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Abstract’

There is a growing interest in Latin America and the Caribbean in strengthening the
strategic Center of Government (CoG). Stricto sensu, the CoG refers to the institution or group
of institutions that provide direct support to the Chief Executive (President or Prime Minister)
in the management of government. This paper provides a conceptual framework of the CoG,
describing its principal purpose, core functions, and typical structures. In addition, it presents
exploratory empirical evidence to analyze to what extent the CoGs in Latin America and the
Caribbean are performing these functions. Based on an analysis of the regional trends that
will be presented herein, this paper will outline a possible work agenda for CoG strengthening
in the region. Finally, the paper proposes an Institutional Development Matrix (IDM) as a tool
that can help countries diagnose the capacity gaps between what CoGs are doing and what
they should be doing to achieve their stated goals.

JEL Codes: H10, H11, H12
Keywords: Center of Government, Core Executive, Presidency, Prime Minister's Office, Stra-
tegic Planning — Coordination — Monitoring
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Introduction

There is a growing interest in the Latin American
and Caribbean (LAC) region on the work of the Cen-
ter of Government (CoG), parallel to a renewed inter-
est among member countries of the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)!
This paper provides a conceptual framework of the
CoG, describing its main purpose and the core func-
tions it should perform to achieve it. In addition, this pa-
per presents exploratory empirical evidence to assess
to what extent the CoGs in the region are performing
those functions. Based on an analysis of regional trends,
it outlines an agenda of CoG strengthening for the LAC
region.. Finally, the paper also proposes an Institution-
al Development Matrix (IDM), derived from the concep-
tual work, that can help to diagnose the capacity gaps
between what the CoG in each country is doing and
what it should be doing to perform its core functions.?
The CoG is meant to provide strategic thrust, ad-
dress coordination challenges, and promote whole-
of-government approaches. Many of the problems
that governments face are crosscutting and mul-
tidimensional, in the sense that they pass through
functional boundaries and demand the involvement
of multiple departments. These horizontal problems
cannot be solely addressed by vertical responses,
such as the ones traditionally provided by the min-
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isterial “silos.” Therefore, stronger central participa-
tion is critical to produce a coherent response to the
problems that governments face.

In some countries, in addition, previous waves

of government reforms have decentralized the de-

cision making and implementation authority to au-
tonomous agencies or to nongovernmental actors.
These changes may have led to a diminished ca-
pacity of the highest political leadership to provide
strategic guidance to the government. In this con-
text, strengthening the center’s steering role is cru-
cial to deliver unified and coherent direction to the
whole of government, and to ensure that the gov-
ernment’s agenda is being firmly implemented.
Finally, the increased demand from citizens in re-
cent years for improved public services, combined

T As examples of this interest, it is worth mentioning projects
on "Alto Gobierno” launched by the Latin American Center for
Administration and Development (CLAD, 2011); the projects
to strengthen the presidential offices funded by the United
Nations Development Program (UNDP) through its Sistema de
Gestién parala Gobernabilidad (SIGOB) and other programs; the
creation in 2013 of a research group focusing on the Executive
at the Latin American Political Science Association (ALACIP);
and the meetings of the Red Iberoamericana de Ministros de la
Presidencia y Equivalentes of the lbero-American General Sec-
retariat. The OECD's Network of Senior Officials from Centres
of Government, existent since 1981, has also i gained addition-
al traction in recent years, as the Centre’s steering role during
the economic crisis has become even more relevant. In addi-
tion, this paper is part of the regional project, “Strengthening
and Promoting Innovation in Center of Government Institu-
tions (CoG) in Latin America and the Caribbean” of the Inter-
American Development Bank. The first steps of this project
include a revision of the CoG literature (Alessandro, Lafuente,
and Santiso, 2013) and this technical note.

2 The IDM is still a work in progress, which, with further con-
sultations with CoG experts and officials in the region, will
continue to be refined and enhanced.
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with a more consolidated fiscal situation in many
countries, has led to a greater focus on improving
performance and enhancing the impact of govern-
ment policies. The CoG has an important role to play
here, as it is ideally suited to set the government’s
key priorities, promote innovative solutions, monitor
the performance of departments and agencies, and
assist the ones that are lagging behind.

These challenges demand a strengthening
of the strategic CoG and its key institutions, provid-
ing them with the necessary tools to perform these
roles. Although CoG institutions play an important
political role, as they are placed at the apex of the
government structure, they must also have suf-
ficient technical capabilities. They can better per-
form their functions—and therefore better serve
the government—if they possess strong technical
expertise and if they apply advanced tools and pro-
cesses to support their work.

A clear distinction between political and techni-
cal CoGroles may not always be possible, since much
of their work lies at the interface between politics
and administration; nonetheless, having a technical-
ly strong CoG should be of interest to any government
that seeks toimplement its program and achieve results.

