
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ctwq20

Third World Quarterly

ISSN: 0143-6597 (Print) 1360-2241 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/ctwq20

Where tradition meets public sector innovation: a
Rwandan case study for Results-Based Approaches

Stephan Klingebiel, Victoria Gonsior, Franziska Jakobs & Miriam Nikitka

To cite this article: Stephan Klingebiel, Victoria Gonsior, Franziska Jakobs & Miriam
Nikitka (2019) Where tradition meets public sector innovation: a Rwandan case
study for Results-Based Approaches, Third World Quarterly, 40:7, 1340-1358, DOI:
10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 28 Mar 2019.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 3689

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 2 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ctwq20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/ctwq20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ctwq20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ctwq20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571&domain=pdf&date_stamp=28 Mar 2019
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571&domain=pdf&date_stamp=28 Mar 2019
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/01436597.2019.1581571?src=pdf


 

Third World QuarTerly
2019, Vol. 40, No. 7, 1340–1358

Where tradition meets public sector innovation: a 
Rwandan case study for Results-Based Approaches

Stephan Klingebiela, Victoria Gonsiora, Franziska Jakobsb and Miriam Nikitkac

aProgramme inter- and Transnational Cooperation with the Global South, German development institute/ 
deutsches institut für entwicklungspolitik (die), Bonn, Germany;  bGerman development institute/ deutsches 
institut für entwicklungspolitik (die), Bonn, Germany; cMonitoring & evaluation unit, GFa Consulting Group, 
hamburg, Germany

ABSTRACT
The acknowledgement of politics and institutions in developing coun-
tries is well in line with debates not only in the area of development 
effectiveness but also regarding new public management. Results-
Based Approaches (RBApps), conceptually framed within these two 
debates, are designed to support outcome- and impact-oriented devel-
opment goals. They link the achievement of results to monetary and/
or non-monetary reward mechanisms. However, so far, development 
cooperation partners have mainly applied RBApps in the form of 
Results-Based Finance and Results-Based Aid. Through the provision of 
a conceptual framework, this paper embeds RBApps between different 
tiers of government within the discussion and applies Rwanda as a case 
study to it. Along the lines of Rwanda’s Domestic Performance Approach 
Imihigo, the article argues that development co-operation should be 
more proactive in considering these approaches, as they might be cru-
cial in terms of sustainability and serve as a promising entry point for 
programmes supported by development partners.

Introduction

The way the public sector is organised is a key aspect of all states in developing and devel-
oped regions alike. States are thus reflecting on the best ways to improve public sector 
performance. Though there is consensus regarding the importance of a functioning public 
sector for sustainable development, achieving results has proven to be difficult. So far, 
research on public sector reform efforts in developing countries, and especially on New 
Public Management (NPM) reforms, is limited and if available has yielded only mixed results.1

In a number of developing countries, not least in sub-Saharan Africa, states do not have 
a long tradition of public sector approaches. Faced with the increasing pressure placed on 
‘value for money’, policymakers and researchers alike are therefore intensively engaged in 
developing innovative concepts for public sector reforms. Post-NPM approaches provide 
thereby a wealth of possibilities for experimentation and discovery.2 Moving the discourse 
to post-NPM approaches, this article argues that among those possibilities are Results-Based 
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Approaches (RBApps) and the extension of the concept towards the inclusion of Domestic 
Performance Approaches (DPAs).3

RBApps can be defined as the connection of results to successive allocations of rewards.4 
Their aim is to improve the public sector’s effectiveness and efficiency through the estab-
lishment of results-based reward modalities. The modalities set incentives and ideally steer 
public sector organisations towards the achievement of results that are beneficial to the 
public. 

This article uses RBApps as a key term and concept and provides a theoretical framework 
to analyse RBApps based on actor constellations and common characteristics. It aims at 
broadening the definition of RBApps through the inclusion of DPAs, thereby addressing the 
aspect of contextual fit – a topic of great importance in post-NPM approaches and discus-
sions on development effectiveness.5

especially in the context of development co-operation debates, the application of RBApps 
has gained increasing levels of attention. Several development partners have started to pilot 
RBApps in the form of results-based aid (RBA) or results-based finance (RBF).6 However, these 
debates often neglect a domestic perspective and do not take the existence of DPAs into 
account.

Rwanda, a country that has made substantial progress in economic and social spheres, 
has introduced a DPA called Imihigo.7 Through the establishment of a conceptual and the-
oretical framework for DPAs, Imihigo serves as a case study to argue that development 
co-operation debates should be more proactive in considering these approaches.8 They 
might be crucial in terms of sustainability aspects and serve as a promising entry point for 
development co-operation, for example in the form of RBA and RBF.

