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Some Successful Public Sector Reforms

Vietnam, education: 

now ranked higher than 

Germany in PISA tests; 

improvements 

accelerated since 2009

Thailand: Doing Business.  

Now ranked 26 among 186 

countries in Ease of Doing 

Business 2015, reflecting 

business climate reforms.    

India: Railways.  Delays, 

losses 10 years ago.  On-time 

& profitable today.  

Development of mass rapid 

transit



Running & reforming pensions, state-owned 
financial institutions: high risks, high cost of failure



Characteristics of Successful Reforms ….

 Simple design

 Ownership: bringing people along

 Incentives: carrots & sticks

 SMART monitoring, evaluation, & reporting –

for learning, and for accountability & legitimacy



Characteristics of Failed Reforms ….

Doing the wrong thing (energy subsidies, directed credit, 
unfinanceable pensions, etc.), e.g. due to … 

 Populist focus on short-term benefits. 

 Vested interests

Or doing the right things wrongly, e.g. due to 

 Complexity

 Coercive top-down change without stakeholder buy-in

 Ambiguity of vision, goals, and roadmap

 Words without action. Lack of follow through. 

 Corruption. 



Lessons Learned

 Humility 

 Keep it Simple

 Monitor results, evaluate reform performance, 

LEARN, and ADAPT



In Sum: Effective Public Sector Reform 

is an Art, Takes Time, and has High Returns
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