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Abstract

Previous studies find that adopting Freedom of Information (FOI) laws increase
reporting of corruption, as this facilitates the right of access to governmental infor-
mation. Thus, it is argued that FOI laws increase transparency and enhance govern-
ment accountability. However, whether or not adopting such transparency laws
improves bureaucratic efficiency remains unexplored. We provide first quantitative
evidence on the impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency. Using panel data on
132 countries from 1990 to 2011, we find that adopting FOI laws, and in particular
‘stronger’ FOI laws, is associated with an improvement in bureaucratic efficiency,
after controlling for self-section bias. FOI laws appear to be more effective in the
long run, and if combined with a higher degree of media freedom, presence of non-
governmental organization activism, and political competition. These findings are
robust to controlling for endogeneity using instrumental variables, alternative sam-
ples, and estimation methods.

JEL classifications: D80, D73.

1. Introduction

Does adopting Freedom of Information (FOI) laws, which are designed to provide govern-

ment and other administrative information about public goods and services, improve gov-

ernment bureaucratic efficiency? Why do countries adopt FOI laws in the first place?

Previous studies show that adopting transparency-promoting laws is not a purely random

event (Vadlamannati and de Soysa, 2015; Bussell, 2011). What then explains variation

among countries in adopting FOI laws in the first instance is not clear. While much anec-

dotal evidence exists to suggest that FOI laws tend to improve the efficiency of government

bureaucracy, systematic empirical evidence on this topic remains scant. This is the gap in

the literature our paper attempts to fill. To the best of our knowledge, we are the first to
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examine whether adopting FOI laws in both developed and developing countries improves

bureaucratic efficiency after taking into account selection bias. In doing so, this paper also

explores various transmission mechanisms through which the impact of FOI laws in im-

proving the quality of government bureaucracy is realized.

Internationally, about 75 countries (as of 2011) have adopted FOI laws with the inten-

tion of granting citizens the right to access information that is not limited to their personal

records held by government agencies, but includes access to various types of governmental

information required to be provided expeditiously by government agencies. The main ob-

jective behind introducing an FOI law is to improve governance and thereby change the re-

lationship between citizens and their elected representatives. Anecdotal evidence suggests

that such laws improve transparency, increase government accountability, and increase the

performance of the bureaucratic machinery (Michener, 2011). Empirical evidence on this

subject, although scant in nature, also points in that direction albeit with reference to cor-

ruption. For instance, at the cross-national level, Vadlamannati and Cooray (2015) find

that adopting FOI laws increase corruption, which is a result of greater reporting.

Furthermore, they also find that FOI laws are more effective at unearthing government cor-

ruption when combined with media freedom and the presence of non-governmental

organizations (NGOs). Similar findings on FOI laws and its effect on corruption are echoed

by Costa (2012). Likewise, Islam (2006) finds that countries that intend to promote trans-

parency by initiating FOI legislation have lower levels of corruption. In a within-country

analysis, Cordis and Warren (2014) find that FOI laws in the United States are associated

with an increase in the conviction rate of corrupt officials.

While plenty of research exists on factors influencing bureaucratic efficiency (see Van de

Walle, 2005, for a review), little is known about the implications of FOI laws on improving

the quality of bureaucratic efficiency. By bureaucratic efficiency we mean the performance,

autonomous nature, indiscriminate actions, and accountability of the government bureau-

cratic machinery. If indeed FOI laws increase the chances of discovering corruption at the

higher echelons of the government, then automatically the role and functions of the govern-

ment bureaucracy also come under the ambit of FOI laws. Citizens, NGOs, and media use

FOI laws to put pressure on the bureaucracy to deliver public goods and services more ef-

fectively, in addition to highlighting corruption in various government departments. At

times, FOI laws can create ‘institutional competition’, wherein different government de-

partments keep a check over each other, which is part and parcel of good governance.

While some argue that adopting FOI laws can therefore improve bureaucratic efficiency

(Transparency International, 2006), others feel that FOI laws can actually reduce bureau-

cratic efficiency (Michener, 2011). It is common practice that in many (developing) coun-

tries some bureaucrats with long-term career concerns tend to respond to perverse

incentives provided by incumbent politicians (Iyer and Mani, 2012). Thus, easy access to

information made available by FOI laws might force certain sections of the bureaucracy to

depend on politicians for protection. Therefore, the question of whether adopting FOI laws

will improve governance measured by the degree of bureaucratic efficiency is an empirical

one. Moreover, it is believed that more than adopting the law in itself, the quality of the

FOI law can explain a large part of the variation in bureaucratic efficiency. We thus explore

this question empirically by covering both developed and developing countries, where cor-

ruption is rampant and bureaucratic accountability is low.

Using panel data for 132 countries over the 1990–2011 period, our treatment regression

analysis shows that FOI laws are associated with an improvement in bureaucratic efficiency
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after controlling for section bias. Interestingly, further analysis reveals that much of the

positive effect is from adopting ‘strong’ FOI laws. If indeed adopting FOI laws improves

bureaucratic efficiency, then one would expect these positive effects to emanate from those

regions which have strong FOI laws in place. In fact, our findings suggest that FOI laws,

stronger laws in particular, result in an autonomous government bureaucracy driven by

increased transparency in the system. Furthermore, our interaction effect models show that

FOI laws appear to be more effective at improving the quality of the bureaucracy if com-

bined with a higher degree of media freedom, presence of NGOs, and competitiveness of

political participation. Our results survive a wide variety of robustness checks.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows, In the next section we present an overview

of the related literature on bureaucracy and present our two testable hypotheses. Section 3

describes our panel data, methods, and estimation strategy. Section 4 presents the results

and discussion, and Section 5 concludes.

2. Arguments and hypotheses

Principal-agent models underscore the significance of political hierarchies (principal) in

influencing bureaucratic behavior (agent). Theoretical studies on the designation of respon-

sibilities between politicians and the bureaucracy are found in Calvert and Weingast (1989)

and Alesina and Tabellini (2007). According to this literature, the objective of politicians is

to satisfy their constituencies (voters) and win elections. Very often, government bureau-

crats are driven by career concerns. Therefore, it is expected that they will carry out their

job to the best of their ability due to career prospects (Alesina and Tabellini, 2007).

Niskanen (1975) and Wood (1988) further show that politicians are dependent on bureau-

crats, as they have the skill and expertise that political institutions do not possess, conse-

quently reducing the ability of a political leader to remove a bureaucrat from office.

However, it is often seen that the political class would like to keep its bureaucracy under

control. Other things being equal, bureaucratic output influences the longevity of the in-

cumbent remaining in power. This provides incentives for political class, particularly the in-

cumbent government, to use coercive mechanisms to control the bureaucracy (Mueller

2009). On the other hand, some bureaucrats with long-term career concerns tend to re-

spond to incentives provided by incumbent politicians (Iyer and Mani, 2012). Such bureau-

crats play into the hands of the incumbent in return for financial and material gains, such

as being posted to more prestigious job assignments, which give them the power to make in-

fluential policy decisions, or increase their gains from rent-seeking activities.1 In a unique

study on government civil servants, Iyer and Mani (2012) observe that despite strong con-

stitutional provision for the independence of bureaucrats from politicians in India, incum-

bent politicians exercise their authority over bureaucrats by appointing those who pander

to their whims, and transfer those that are less likely to, or assign them to new (less rele-

vant) posts.

Although FOI laws were introduced with the aim of tackling corruption, they also serve

as a mechanism through which an effective bureaucracy independent of political interven-

tion can be generated. It is argued that the combination of greater transparency, account-

ability, efficiency, and public awareness that FOI laws bring with them enable public

1 It is noteworthy that a meritocratic bureaucrat with high skills, as per the Webarian notion of bur-

eaucracy, will not be vulnerable to such incentives and political pressures.
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bureaucracies to function relatively independent of government authority (Transparency

International, 2009). Skeptics, however, contend that FOI laws may not guarantee im-

provements in the quality of the bureaucracy because incumbent politicians promote their

political agendas through career-concerned bureaucrats, thereby constraining the successful

implementation of FOI laws (Michener, 2011). This in turn weakens the ability of bureau-

crats to act independently of political class. Even if FOI laws are in place, then information

secured by citizens and activists through such laws to scrutinize bureaucratic decisions

related to the allocation of government contracts, natural resources, auctions, and policies

might force certain sections of the bureaucracy to depend on the political class for protec-

tion. This also makes key bureaucratic decisions risk-averse, leading to policy paralysis.

