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Accountability and the role of Transparency

Accountability is central for good government:
Successful political systems hold politicians accountable. 
Political theorists going back to Locke, Montesquieu, and Madison emphasize the 
centrality of accountability for good government. 
Empirical studies show its benefits for the quality of government (e.g., Besley/Case 
1995, La Porta et al. 1999, Adsera et al. 2003, Eijffinger/Geraats 2005, Olken 2007, 
Bjorkman/Svensson 2007, and Ferraz/Finan 2008).  

Mechanisms of political accountability include: checks and balances among branches of 
government, law enforcement, and voting in elections.  These mechanisms have started to 
be systematically investigated (Barro 1973, Ferejohn 1986, Przeworski et al. 2000, Schedler
et al. 1999, Persson/Tabellini 2003, Besley/Prat 2006).  
Accountability relies crucially on availability of information about politicians’ activities:

1. The media as the source of discovery and dissemination of such information to voters 
and law enforcers has been the focus of recent studies (i.e., Brunetti/Weder 2003, 
DLLS 2003, Besley/Prat 2006, Reinikka/Svenssson 2006).  

2. Disclosure by politicians of their finances and business activities is another, relatively 
neglected, source of information that facilitates discovery of misconduct.

By exposing inconsistencies between reports and actual conduct, disclosure can 
stimulate reporting in the media (and thus influence voting) and law enforcement. 



Theoretical issues on politicians’ disclosure: 
what, how extensive, to whom

1. Disclosure conflicts with privacy, which many regard as a value in itself:  
Privacy protects politicians from populist media coverage or even from robbery 
or kidnapping.  Such protection might bring more qualified people into politics.  
But, if political market is like others, then better information about the transacted 
goods, improves performance (Hirshleifer ‘80, Stigler ‘80, Posner ‘81).   

2. What should be disclosed? Even if one agrees that some disclosure is warranted to 
improve the performance of the political market

Disclosure of sources of income and business connections, presumably to deter 
politicians from supporting legislation from which they benefit personally.  
Disclosure of income, consumption, and wealth, presumably to make it easier to 
identify consumption unaffordable from official resources.  

3. Should disclosure be made public? To whom should disclosure go to?
If concerned about privacy, politicians should disclose to some government 
office that keeps the information secret unless questions are raised about the 
politician’s conduct that require an investigation.  
But political mechanisms, such as media coverage, voting, and investigation are 
most effective when disclosure is public.  Sunshine may be the best disinfectant.



More Anecdotal evidence on the importance 
of Disclosure by politicians

Felisa Miceli: Argentine Economy Minister, resigned after an envelope containing US$80,000 in 
cash was found in the private bathroom of her office, and she failed to explain where the money 
came from in light of the asset declaration she had submitted.

Nicolas Nogueras: Puerto Rican legislator was forced to resign as vice president of the senate 
because financial statements he filed did not explain where he came up with the money to make 
a $50,000 down payment for a $350,000 second home. .”

Yulia Timoshenko: Ukraine’s Prime Minister who lived in a luxury villa while declaring her
residence to be a 300 square foot flat (also claimed borrowed). 

Winnie Mandela, and other prominent politicians in South Africa: caught with assets far in excess 
of their declarations, and eventually left their parliamentary positions, some landing in jail. 

Bob Wareing & Mo Mowlam: UK Labour MP’s, failed to declare outside interests and gave 
wrong information when challenged. The former was mildly censured, the latter suspended from 
the Commons. 

Representative Charlie Rangel and Senator Ted Stevens: In 2008 the U.S. saw two major 
investigations related to a failure to disclose.

We have found recent newspaper accounts of failures to disclose accurately leading to criticism 
and disciplinary action against MPs in over 20 countries. 



Objective & Methodology

Objective: Analyze the rules and the practices of disclosure by parliamentarians and 
their contribution to accountability.

Methodology:
175-country study of the laws and implementation of disclosure of MP finances 
and business activities.  We pay attention to:
1. Existence of disclosure mandates 
2. Public availability of disclosures 
3. Extent of the information being disclosed.
4. Compliance with disclosure requirements through the collection of the MP 

filled-out forms.   
Distinguish between disclosure of values of income and wealth, and that of 
sources of income and wealth as well as of potential and actual conflicts of 
interest. 
Consider some of the sources of variation in disclosure rules and practices across 
countries, such as per capita income, democracy, and free press.
Examine the relationship between the various aspects of disclosure and 
measures of the quality of government, including corruption.