Brief overview of conceptual debates

The concept of RBApps and the implied focus on performance can be framed in terms of 
public sector reform debates and in particular in relation to the application of NPM 
approaches. Public sector reforms relate to changes of government structures and processes 
in order to improve the functioning of public sector organisations.9 There have been various 
ideas and approaches as to how public sector organisations should be reformed to improve 
their performance, efficiency and effectiveness. These ideas are mainly derived from three 
intellectual threads: the movement away from structural adjustment programmes, the tran-
sition from central planning to market economies as well as from single-party systems to 
multi-party democracies, and most importantly the increasing usage of NPM approaches in 
the public sector.10

NPM approaches emerged in the early 1980s in the Anglo-Saxon context and introduced 
a performance component to the debate on public sector reforms.11 Performance is thereby 
understood as a concept encompassing the efficiency and effectiveness of a project.12 NPM 
approaches aim at improving service delivery by applying private sector management prin-
ciples to government organisations.13 Through the lens of NPM approaches, government is 
increasingly embedding business aspects, focussing on being profitable where possible and 
cost conscious where not.14 Citizens are treated as customers and clients. Instead of focussing 
on inputs, public sector agencies and organisations are encouraged to focus on outputs and 
outcomes. Decentralisation is thereby seen as a means to achieve development goals and 
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to improve the state’s performance – empowered local governments are expected to deliver 
basic public services in a more efficient, equitable and accountable fashion, as compared to 
central government agencies.15

Following the paths of developed countries coupled with international pressure led to 
the introduction of NPM approaches into developing countries in the 1990s.16 Their language 
and principles continue to inform current thinking about public sector reform.17 Therefore, 
performance nowadays is the core concern of public institutions and development partners 
in developing and developed countries alike.18

However, challenges to reform the public sector and improve its performance continue 
to exist in relation to the reform elements and the way they are arranged as well as the extent 
to which they facilitate culture or incentive changes and have spurred the consideration of 
post-NPM reform approaches.19 A key component is the consideration of the country’s polit-
ical economy and institutions and thereby the ‘context-specific adaptations taking into 
account country capacities’.20 Goddard and Mkasiwa even argue that local ownership is key 
for the successful implementation of NPM rules and regulations.21

Conceptually based on NPM, the focus on the term ‘results’ emerged in debates revolving 
around development co-operation and aid effectiveness. Since the beginning of the 2000s, 
development partners faced an increasing pressure to be accountable, not only towards 
their partner countries but also towards their countries’ citizens. This intensified the need to 
present results and fostered the creation of concepts focussing on results.

The united Nations Millennium Declaration and the Millennium Development Goals were 
a first step towards a results orientation – they proclaimed a goal of development instead 
of offering the tools and instruments that needed to be taken up by governments in order 
to achieve it. As a result, one element that has been widely adopted within development 
co-operation is the logic model of a results chain.22 The results chain serves as a tool for 
planning, monitoring and evaluation with a focus on development outcomes and impacts. 
It defines the steps that have to be taken to achieve the desired results, with the purpose of 
improving efficiency and effectiveness.

In this context, aid effectiveness gained momentum. The movement towards delivering 
aid more effectively and the achievement of results reached a crucial milestone with the 
adoption of the Paris Declaration in 2005. The Paris Declaration affirmed the restructuring 
and improvement of international co-operation according to five core principles: ownership, 
alignment, harmonisation, managing for results and mutual accountability. It provided an 
innovative way to monitor progress of partner countries and development partners by estab-
lishing a set of principles and standards, building on lessons learnt in the past and promoting 
national ownership.23 Debates focussing on results reached their peak at the High level 
Forum in Busan in 2011. Although good progress was made with regard to strengthening 
the partners’ accountability to manage aid for results, significantly less progress was made 
regarding the accountability mechanisms towards parliament and citizens.

Since Busan, the focus has shifted from aid effectiveness to development effectiveness, 
and fostered a re-orientation of development policies and politics towards the achievement 
and measurement of results instead of a focus on inputs and processes. Although the Aid 
effectiveness Agenda lost its momentum, the introduced focus on performance and results 
continues to exist.24 Against this background, development partners developed and piloted 
RBApps, as they serve as an important instrument to account for results in times of economic 
crises and are used as a way to show that development co-operation is ‘value for money’: 
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funds are only spent if results are achieved.25 Moreover, RBApps create the incentive to 
produce reliable performance information and help development partners to show mea-
surable results to their citizens.26

RBApps: definition, actor constellations and characteristics

In defining RBApps, two relevant aspects provide the basis for the theoretical framework 
used in this article. First, RBApps can exist with different actor constellations.27 Second, 
RBApps share several common characteristics: they are based on a contract that entails 
agreement on the results to be achieved and the monitoring, evaluation and verification 
processes as well as the reward modalities.