Thus, skeptics fear that FOI laws may actually do more harm than good by making bureau-

crats sluggish, less autonomous, and accountable.2 Those in favor of FOI laws illustrate a

number of channels through which such laws can improve the efficiency of the bureau-

cracy. First, FOI laws can reduce information asymmetries by promoting transparency and

encouraging government officials to construct more carefully thought-out public policy

(Michener, 2011). The posting of information on the Internet and disclosure laws have

enabled the public to keep a constant tab on bureaucrats. In fact, the disclosure procedures

implemented by government departments in several countries in response to FOI laws pro-

vide greater access to information by the public (Transparency International, 2009), and

thereby increase government accountability. In India, citizens place pressure on bureaucrats

using FOI laws to improve provisioning of public goods and services, reduce wasteful gov-

ernment spending, curb corruption in government offices, and even help the bureaucracy

solve murder cases (New York Times, 2010). Second, FOI laws increase the accountability

of bureaucrats by encouraging the participation of the public and various NGO groups.

Lederman et al. (2005) show that political accountability is increased by punishing corrupt

officials or through the disclosure of information to the public related to corrupt govern-

ment activities. Similarly, Islam (2006) finds evidence, using a new transparency index

measuring the frequency with which governments update economic data of better govern-

ance, in countries that provide more government information to the public. Third, by

increasing public awareness, FOI laws can promote greater professionalism and minimize

the opportunity for indiscriminate action by bureaucrats. Furthermore, FOI laws can re-

inforce institutional competition, wherein different government departments keep track of

each other and also scrutinize corrupt officials in their own department. Fourth, by allow-

ing the bureaucratic decision making process to be more open to inspection, FOI laws can

improve efficiency and impose greater discipline on local official bodies (Banisar, 2006).

Access to information is protected through a number of mechanisms that range from consti-

tutional provisions, to instructions in various government departments. In many countries,

FOI laws entail requiring bureaucrats of various government departments to provide state-

ments via the media, receive questions from the public at large, and expeditiously answer

those questions or face suspension. For instance, the Right to Information (RTI) Act in

India requires all bureaucrats to respond to requests by the public for information within

30 days or face suspension. This anecdotal evidence suggests that FOI laws are making bur-

eaucrats more accountable to the public, and indeed this is a good sign, if empirical

2 Also, Weber (1922) notes that where bureaucratic power is strong and entrenched, accountable

politics becomes progressively more difficult. The existence of FOI laws under such conditions

may not assure proper implementation.
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evidence points in this direction. However, adopting FOI laws that consign them to the ir-

relevant status of window dressing might prove dysfunctional and are ill-suited to improv-

ing bureaucratic efficiency. Thus, one would expect that the positive impact of FOI laws on

bureaucratic efficiency will be realized if such laws are strong. Adopting a weaker version

of FOI laws on the other hand might simply serve as window dressing that could explain

part of the variation in bureaucratic efficiency.

Hypothesis 1 FOI laws, and in particular stronger FOI laws, are associated with an improvement in

bureaucratic efficiency.

However, adopting FOI laws alone might not be sufficient for ensuring bureaucratic

efficiency. For instance, autocratic regimes might introduce FOI laws that are weak to

stave off criticism from the international community after committing to adopting a reso-

lution against corruption intended at improving governance. We argue that FOI laws

will be more effective at improving the efficiency of the bureaucracy when combined

with media freedom, NGO activism, and political competition. Lederman et al. (2005)

argue that greater political accountability in the form of press freedom tends to reduce

corruption at higher levels of government as the performance of bureaucracy is placed in

the spotlight. For instance, Brunetti and Weder (2009) find strong evidence of a signifi-

cant relationship between media freedom and reduced government corruption. Hayes

(2009) argues that journalists tend to make use of FOI laws to carry out in-depth re-

search on a particular subject, especially if it is sensitive and there is no other way of ob-

taining the information. In a survey undertaken by University College London, it was

found that the media uses FOI laws because it provides them the right to ask questions

and receive answers from government officials, which is an important tool for investiga-

tive journalism and allows the media to follow stories over the long-term (Hazell, 2009).

Thus, most often media freedom provides journalists with the opportunity to use FOI

laws to obtain key documents to verify or obtain unprocessed information aimed at re-

vealing details on corrupt bureaucrats and politicians in the administrative and political

spheres. However, it is noteworthy that in countries where corruption is rampant and

media freedom is restricted, unearthing corrupt deals involving politicians and bureau-

crats using FOI laws often become very difficult. Furthermore, the Transparency

International report (2006) on the right to information highlights the role of NGOs in

pushing governments to strengthen FOI laws by launching campaigns to promote imple-

mentation and awareness-raising programs among the general public, monitoring the

functioning of such laws though questionnaires, and filing requests to test levels of re-

sponsiveness. Through FOI laws, NGO groups can provide information on corrupt bur-

eaucrats to the judiciary, which can help challenge the inefficiency of the bureaucracy.

Likewise, honest bureaucrats can make use of information collected by NGO groups

against corrupt officials in their own government departments. Political competition also

acts as a deterrent, as opposition political groups, in order to garner public support in

their favor, make use of FOI laws to obtain relevant information on incumbent govern-

ment contracts, allocation of natural resources, and other suspected areas of political

corruption that often exposes corrupt government bureaucrats. This leads to our second

hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 FOI laws will be more effective at improving the quality of bureaucracy if combined

with a higher degree of media freedom, presence of NGOs, and competitive political participation.
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3. Data and methods

3.1 Model specification

We use panel data covering 132 countries (see Appendix 1) over the 1990–2011 period to

examine the impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency. Since FOI laws were introduced

in many countries between 1990 and 2011, our study period runs from 1990 onwards.

Estimating the impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency is not straightforward because

legislating laws and enforcing them are not random events. Rather, countries decide

whether or not to adopt such laws in the first place based on various socio-economic and

political considerations (Bussell, 2011), thus leading to a self-selection problem. Therefore,

the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) estimator would ignore the problem. To avoid this prob-

lem, we use a binary treatment regression estimator. The treatment regression estimator

takes account of the determinants of a country’s decision to adopt FOI laws, the non-

random treatment assignment, and the models in non-linear specification. The non-linear

prediction equation for FOI laws and the linear estimation of determinants of bureaucratic

efficiency in the second step of the analysis are estimated simultaneously. Note that the

major difference between a treatment regression estimator and Heckman selection estima-

tor (Heckman, 1979) is that while the former observes both outcomes of the binary deci-

sion, the latter only explicitly considers observations of the outcome of interest. The

treatment regression estimator is the most appropriate in this case for two reasons. First, it

is similar to a difference-in-difference (DID) approach because it helps with comparing the

two groups, that is, before and after policy change in a country—in this case an FOI law

adoption on bureaucratic efficiency. Second, the estimator also enables us to examine the

impact of FOI laws compared to those who do not have similar such laws. The two-step

treatment regression specification estimates the probability of a country i adopting an FOI

law in year t in the first step of the equation, which is a non-linear specification and the im-

pact of the same on bureaucratic efficiency of country i in year t in the second step of the

equation, which is a linear specification:

pðFoIit ¼ 1Þ ¼ ui þ bZit þ kt þ xit

BEit ¼ ui þ b1FoIit þ b2Zit þ �i þ kt þ xit;
(1)

where FoI is a discrete variable taking the value 1 for all subsequent years after country i

introduced an FOI law, and 0 otherwise. Seventy-five countries in our sample of 132 coun-

tries have adopted FOI laws during 1990–2011 period (see Appendix 2 for the list). After

relatively early adoption of FOI laws in Sweden, other countries, namely the United States,

France, and Norway followed suit in the 1960s and 1970s. Australia, Canada, Austria,

Colombia, Denmark, New Zealand, and the Philippines adopted FOI laws in the 1980s.