Itis true that Presidents and Prime Ministers may ne-
glect the importance of establishing a strong CoG,
but if citizens are demanding solutions to horizon-
tal and multidimensional problems and high-quality
public services, or if the Chief Executive has entered
office promising those results, relying on a compe-
tent CoG would make it easier to respond to those
demands. The benefits of an effective CoG become
clear in those contexts.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 pro-
vides a conceptual framework of the CoG, which
includes an analysis of its purpose, functions, typ-
ical structures, management styles, and staffing.
Section 3 presents exploratory empirical evidence
about the current situation of CoGs in Latin
America and the Caribbean, describing gener-
al trends in the region from data collected through
surveys of governments and experts. Section 4 sets
out a possible agenda for strengthening CoGs
in Latin America and the Caribbean. Finally, the
Appendix proposes an Institutional Develop-
ment Matrix (IDM) that can help to diagnose po-
tential capacity gaps between what the CoGin each
country is doing and what it could be doing to per-
form more effectively its core functions.



A Conceptual Framework of the Center
of Government®

The concept of CoG refers to the institution or group
of institutions that provide direct support to the
Chief Executive (President or Prime Minister) in the
management of government (James and Ben-Gera,
2004; World Bank, 2010a)* Unlike ministries and
agencies, CoG institutions are not directly involved
in service delivery and do not focus on a partic-
ular policy area but, rather, deal with the strategic
management, coordination, monitoring, overall im-
provement, and communication of the government
action. Despite working directly to support the Chief
Executive, furthermore, the CoG serves the entire
government, as the quality and impact of all key pol-
icies can be strengthened by the leadership and fa-
cilitating role of the center?

This general CoG definition, however, does not
translate into a predetermined and fixed institution-
al model for organizing the CoG functions. It can-
not indicate exactly which institutions or units make
up the CoGin each country. The same CoG functions
can be performed across countries by different in-
stitutions and be organized in different ways. In ad-
dition, the make-up of the CoG is not permanently
set in stone; it evolves over time to adjust to the po-
litical necessities, defined by Chief Executives, and
is tailored to specific country contexts and circum-
stances. While institutions might have similar names,
or be located in the same position within the struc-
ture of the Executive, they may actually perform dif-
ferent tasks. Thus, it would be inappropriate to try

to produce a list of CoG institutions that is applicable
to all LAC countries. Instead, it is more convenient,
first, to describe the purposes of the CoG; second,
to define the functions that have to be performed
to achieve them; and, third, to identify typical struc-
tures that usually perform these functions.
Therefore, Subsection 2.1 discusses the main
purpose of the CoG, highlighting the value it adds
to the work of government. Subsection 2.2 analyz-
es the core functions performed by the CoG to fulfill

3 This section is based on the literature review on the subject
prepared by the Institutional Capacity of the State (ICS) divi-
sion of the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) (Alessan-
dro, Lafuente, and Santiso, 2013), and on the discussions with
senior former practitioners at the Center of Government Ex-
perts Workshop, held in Washington, DC, June 12-14, 2013.

4 Although this report focuses on the national level of gov-
ernment, the CoG also exists in subnational governments,
and many aspects of this paper’s analysis are applicable
to subnational levels of government, in particular at the
state level.

5 As the CoG is an emerging field of study in public adminis-
tration research, the evidence about the effects of alternative
CoG configurations on government performance is still very
scarce. Most of the findings are supported only by theoretical
arguments or by anecdotal evidence, and most case studies
are descriptive, rather than explanatory. Quantitative analy-
ses are even more rare and limited to the function of perfor-
mance monitoring, where quantitative indicators are more
readily available (see Bevan and Wilson, 2013; Kelman and
Friedman, 2009; Propper et al,, 2008). Thus, as is proposed in
the concluding section, a future work agenda on this topic
should include studies on the impact of the CoG work.



Strengthening the Center of Government in Latin America and the Caribbean

this purpose, and Subsection 2.3 describes the usual
types of institutions that exist to perform them. Sub-
section 2.4 presents typical models of CoG manage-
ment styles and Subsection 2.5 discusses the issue
of resources and staffing.

