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Is it possible to build 

states by delivering 

services?

The $36 billion question
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Where did this idea come from?

 Legitimacy seen as central to statehood

 States become legitimate when core 

functions performed

 Dimensions of legitimacy

 Input or process: rules of procedure

 Output or performance: delivery

 Shared beliefs: collective identity and political community

 International: recognition of sovereignty 
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“The belief by an actor 

that a rule or institution 

ought to be obeyed” 

(Hurd, 1999)



Putting it to the test…

• Panel survey

• Waves separated by 3 year intervals (2012 / 2015)

• In 5 countries (DRC, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Uganda)

• Nearly 10,000 respondents

• To generate longitudinal data on:

• People’s livelihoods (assets, food insecurity, activities)

• Their experiences with services (health, education, water, SP)

• Their relationships with government (perceptions, civic 

participation)
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Putting it to the test…

• What influences people’s perceptions of government?

• We built regression models at the country level

– No cross-country pooling of the data

• Looked for patterns across country-level results
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So what matters (consistently)?
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Satisfaction
Grievance 

mechanisms
Access Participation



Participation rates

Sales
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Digging a little deeper

• Services act as a connector between citizens and 

government

• The importance of accountability space

• But it’s conditional…
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How is the space treated and experienced? 



If we say something to the GN, he does not 

care about it. We are expressing our needs 

to GN office but they are not considering 

these things. We cannot fight with them 

and we cannot raise questions against 

them. If we do so, they will not include us in 

the upcoming programmes.

Interviewee, Tamil Male, Sri Lanka (in Godamunne, 2015)



Spaces of accountability matter…
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…but consider the demand and 

supply dynamics



So what does it mean for policy?
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• Think more about process dimensions of legitimacy

• Think differently about the quality of service delivery

• Think about the disruptors: what could mess with the 

potential?