Other OECD countries delayed passage of FOI laws until the late 1990s. Interestingly,

many developing countries legislated FOI laws in the 1990s and in the post-2000 period.

As of 2011, there were more FOI laws being legislated by developing countries in compari-

son with the developed world. Roughly 8% of countries in the sample had FOI laws by

1990, which increased to about 56% by 2011. Our dependent variable in the second step is

BE, which is a measure of government bureaucratic efficiency in country i in year t. We use

the International Country Risk Guide’s (ICRG) indicator on bureaucratic efficiency index,

which captures institutional strength and quality of the government bureaucratic machin-

ery. The ICRG codes the index on a scale of 0-4, where the highest value denotes efficient

state bureaucracy that has expertise to govern the country without succumbing to political
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pressures, drastic changes in government policy, and interruptions in government service.

On the other hand, countries receiving the lowest score on this index suggest that the bur-

eaucracy is completely dependent on the government of the day to formulate policies and

conduct its day-to-day functions. Thus, countries that score highly on this index tend to be

autonomous from political pressure. The mean value of the bureaucratic efficiency index

for the global sample is about 2.2, while for the sample of developing countries it is about

1.85

The vector Zit includes potential determinants of FOI laws in the first step, and bureau-

cratic efficiency in the second step. In choosing the determinants of adopting FOI laws, we

rely on previous studies such as Costa (2012), Berliner (2014), Berliner and Erlich (2015),

and Vadlamannati and de Soysa (2015). Accordingly, we include per capita GDP (logged)

in constant 2005 USD prices obtained from the United Nations Conference on Trade and

Development (UNCTAD) statistics as a measure of income. Hollyer et al. (2011) argue that

democracies are more transparent vis-�a-vis autocracies. We thus include a measure of dem-

ocracy based on the Marshall and Jaggers (2002) polity IV index,3 which is recoded as 1 if

the Polity IV index is above þ6 on the scale of -10 toþ10, with higher values representing

full democracy, and 0 otherwise. Next we include two dummy variables capturing low and

high corruption levels of a country. We base these dummy variable measures on the ICRG

corruption index, which captures insidious acts of corruption at higher echelons within the

political system such as excessive patronage, nepotism, and suspiciously close ties between

politics and business. The index is coded on a scale of 0–6 in which higher values denote

lower or no corruption. Thus, a value of 1 is assigned to a country if the ICRG corruption

index is 2 and less than 2, and 0 otherwise. Likewise, a value of 1 is assigned to a country if

the ICRG corruption index is 4 and above, and 0 otherwise. The ICRG corruption index

score between 2 and 4 is considered as our reference category. Following others (Berliner,

2014), we control for the level of a country’s integration with the global economy using

total trade as a share of GDP sourced from the UNCTAD statistics. Previous studies find

strong resistance for most resource-rich countries to join such initiatives (Vadlamannati

and de Soysa 2015). Thus, we include a measure of natural resource rents as a share of

GDP from the World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2014). Accordingly, the World

Bank defines resource rents as unit price minus the cost of production times the quantity

produced. Finally, it is expected that countries which follow the rule of law are more will-

ing to adopt transparency-promoting measures. We use the Law and Order index of the

Societal Infrastructures and Development (SID henceforth) project4 developed by Nardulli

et al. (2013), which measures the ‘legal orders’ and ‘legal infrastructure’ of different coun-

tries. Legal order captures the law-based order in a constitution using 10 variables that are

integrated into a composite variable measured on the scale of 1-5 in which higher values de-

note law-based order. The legal infrastructure gauges the status of the country’s legal infra-

structure using eight legal periodical variables and two legal education variables leading to

a composite index on a 1–7 scale, where the highest values denote the best legal

3 Although the Polity IV index has faced some criticism (see Potrafke, 2012), it captures three import-

ant elements of democracy, namely the presence of institutions, the existence of effective con-

straints on executives, and participation in the political process.

4 For more details see: http://www.clinecenter.illinois.edu/research/sid/legal/, (accessed on June

2015).
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infrastructure. We combine both of these measures and take the average of an index that

ranges from 1–6 in which 6 denotes the highest level of law and order.

With respect to the control variables in the second step of the analysis, where ICRG’s

bureaucratic efficiency index is the dependent variable, we follow previous cross-country

studies on determinants of bureaucratic efficiency viz., La Porta et al. (1999), and Rauch

and Evans (2000). The list of control variables to be captured is long and we are aware of

the trap of ‘garbage-can models’ (Achen 2005) or ‘kitchen-sink models’ (Schrodt, 2010) in

which various variables are dumped onto the right-hand side of the equation. Thus, as be-

fore, we adopt a conservative strategy of accounting only for known factors that may affect

FOI laws, such as income per capita, democracy, and the level of corruption. First, we con-

trol for economic development by including per capita GDP (log). We expect richer citi-

zens, on average, to be more demanding of efficiency in government bureaucracy. Second,

previous evidence shows that democracy leads to bureaucratic efficiency by promoting

voice and electoral participation (Besley and Burgess, 2002). We thus include a measure of

democracy as described earlier. Third, we include the two aforementioned dummie vari-

ables capturing countries with high and lower levels of corruption. Finally, we include three

other control variables. It is argued that new democracies are likely to be fragile at govern-

ance because electoral competition at early stages is weaker (Berliner, 2014). We thus in-

clude a measure of new democracy coding a value of 1 for the first five years following a

democratic transition based on the Polity IV index, and 0 if not. As before, we also add a

measure of trade openness and dependence on natural resources rents.

It is noteworthy that in the first step of our treatment regression analysis we include

only time-fixed effects. We do not control for country-specific fixed effects in this non-

linear estimation due to the incidental parameter problem (see Lancaster, 2000, and

Wooldridge, 2002). However, in the second step of the treatment regressions, which are

linear estimations, we control for time- and country-fixed effects. Along with treatment re-

gressions, we also run our regressions using the Feasible Generalized Least Squares (FGLS)

method. Using FGLS over a simple OLS allows estimations in the presence of AR (1) auto-

correlation within panels and cross-sectional heteroscedasticity across the panels. The de-

scriptive statistics are provided in Appendix 3 and variable definitions and data sources are

reported in Appendix 4.

3.2 Pre- and post- FOI laws enaction timelines

In order to further tease out the effect of FOI laws, we contrast pre- and post- FOI law esti-

mates of bureaucratic efficiency. We break the pre- and post- FOI law adoption timelines

into three-period windows, which allow the estimates of bureaucratic efficiency to differ by

each window:

BEit ¼uiþb1FoI preitþb2FoI enactitþb3FoI shortitþb4FoI longitþb5Zitþ�iþktþxit;

(2)

where FoI enactit takes the value of 1 for the year in which a FOI law was adopted and the

preceding year, and 0 for the rest of the years. It is plausible that if the adoption of FOI is

foreseen, then the year before enaction could also capture the FOI law effect. Further,

FoI shortit takes the value 1 for the first five years after an FOI is adopted to capture the

short-run effects. Note that implementing FOI laws is a gradual process because the govern-

ment must set up institutions (such as information commissioners) and ensure that other

mechanisms are in place, while the judiciary must work on new rules that will be applied.

8 FOI LAWS AND BUREAUCRATIC EFFICIENCY
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Since this transition period may vary from country to country depending upon their institu-

tional capacities, we think five years after FOI enaction should be a reasonable time frame to

capture transitional effects. Next, FoI longit assigns the value of 1 for all the years after the

first five years of FOI enaction to capture long-run effects. Finally, FoI preit is assigned the

value of 1 for all those years that are six-years before FOI law enaction, and 0 otherwise. We

thus exclude a window of 2–6 years (5-year period) before FOI law enaction, which serves as

a reference category for comparison. A positive effect on FoI preit suggests that governments

embark upon a transparency measure before FOI laws are adopted and that FOI is only

symptomatic of broader changes being implemented to promote transparency. On the other

hand, a negative effect on FoI preit means that it is the adoption of FOI laws specifically that

has a positive impact on improving bureaucratic efficiency. As before, eq. (2) is estimated

using FGLS controlling for time- and country-fixed effects.