The CoGis uniquely placed to provide a general per-
spective of the government’s work that can only ex-
ist at the center. A key question, then, is what does
this broader perspective add to the government’s
work? The answer can be summarized in five points,
which reflect the CoG's purpose:

i.  Securing the coherence of government action. Gov-
ernments face the risk of producing inconsistent
policies, especially as the goals of different minis-
tries or agencies may be in tension. Only the Cen-
ter can align all these separate units to ensure
that their actions are compatible and coherent,
and that they generate synergies that maximize
their impact for the citizens. The CoG also seeks
to ensure the coherence of the regulations, pro-
duced by the different ministries and agencies,
by defining a unified orientation to guide them.®

ii. Improving the performance of the whole gov-
ernment.  Government policies are expect-
ed to produce positive outcomes and impacts
for citizens. CoG institutions are ideally placed
to drive performance by establishing a frame-
work that clearly (a) expresses the goals to be
achieved; (b) effectively communicates to ev-
eryone in government—and in the wider de-
livery system—what these goals are; (c) aligns
the budget to meet those goals; (d) monitors
progress toward their achievement; and (e) in-
tervenes to help make adjustments or build ca-
pacity, when results are lagging behind. The CoG
is also critical to lead change and incubate inno-
vation by promoting whole-of-government ap-
proaches to the modernization of government
through the coordination of key horizontal poli-

cy innovations (including, among others, e-gov-
ernment and government transparency).

iii. Providing a coherent narrative of the government’s
actions. Governments not only need to produce
coherent policies, but also should communicate
them in a consistent way. While departments
may have an interest in highlighting their own
sector agenda and delivery achievements, the
CoG can ensure that the contents and timing
of the government’s communications respond
to government-wide strategy and priorities.

iv.  Steering the political direction of government. Gov-
ernments come to office with a general vision
that they intend to translate into public policies.
This process usually involves negotiating with
other key stakeholders (the Legislature, bureau-
cracy, civil society, and the private sector) that
may have their own interests and goals. Thus,
CoG institutions provide the support required
by the Chief Executive to lead this process and
ensure that the government’s program, cho-
sen by the citizens in democratic elections, ac-
tually guides the adoption and implementation
of policies.

v.  Ensuring an adequate engagement with the citi-
zens. Democratic governments have a responsi-
bility and an interest in listening to the citizens,
responding to their expectations, engaging
with them, and promoting their participation.
The CoG can establish a framework to guaran-
tee that all departments and agencies are fol-
lowing consistent practices in this regard.

All of these aspects of the CoG purpose share
the fact that they can only be done from the center.
No department has the broad perspective that CoG
institutions have, and this is the added value of the
CoG that contributes to improve government action.

¢In many OECD countries, a whole-of-government ap-
proach to the governance and oversight of regulatory pol-
icy was originated in (@and championed by) CoG institutions
(World Bank, 2010c).



Fulfilling the purpose presented in the previous
subsection requires performing certain functions,
associated with CoG institutions. These functions
can be classified as follows: (i) assuring a strate-
gic management of government; (i) ensuring pol-
icy coordination; (iii) monitoring and improving
performance; (iv) managing the politics of poli-
cies; (v) communicating the government’s actions
and achievements and being accountable to the

citizens.

i.  Assuring a strategic management of government.
Presidents and Prime Ministers are elected
on a political platform, presented to the citi-
zens during the campaign. Electoral programs
vary greatly in their levels of specificity, but they
will never have the level of detail needed to be-
come an actual plan of action that can be im-
plemented without further refinement. The CoG
plays a leading role in coordinating the formula-
tion of the government program, as it has the
broader perspective to ensure the consistency
of its objectives (OECD, 2007). It can also help
sector ministries, working collaboratively, to pro-
pose and review their goals and to focus on the
priorities of the highest authorities, by whom
they are usually appointed.

The CoG should concentrate on a few (cer-
tainly less than 10—and the fewer the better,
according to international experiences) strategic
objectives that reflect the government’s and the
Chief Executive’s true main priorities. This does
not mean that the other departments should
not effectively plan and manage the other
work of government, but the key priorities
of the government, as a whole, require special
CoG attention. Departments need to devel-
op actionable work-plans to cover all the issues
within their jurisdiction; but the CoG should
work with them only on those that are critical for
the success of the government. The CoG must

A Conceptual Framework of the Center of Government3

be aware that if everything is a priority, then
nothing is a priority.

Unexpected events and crises may impose
new priorities to governments and alter exist-
ing plans. However, governments should always
have a clear indication of where they want to go
and how to get there. This strategic manage-
ment process, which is more dynamic and flex-
ible than a simple one-time planning activity,
can only be performed from the center. Strate-
gic management is also helpful to sustain a sys-
temic and systematic focus and to avoid being
sidetracked (Barber, 2008). It is also required
to ensure that all key decisions share the gov-
ernment’s strategic orientation, and do not just
come from ad hoc appeals to the Chief Execu-
tive, when he or she meets with ministries and
other officials.