Actor constellation

The first actor constellation is based on a contract between a national government and a 
development partner and is, as such, an aid modality. This form of RBApp is called RBA.28 
Gaining popularity in the mid-2000s, RBA is innovative when compared to other forms of 
development aid, as rewards in the form of financial means are typically being disbursed ex 
post, upon the successful achievement of predefined targets, instead of being disbursed ex 
ante. Monetary incentive schemes are set up to help achieve key results. RBA defines the 
division of labour and responsibilities between the implementing partners differently when 
compared to several other development co-operation approaches. Ideally, it is a ‘hands-off’ 
approach for development partners (no or little direct implementing role), as it is the partner 
country that determines how to implement activities to achieve the results agreed upon and 
the capacities and means that are necessary to do so.29 RBA is rather new. So far, the concept 
has mainly been applied in pilot projects. until now, no rigorous impact evaluations on RBA 
have been available.30 Some scholars thus question the effectiveness of these approaches.31

The second actor constellation refers to RBApps within a country and is based on a con-
tract between different government entities, for example between national and sub-national 
government entities. Similar to RBA, rewards are typically disbursed ex post. Key results are 
achieved through monetary and/or non-monetary incentive schemes. This actor constella-
tion differs from the previous one, as development partners are not involved, either in the 
development of the approach or in relation to the funding of the rewards. As such, the 
approach is not linked to development co-operation, but rather is a national approach used 
to improve public sector performance within a country. In the present article, this mechanism 
is referred to as a DPA.

Furthermore, international debates on RBApps identify a third constellation, which is 
based on a contract between a funder and a service provider. These approaches are referred 
to as RBF. The funder can be – but does not have to be – a development partner. on the one 
hand, RBF can thus be linked to development co-operation and exist as an aid modality. on 
the other hand, it can also exist as a national approach. Sub-national governments can 
thereby also act as service providers for the national government. Whereas RBA is a relatively 
new instrument and approach, RBF has existed in various countries since the 1980s, especially 
in the social sectors.32

Preferably, RBA and RBF should be based on country systems of partner countries.33 The 
use of country systems ideally encompasses the use of DPAs, if available. The embedment 
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within the local context addresses criticism of NPM approaches and supports the fact that 
in the outcome document of the High level Forum in Busan, the signing parties committed 
themselves to using country systems as the default approach to strengthen the partner’s 
ownership and sustainability.34 The advantage of using country systems, if they are available, 
lies essentially in the avoidance of building parallel structures, as they can carry the problem 
of insufficient country ownership and accountability.35

Characteristics

Regardless of their actor constellation, RBApps share several common characteristics, which 
are derived from the principles of NPM. These are visualised in Figure 1 and discussed in the 
following paragraphs.

A pre-condition for the establishment of a RBApp is a contract between the two involved 
actors (a recipient and a funder). The contract outlines the actors’ responsibilities to reach 
the agreed-upon results and covers all administrative aspects, including, for example, the 
duration of the contract and the results to be achieved, as well as the evaluation approach 
and reward mechanism used. Ideally, the contract is transparent and publicly accessible to 
increase credibility and accountability of the agreement.

The contract defines the results to be achieved over a specific period in order to receive 
pre-identified rewards. Results therefore refer to the achievement of goals on the output, 
outcome and/or impact level.36 The achievement of results is then measured and rewarded, 
for example based on the achievement of planned targets and the progress made. The results 
need to be quantifiable and, ideally, achievable in incremental steps and monitored regularly 
(for example, annually) through appropriate indicators.37 Hence, the agreed-upon results 
need to be well integrated within a performance measurement system.

The contract thus also defines monitoring and evaluation processes to measure progress 
and entails an agreement with regard to the verification of progress presented.38 At the 
beginning of the evaluation period, baseline data has to be available and/or needs to be 
collected regarding the results to be achieved and the related performance indicators.

The recipient is usually responsible for collecting and reporting data on the progress of 
results, whereas the funder is responsible for arranging an independent audit to verify the 
data. The regular independent verification of data is crucial to ensure high-quality and 

Figure 1. “results-Based approaches (rBapps)” shared characteristics. Source: authors’ own compilation.
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incontestable data. The verification by a third party ensures that both actors involved in the 
contract have confidence in the progress presented and in the performance indicators used 
to measure progress and reward the achievement of results. As such, the credibility of the 
agreement is established. Ideally, the funder is not involved in the process of data collection, 
monitoring or evaluation. However, as the independent verification often has to rely on 
information that may not be available in the monitoring and evaluation system of the recip-
ient, funders often carry out accompanying data collection activities.

lastly, the contract defines the reward mechanisms. Within international debates, RBApps 
have mainly been linked to monetary reward mechanisms. However, this article argues that 
RBApps can also entail non-monetary reward mechanisms.