3.3 Strong vs weak FOI laws

Next, we examine whether the variation in bureaucratic efficiency can be explained by

countries adopting ‘strong’ vis-�a-vis ‘weak’ FOI laws as:

BEit ¼ ui þ b1FoI sit þ b2FoI wit þ b3Zit þ �i þ kt þ xit; (3)

where FoI sit is a dummy variable for a strong FOI law adopted by country i in year t,

while FoI wit is a dummy variable for a weak FOI law by country i in year t. Whether a

country has adopted a strong or a weak FOI law is measured by seven key dimensions,

namely, right to access information (0–6 points), scope of FOI (0–30 points), requesting

procedures (0–30 points), exception and refusals (0–30 points), appeals (0–30 points), sanc-

tions and protection (0–8 points), and promotional measures (0–16 points). The Center for

Law and Democracy collects information on each of these dimensions from each country

that has adopted FOI laws to assess the legal framework’s specific strengths and weak-

nesses. About 61 indicators covering all the aforementioned seven categories5 are used in

total, to arrive at a score on each of the parameters within the seven categories that are then

summed to attain a final score on a scale of 0–150.6 A higher value denotes that strong FOI

laws are in operation. Instead of relying on a subjective classification, we separate our

countries into two categories: those with strong FOI laws for which the final score of coun-

try i over the sample of countries is above the median value (which is 83), and those for

which the final score is below the median value of 83. Thus, a value of 1 is given for strong

FOI law (FoI sit) if country i has a score above 83 and 0 otherwise.7 Likewise, we also cre-

ate an alternative dummy measure viz., weak FOI law (FoI wit), which takes the value of

1 if the final score given to country i is less than 83 and 0 otherwise. We do this in order to

investigate if the extent of positive effect emanating from FOI laws differs between coun-

tries with relatively weak FOI laws and those with relatively strong FOI laws. Equation (3)

is estimated using the FGLS method controlling for both time- and country-fixed effects.

5 For details on 61 indicators allocated to each of the seven categories, see: http://avada.access-

info.org/wp-content/uploads/Indicators.D9.pdf, (accessed on June 2015).

6 For detailed description of the methodology, see: http://www.law-democracy.org/live/wp-content/

uploads/2013/09/Report-1.13.09.Overview-of-RTI-Rating.pdf (accessed on 25 June 2015).

7 Note that we also used subjective thresholds such as selecting 2/3rd of the maximum value of 150

and use the final ranks given to each country to assign a value of 1 if country i has a score above

90 and 0 otherwise. These results are available upon request.
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3.4 Heterogeneity in the association between FOI laws and bureaucratic

efficiency

We explore heterogeneity by introducing a set of interaction effect models in which the FOI

law variable is interacted with key variables that explain the transmission mechanism as:

BEit ¼ ui þ b1FoIit þ b2ðFoI � CVÞit þ b3CVit þ b4Zit þ �i þ kt þ xit; (4)

where FoI � CV is the interaction term between FOI laws and various measures of condi-

tioning variables (CV) viz., media freedom, the presence of NGO groups, and political com-

petition. We use the media freedom index computed by the Freedom House that assesses

the degree of print, broadcast, and Internet freedom in about 197 countries from 1980 to

2013. Based on the media’s legal environment, various political pressures influencing media

reporting, and other economic factors affecting access to free media, the Freedom House ar-

rives at numerical rankings that rates media freedom in country i as ‘Free’, ‘Partly Free’, or

‘Not Free’. We use this information and assign a value of 1 if the score for country i in year

t is Not Free, 2 if it is Partly Free, and 3 if it is Free. Second, we use the presence of NGO

groups as a proxy for civil society activism. Using Union of International Associations’

(UIA) yearbooks we collect the data on local and international NGO groups operating in

each country during our study period. The UIA as its core activity compiles and dissemin-

ates information and data on international organizations that are active in about 190 coun-

tries beginning in 1960. We use the count of local and international NGO groups per

capita (log) in country i in year t in our analysis. Finally, we use the political competition

index, which is a sub-component of the Polity IV index. Accordingly, the political competi-

tion index is made up of two components, namely competitiveness of political participa-

tion, which is coded on a 1-5 scale in which higher values denote that various political

groups are free to regularly compete for political influence in national politics. The other

component is the regulation of participation, which is also coded on a 1–5 scale, wherein

higher values suggest that political groups compete for political influence in national pol-

itics without the use of coercion. Taken together, the political competition index is recoded

on a scale of 1–10 in which a higher value denotes that the system allows for free and fair

participation of various political groups and parties without violence or force. We believe

that this measure acts as a good proxy to capture the genuine strength of political oppos-

ition groupings in country i during year t. We estimate all our interaction effects using the

FGLS estimator controlling for both country and time fixed effects.

3.5 Endogeneity concerns: Instrumental variable strategy

It is quite possible that our key explanatory variable—FOI law—is endogenous to bureau-

cratic inefficiency. That is, it is possible that poor bureaucratic quality can cause govern-

ments to adopt an FOI law to promote transparency and thereby improve governance in

the first place. Not taking this endogeneity into account would induce a bias in our esti-

mates. This issue is not trivial because those who argue that transparency is key in improv-

ing governance and promoting bureaucratic efficiency also make causal claims that

bureaucratic inefficiency and corruption propels governments to initiate a series of meas-

ures to shore up governance. To address this endogeneity concern, we utilize two-stage least

square instrumental variable (2SLS-IV) estimations. We use two instruments to account for

the endogeneity problem. Following Costa (2012) we use (i) the share of neighboring coun-

tries in the geographic region that have adopted a FOI law in year t, and (ii) the share of
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countries with a common language and colonial past with country i that have adopted an

FOI law in year t. We lag both instruments by two years. We believe that these instruments

are likely to be highly correlated to whether country i adopted an FOI law, but is most un-

likely to be correlated with the bureaucratic efficiency index in country i. The idea of peer

effects influencing the likelihood of a country’s participation in such a transparency initia-

tive is not new to the literature. Similar diffusion measures are used by Simmons and Elkins

(2004) in assessing diffusion in financial policy among countries. Gassebner et al. (2011)

find that a country’s economic policy reforms are affected by reforms adopted by its neigh-

boring countries. Likewise, Eichengreen and Leblang (2008), in their study on democracy

and economic openness, instrument capital account openness with a lagged value of capital

account openness of peers.8 In the specific case of transparency laws, which is much closer

to our main variable of interest, Costa (2012) examines the impact of FOI laws on corrup-

tion and finds that the adoption of FOI laws by a country is explained by whether neighbor-

ing countries in the region adopt similar such laws. Similarly, Berliner (2013) examines FOI

laws in 4,096 country pairs, and finds that countries belonging to the same geographic re-

gion tend to have similar FOI laws compared to other country-pairs. These studies show

that regional emulation plays an important role in shaping the transparency of policy.

The validity of the selected instruments depends on two conditions. The first is instru-

ment relevance, that is, they must be correlated with the explanatory variable in question.

The joint F-statistic in the first stage of the IV regressions as suggested by Bound et al.

(1995) must be examined to test the relevance of the instruments. Thus, the instruments

would be relevant when the first-stage regression model F-statistics meet the threshold of

being above 10 (Staiger and Stock, 1997). However, the F-test has been criticized in the lit-

erature as being insufficient to measure the degree of instrument relevance (see Stock et al.,

2002). The more powerful tests, namely the Anderson-Rubin Wald test and the Stock-

Wright LM S statistic, offer reliable statistical inferences in a weak instrument setting (see

Anderson and Rubin, 1949, Stock and Wright, 2000, and Baum et al., 2003). In all three

cases, an F-statistic above the critical value (10% maximal test size) indicates the rejection

of weak instruments. Second, the instrumental variables should not vary systematically

with the disturbance term in the second-stage equation, that is, xitjIVit½ � ¼ 0. This means

that the instruments cannot have an independent effect directly on the dependent variable.