On occasions, government programs are

framed within broader long-term development
plans for the country. Leading the elaboration
of these plans, which usually involve the partic-
ipation of multiple stakeholders inside and out-
side the government, is a task usually conducted
from the center.
Ensuring policy coordination. Public administra-
tions have traditionally been organized along
vertical functional lines (departments and agen-
cies), which allow for the division of labor and
specialization, but pose the challenge of frag-
mentation and lack of coherence of the govern-
ment as a whole. Lack of effective coordination
can lead to problems being “dumped” by one
agency to the other and not being solved; to un-
intended duplications that cause confusion
and waste; and to an increase in bureaucratic
conflict, among other problematic situations
(Gaetani, 2011). Central coordination is the re-
sponse to these potential challenges and to the
need for whole-of-government approaches.

The coordination led by the CoG refers,
mainly, to the processes of making and imple-
menting decisions. CoG institutions, with their
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whole-of-government perspective, are especial-
ly suited for this. The center can not only provide
vertical coordination by resolving the conflicts
between the different departments, but it can
also facilitate horizontal coordination across
them. The CoG can foster coordination by (Ben-
Gera, 2004):
adopting a broad perspective, indicating
to the departments the need to adjust pro-
posals to fit the government's overall orien-
tation and priorities;
being the "guardian of the process,” ensuring
that proposals are submitted through the
appropriate channels and receiving the nec-
essary consultations;
resolving conflicts and making arbitrages
by chairing interministerial meetings when
disagreements exist; and
briefing the Chief Executive when these
conflicts have not been resolved at a hier-
archically lower level, and demanding his
or her decision.

Coordination is particularly relevant in cross-
cutting issues, as horizontal problems can-
not be solved purely with vertical approaches
and in ministerial “silos.” These issues may arise
in a specific context (such as the response to natu-
ral disasters), or belong to policy areas that neces-
sarily involve multiple departments (such as civil
service and public administration reforms, gov-
ernment modernization and innovation through
e-government, regulatory policy for sector requ-
latory framewaorks, and cross-sector international
negotiations), or be structural features of the sys-
tem of government (such as relations with subna-
tional governments in federal systems).

When situations of crisis or conflict arise, the
CoG is generally capable of pulling all depart-
ments together to work in solving the problem.
A critical challenge for the CoG is to institution-
alize such collaboration for normal times, as well.

Coordination is required at both the poli-
cy design and the policy implementation phases.

Strengthening the Center of Government in Latin America and the Caribbean

In the first instance, it seeks to promote whole-
of-government decisions and approaches, and
to prevent the adoption of inconsistent, or even
contradictory, policies by different departments;
in the second case, it seeks to ensure that the
programs or activities carried out by the de-
partments or agencies remain aligned to poli-
cy priorities and do not collide with each other.
In revitalizing certain deprived geographic ar-
eas, for example, programs by multiple govern-
ment agencies may be needed. These programs
not only need to be conceptually consistent,
but also have to be implemented in the right
sequence. With their broader perspective, and
without having their own bureaucratic turf
to protect, CoG institutions are the best ones
to provide cross-governmental coordination for
the design and implementation of policies.

Coordination also involves promoting the
contestability of policies, ensuring that all rele-
vant actors and perspectives have been includ-
ed in the decision-making process. This not
only favors the consistency of the policies be-
ing adopted but also their quality (World Bank,
2010a), which is jeopardized if the policymak-
er has not received multiple and independent
sources of information and advice before mak-
ing a decision.

The quality of policy formulation and imple-
mentation is also improved by the systematic
use of empirical evidence throughout the policy
cycle. The CoG has the political authority to set
standards for ministries and agencies in this re-
gard, and can provide the necessary assistance
for the adoption of evidence-based policy, es-
pecially in areas that have fewer capacities. This
effort needs to be driven by institutions that are
close to (@and have the support of) the Chief Ex-
ecutive. CoG institutions are, thus, ideally suited
for this task (although, in certain contexts, line
ministries or agencies may be currently leading
this process, and strengthening their capacities
would be a valid strategy).



Monitoring and improving performance. By lead-
ing the definition of the government’s strate-
gic priorities and coordinating the design and
implementation of policies, the CoG supports
the Chief Executive in providing coherence
to his or her administration. A related func-
tion that the CoG has to fulfill is the monitoring
of these commitments in the implementation
stage to ensure both high-quality services and
accountability to citizens. With timely and ac-
tionable data, the CoG can appropriately broker
solutions when performance is lagging behind,
and can raise it to the attention of the Chief Ex-
ecutive when the problem is serious enough
or if it is not being solved. Moreover, the CoG
monitoring should provide an incentive for de-
partments to improve performance before inter-
vention is needed.

