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Foreword
I feel very privileged to be associated with this report, which will be presented at the Annual Meeting of the Board 
of Governors of the Asian Development Bank in New Delhi in May 2013. The general theme of this meeting is 
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path to development. The particular subject matter of this study, ably led by Shikha Jha and Anil Deolalikar, is 
the critical importance of essential services in helping the expansion of human well-being and the reduction of 
poverty and deprivation, and the part that empowerment of the people can play in facilitating this process. It also 
discusses the distinct ways in which empowerment of people can be advanced and the kind of results we should 
expect to see as a result of these constructive changes.

The report is self-contained, with a good statement of the questions asked and the conclusions reached, 
and it is not necessary for me to re-state here what the authors have discussed very well in the body of the text. 
However, there is a case for placing the report in a wider perspective. In understanding the background to this 
enquiry, it is important to appreciate (i) the nature and richness of the idea of empowerment, (ii) the direct and 
indirect roles of essential services in promoting human empowerment, and (iii) the respective roles of the state 
and the market in development through empowerment.

 Empowerment is integrally related to the expansion of human freedom—the freedom of people, often very 
disadvantaged people, to be able to do and achieve what they want (and have reason to want). Empowerment 
can, thus, be seen as enhancement of human capability. But it concerns particularly those capabilities that give 
a person an ability to catch up with others, and in particular, not be dominated by people in more privileged 
positions, because of wealth, social standing, or political entitlement.

Consider Aneurin Bevan’s famous comment, “The purpose of getting power is to be able to give it away,” 
which Michael Foot separated out for special attention in his biography of Bevan. The remark may initially appear 
to be mysterious, but it is an eloquent articulation of the fact that the underdogs of society may seek power not 
so much to use it over others, but to make sure that others do not have power over them. To have power without 
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which points to the importance of having the freedom to do something one has reason to value (whether or not 
one actually chooses to do it). And yet the idea of empowerment goes beyond that. The language of power can 
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and political relations. For example, having the power to make public authorities, or private businesses, pay 
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And on this subject (among others), the report has much insight to offer.

Empowerment has importance of its own in advancing human freedom and well-being, but it also helps 
in the consolidation, advancement, and improvement of essential services, which in turn expand human well-
being and freedom. This report is much concerned with these linkages. The contribution of empowerment to the 
successes of development works indirectly as well as directly. An extensive expansion of the capabilities and 
freedoms of people (especially less privileged people), and the corresponding enhancement of their powers, are 
part and parcel of the development process, and there is no need to look for indirect connections in acknowledging 
������������
���&����������
���
����������$������������&���������������������������&�����������&�X����������
���������
numerate, to avoid suffering from disease and from uncared old age, and other such fundamentally important 
freedoms must, with good reason, be seen to be constitutive parts of human development.



 

While those direct connections are easy to appreciate, there are also more complicated relations in 
understanding the different ways in which human empowerment can also contribute to expanding the delivery 
and use of essential services, like schooling, medical care, social amenities (such as sanitation, water supply, 
and, of course, environmental preservation). There is a two-way relationship here. To illustrate, just as schooling 
and medical care contribute to empowering people, people with clearer understanding and articulate voices, and 
strengthened by good social organization can demand with energy and force more—and better—public services. 
There can be many indirect connections in enhancing people’s power to make strong demand for more facilities, 
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for monitoring what is offered to the people.

These diverse—but interrelated—connections are particularly worth investigating, both because of their 
importance and because of their complexity. This report has a great deal to say on these connections: how they 
work, and what can be done to enhance their vigor and reach.

The third issue concerns the role of the market in providing many of these services, when they can be 
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of barriers to successful marketization, which economists have studied for a long time, involving absence 
of competition, presence of “externalities,” the importance of indivisible “public goods,” and asymmetric 
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an aggressive way (e.g., the steps taken by health insurance companies to exclude patients with previous records 
of serious illnesses or proneness to particular ailments) can also clash fairly comprehensively with fair and just 
provision of services (in this case of medical services).