As for the exclusion restriction, we are not aware of a theoretical or an empirical argument

linking the aforementioned exogenous instrumental variables directly explaining the bur-

eaucratic efficiency index of country i. Nevertheless, the Hansen J-test (Hansen 1982) is

employed to check whether the selected instruments satisfy the exclusion restriction (re-

ported at the end of Table 5). Note that when estimating the 2SLS-IV models, we also con-

trol for time- and country-fixed effects.

4. Empirical results

Tables 1–5 present our main results. Table 1 shows results covering the global sample,

while Table 2 reports results comparing the pre- and post-FOI law enaction on bureaucratic

efficiency. Table 3 presents results assessing the impact of strong vis-�a-vis weak FOI laws.

In Table 4, we report the results for interaction effects between FOI laws and media free-

dom, NGO presence, and political competition variables. Finally, Table 5 presents results

8 Cooray et al. (2014) have also done this in the context of FDI policy liberalization.
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Table 1. Impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Freedom of information law 0.571*** 0.477*** 0.455*** 0.0956*** 0.0853*** 0.0766**

(0.0763) (0.0791) (0.0809) (0.0320) (0.0313) (0.0322)

Per capita GDP (log) 0.545*** 0.570*** 0.619*** 0.666***

(0.0631) (0.0636) (0.0566) (0.0610)

Democracy dummy 0.0373 0.0633 0.123*** 0.155***

(0.0394) (0.0430) (0.0355) (0.0391)

Low corrupt countries dummy 0.293*** 0.302*** 0.295*** 0.296***

(0.0318) (0.0320) (0.0308) (0.0315)

High corrupt countries

dummy

�0.124*** �0.137*** �0.184*** �0.196***

(0.0324) (0.0328) (0.0318) (0.0328)

New democracy dummy �0.0312 �0.0433

(0.0370) (0.0377)

Trade/GDP 0.000724** 0.00107***

(0.000302) (0.000299)

Natural resource rents/GDP 0.00368 �0.00346

(0.00813) (0.00788)

Constant 1.297*** �2.805*** �3.002*** 1.245*** �3.436*** �3.794***

(0.0982) (0.479) (0.484) (0.100) (0.430) (0.464)

Year fixed effects YES YES YES

Country fixed effects YES YES YES

Number of countries 126 126 126

Number of observations 2,506 2,506 2,504

FOI law FOI law FOI law

Per capita GDP (log) (t-1) 0.401*** 0.401*** 0.401***

(0.0288) (0.0288) (0.0288)

Democracy dummy (t-1) 1.327*** 1.327*** 1.326***

(0.0877) (0.0877) (0.0877)

Low corrupt countries dummy

(t-1)

�0.0221 �0.0221 �0.0219

(0.0969) (0.0969) (0.0969)

High corrupt countries dummy

(t-1)

0.289*** 0.289*** 0.288***

(0.103) (0.103) (0.103)

SID rule of law index (t-1) 0.0908* 0.0908* 0.0907*

(0.0499) (0.0499) (0.0499)

Natural resource rents/GDP

(t-1)

�0.0899*** �0.0899*** �0.0899***

(0.0308) (0.0308) (0.0308)

Trade/GDP (t-1) �0.000195 �0.000195 �0.000196

(0.000318) (0.000318) (0.000318)

Constant �5.916*** �5.916*** �5.912***

(0.342) (0.342) (0.342)

Estimation technique Treatreg Treatreg Treatreg FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE

Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Country fixed effects NO NO NO YES YES YES

Number of countries 126 126 126 132 131 127

Number of observations 2,506 2,506 2,504 2,809 2,764 2,650

Notes: Country fixed effects (in the treatment regressions only for the linear estimations) and year dummies are

included, and robust standard errors appear in parentheses;

***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.
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for both the global and developing countries sample controlling for endogeneity using

2SLS-IV estimations.We begin with some simple stylized facts. Figure 1 provides a first de-

scriptive look at the association between FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency. Figure 1

shows the average score of bureaucratic efficiency for countries with FOI laws and those

which have not adopted such laws. As seen, countries with an FOI law have a bureaucratic

efficiency score that is almost twice the score of countries with no FOI law. During our

study period, a country with an FOI law has a bureaucratic efficiency score of 2.6 com-

pared to the score of 1.5 for a country without an FOI law. Next, Fig. 2 provides a

Table 2. Impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency (developing countries sample)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

< 6-Years before

FOI law

-0.225*** -0.201*** -0.211*** -0.252*** -0.230*** -0.243***

(0.0372) (0.0357) (0.0365) (0.0432) (0.0415) (0.0427)

FOI law enaction

period

0.0609 0.0588 0.0580 0.0392 0.0298 0.0278

(0.0461) (0.0442) (0.0448) (0.0548) (0.0524) (0.0535)

1-5 Years after FOI

law

0.0294 0.0252 0.0138 0.00466 �0.00424 �0.0202

(0.0386) (0.0375) (0.0384) (0.0466) (0.0450) (0.0466)

5 Years after FOI

law

0.0886* 0.0907** 0.0782* 0.0953* 0.0960* 0.0741

(0.0459) (0.0451) (0.0464) (0.0570) (0.0558) (0.0582)

Per capita GDP (log) 0.598*** 0.641*** 0.587*** 0.637***

(0.0564) (0.0609) (0.0624) (0.0680)

Democracy dummy 0.110*** 0.145*** 0.105*** 0.144***

(0.0354) (0.0389) (0.0382) (0.0423)

Low corrupt coun-

tries dummy

0.296*** 0.295*** 0.355*** 0.355***

(0.0307) (0.0313) (0.0363) (0.0374)

High corrupt coun-

tries dummy

�0.176*** �0.189*** �0.182*** �0.194***

(0.0316) (0.0325) (0.0345) (0.0356)

New democracy

dummy

�0.0516 �0.0586

(0.0375) (0.0409)

Trade/GDP 0.00103*** 0.00109***

(0.000298) (0.000325)

Natural resource

rents/GDP

�0.00307 �0.00316

(0.00784) (0.00851)

Constant 1.344*** �3.192*** �3.505*** 1.343*** �3.115*** �3.481***

(0.102) (0.430) (0.464) (0.112) (0.475) (0.518)

Estimation

technique

FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE

Sample of countries Global Global Global Non-OECD Non-OECD Non-OECD

Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Country fixed

effects

YES YES YES YES YES YES

Number of

countries

132 131 127 111 110 106

Number of

observations

2,809 2,764 2,650 2,347 2,302 2,188

Notes: Country fixed effects (in the treatment regressions only for the linear estimations) and year dummies are

included, and robust standard errors appear in parenthesis;

***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.
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comparative analysis on bureaucratic efficiency during the pre- and post-enactment periods

for countries with FOI laws. As seen, the average bureaucratic efficiency score before the

enactment of FOI laws is around 2.4. As expected, we find that those countries which have

adopted an FOI law witness an increase in bureaucratic efficiency scores. These stylized

facts provide some evidence that FOI laws have a positive effect on bureaucratic efficiency.