As with most institutional reforms, it is dif-
ficult to determine the impact that a rigorous
follow-through of the government’s key initia-
tives has on the results achieved by the depart-
ments. There is usually no counterfactual that
can be used to estimate the impact attribut-
able to CoG monitoring. However, Alessandro,
Lafuente, and Santiso (2013) discuss several cas-
es, such as Australia, Chile, and the United King-
dom, among others, where this oversight has
shown to be useful to orient the departments’
work toward outcomes and evidence-based
interventions. In this sense, monitoring can
produce a powerful incentive to focus the gov-
ernment’s work on achieving results for citizens.

The review of the literature (Barber, 2008;
Dumas, Lafuente, and Parrado, 2013; Chakabrarti,
2007; Lindquist, 2007; Richards and Smith, 2006;
Wanna, 2006) leads to other lessons that can
be learned from past experience:

Leadership and personal support provided
by the Chief Executive are critical elements for
the success of the monitoring process. By de-
voting even a very small part of his or her
time (usually the most expensive commodi-
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ty in government) to regularly meet with the
head of the performance unit, the Chief Ex-
ecutive can send a clear signal of his or her
commitment to this process to the depart-
ments and agencies being monitored.

The CoG should focus only on a few strategic
priorities to monitor” Among those, it is like-
ly that it should be more involved with the
ones that are the responsibility of depart-
ments that have relatively weaker capabil-
ities and those that are most central to the
government'’s pledges. Routines and pro-
cedures need to be set in place to organize
these interventions before the need for them
appears, so they can be rapidly deployed
when problems arise. These collaborations
should be relatively quick; it is expected that,
in a few weeks, the bottleneck causing the
problem should have been resolved.

Having a clear mapping of the delivery system
for the government’s priorities helps to fully
exploit the data gathered in the monitor-
ing process, in order to clearly define the
expected goals, identify roles and responsi-
bilities, and detect the risks and vulnerabili-
ties that might be affecting the achievement
of results.

Technology currently allows for a continu-
ous monitoring of performance, which is criti-
cal to track progress, provide early warnings,
and rectify problems. Setting permanent
feedback mechanisms (in the form of de-
livery reports, balanced scorecards, regular
monitoring meetings within each depart-
ment, meetings with the CoG or even with
the Chief Executive, etc)) is essential.

Helping to unblock the obstacles that are caus-
ing the substandard results, when certain key

7 This applies to the strategic management function at the
selection stage, but it applies to the monitoring and im-
provement of performance function during the implemen-
tation stage.
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targets are not being met, is a critical part
that only the CoG can perform. This process
can take more adversarial or more collabora-
tive forms. If departments fear being exposed
and admonished, they may have incentives
to "game” the system by reporting question-
able data instead of working to fix the prob-
lems. Thus, the CoG may prefer to intervene
in a more collaborative way, providing its ex-
pertise in the problem solving.

The CoG can promote evidence-based initia-
tives by fostering the collection and use of data
for performance monitoring and improvement.
The use of objective data on performance can
help incorporate the value of rigorous evi-
dence in all phases of the policy cycle.

The CoG can help to develop solutions, as these
institutions can share good practices across
the government with the objective of im-
proving performance. Public administration
modernization and reform are frequently
driven by the Center, which can push for in-
novation by providing the incentives (or the
directives) to do so. This is particularly rele-
vant in public administrations with lower lev-
els of institutional development, in which
only the center can push for certain reforms,
acting as an ‘“incubator” that promotes
changes in frontier areas of public adminis-
tration (for example, digital government and
e-government modernization).

iv. Managing the politics of policies. Chief Execu-

tives seek to implement a coherent set of po-
litical priorities and policies, while negotiating
their approval and/or implementation with a di-
verse array of stakeholders, some within the Ex-
ecutive (for example, other members of the
governing coalition, powerful individual minis-
tries, bureaucracies, and autonomous agencies);
some outside of it, but within the public sec-
tor (the Legislature and, on occasion, the Judi-
ciary); and some outside of the state apparatus
(political parties, civil society, interest groups).

Strengthening the Center of Government in Latin America and the Caribbean

Leaving this process to the departments could
lead to inconsistent policies, since each of them
would be mostly interested in their own sector
agenda, regardless of its broader impact. Also,
the balance of political power or the influence
of certain actors may outweigh that of specif-
ic sector ministries, requiring the CoG to weigh
in. Only the CoG has a cross-government view
of the government’s priorities and the sufficient
political bargaining power. In addition, only the
Center can assemble the necessary political re-
sources to lead these simultaneous interactions
and negotiation of tradeoffs with multiple ac-
tors. Thus, political coordination is best per-
formed from the Center, providing the Chief
Executive with the information and advice
needed to broker on behalf of the government.