There are further issues of instrumental use of markets, even when the planning and support for the 
services come from the state. The state can deliver some services directly, and often has reason to do so, but in 
other cases the process of state support for these services (e.g., for schooling or medical care) can make use, 
to varying extents, of the market mechanism. For example, in providing nutritional support, the state can either 
provide food to people in kind, or provide income support to the poorer people, leaving them to buy food from 
the market, with the help of their enhanced cash position. Similarly, alternatives to state-run schools include self-
reliant private schools, or private schools that are made to accommodate a certain proportion of non-fee-paying 
pupils, or a proportion of pupils who have publicly-given vouchers that they can use to go to one private school 
or another.
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and equity. The report has probingly investigated many of these decisional problems. The choices link very 
extensively with the role of empowerment of people in making these services available and effectively usable. 
The terrain of development strategy studied in this report is quite central to the approach of development through 
empowerment. We have excellent reason to be grateful to the authors of this far-reaching and enlightening report.

 
 Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen
 Thomas W. Lamont University Professor
 and Professor of  Economics and Philosophy 
� ^�������`���������



Preface
The delivery of high-quality public services is an essential element of inclusive development. A public services 
system providing essential food, health services, and medical care to vulnerable sections of the population can 
bring the essentials of livelihood within easy reach of people whose lives may remain otherwise untouched by 
income growth.

Developing Asia has seen impressive economic growth in recent decades. This has expanded the resources 
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in education and health. However, the expansion and quality of public services in the region has seriously lagged 
behind the pace of growth. The region simply has to do better in delivering essential public services if it wishes 
to continue improving the quality of life for millions of its people.

This study on how citizens’ voice and empowerment can improve the delivery of public services by increasing 
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important analysis for policy makers, businesses, academics, and civil society, as it shows how the quantity and 
quality of public services in a country can be improved, if the government actively solicits citizen participation and 
citizen feedback in service delivery. 

Equally important is the caveat that citizen empowerment alone is not enough to guarantee quality public 
services. Empowerment must go hand in hand with changes in governance and changes in the way public 
institutions, such as the bureaucracy, judiciary, and frontline providers, view clients and go about their day-to-day 
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The study highlights two factors that have improved governance and service delivery in the region: 
(i) partnerships among governments, private groups, and nongovernment organizations in delivering basic 
services, and (ii) the use of information and communication technology (ICT) to streamline bureaucratic 
processes, deliver public services, and empower people through better access to information and voice creation. 
Partnerships and ICT in developing Asia have expanded considerably in the last decade and hold great promise 
for the future. Both require greater involvement and engagement by the public sector in public service delivery—
not necessarily as a provider but increasingly as a facilitator.

I congratulate the authors of the study and look forward to the role the region will play in empowering 
citizens and communities for more and better public services in the future.

 
 Bindu Lohani
 Vice-President 
 Knowledge Management and Sustainable Development
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Highlights
This policy report examines the role of peoples’ empowerment in improving the quantity and quality of public 
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agency—his approach to empowerment as the process of enlarging a person’s “functionings and capabilities to 
function, the range of things that a person could do and be in her life” (Sen 1999:75). 

Economic Development and Public Services in Asia: Persistent Challenges

Despite the remarkable progress in poverty reduction and achievement of several Millennium Development 
Goal (MDG) targets in developing Asia, the lives of many of the poor remain untouched. Indeed, the astounding 
progress made is matched by persistent hunger, high poverty rates, increased inequality, gender imbalances, 
and lack of decent employment opportunities for a large number of the poor—left behind by rapid economic 
growth in many countries across the region.  

Many Asian governments provide essential public services—education and medical services, for example—
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considerably, the level of services provided remains low, with the quality of services and access to services by 
the poor varying widely across countries.