Generally, reward mechanisms are based on incentive schemes that link performance 
and the achievement of results. An incentive is therefore defined as ‘that which incites or 
encourages; a motive [and/or] a stimulus’.39 Performance and the achievement of results can 
be rewarded explicitly with a financial reward to an individual, a subgroup or the whole 
organisation (explicit incentive scheme).40 Rewards can also be distributed implicitly. For 
example, organisations can receive financial rewards because of the response of others to 
the performance measured. Alternatively, service providers who perform well or better than 
others can be rewarded for their good performance with more contracts in the future.41

even when there is no implicit or explicit incentive scheme in place, performance and the 
achievement of results can be rewarded if the collected information is made public through 
individuals or organisations taking pride in their lead position or trying to avoid the label of 
being a failure. This ‘naming and shaming’ mechanism, which is linked to reputation, honour 
and pride, can also serve as an incentive scheme that affects and rewards performance.42

The reward mechanism of RBApps can hence include monetary or non-monetary rewards. 
Monetary reward mechanisms identify a ‘price per unit of progress’ at the beginning of the 
period that is to be evaluated. Non-monetary reward mechanisms link the achievement of 
results to, for example, honour and pride.

Case study: Imihigo – a traditional Rwandan concept as a RBApp

The achievement of results is the core concern of stakeholders in Rwanda. The Government 
of Rwanda (GoR) has a specific interest in using the country’s resources effectively as it 
legitimises itself by ensuring security, reducing poverty and strengthening development. 
As such, it has experimented with several innovative approaches that include a results ori-
entation. Moreover, it has established its own DPA, Imihigo.

In 2000, the GoR began to reform its public sector with the implementation of the National 
Decentralization Policy (NDP). The policy is seen as an institutional arrangement for address-
ing key issues such as high levels of poverty and insufficient service delivery.43 Decentralisation 
is seen as a means to contribute towards the achievement of development goals by increas-
ing participation levels and improving service delivery at the local level. As such, Rwanda’s 
sub-national governments, especially the districts, play a crucial role in achieving the coun-
try’s development goals. In line with the NDP, the GoR introduced concepts to strengthen 
public sector performance and the achievement of results at the sub-national level. The GoR 
drew on aspects of the country’s own history and culture as part of its efforts to reconstruct 
Rwanda and nurture a shared national identity.44 A set of ‘Home Grown Solutions’, including 
Imihigo, was introduced and translated into sustainable development programmes.45
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Imihigo is a cultural practice in the ancient tradition of Rwanda in which an individual 
sets himself targets to be achieved within a specific period. These commitments needed to 
be ambitious and transformational and are not supposed to relate to routine activities. In 
2006, the concept of Imihigo was translated into performance contracts at all levels of society 
and government, from the household to the village, cell, sector (Umurenge), district and 
province, and up to the national level. The performance contracts include targets that require 
commitments on implementation, personal responsibility, reciprocity of obligations and 
mutual respect between higher and lower ranks. Furthermore, the contracts emphasise high 
moral values, competition to achieve the best results and an evaluation of outcomes.46

As the sub-national level is crucial for achieving Rwanda’s development goals, the Imihigo 
contracts between the President of the Republic and the districts play a central role.47 Imihigo 
and the NDP are seen as complementary tools.48 Within the first economic Development 
and Poverty Reduction Strategy (eDPRS), from 2008 to 2012, the Imihigo contracts were 
identified as ‘the way in which national priorities would be driven through local governments, 
with all levels of government being held accountable to citizens’.49

Since their introduction, Imihigo contracts have been derived from strategic policy doc-
uments across three pillars: economic development, social development and transforma-
tional governance.50 The President of the Republic and the districts’ mayors sign the contracts 
on an annual basis. Figure 2 presents the districts’ performance for each of the three pillars 
in the three latest Imihigo evaluations (2015/2016, 2016/2017 and 2017/2018).

Actor constellation

The theoretical framework developed in the previous sections is applied to the Rwandan 
context to analyse the DPA, Imihigo. Research on Imihigo is limited – currently, only a few 
studies are available that provide further insights into the approach.51

Imihigo, as an RBApp, can be defined as a Domestic Performance Approach, as the concept 
is based on contracts between different Rwandan government entities: the national and 
sub-national governments, namely the President of the Republic and the districts. A number 
of actors significantly influence the formulation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation 
processes of the Imihigo contracts. These actors are crucial for determining the political 
economy within which the approach is embedded.