The CoG political function for public poli-
cies involves other tasks, as well. It needs to an-
ticipate potential conflicts (legislative gridlocks,
strikes, protests, among others), analyze them,
and intervene to solve them. Only the Center
can develop a network across policy areas and
subnational governments to receive early alerts
of potential issues. Maintaining a permanent
interaction with civil society groups is impor-
tant to prevent conflicts, as well as to anticipate
and manage risks. If a certain conflict could not
be prevented, the CoG has to work with the rel-
evant departments to ensure that the solution
provided to it is consistent with the general ori-
entation of the government, and the CoG has
to monitor the enforcement of the course of ac-
tion taken.

Finally, providing legal counsel may be an
important political function in certain contexts.
Chief Executives frequently have the responsibil-
ity to sign bills into law (and, in some cases, they
can veto them), issue regulations, and produce
intra-executive directives, and they can, usual-
ly, send bills for legislative consideration. In addi-
tion, in many countries, the legal defense of the
state against a wide array of domestic and in-



ternational claims can sometimes be coordinat-
ed from the CoG or through those closely linked
to it. Advising the President or Prime Minister
on these matters is both a technical and a polit-
ical function that usually lies on CoG institutions
and advisors.
Communicating the government’s actions and
achievements and being accountable to the cit-
izens. Only the CoG can provide a coherent
account of what the government has been
doing and what it has achieved. Producing
and communicating this “narrative” is a critical
function of the CoG in the digital age. The ex-
istence of a 24/7 news cycle and the increasing
importance of social media mean that govern-
ments needs to swiftly respond to inquiries
in a coordinated way at any time. In addition
to aligning the government's message, CoG
units provide support to the Chief Executive
through speechwriting, managing relations
with the press, and performing spokesperson’s
roles, as well as preparing briefs for interviews
or visits to the field, and submitting informa-
tion to the Legislature.

Furthermore, only the Center can create
a framework for departments and agencies
to ensure transparency, accountability, and par-
ticipation mechanisms across government. CoG
institutions can set the standards for all depart-
ments and agencies on how to publish and ex-
plain information regarding issues under their
jurisdiction. For example, the CoG may issue di-
rectives to ensure the publication of information
in an accessible way, including “open data” ini-
tiatives to guarantee that the information is pro-
vided in machine-readable and open formats.
Many of the CoG functions, such as the monitor-
ing of ministerial and agency performance, can
be aided by allowing the public to exercise its
own oversight and to demand accountability.®

An important element to improve the
performance of government involves receiv-

ing the views of citizens and front-line civil ser-
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vants about how things are going. This is best
done on an independent platform, rather than
from within departments, and will enable de-
partments and agencies to systematically pro-
mote the participation of these stakeholders
in the policy and delivery of services. Other rel-
evant actors (civil society, the private sector, la-
bor unions, universities, think tanks) should also
be included.

This subsection describes the typical structures that
have been created to perform the functions de-
scribed in the previous subsection. Important varia-
tions exist across countries and over time regarding
the internal organization of the CoG, depending
on political priorities, constitutional provisions, in-
stitutional constraints, and administrative traditions.
Even within the same country, different Chief Exec-
utives have structured their CoG in different ways
and changed them over time, according to person-
al style or political realities. The overarching princi-
ple that underpins this conceptual framework is the
effectiveness to perform these functions: there is no

|Il

“‘one-size-fits-all” model to structure the CoG, and
governments should focus on the extent to which the
functions are performed and the purposes achieved.
Constitutions and other organic laws do not
specify a CoG, its functions, structures, or boundar-
ies. As such, a critical issue is how to define which in-
stitutions should be encompassed by this concept.
The literature does not provide a homogeneous an-
swer to this question, with certain authors stating

a narrow definition of CoG, focusing only on insti-

8 A number of elements define a proper exercise of account-
ability: it should be public @nd not only internal); decisions
and actions should be explained or justified, and not merely
publicized; these explanations should be directed to a spe-
cific forum (which could be the general public); the actor
being held accountable should feel obliged to do so; and,
finally, there should be possibility for debate and question-
ing (Bovens, 2005).
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tutions and units directly and uniquely serving the
Chief Executive (such as Ministries of the Presiden-
cy and Cabinet Offices), and others proposing an ex-
panded definition that also includes certain central
ministries (such the Ministries of Finance or Planning
and the civil service agency) that serve the govern-
ment as a whole.

This paper postulates a different approach.
Instead of trying to enumerate institutions that
should be included in the CoG, it analyzes which
institutions—and even which units within broad-
er institutions—perform the functions described
in Subsection 2.2. For example, providing strategic
management to the government involves a com-
ponent of budgetary planning and allocation, in or-
der to align resources with the government'’s goals
and with the departments’ performance. In most
countries, the budget office is located within the Fi-
nance or Treasury department while, in a few oth-
ers, it is placed in the President or Prime Minister's
Office. Under the approach proposed in this pa-
per, regardless of this different institutional location,
budget offices perform CoG functions in both cas-
es, as they tend to be involved, at least, in the finan-
cial aspects of strategic planning and performance
monitoring. Thus, they should be regarded as part
of the CoG, even if they also perform other tasks
that are typical of line ministries, which are not part
of the CoG.