Where large-scale provisions of education, health care, drinking water, and sanitation services occur, there 
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substantial gains in the average number of years of schooling and near-universal net primary enrollment rates. 
The notable rise in life expectancy and fall in under-5 mortality rates are hallmarks of Asia’s overall advance in 
health outcomes. 

However, the exceptional achievements in aggregate social developments in the region are masked by 
uneven gains at the country level. Results in several individual countries leave much to be desired. Unequal 
access of the poor to public services in many countries means that the �����������������
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better off, thus perpetuating disparities in distribution. The quality of services suffers from teacher and health 
worker absenteeism in government schools and public clinics. 

Lack of transparency and weak governance encourages corruption, rent seeking by public service providers, 
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business, enforce a contract, get electricity connections, and resolve insolvency. The impact of poor governance 
varies across services. Some countries are particularly prone to poor regulatory quality and other governance 
issues. 

Empowering Citizens for Better Service Delivery

The concept of empowerment used in this report follows Amartya Sen’s rights, entitlements, and capability 
approach, emphasizing the freedom of choice, capability, and opportunity. Empowered people should be free to 
choose what they want to do, have the functional ability to put those choices into action, and have an enabling 
environment that allows them to actually perform those actions. 

Access to food, safe drinking water and sanitation, and communicable disease control are vital for citizens 
and communities to function well. Schools as well as early childhood and literacy programs enhance human 
capital. These are essential ingredients to build empowerment. 
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necessities, as well as the right to information. Rights to health, education, clean water, and social protection are 
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approach, especially in low-income countries. Furthermore, those better off take advantage of legalized rights 
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poor areas, and on tertiary than primary education. 

Community participation in service delivery makes the users aware of necessary minimum levels of public 
services to function well, and gives them voice. The capacity for collective action empowers citizens to improve 
social accountability. There has been extensive and growing use of participatory development in many developing 
countries.

Citizens’ participatory monitoring of service providers allows for direct accountability. Participatory 
monitoring and evaluation tools—such as citizen report cards, community score cards, social audits, and grievance 
redress systems—work best with transparent dissemination of information. Social accountability mechanisms 
effectively expose corruption, increase awareness of entitlements, empower people to claim their rights, and 
facilitate citizen engagement in the service delivery process.

However, citizen empowerment can only improve the quality of public services if there are complementary 
reforms in public management. These reforms encompass the bureaucracy, the political process, the judiciary, 
and frontline service providers. Even though some Asian countries have improved governance structures, there 
needs to be a systemic reform within many bureaucracies to create a genuinely transparent and accountable 
mode for good governance.

Public Service Provision through Public–Private Partnerships

Governments can improve access to and the quality of public services by leveraging or partnering with the private 
sector and nongovernment organizations (NGOs) in service delivery. The use of public–private partnerships 
(PPPs) has expanded in recent years in developing Asia to reduce the risks and responsibilities of the state, lower  
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Greater involvement and proliferation of partnerships with non-state entities in providing services requires 
more effective state regulation. As household incomes rise, there is a growing preference for non-state providers, 
usually seen as offering better services. The shift in government role from service provider to service facilitator 
must be accompanied by stronger state regulation and controls for ensuring accountability.

The Double-Edged Impact of Information and Communication Technology 
on Empowerment and Service Quality

Information and communication technology (ICT) has proven to be a powerful tool for improving both the demand 
and supply sides of public services. It can empower people through easy access to better information on the 
performance of service providers, making it easier for citizens to monitor performance.
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e-governance, improved transparency, and expedited service provision. 
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Most successful ICT interventions that improve public service delivery are implemented through partnerships 
among several public and private agencies. 

Policy Priorities for Developing Asia

Essential public services to protect the poor and vulnerable groups and promote inclusive development are the 
government’s responsibility. When markets do not exist or are inadequate, private providers have an incentive 
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Governments should actively solicit citizen participation and citizen feedback—more generally empowering 
citizens and communities—in matters related to service delivery. There is considerable evidence from developing 
�������������	�
��
�����������������
���=�������
�����������������������
����������
�������������]������
entitlements, participatory performance management, and community participation in service delivery—increase 
accountability of the government and public providers to citizens, thereby improving service delivery outcomes. 