Main results and limitations

Findings:
1. 109 of 175 countries in our sample have disclosure laws, but over 1/2 of them do not make 

disclosures available to the public in practice.  
2. Even in cases of public disclosure, what is available to the public is often limited:  Using a new 

methodology that compares the potential and the actual disclosure, we find that, for the average 
country with required disclosures, less than 15 percent of potentially useful information about 
the MPs is actually available to the public.  

3. Public rather than confidential disclosure is associated with lower perceived corruption and 
better government.  

4. Content of disclosure: identifying the assets, liabilities, income sources, and conflicts, as 
opposed to income and wealth levels, is more consistently associated with better government. 

Limits:
1. Very limited information on the role of law enforcement in battling corruption.
2. Disclosure rules are relatively recent. Some countries had disclosure rules in the 1950s, but 

modern disclosure practices begin in the 1970s & 1980s.
If the effects of disclosure materialize slowly, we might not observe their full effect.

3. We cannot interpret the correlations between aspects of disclosure and the quality of 
government causally, but they are suggestive that disclosure might be a significant ingredient of 
a broader system of political accountability. 
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MethodologyMethodology

1. New database on financial and business disclosure of members of the lower house of 
parliament (MPs) in 175 countries.  

MP focus since all high level officials are subject to similar disclosures, and MPs 
are numerous so political sensitivity in data collection could be avoided. 

2. Used the internet and contacts with sample country government agencies, World Bank 
country offices, UN missions, and local NGOs and academics to assemble the 
database of laws governing disclosure by MPs as of January 2008.   

There is no standard “law” that addresses disclosure, so we assembled over 1000 
laws and regulations, including constitutions, parliament standing orders, and anti-
corruption and conflict of interest laws.  
Contacted multiple sources to verify the accuracy of information. 

3. Crucial observation to our analysis: large differences among countries in the ability of 
citizens to access the MPs’ disclosure forms. 

4. Some countries that have public disclosure by law do not enforce compliance.  So, we 
collected the filled-out disclosure forms in countries with public disclosure.

We tried to obtain the filled-out forms of the first 4 MPs in alphabetical order and 
of the speaker of the lower house invoking the public availability laws for the forms



Table 1: Sample Distribution



Methodology (2)

5. We consider the form content and comprehensiveness: actual disclosure available 
to the public is often far less complete than that available to government agencies.  

We sought to get the actual forms that MPs are asked to fill out for the countries 
that have laws or voluntary disclosure systems: succeeded in 106 & failed in 8.   

6. We used these blank and filled out disclosure forms to construct indices of 
completeness of disclosure relative to the benchmark of a “universal” disclosure 
form that contains all the disclosures used in any of our countries.

7. Disclosure in 7 areas: assets, liabilities, income, expenditures, travel, gifts, and other  
conflicts of interest.  

Keep separate track of disclosure requirements regarding values and 
identification (i.e., identity of creditors, source of income, gifts and travel, the 
identity of parties with whom they worked before, with whom they have unpaid 
relationships or associations, for whom they are lobbying, etc..)



The content of disclosures (1)

We ask what share of “conceivable” disclosures is actually made by MPs and construct a 
measure of what is available to congress (based on the blank forms) and a measure of what is 
actually available to the public (based on the filled out forms we obtained).  

We use the blank disclosure forms collected from 106 countries to construct an artificial 
universal disclosure form that incorporates nearly all information that any country might require 
its MPs to disclose with respect to financial matters and conflicts of interest (but not personal 
characteristics of the MPs).  

Track of disclosures in 7 areas, following most blank forms: (I) assets; (II) liabilities; (III) income; 
(IV) expenditures; (V) travel; (VI) gifts; and (VII) other conflicts of interests.

Excluded categories:
Lobbying & contracts w/ government: often regulated by a different laws.  Only capture 
them as they generate income or need are disclosed as unpaid activities of the MP. 
Campaign finance: usually regulated by a different set of laws. 
MPs’ previous positions: usually covered in “candidature” disclosure forms.