This paper outlines eight structures that can
be usually identified performing the functions
of the CoG: (j) Chief Executive’s direct support units;
(i) policy advice units; (iii) strategy units; (iv) poli-
cy coordination units; (v) performance monitoring
and improvement units; (vi) communications units;
(vii) legal counsel units; (viii) budget units.

i.  Chief Executive’s direct support units. These are
the offices of direct personal support to the
President or the Prime Minister, which provide
him or her with political and administrative as-
sistance. The latter may include tasks, such
as managing his or her agenda, handling corre-

spondence, and other types of personal assis-
tance. The former refers to political roles, such
as linking the Chief Executive to the governing
party (or parties)” and to the Legislature, broker-
ing agreements, and managing emerging con-
flicts. Political advisors usually assist the Chief
Executive in this regard; in certain countries,
a top advisor may act as a Chief of Staff, leading
the political negotiations with other stakehold-
ers and managing the entire CoG (see also Sub-
section 2.4. on Management Styles).

ii.  Policy advice units. In order to diversify their sourc-
es of technical information, Chief Executives
sometimes have expert advisors on policy areas
that are the responsibility of line ministries. These
policy advisors are involved both in ensuring that
the Chief Executive’s and the government'’s per-
spective is brought to bear on policy develop-
ment and in decision making. Since Presidents
and Prime Ministers generally do not design pol-
icies from scratch but rather choose between
alternatives that are presented to them, poli-
cy advisors can have a critical role checking and
probing the alternatives presented by the de-
partments, making sharp questions, focusing the
discussions, demanding clarifications, and pro-
viding the Chief Executive with their frank and
unvarnished views (Arriagada Herrera, 2012; Pfiff-
ner, 2009; Ponder, 2000). These advisors, never-
theless, do not have formal authority over the
ministers, who are the ones responsible for mak-
ing and implementing policy in their areas.

iii. Strategy units. The need to provide government-
wide strategic direction has led to the creation,
in different countries, of units devoted to the
preparation of the government’s long-term plan
and to the translation of these plans into poli-

°In coalition governments, the CoG can be even more im-
portant in this regard, due to the need to produce agree-
ments and ensure the consistency of policies in a context
in which the ministers belong to different political parties
(OECD, 1998).



cies. These units also often provide long-term
foresight and advise by, for example, thinking
about the country’s economy in the decades
to come.

Strategy units work with the departments

to ensure the setting of pertinent and challeng-
ing goals, and to verify that these goals are co-
herent and in line with the government’s overall
orientation. Previous experience suggests that
these units should not be directly involved
in operational tasks or the day-to-day activi-
ties of management, but should have a tight
connection with those performing these tasks
to ensure that the government’s strategic priori-
ties are being implemented.
Policy coordination units. Some of these units fa-
cilitate policy coordination. For example, they
may contribute to the preparation of cabinet
meetings or other interministerial committees,
by managing their decision-making process
and enforcing its rules (by collecting and an-
alyzing the required documents in advance
of the meetings, enforcing deadlines, plan-
ning the agenda, ensuring that information
is complete and that proper consultations have
been followed, etc). Other types of units may
be more focused on the substance of the co-
ordination, not only on facilitating its process-
es but also influencing the design and content
of policies. These units may be organized along
policy areas (e.g., economic policy, social poli-
cy, or foreign policy) to provide coordination
to the different departments that have jurisdic-
tion on these issues.

These coordinating bodies can contribute
to clarifying the responsibilities and to bridg-
ing organizational subcultures when multiple
departments have responsibility over a cer-
tain issue. In addition, the possibility of reach-
ing agreements and solving conflict at technical
or ministerial levels removes the need for the
Chief Executive to be constantly arbitrating dif-
ferences between the ministries.
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For issues that are necessarily crosscutting,
such as civil service regulation, international ne-
gotiations and, in federal systems of government,
the relation with subnational governments, the
CoG has an even more important role.
Performance monitoring and improvement units.
Some CoGs focus on a basically formal or legal
approach to monitoring (equating “implementa-
tion” with the passage of the appropriate legisla-
tion or regulation). However, there is a growing
interest in actually measuring the results that
policies are producing, in terms of outcomes for
the citizens. In this sense, a number of units have
been established in different countries (Austra-
lia, Chile, Indonesia, Malaysia, among others)
since the creation of the British Prime Minister’s
Delivery Unit in the early 2000s.