Citizen and community empowerment can improve the quality of public services, but only if there are 
complementary governance reforms. Reforming the bureaucracy, the political process, the judiciary, and frontline 
service providers is a prerequisite to effective empowerment. If state institutions are impervious to demand 
pressures in the manner in which they do business, little will change. 

PPPs are an effective means to expand access to and improve the quality of basic services. In developing 
such partnerships, it is essential to properly match the provider with the type of public service being contracted. 
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services to the poor. Government regulation of non-state providers is also important. 

Through transparency, as well as awareness of and access to information, ICT enables citizens to demand 
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usable content has lagged far behind available infrastructure. Demand for ICT services is fragmented. Public–
private–NGO partnerships and social venture funds are essential for widening the spread of e-delivery of public 
services. 
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with few countries employing a system of routine data collection on service quality. Governments in the region 
need to begin collecting data on the provision and quality of public services on a regular and consistent basis. 
A good start would be an agreement on a common set of indicators of service provision and service quality in 
different sectors. 
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 Figure 1. Net Primary Enrollment Rates, 2010 
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Figure 2. School Life Expectancy in Years
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Figure 3. Global Number of Out-of-School Children of Primary School Age
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Figure 4. Average Life Expectancy at Birth
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Figure 5. Trends in Under-5 Mortality Rate in Selected Asian Countries
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Figure 6. Access to Improved Water Sources in Selected Asian Countries
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Figure 7. Access to Improved Sanitation in Selected Asian Countries
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Figure 8. Access to Electricity in Selected Asian Countries, 2009 
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Disparities in Access
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Table 1. Percent of Women Who Received Skilled Antenatal Care  
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Figure 9. Ability to Read a Story by Expenditure Quintile, Children 8–11 Years Old 
in India, 2005
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Figure 10. Test Scores of Grade 4 Students in Sri Lanka, 2003
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Figure 11. Disparities in Infant Mortality Rate, Urban
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Issues of Service Quality 
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Figure 12. Absence Rates of Teachers in Rural Public Schools by State, India
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Figure 13. Provider Absence Rates in Selected Countries, 2003–2005
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Figure 14. International Test Scores of 15-Year Olds in Selected Asian Countries, 
2009 (PISA)
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Figure 15. Student Arithmetic Achievement by Grade in Rural India, 2011
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Figure 16. Student Arithmetic Achievement by Grade in Rural Pakistan, 2011 
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Figure 17. Student Achievement in Reading and Arithmetic in Rural India, 2006–2011
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Figure 18. Choice of Public or Private Health Provider by Wealth Quintile, 2005
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Figure 19. Private and Public Health Expenditure across Selected Asian Countries, 2008–2012
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Table 2. Cost of Doing Business by World Region, 2013
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Figure 20. Number of Days Needed to Start a Business and to Enforce a Business Contract 
in Selected Asian Countries, 2013
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How Can Empowered People Exercise 
their Power to Improve Service 
Delivery?
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Citizen Rights, Participation, and Oversight 
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Box 2. India’s Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment  
Guarantee Scheme
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Box Figure. State-level Poverty and Unmet Demand for Work
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Box 3. India’s Experience with the Right to Information Act
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Box 4. Human Rights and Their Realization
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Table 4. Strengths and Weaknesses of Rights-Based Entitlements

Strengths Weaknesses Conditions for success
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Table 5. Strengths and Weaknesses of Participatory Performance Monitoring
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Table 6. Strengths and Weaknesses of Community Participation and Community-Driven Development
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State versus Private Provisioning
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Figure 21. Service Delivery Mechanisms