While one might conclude from these stylized facts that introducing transparency initiatives

like FOI laws is associated with an improvement in bureaucratic efficiency, it is plausible

that these differences could also be spurious without controls, such as income or the lack of

Table 3. Impact of strong vis-�a-vis weak FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Strong freedom of

information

law

0.171*** 0.112*** 0.0861** 0.179*** 0.123** 0.0937*

(0.0431) (0.0420) (0.0433) (0.0505) (0.0489) (0.0507)

Weak freedom of

information

law

0.0248 0.0532 0.0636 0.00387 0.0256 0.0350

(0.0410) (0.0398) (0.0406) (0.0504) (0.0489) (0.0504)

Per capita GDP

(log)

0.615*** 0.665*** 0.612*** 0.668***

(0.0568) (0.0613) (0.0626) (0.0681)

Democracy

dummy

0.121*** 0.154*** 0.115*** 0.151***

(0.0356) (0.0392) (0.0385) (0.0427)

Low corrupt

countries

dummy

0.291*** 0.294*** 0.344*** 0.351***

(0.0309) (0.0316) (0.0367) (0.0378)

High corrupt

countries

dummy

�0.185*** �0.196*** �0.192*** �0.203***

(0.0319) (0.0328) (0.0347) (0.0359)

New democracy

dummy

�0.0435 �0.0491

(0.0377) (0.0410)

Trade/GDP 0.00107*** 0.00113***

(0.000300) (0.000327)

Natural resource

rents/GDP

�0.00340 �0.00374

(0.00789) (0.00857)

Constant 1.285*** �3.386*** �3.776*** 1.283*** �3.367*** �3.805***

(0.101) (0.433) (0.468) (0.112) (0.477) (0.518)

Estimation

technique

FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE

Sample of

countries

Global Global Global Non-OECD Non-OECD Non-OECD

Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Country fixed

effects

YES YES YES YES YES YES

Number of

countries

132 131 127 111 110 106

Number of

observations

2,809 2,764 2,650 2,347 2,302 2,188

Notes: Country fixed effects and year dummies are included, and robust standard errors appear in parenthesis;

***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.
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democracy, rather than FOI laws, that explain the differences. We move next to examine

the statistical relationship in greater detail and precision of multivariate models.

4.1 Baseline results

Table 1 reports the impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency. In column 1 we present

the estimates of FOI laws without controlling for other variables, while in columns 2 and 3

additional control variables are added stepwise. Note that results reported in columns 1-3

Table 4. Impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency—interactions

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Freedom of information

law � media freedom

0.0935*** 0.110**

(0.0352) (0.0437)

Freedom of information

law � NGOs

0.0811*** 0.112***

(0.0191) (0.0232)

Freedom of information

law � political

competition

0.0752*** 0.0915***

(0.0132) (0.0156)

Media freedom 0.0347 0.0312

(0.0267) (0.0292)

International & local

NGOs

�0.119* �0.0922

(0.0661) (0.0773)

Political competition �0.0438*** �0.0489***

(0.00757) (0.00838)

Freedom of information

law

�0.134 �0.261*** �0.581*** �0.158 �0.388*** �0.694***

(0.0864) (0.0873) (0.118) (0.0991) (0.102) (0.133)

Per capita GDP (log) 0.675*** 0.727*** 0.635*** 0.673*** 0.732*** 0.625***

(0.0611) (0.0666) (0.0629) (0.0680) (0.0762) (0.0702)

Democracy dummy 0.137*** 0.151*** 0.226*** 0.131*** 0.140*** 0.215***

(0.0407) (0.0391) (0.0424) (0.0444) (0.0427) (0.0460)

Low corrupt countries

dummy

0.303*** 0.303*** 0.287*** 0.364*** 0.369*** 0.344***

(0.0316) (0.0316) (0.0307) (0.0378) (0.0380) (0.0367)

High corrupt countries

dummy

�0.184*** �0.198*** �0.163*** �0.193*** �0.208*** �0.176***

(0.0329) (0.0327) (0.0328) (0.0359) (0.0357) (0.0358)

New democracy dummy �0.0332 �0.0432 �0.0166 �0.0327 �0.0392 �0.00657

(0.0377) (0.0377) (0.0366) (0.0412) (0.0411) (0.0399)

Trade/GDP 0.00102*** 0.00117*** 0.00113*** 0.00109*** 0.00122*** 0.00121***

(0.000299) (0.000308) (0.000379) (0.000327) (0.000337) (0.000414)

Natural resource rents/

GDP

�0.00417 �0.00357 �0.00261 �0.00473 �0.00365 �0.00359

(0.00788) (0.00787) (0.00779) (0.00856) (0.00852) (0.00845)

Constant �3.905*** �3.733*** �3.325*** �3.912*** �3.942*** �3.271***

(0.464) (0.475) (0.483) (0.517) (0.526) (0.539)

Estimation technique FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE FGLS-FE

Sample of countries Global Global Global Non-OECD Non-OECD Non-OECD

Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Number of countries 127 127 127 106 106 106

Number of

observations

2,650 2,650 2,600 2,188 2,188 2,138

Notes: Country fixed effects and year dummies are included, and robust standard errors appear in parentheses;

***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.
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are estimated using treatment regressions. We replicate the same in columns 4–6 by estimat-

ing FGLS two-way fixed effects estimation. As can be seen in column 1, we do find a posi-

tive significant effect of adopting FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency, which is significantly

different from zero at the 1% level. The results suggest that countries adopting FOI laws ex-

perience an increase in the bureaucratic efficiency index by roughly 0.57 points (see column

1), which is about 50% of the standard deviation of the bureaucratic efficiency index. This

Table 5. Impact of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency—2SLS-IV estimations

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Freedom of

information law

0.465*** 0.528*** 0.555*** 0.532*** 0.633*** 0.659***

(0.124) (0.131) (0.141) (0.128) (0.138) (0.149)

Per capita GDP

(log)

0.295*** 0.310*** 0.257*** 0.277***

(0.0744) (0.0864) (0.0802) (0.0926)

Democracy dummy 0.139*** 0.152*** 0.134*** 0.145***

(0.0379) (0.0420) (0.0414) (0.0463)

Low corrupt coun-

tries dummy

0.330*** 0.324*** 0.394*** 0.385***

(0.0355) (0.0355) (0.0409) (0.0415)

High corrupt coun-

tries dummy

�0.127*** �0.138*** �0.138*** �0.150***

(0.0321) (0.0332) (0.0355) (0.0368)

New democracy

dummy

�0.00779 �0.00202

(0.0395) (0.0438)

Trade/GDP 0.000387 0.000406

(0.000317) (0.000344)

Natural resource

rents/GDP

0.00774 0.00849

(0.00810) (0.00889)

Constant 1.360*** �1.059** �1.242** 1.148*** �0.943 �1.077

(0.114) (0.534) (0.613) (0.124) (0.574) (0.663)

Estimation

technique

2SLS-IV 2SLS-IV 2SLS-IV 2SLS-IV 2SLS-IV 2SLS-IV

Sample of countries Global Global Global Non-OECD Non-OECD Non-OECD

Year fixed effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Country fixed

effects

YES YES YES YES YES YES

R-squared 0.877 0.883 0.883 0.789 0.794 0.791

Joint F-statistic

(first step)

83.50*** 73.15*** 64.37*** 95.91*** 79.73*** 71.24***

Stock-Wright LM S

statistic

16.33*** 18.92*** 18.50*** 20.97*** 28.56*** 25.23***

Anderson canon

LM statistic

166.10*** 146.86*** 130.14*** 186.64*** 157.63*** 141.88***

Sargan statistic

(p-value)

0.5732 0.9438 0.6211 0.3433 0.0854 0.2856

Number of

countries

131 129 126 110 109 105

Number of

observations

2,573 2,532 2,432 2,153 2,112 2,012

Notes: Country fixed effects and year dummies are included, and robust standard errors appear in parenthesis;

***p <0.01, **p <0.05, and *p <0.1.
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estimate is large, but may overstate the true effect because FOI laws are likely to be corre-

lated with numerous variables, such as per capita income and regime type, among others.

These variables are also likely to be correlated with the outcome variable, bureaucratic effi-

ciency. Therefore, in column 2, we control for the aforementioned control variables. After

Fig. 1. Bureaucratic efficiency (average) in countries with and without FOI laws

Fig. 2. Bureaucratic efficiency (average) in pre and post FOI law periods

K.C. VADLAMANNATI AND A. COORAY 17

 at N
orges T

eknisk-N
aturvitenskapelige U

niversitet on A
pril 8, 2016

http://oep.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

Deleted Text: ,
Deleted Text: -
http://oep.oxfordjournals.org/


controlling for these variables, the coefficient value decreases marginally. Countries with

FOI laws are associated with a 0.47 point increase in the bureaucratic efficiency index.

which is significantly different from zero at the 1% level. Both income and democracy have

the expected positive effects. However, only income remains statistically significant. For in-

stance, a standard deviation increase in per capita income (log) is associated with about a

0.89 point increase in the bureaucratic efficiency index, which is significantly different

from zero at the 1% level. Likewise, countries that are less corrupt are associated with a

0.29 point increase in the bureaucratic efficiency index, which is significant at the 1% level.