Figure 2. districts’ performance by pillar, 2015/2016–2017/2018 (%), imihigo evaluation findings 
(2015/2016, 2016/2017 and 2017/2018). Source: data from National institute of Statistics rwanda 
(NiSr), imihigo evaluation report 2017/18 (2018, p. 19). 
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At the central level, five actors play an important role and influence the Imihigo contracts 
at different stages. The President’s office and its Strategic Planning unit coordinate the 
planning process for Imihigo contracts and provide strategic advice. In general, the Prime 
Minister’s office is responsible for coordinating government activities and monitoring the 
implementation of government policies and programmes. Hence, it oversees all Imihigo 
activities on the national and sub-national levels. The Ministry of Finance and economic 
Planning (MINeCoFIN) – together with the Ministry of local Government (MINAloC) and 
the local Administrative entities Development Agency (loDA) – is responsible for the dis-
bursement of intergovernmental fiscal transfers to the district level. MINAloC has therefore 
the political responsibility for the implementation of the NDP and related processes. loDA 
is a government agency and is subordinated to MINAloC. It establishes the link between 
the national and sub-national governments by coordinating the entire development process 
at the local level. As such, both ministries play a crucial role not only during the planning 
and budgeting process, but also during the implementation of Imihigo contracts.

The Quality Assurance Team is composed of the four aforementioned institutions: the 
President’s office, the Prime Minister’s office, MINeCoFIN and MINAloC/loDA. It ensures 
the quality of Imihigo contracts by controlling their alignment with national development 
objectives, such as the former Vision 2020, eDPRS 2 (2013–2018) and the only recently devel-
oped Vision 2050 and National Strategy for Transformation.52 The team also has a relevant 
role in monitoring and evaluation.

The fifth actor comprises line ministries, such as the Ministry of education (MINeDuC). 
line ministries decisively influence the Imihigo contracts through their sector policies and 
priorities, as these need to be well integrated within the Imihigo contracts.

At the district level, the main entities influencing the Imihigo contracts are the District 
executive Committee, the District Council and the Joint Action Development Forum (JADF). 
each District executive Committee coordinates the planning, implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation processes within its respective district.

Before Imihigo contracts are finalised, signed and set in place for the upcoming fiscal 
year, an extensive consultation process between the District executive Committee, members 
of the JADF and the District Council takes place.53 The JADF has the legal mandate to promote 
co-operation between the district and the local population as well as other actors in devel-
opment and social welfare. It hence serves as a platform to incorporate national and inter-
national non-governmental organisations, private sector entities, churches and civil society 
organisations.54 The District Council represents the population and each sector and ensures 
the incorporation of local priorities in Imihigo contracts. It adopts an advocacy role for the 
population and is responsible for approving the final contracts. The implementation of the 
targets is executed by the districts themselves as well as by the sub-district level, meaning 
the sectors, cells, villages and households.

Although the district and the sub-district levels are responsible for the implementation 
of Imihigo activities, they are highly dependent on fiscal transfers from the central govern-
ment, local development partners and the contributions provided by their local populations. 
The successful implementation of Imihigo targets thus depends on the capacity of the dis-
tricts to mobilise contributions from their local populations, their capacities with regard to 
the size of their budgets and staff, and their co-operation with partners.

The actor constellation reveals that the decision-making power with regard to the target 
setting, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of Imihigo contracts lies essentially with 
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the central government. Through the concept of Imihigo, the central government exercises 
control over the local level to oversee and guarantee the implementation of national strategies 
and policies. This is in line with the mode of decentralisation pursued by the GoR: de- 
concentration. However, as the sub-national level is the entity responsible for the implementa-
tion of Imihigo targets, and thus plays a crucial role in achieving Rwanda’s development goals, 
the successful implementation of Imihigo targets often depends on how well all levels coop-
erate. Imihigo targets have to be aligned with national priorities, leaving only limited room for 
districts to incorporate local contexts and needs. As districts are highly dependent on fiscal 
transfers from the central government, development partners and contributions of the local 
population, issues of co-responsibilities and accountability for the districts’ performance arise.

Characteristics

The Imihigo concept complies with the characteristics identified in the theoretical frame-
work: the concept is based on contracts that entail agreements about the results to be 
achieved, the monitoring, evaluation and verification processes to be followed, and the 
rewards to be distributed.

The contracts include targets to be achieved over the course of one fiscal year that aim at 
improving the lives of the local population. In the context of Imihigo contracts, the term 
‘targets’ corresponds with ‘results’ in the theoretical framework.

Imihigo can be conceptualised as a tool to create progress and contribute towards achiev-
ing Rwanda’s development goals.55 The way targets are set with regard to their content is 
crucially influenced by the culture of Imihigo. The culture of Imihigo aims at setting ambitious 
and transformative targets that do not relate to routine activities. The inclusion of outcome 
and impact targets thus serves as an important criterion for targets to be included in the 
contracts. In this context, districts often named job creation or the stimulation of economic 
growth as relevant aspects.

