. The 
rubrics were designed with carefully crafted 
definitions for each point on the assessment scale, 
across dozens of assessment criteria. This allowed 
greater specificity, clarity and comparability than 
a simple Likert scale, or equivalent55,56. The rubric 
criteria were categorized beneath four broad 
headings: environment, leadership, organizational 
structure and implementation.

At least three interviewees were selected for each 
project, from former project managers, employees 
or academics involved at the time of the project’s 
implementation. The fieldwork therefore consisted of 
more than 70 interviews. 

FUZZY-SET QUALITATIVE 
COMPARISON ANALYSIS
The fuzzy-set qualitative comparative analysis 
(fsQCA) employs Boolean algebra to find 
combinations of conditions consistent with each 
outcome. The model takes the interview data 
as input, and as output it produces the specific 
combinations of project conditions that are 
statistically likely to result in success, as well as those 
statistically likely to result in failure. The “fuzzy set” 
approach allows us to analyze different degrees of 
presence of specific project conditions, rather than 
only considering the binary options of their presence 
or absence. Details of our fsQCA analysis and results 
are being published in a separate academic paper 
that focuses on the role of different and multiple 
collaborative models across the public, private and 
civil society sectors. These insights informed the 
findings about the role of collaboration highlighted 
in this report.

VIRTUOUS-CYCLE DYNAMICS
Based on the principles of systems thinking, we 
developed diagrammatic representations of the 
virtuous-cycles driving each successful project. 
The creation of these diagrams involved an 
iterative process across the core project team and 
local teams that were involved in the fieldwork, 
sometimes also including interviewees that were 
involved in the projects on the ground. The diagrams 
were continually refined and their robustness 
strengthened through cross-validation across the 
interviewees and secondary research materials.
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ABOUT ACCENTURE
Accenture is a leading global professional services company, providing a broad range 
of services and solutions in strategy, consulting, digital, technology and operations. 
Combining unmatched experience and specialized skills across more than 40 industries 
and all business functions – underpinned by the world´s largest delivery network – 
Accenture works at the intersection of business and technology to help clients improve 
their performance and create sustainable value for their stakeholders. With approximately 
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ABOUT ACCENTURE RESEARCH
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ABOUT INSPER
Insper is an independent, nonprofit institution dedicated to education and research in the 
fields of Business Administration, Economics, Law and Engineering. Its mission is to be a 
leading center and to explore the complementarities of these fields of knowledge. Insper’s 
teaching activities offer programs for various stages of a career: Undergraduate (business 
Administration, Economics and Engineering), Graduate and Research Degree (Certificates, 
MBAs, Law, Professional Masters and Doctoral) and Executive Education (Open-Enrollment 
programs and Custom programs for companies).  In knowledge generation, Insper works 
through endowed chairs and research centers, which bring together researchers to work 
on studies and projects focusing on public policy (CPP), finance (CeFi) and business 
(CENeg). Insper also has centers to foster entrepreneurship (CEMP) and leadership and 
innovation (CLI). Insper’s academic quality is certified by AACSB, AMBA and Anamba. 

ABOUT INSPER METRICIS
Insper Metricis is a research center focused on investments and business strategies for 
high socio-environmental impact. Special emphasis is given to develop tools to assess 
and reward for impact, as well as validate impact assessments performed by organizations 
and governments. The center’s key premise is that, with clear and objective assessment 
procedures validated by an independent third party, it is not only possible to expand the 
reach of impact-oriented investments, but also develop new ways to fund and assess 
these projects. Furthermore, the lessons learned from these projects and assessments, 
documented in the form of rigorous research and case studies, can be used to expand our 
knowledge of how to improve and support the practical implementation and evaluation of 
high-impact projects.
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