Interestingly, we also find that countries with higher levels of corruption are associated

with a 0.12 point decrease in the bureaucratic efficiency index, which is significant at the

1% level. These results suggest that FOI laws, by increasing disclosure procedures and pub-

lic awareness, promote professionalism and minimize the opportunity for corrupt and in-

discriminate action by bureaucrats. Controlling for other variables in column 3 does not

alter our main results. Apart from income and the corruption variables, we also find that

countries that are more open to trade are more likely to see an increase in bureaucratic effi-

ciency. Neither resource rents nor the new democracy variables are statistically significant.

Note that these results are estimated using treatment regression estimations that already

control for the factors influencing the decision to adopt FOI laws in the first place. These

results show that adopting FOI laws through an increase in transparency results in an im-

provement in government bureaucratic machinery after controlling for section bias. Our

findings do not support the argument that FOI laws stifle bureaucratic autonomy and

thereby reduce efficiency.

The lower part of the treatment regression Table 1 shows results from the non-linear es-

timations, which estimates the probability of a country adopting an FOI law (columns 1–

3). As shown, richer countries tend to adopt FOI laws and so do democratic countries,

which are significantly different from zero at the 1% levels, respectively. These results are

in line with the findings of Hollyer et al. (2011), that high income and democratic countries

are more likely to adopt transparency-promoting initiatives. Notice that while countries

with low corruption have no significant effect, countries with higher levels of corruption

have a positive effect on the probability that FOI laws are adopted, suggesting that coun-

tries that already have good governance are not likely to feel pressure to implement add-

itional laws, net of other control variables such as income and democracy, among others.

Demand for FOI laws is likely to be weak when existing laws are already strong, such as in

the case of Singapore, which is a low corruption country with no FOI laws.9 Berliner

(2014) finds support for our argument when examining the political determinants of FOI

laws. As expected, natural resource-rich countries are less likely to legislate and implement

FOI laws intended to tackle government corruption. For instance, a standard deviation in-

crease in rents/GDP above mean is associated with a decline in chances of seeing an FOI

law adopted by 21%, but having no rents from natural resources to increasing rents/GDP

by the maximum value in the sample (which is about 35.34%) would lower the chances of

seeing a FOI law implemented by about 318%, which is significantly different from zero at

9 The contrarian view expressed in the literature is that the extent of corruption in a country deter-

mines the political support (or opposition) for adopting transparency promoting laws. For instance,

Bussell (2010) finds that states in India with high corruption are less likely to adopt transparency-

promoting E-governance initiatives. Similar findings are provided by Berliner and Erlich (2015) in

the context of Mexican states.
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the 1% level. This finding is in line with the arguments of Vicente (2010) and Ross (2001),

that countries with access to natural resource rents are less likely to tax their population,

which in turn reduces their accountability, thus increasing the scope for corruption at the

top. Finally, countries with an independent judiciary are more likely to adopt FOI laws,

which is statistically significant at the 10% level. This finding is supported by Aidt (2009),

who argues that countries which follow the rule of law have a more efficient bureaucracy

due to greater transparency in the governance system.

We now estimate the bureaucratic efficiency model with the FGLS two-way fixed effects

estimation specification reported in columns 4–6 of Table 1. As shown, the positive and sig-

nificant effect of FOI laws is retained, though the substantive effects have come down by al-

most three times. For instance, controlling for income, democracy, and corruption

variables, we see that adopting FOI laws is associated with a 0.09 point improvement in

bureaucratic efficiency, which is significantly different from zero at the 1% level (column

5). Notice that the democracy variable is now statistically significant at the 1% level. The

positive and significant effects of income, countries with low corruption, and trade/GDP re-

main robust in columns 5–6 of Table 1, and are generally in line with the findings of Islam

(2006). These results show that the effect of FOI laws in promoting bureaucratic efficiency

is robust to alternative estimations and controlling for a range of explanatory variables.

Note that we replicated the results by dropping high-income OECD countries. Our results

for developing countries remain robust and comparable to the results in Table 1.

Table 2 captures the results on pre- and post- FOI law enaction with different time win-

dows. Columns 1–3 present the results on the global sample, while columns 4–6 show the

results for developing countries. As shown, there is a strong negative effect of 6 years before

the FOI law variable, which is significant at the 1% level. This suggests that years before

the FOI implementation had a negative effect on bureaucratic efficiency. Notice that this re-

sult is robust across the models both in the global sample as well as in the sample of de-

veloping countries alone. The fact that FOI is only symptomatic of broader changes being

implemented to promote transparency even before the FOI law was adopted is not sup-

ported in our estimations reported in Table 2. As expected, the implementation period, as

well as the short-run period, has no considerable impact on bureaucratic efficiency. A result

which is consistent throughout the models is reported in Table 2. Interestingly, there is a

positive effect on bureaucratic efficiency of FOI laws in the long run, which is significantly

different from zero at the 10% level. However, the impact is smaller. For instance, 6-years

post FOI law enaction is associated with a roughly 0.09 point increase in the bureaucratic

efficiency index, which is about 8% of the standard deviation of the bureaucratic efficiency

index. Nevertheless, these results suggest that it is the adoption of FOI laws specifically that

has a positive impact on improving bureaucratic efficiency, albeit in the long-run. The other

plausible explanation could be that FOI laws infuse greater transparency into the system,

leading to an increase in the reporting of corruption in the short run, thereby hampering

bureaucratic efficiency. The long-run effect of this transparency, however, should witness

lower levels of actual corruption and thus improvement in bureaucratic efficiency. Note

that the control variables are consistent with those reported in Table 1.

4.2 Strong vs weak FOI laws

In Table 3 we examine whether variation in bureaucratic efficiency can be explained by

countries adopting strong FOI laws. Columns 1–6 show results estimated using the FGLS
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fixed effects estimator, while columns 1–3 display results for the global sample. Columns

4–6 present the results for only the developing countries. As seen in columns 1–3, the posi-

tive and statistically significant effect on bureaucratic efficiency is largely explained by

countries adopting strong and not weak FOI laws. For instance, a country adopting a

strong FOI law vis-�a-vis weak FOI is associated with a roughly 0.17 point increase in the

bureaucratic efficiency index, which is significantly different from zero at the 1% level. On

the other hand, countries with weak FOI laws have no significant effect on bureaucratic ef-

ficiency (see column 1). The insignificant effect of weak FOI laws is consistent across the

models and sample of countries. The positive significant effects of strong FOI laws are mar-

ginally higher in the sample of developing countries (see columns 4–6). For instance, a de-

veloping country with strong FOI laws is associated with about a 0.12 points increase in

bureaucratic efficiency after controlling for income, regime type, and level of corruption

(see column 5), which is about 15% of the standard deviation of bureaucratic efficiency of

the developing countries sample. Thus, the effects of adopting strong FOI laws are fairly

substantial. Overall, these results suggest the positive effects of FOI law on bureaucratic ef-

ficiency reported in Tables 1 and 2 are largely driven by countries adopting strong and not

weak FOI laws.

4.3 Conditional effects

Next we explore the transmission channels through which FOI laws result in an improve-

ment in bureaucratic efficiency. Here, we introduce the interaction terms between FOI

laws, media freedom, NGO presence, and political competition variables covering both the

global sample and a sample of developing countries. The results are reported in Table 4.