However, the Imihigo contracts reveal that most targets focus on core activities at the 
output level, such as the construction of new schools and classrooms, that are repeatedly 
incorporated. So far, innovative and transformative targets have rarely been found and the 
focus is stronger on output than on outcome and impact targets. This could be reinforced 
because Imihigo targets are formulated for one fiscal year only, which impedes planning 
and implementation of mid- and long-term goals. Though mid- and long-term planning is 
possible through breaking down targets into annual phases, setting relevant indicators and 
estimating annual achievements proves to be challenging at the sub-national level. Therefore, 
districts often avoid multi-phase projects to reduce potential negative impacts of multi-year 
projects on annual performance.

The target-setting process contains top-down as well as bottom-up elements. Ideally, 
Imihigo contracts include a synthesis of both. However, in practice, top-down elements 
dominate target setting and challenge stakeholder participation.56

The first step of the target-setting process is the identification of national priorities by 
the GoR, followed by the communication of priorities to the sub-national government. The 
identification of local priorities comes afterwards, followed by the preparation of the districts’ 
Imihigo contracts and final approval by the GoR.57 As such, the Imihigo targets are aligned 
to national goals. local priorities are incorporated at a later point in time and adjusted to 
the existing national framework.



THIRD WoRlD QuARTeRly 1349

Furthermore, special initiatives by line ministries influence the target-setting process. 
often, these targets are part of the Imihigo contracts of the line ministries, which pass the 
responsibility for their implementation on to the districts. Districts are then obliged to include 
these targets into their Imihigo contracts and to implement them, regardless of local capac-
ities, such as staff or budget, and local priorities.58

Nevertheless, the target setting theoretically also includes bottom-up elements to some 
extent, through the inclusion of needs and priorities of the local population. At the house-
hold, village, cell and sector levels, the local population is invited to develop suggestions 
and name priorities based on local needs, together with the respective administrative staff. 
These needs and priorities are then analysed and harmonised at the next administrative 
level. Finally, the district develops a draft Imihigo contract, which is assessed by the Quality 
Assurance Team with respect to its alignment with national goals and policies and finalised 
with the signature of the President of the Republic.59

The bottom-up approach for selecting new activities has several advantages: different 
capacities and needs are taken into account, annual feedback on priorities is received and 
trust between the population and the district authorities is created. However, participation 
mechanisms guaranteeing the inclusion of the local population in planning and deci-
sion-making processes are vague or, often, missing. The influence of the local population 
on the target-setting process and downward accountability hence remains limited.

The Imihigo contracts include regular monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to examine 
the districts’ performance. The concept thus leads to increased transparency and account-
ability of government activities, which is supported by the fact that the contracts are acces-
sible to the public in Kinyarwanda and english.

For each target, there are specific performance indicators to collect data, and monitor 
and evaluate the progress made. An assessment of the progress is done after the first six 
months of each fiscal year. The data for the progress reports is collected by the sectors, which 
transfer the data to their respective district planner.

This method of data collection is not unproblematic, as the data provided sometimes 
may not be accurate. occasionally, the high levels of pressure to perform can encourage 
individuals to focus only on supportive data or even to falsify data. Moreover, there is a bias 
at the district level regarding data collection, as district officials who are involved in the 
implementation of Imihigo targets are often also responsible for monitoring the progress 
and compiling progress reports. Since only some of the data is verified by the districts due 
to low and limited statistical capacities, the quality of the data thus proves to be challenging 
to uphold and is not sufficient in some areas.

At the end of each fiscal year, a verification of the progress made is presented. In the 
District Imihigo evaluations, the results presented in the progress reports are verified and 
the districts are ranked based on their overall performance as well as on their performance 
in the three priority areas of the GoR, as presented in Figure 2.60

Before the fiscal year 2013/2014, the GoR conducted the District Imihigo evaluation itself. 
The personal and professional relations between government officials at the national and 
sub-national levels limited the transparency and independence of the verification process 
and its results and created a bias. Beginning in 2013/2014, the GoR commissioned the Institute 
of Policy Analysis and Research (IPAR) Rwanda as an external evaluator to ensure independent 
verification of the results. Moreover, the evaluation approach was reformed to improve the 
methodology, include an outcome dimension and ensure the objectivity of the process.
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The methods used for data collection were adjusted: data collection was based on a 
combination of methods including desk research, audits, perception and satisfaction surveys 
in the form of Citizen Report Cards, interviews with key experts and field visits.61 The perfor-
mance indicators that were used focused not ony on the planned outputs achieved but also 
on the extent to which the districts’ Imihigo targets were aligned with national strategies 
and policies. Furthermore, the evaluation also aimed at addressing the extent to which the 
outputs achieved have the potential for transformation as well as whether they are innovative 
enough to achieve meaningful outcomes.62

Beginning in 2017/2018, however, the GoR commissioned the National Institute of 
Statistics of Rwanda (NISR) to further adjust the methodology and conduct the evalu-
ation.63 While commissioning a government institution again might support strength-
ening statistical capacities, independence and objectivity need to be questioned 
once more.