We further divide the seven areas of disclosure in the universal form into 28 categories 
(grouping together the items that are disclosed in the same section of most blank forms). 



The content of disclosures (2)

Assumptions:
1. MP is honest & disclose what they are asked to disclose on the form, but not more.
2. MP interprets requirements in broad terms to avoid failing to comply with the law.
3. Full credit if a majority of items in a category must be disclosed and 0 credit otherwise.  
4. Restrictions can substitute disclosure, so we assign highest disclosure if binding

Scoring of Values and Sources of each category;
Values = 0 if no disclosure required; =0.5 if aggregate values; =1 if itemized values.
Sources = 1 if items need to be identified and 0 otherwise.

We compute disclosure measures for values and sources separately by: 
1. For each area we compute a simple average score over the categories in the area; and
2. We then take the average of the area scores to create scores for disclosure values & sources

We calculate indices for disclosure of values & sources for what is available to Congress & to the 
public so we end up with 4 disclosure content variables.  

Arbitrary aggregation? We also extract the first two principal components for values & sources.

Family disclosures: universal form can take into account the extent of disclosure by the MP and his 
family members: 73 countries require some disclosure for MP family.



The Universal form for 
Canada
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Disclosure and the Quality of Government

We examine the relationship between disclosure rules and several measures of the 
quality of government, including corruption, which could benefit from disclosure: 
1. Corruption score from ICRG,
2. Government effectiveness index from Kaufmann et al. (2008), 
3. Log (costs of starting a business) from DB 2009 based on Djankov et al. (2002), 
4. Government expropriation risk from ICRG (2008), 
5. Objective measure of participation in parliamentary elections Vanhanen (2007).  

We also present the results for several alternative corruption measures, which are 
similar to those for the ICRG measure we discuss in the text  (Appendix B).  

We have tried measures of trust, confidence in various parts of government, 
infrastructure quality, and the size of the government labor force as a proportion of 
the population. 

Positively correlated w/ both public availability and sources publicly available, 
but the coefficients are often insignificant once we control for GDPpercapita or 
democracy.













Robustness of results
(Appendix B)

Principal Components: replaced our four disclosure content variables with the 
first principal components computed using all the 28 categories, for values and 
sources separately, and for availability to congress and to the public separately.   

The only variable reliably related to better government is the first principal 
component of sources publicly available in practice.  

Disclosure & Democracy: considered the possibility that disclosure matters only 
in the more democratic countries, which have the mechanisms of holding 
politicians accountable once information comes to light.  

Split sample into more & less democratic. For either group, disclosure of 
sources to the public is the variable most closely associated with better 
government.  
We do not to take this as compelling evidence of complementarity.  

Additional Controls: following Treisman (2007) who found fuel exports & freedom 
of the press particularly predictive of corruption.  

Whole sample: sources publicly available still predicts better government, 
except for ICRG corruption measure. . 
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Conclusions

Scope: 
New measures of disclosure by MPs in 175 countries, and examined their 
determinants and influences on the quality of government and corruption. 
Measures distinguish between disclosure by law and in practice, public and non-
public disclosure, and more and less comprehensive disclosure. 

Results:

1. Large variation among countries – even among countries with some disclosure 
mandates – in whether disclosure is made public and how much is made public. 

Only 1/3 of the 175 countries allow public access to disclosure by politicians. 

2. Perhaps the strong correlate of good government is disclosure that is public. 
Many countries keep disclosure by MPs in congress, and such secret disclosure, 
even if extensive, is not systematically related to better government. 
In contrast, public disclosure is associated with better government even with 
various controls.  
The privacy of politicians may have benefits, but those may come at a cost of 
lower accountability.   



Conclusions (2)

3. Content of disclosure: identification of sources of an MP’s assets, gifts, and 
activities seems more consistently related to better government than the reporting 
of values of assets and income.  

Caveat: the data do not allow for a causal interpretation of this evidence. We only 
presented correlations. 

But: the findings on the consistent relationship between public disclosure, 
particularly that of sources, are suggestive of constructive disclosure policies. 

If a country wishes to pass disclosure laws with the purpose of reducing 
corruption, the most effective laws are those that make disclosure public, and 
that focus on identification of the MP’s assets and activities, rather than on 
some aggregate values.   
Secret disclosure, in contrast, does not do much for political accountability. 
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