Columns 1–3 capture the results of interaction effects for the global sample, while columns

4–6 report the same for the developing countries sample alone. As seen from columns 1 and

4, we find a positive and statistically significant effect of the interaction term, which sug-

gests that an improvement in bureaucratic efficiency by FOI laws is conditional upon free

media in both samples of countries, respectively. However, the interpretation of the inter-

action term even in linear models is not straightforward. Consequently, a simple t-test on

the coefficient of the interaction term might not be sufficient to see whether the interaction

is statistically significant. Thus, we rely on the marginal plot as shown in Fig. 3, which de-

picts the magnitude of the interaction effect. To calculate the marginal effect of adopting

FOI laws, we take into account both the conditioning variable (media freedom index) and

the interaction term, and show the total marginal effect conditional on media freedom

graphically. The y-axis of Fig. 3 displays the marginal effect of adopting an FOI law and

the x-axis, the level of media freedom at which the marginal effect is evaluated. In addition,

we include the 90% confidence interval in the figure. As seen, and in line with our results of

the FGLS two-way fixed effects estimation, FOI laws improve bureaucratic efficiency (at

the 90% confidence level at least) only if the media freedom index is above 2 (the index is

coded on a scale of 1–3). Figure 3 shows that adopting FOI laws has no effect on bureau-

cratic efficiency when the media freedom index takes a score of 1 (no freedom) and 2

(partly free). In other words, the coefficients are not significant when the lower bound of

the confidence interval is below zero. Note that the effects are almost similar when estimat-

ing the marginal plot graphically for the sample of developing countries alone (figure not

shown here).

In columns 2 and 5 of Table 4, we replicate the interactions but replace the media free-

dom index with local and international NGO groups. As can be seen, the impact of FOI
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laws is positive in the global sample and sample of developing countries, respectively, when

conditional upon the presence of NGOs (per capita log). To interpret the substantive ef-

fects, we resort to the marginal plot and provide a graphical interpretation of the magnitude

of the interaction effect. On the y-axis of Fig. 4, we show the marginal effect of FOI laws,

whereas the x-axis shows the level of NGOs per capita (log) at which the marginal effect is

evaluated. As before, we include the 90% confidence interval in Fig. 4, which reveals that

FOI laws improve bureaucratic efficiency (at the 90% confidence level at least) only if

NGOs per capita (log) is greater than 5, which is roughly about 150 NGO groups per head.

However, the coefficients are also significant when the lower bound of the confidence inter-

val is below zero, suggesting a negative effect of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency when

NGO presence is lower (and the upper bound is above it). It is noteworthy that these results

are similar in the case of the developing countries sample alone. Finally, we report the inter-

action effects between FOI laws and political competition in columns 3 and 6 of Table 4.

As shown, the interaction effects become statistically significant at the 1% level in both

groups of countries. The margins plot in Fig. 5 shows that FOI law adoption has a positive

effect conditional upon higher levels of political competition in the polity index. If political

competition is above a certain threshold (approximately 8 on a scale of 0–10 for both sam-

ples), adopting FOI laws improve bureaucratic efficiency at the 90% confidence level at

least. However, the effects are actually negative when the lower bound of the confidence

interval is below zero. This effectively means that FOI laws would have a negative effect if

political competition in the polity index is very low. Note that replicating these interactions

with strong FOI law variables yield similar results. Overall, these results lend support to

our argument that FOI laws (and stronger laws) will be more effective at improving bureau-

cratic efficiency when combined with a higher degree of media freedom, NGO activism,

and competitive political participation.

Fig. 3. FOI law, media freedom and marginal effect on bureaucratic efficiency (global sample)
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4.4 Endogeneity

We address endogeneity concerns using 2SLS-IV estimations reported in Table 5. Note

that in columns 1–3 we present IV estimations for the global sample, and in columns 4–6

we report results covering the developing countries sample only. As seen from columns

Fig. 4. FOI law, NGOs per capita (log) and marginal effect on bureaucratic efficiency (global sample)

Fig. 5. FOI law, political competition and marginal effect on bureaucratic efficiency (global sample)
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1–3, we find that the positive effect of FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency remain posi-

tive and significantly different from zero at the 1% level. The substantive effects suggest

that moving from no FOI law to adopting one is associated with a 0.46 points increase in

the bureaucratic efficiency index, which is about 41% of the standard deviation of the

bureaucratic efficiency index. These results remain robust when including all the relevant

explanatory variables into the model stepwise (see columns 2 and 3). Note that Columns

1–3 of Table 5 also capture the results on the endogeneity tests—the joint F-statistic,

Anderson Canon, and Stock-Wright LM F-statistic. The F-statistic from the first stage in

columns 1–6 reject the null hypothesis that the instruments selected are not relevant. We

obtain higher joint F-statistics for all three tests that are above 10 and significantly differ-

ent from zero at the 1% level. Finally, the Sargan J-statistic (with p-values of 0.57, 0.94,

and 0.62) shows that the null-hypothesis of exogeneity cannot be rejected at the conven-

tional level of significance. These tests confirm that we have avoided the weak instrument

problem and that the results are robust. Notice that these results remain similar when

excluding the high-income OECD countries from the global sample (see columns 4–6).

These results do not change much when adding other explanatory variables stepwise into

the model (see columns 5–6). An interesting point here is that the point estimates have

increased by almost three-fold in both samples once endogeneity is controlled for, using

IV estimations. This suggests that the FGLS estimations under-estimated the effects of

FOI laws. Taken together, our results remain robust to alternative estimations and sam-

ples, and controlling for endogeneity.

4.5 Checks for robustness

We examine the robustness of our main findings in several ways. The results and discus-

sion on robustness checks are not discussed here due to space constraints and are reported

in the online appendix.10

5. Conclusion

In this paper we examine the impact of adopting FOI laws on bureaucratic efficiency.

During the past two decades, 75 countries (as of 2011) adopted FOI laws with the intention

of providing citizens the right to access government information required to be provided ex-

peditiously by government agencies. Anecdotal evidence suggests that such laws increase

transparency and fix accountability of the governments’ bureaucracy. Others, however,

argue that initiating such transparency laws reduce the efficiency of the bureaucracy. While

theoretical evidence on this topic remains contentious, the empirical evidence remains

scant. Using panel data on 132 countries over the 1990–2011 period, we find that FOI laws

increase bureaucratic efficiency. Interestingly, we find that strong FOI laws vis-�a-vis weak

laws are associated with an improvement in bureaucratic efficiency. This suggests that

10 We perform a range of robustness checks, including the following: estimating our baseline models

with a non-OECD sample; dropping countries that enacted FOI laws before 1990; interaction of

media, NGOs, and political competition variables with strong FOI laws; replacing corruption vari-

ables with the World Bank corruption index; controlling for the information transparency index

computed by Williams (2014) that might be influenced by FOI laws; and estimating using ordered

probit by converting our dependent variable into an ordinal scale. In all these instances our main

results remain robust.
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much of the positive effects of FOI laws are emanating from countries adopting a stronger

version of transparency laws. In the next step, we explore the various transmission channels

through which FOI laws improve bureaucratic efficiency. Our results show that FOI laws

are more effective if accompanied by a greater degree of media freedom, the existence of

NGOs, and greater competitiveness in political participation. FOI laws might not have the

desired effects unless accompanied by these factors, which are important precursors to the

access of information as they enhance transparency, making bureaucracy more accountable

to citizens. Our results pass a wide variety of robustness checks, including controlling for

endogeneity using instrumental variables, an alternative sample of countries, and estima-

tion methods.

The policy implications of our results suggest that countries that have not implemented

FOI laws should strive to do so and adopt a stronger version of the law. Countries that

have adopted these laws should ensure that the law is strong and other complementary

mechanisms such as well-trained public officers and proper institutions are in place to pro-

mote greater efficiency in the implementation of these laws. Laws that promote FOI are

viewed as the way to effective government policy by encouraging greater transparency and

accountability. However, greater attention needs to be given to the prerequisites that foster

the effectiveness of these laws. A free press, greater political competition, and the increased

role of civil society activism will make the decision making process and the performance of

bureaucracy more open to inspection by increasing the right to access public information

and increasing disclosure measures.

Supplementary material

Supplementary material (the Appendix) is available online at the OUP website.
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