Irrespective of the entity conducting the evaluation, one additional challenge relates to 
the difficulty of ranking districts and comparing their performances. The local contexts and 
circumstances vary significantly in Rwanda. Whereas some districts are rather rural and face 
high poverty rates, other districts are urban and have the possibility of collecting more of 
their own revenues, and thus increase their available district budgets to implement Imihigo 
targets. As the starting points and contexts for districts differ, the question arises as to 
whether – and to what extent – the districts’ performance can actually be compared, ranked 
and rewarded.

lastly, the Imihigo contracts entail a non-monetary reward mechanism based on honour 
and pride, which reinforces and strengthens the focus on performance and results at the 
sub-national level. If districts rank among the first three in the annual District Imihigo 
evaluation, they receive a certificate and trophy and get the chance to shake hands with the 
President of the Republic. This is reported nationwide and provides honour and pride to the 
citizens within the respective district.

Some informal reward mechanisms are also in place. At the district level, good perfor-
mance by a district can lead to higher levels of trust of the central government in the districts’ 
capacities, and can thus lead to a better bargaining position in the budget allocation nego-
tiations for the Imihigo contracts of the following fiscal year. In addition, some districts also 
evaluate and rank the performance of their sectors and reward the first three. Sectors then 
receive, for example, financial rewards as a top-up for their budget for the next fiscal year, 
or trophies and certificates from the District Mayor in a public ceremony. In some districts, 
reward mechanisms are also in place to create competition among schools and teachers. 
one school that was visited received a new car as a reward for having the best school per-
formance in the district over a couple of years. In another district, the best-ranked teachers 
were given new laptops.

The reward mechanisms, formal or informal, reinforce and strengthen the focus on per-
formance, as they serve as motivation for district officials to work hard and do their best to 
achieve the targets set in Imihigo contracts. However, the existence of different types of 
rewards is not unproblematic: the variety of informal monetary and non-monetary rewards 
reduces the transparency of the reward mechanism in general, thereby creating opportu-
nities for corruption. Reduced transparency also limits the effectiveness of the reward mech-
anisms, as, for example, all individuals competing might not fully know the conditions for 
reward disbursements.
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Additionally, the reward mechanisms can also create adverse incentives. The rewards 
promised upon the successful implementation of Imihigo targets can reinforce the 
‘time-shortening disease’, whereby district officials focus on short- instead of medium- and 
long-term targets. Furthermore, chances are high that officials only focus on targets that are 
specifically included in the Imihigo contracts. Targets which are not included in the contracts 
run the risk of receiving lower priority or even being neglected. In addition, the promise of 
rewards can increase the risk of data falsification. At the sub-district levels, false data has 
been provided to the district levels in order for the sub-district in question to receive better 
rankings in the sector Imihigo evaluations and reap the financial rewards.

Against this background, the existing non-monetary incentives are believed to be suf-
ficient to serve as formal rewards by districts to create incentives to improve performance 
and achieve the agreed upon targets. A hypothetical linkage of the District Imihigo 
evaluation with financial rewards is being regarded with caution, as some district officials 
fear the risk of intensifying adverse incentives. Moreover, financial rewards might compro-
mise the effectiveness of the non-financial reward mechanism and possibly overload the 
incentive system.

Discussion, conclusions and recommendations

Based on the principles of NPM, the concept of RBApps has gained increasing levels of 
attention in recent years. There is a growing interest in the application of RBApps in all regions 
and across different policy fields, including development co-operation. Several development 
partners have developed and piloted RBApps to trigger innovation and push for reforms in 
developing countries. RBApps are thereby used as an instrument to account for results and 
show that development co-operation is ‘value for money’.

However, these debates often neglect the domestic perspective. So far, discussions on 
DPAs and RBApps have been poorly linked. yet a conceptual framework encompassing both 
approaches exists. Considering the lessons learnt from past NPM reforms and taking into 
account movements towards a post-NPM approach, the extension of the concept towards 
the inclusion of the DPA provides possibilities for experimentation and discovery.