Example: Infrastructure (airports or superhighways)
Delivery mechanism: Privatization to public–private
partnership (with for-profit firms)
Incentives: Free for services with regulation;
variants of build–operate–transfer schemes or
joint ventures, concessions (depending on the
required capital investment and tolerance for risks)

Examples: National defense, monetary policy,
foreign affairs
Delivery mechanism: Pure public provision-
required investment is high; government valuation
is higher than private value; possibility of hold up;
Incentives or motivational factors: Electoral
incentives; career concerns, promotion, public 
recognition, morale, ethics

Examples: Local mangrove or forest protection;
parks, and recreation
Delivery mechanism: Pure public provision;
co-provision with NGOs
Incentives or motivational factors: Electoral
incentives, career concerns; mission-oriented 
advocacies; cost-sharing
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Example: Small-scale utilities (water and
sewerage), personal health care services
Delivery mechanism: Pure public or public–NGO
provision
Incentives or motivational factors: Low-powered
incentives in the public sector; cost-sharing with
NGO 
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Contracting for Health Services in Cambodia
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Water Service Delivery to the Poor  in Metro Manila, Philippines
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Figure 22. Different Types of Information and Communication Technology 
Applications for Rural Poor
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Figure 23. Indicators of Performance for Manual versus Computerized Services Offered 
under Bhoomi
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Seventh, empowerment of the people can improve the quality of public services, 
but only if there are complementary changes in the workings of the state, including the 
bureaucracy, the political process, the judiciary, and the frontline service providers. 
Even though some Asian countries have improved their governance structures, 
there needs to be a systemic reform within the bureaucracy to create a genuinely 
transparent and accountable mode of governance.

Eighth, in the last two decades, ICT has taken root as a strong resource that can 
empower citizens by facilitating their participation in local governance, enabling fast 
access to information, giving them voice to demand transparency and accountability 
�&��������������������������X��������������� ���������������&�
���
���&������
�����
private service delivery. 

Ninth, e-delivery of services or useful content in most countries has lagged 
far behind the creation of infrastructure, while the demand for ICT-enabled services 
remains fragmented. Public–private–NGO partnerships are critical for promoting 
the spread of ICT. Social venture funds may be needed to attract private parties to 
develop ICT-enabled content for e-delivery of public services. 

Finally, a major problem in analyzing the quality of public services in developing 
�������������	�
��
��������������&���
������������������������&��������������
����
�����
on the quality of services. The only data available are from ad hoc (and often 
unrepresentative) surveys of schools and health facilities as well as satisfaction 
surveys of users of public services (both businesses and individuals). Governments in 
the region need to begin collecting data on the provision and quality of public services 
on a regular and consistent basis. A good start would be an agreement on a common 
set of indicators of service provision and service quality in different sectors.

To sum up, empowering people creates a virtuous cycle for economic 
development. Better access to public services improves living standards. It bolsters 
human capital, thus empowering people further. As the clients of public services, 
empowered citizens can in turn increase pressure for better governance and 
regulatory reform. This creates an enabling environment for private sector provision 
of some public services, freeing up scarce public resources for other developmental 
priorities. Information and communication technology can facilitate, expedite, and 
enhance the quality of this process. Citizen empowerment thus holds the key for a 
win-win development agenda in developing Asia. 
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Appendix
Selected ADB Projects for Improving Public Service Delivery – Illustrative 
Examples (2008–2013)
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Empowerment and Public Service Delivery in Developing Asia and the Pacific

Viewed as a key to strengthening accountability, citizen empowerment alone is not enough 
to guarantee quality public service. It must go hand in hand with better governance. This 
report highlights two factors that have improved governance and public service provision 
in developing Asia: (i) citizen participation and monitoring of service providers, and 
(ii) the use of information and communication technology (ICT) to streamline bureaucratic 
processes, widen access to information, and embolden people’s voice. Participation and 
ICT hold great promises for the future, and yet require increasing public sector role as a 
facilitator—not so much as a provider—in public service delivery chain. 
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