These possibilities and the need to better align the donors’ and partner countries’ efforts 
support the argument for using DPAs as an entry point for development co-operation. 
Rwanda’s DPA, Imihigo, entails an extensive performance measurement system that aims at 
fostering the achievement of Rwanda’s development goals. using the country system, par-
allel structures could be avoided, harmonisation facilitated and cost-effectiveness increased. 
In addition, transaction costs for development aid could be reduced, as fewer reporting 
processes would be needed.64 Additional advantages could be an improved alignment of 
development partners with Rwanda’s policies, and improved domestic accountability as 
well as a strengthened country system, including a more stable macroeconomic framework 
and higher efficiency levels in public expenditure. Finally, yet importantly, using Imihigo 
could increase Rwandan ownership, as development partners would directly support the 
country’s policies, which are broken down into annual performance contracts. As Imihigo is 
well respected at all government levels as well as by the local population, an increased level 
of ownership of – and identification with – local development processes by the Rwandan 
population could furthermore help to ensure the sustainability of development co-operation 
and the investments made.
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However, the requirements for a DPA to be a suitable entry point for development co-op-
eration are high, as all processes (for example, procurement, monitoring and evaluation, 
data management) are managed by country systems. looking at the Rwandan example, 
various challenges, of which some are common within the context of NPM reforms, remain. 
The targets set in Imihigo and the performance indicators used are mainly output oriented. 
As development partners face increasing pressure to present the impact and sustainability 
of aid delivered, this output orientation constitutes an issue with regard to the use of Imihigo 
for development co-operation. Focussing merely on outputs might encourage adverse 
incentives by contributing to – and reinforcing the focus on – short-term instead of medium- 
and long-term goals. only the inclusion of outcome and impact targets and indicators in 
the contracts will ensure that medium- and long-term goals are achieved. An additional 
challenge is the quality and quantity of data.

In the Rwandan case, the data provided may sometimes not be accurate, as only some 
data is verified by the districts due to low and limited statistical capacities of the districts. 
The high levels of pressure to perform may encourage individuals to focus only on supportive 
data, or even to falsify data. The quality of data thus proves to be challenging to uphold and 
is not sufficient in several areas. This constitutes an issue with regard to using Imihigo for 
applying RBA and/or RBF. High data quality levels and a strong and independent monitoring, 
evaluation and verification system are crucial for development partners, since the achieve-
ment of results is directly linked with monetary rewards.

A third challenge is that development partners often face a lack of understanding of the 
DPAs themselves. In relation to Imihigo, uncertainty exists, for example in terms of what the 
concept means and what it is composed of. This uncertainty translates into questions regard-
ing the purpose of Imihigo. Imihigo cannot be regarded only as a general management tool 
but must be seen also as a policy management tool. As a policy management tool, Imihigo 
ensures the implementation of national policies at the district level, by introducing top-down 
accountability and control mechanisms between the national and sub-national levels. In that 
sense, Imihigo can be regarded as a tool for the country’s high commitment to development 
and its ‘developmental’ approach.65 Conceptually, Rwanda might be seen as being a special 
case for successful socio-economic development in sub-Saharan Africa. However, scholars 
and several actors in the governance field have criticized the quality of democracy in Rwanda 
and argue that Imihigo might be used as a tool to strengthen the control system of an auto-
cratic regime.66 Such an argument might disincentivize engagement by development partners.

lastly, it also needs to be debated whether successes of Imihigo might be overstated. 
Imihigo strengthened a performance culture and the achievement of results, and since its 
introduction, Rwanda has made remarkable progress on a wide range of development indi-
cators.67 As presented in the section ‘Characteristics’ of the ‘Case study: Imihigo – a traditional 
Rwandan concept as a RBApp’, though, district officials may have falsified data and inflated 
results.

It thus does not come as a surprise that the quality of country systems serves as a key 
determinant for their use by development partners. The perceived trustworthiness of the 
partners’ country systems therefore plays a central role in the decision of development part-
ners regarding what system to use to manage aid.68 Partner countries are hence often asked 
to strengthen their country systems, in particular their public financial management systems 
as well as the capacities of their civil servants.69 The weaknesses of the partners’ country 
systems, missing capacities, a lack of trust and the need for external verification might 
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sometimes justify the decision of development partners to bypass them to avoid reputational 
and fiduciary risks on their side.70 In this context, new performance measurement systems 
with new performance indicators for RBA and RBF may be unavoidable. This might not 
necessarily be a disadvantage, as the newly introduced performance indicators could prove 
useful for the partner country.

Nevertheless, using these country systems in the meantime, despite potential flaws, helps 
to strengthen them in the medium and long term: ‘donors can help build capacity and trust 
by using country systems to the fullest extent possible, while accepting and managing the 
risks involved’.71 In the case of Imihigo, this means, for example, that development partners 
can strengthen capacities and trust by using the country system through a conceptual 
engagement.72 In order to effectively manage risks and strengthen Rwanda’s capacities at 
the national and subnational level, analytical tools are crucial. In this regard, the Public 
expenditure and Financial Accountability results for the subnational level (published in 2017), 
as well as the results from the Global Partnership for effective Development Cooperation 
Monitoring Round, are important foundations.
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