None of these units seek to replace the
departmental bureaucracies, or to deal with
broader long-term reforms. They focus on the
continuous tracking of a few and fairly simple
performance indicators—those of top priori-
ty for the government. They are not involved
in more complex evaluations, and they gen-
erally leave the auditing of the data to other
units. They work to detect specific bottlenecks
and to assist departments in adopting the ad-
justments needed to remove them. To perform
these tasks, they cannot simply rely on policing
and reprimanding; this approach would lead
to resistance by the departments and to “data
gaming.” Instead, they collaborate with the min-
istries, help them resolve problems, and provide
advice to program managers on how to enable
performance (Barber, 2008; World Bank, 2010b).
By showing the value they add to their work
without seeking attention or political benefit,
CoG monitoring units can gain the trust of min-
istries and agencies to develop a mutually ben-
eficial relationship. They need, in addition, to be
empowered by the Chief Executive to proac-
tively lead these problem-solving activities with
senior officials. They also need the existence

11
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Figure 1: Center of Government “Concentric Circles”
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Source: Authors'’ elaboration.
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of a planning exercise that defines the govern-
ment’s priorities, outlines actionable goals, and
sets measurable indicators.

Communications units. These offices, which may
be subunits of the President or Prime Minister's
Office, are in charge of coordinating the govern-
ment’s communications and acting as liaisons
with the press and the public. The Chief Exec-
utive’s spokesperson is part of this team. His or
her place at the CoG allows for the preparation
of a coherent “narrative” of the government'’s ac-
tions and achievements.

Legal counsel units. These offices review the le-
gality of the proposals submitted by the depart-
ments to the Chief Executive, and advise him
or her on the best strategies to implement the
government’s legislative agenda (submitting
bills to the Legislature, issuing decrees or other
executive orders, etc.) so as to prevent any le-
gal problems.

viil.

Budget units. Budget offices are frequently
based in a line ministry, such as Treasury or Fi-
nance. However, their role in the planning and
allocation of budgetary resources is key to vari-
ous CoG functions, including the strategic man-
agement of government and the monitoring
of departmental performance. Therefore, bud-
get offices are included in the definition of CoG
used in this paper, as they perform tasks that are
necessary for the work of the entire government
and for performing CoG functions.

The image of “concentric circles” can be useful

to visualize the CoG.

The inner circle includes the institutions and
units that, in almost every case, are present
in the center: the Chief Executive with his or her
private office and special advisors; the Ministry
or General Secretariat of the Presidency, or the



Chief of Staff when this figure exists (or Jefe
de Gabinete, Presidente del Consejo de Minis-
tros, and similar denominations); the Commu-
nications Unit, including the Chief Executive's
Spokesperson; the Legal Counsel Unit; and the
Delivery and Performance Unit. This is the stra-
tegic core of the CoG.

The next immediate circle includes other insti-
tutions that perform CoG functions, but that are
also responsible for non-CoG tasks. This includes
ministries that are responsible for political affairs,
such as Ministries of the Interior or Home Affairs
(Ministerios del Interior or Secretarfas de Gober-
nacién), and Ministries of Finance. Although
these ministries usually perform non-CoG func-
tions, as well (such as providing internal se-
curity or collecting taxes), some of their units
support the Chief Executive in managing po-
litical or technical CoG functions (e.g., manag-
ing relations with subnational administrations
or the Legislature, and allocating resources
to the government’s objectives), and therefore
are part of the CoG. This circle also includes Min-
istries of Planning or Strategy Units, if they exist
and have a role in defining the overall strategic
direction of the government (the strategic plan-
ning function); Cabinet Offices, which may play
an important coordinating role in parliamenta-
ry countries; “super ministries” that coordinate
an entire policy area; and other whole-of-gov-
ernment ministries and agencies.

Finally, the outer circle includes institutions and
units that, in different contexts, may or may
not be part of the CoG. The Cabinet or Coun-
cil of Ministers, for example, is usually a key body
that provides coordination for the adoption
of policies in parliamentary countries. In certain
presidential systems, however, the Cabinet may
meet only ceremonially, or not meet at all. Sim-
ilarly, some countries make extensive use of in-
terministerial committees for the coordination
of policy design and implementation in cross-
cutting issues, steered by core CoG stakeholders
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(inner circle), but, in other contexts, these may
exist only intermittently or formally, with no real
decision-making authority, or they may only re-
spond to a particular sector ministry’s agenda
and, therefore, do not represent a mechanism
to exercise effectively the coordination function.
Outside of the circle are the line ministries, gov-
ernment agencies, and other public sector
institutions, which are in charge of actually de-
livering the services under each sector.

As previously mentioned, this description
of typical units does not apply to any specific coun-
try; multiple institutional arrangements are possible
to structure the CoG tailored to the specific context.
There is no one-size-fits-all approach to organizing
the CoG. For example, the monitoring of perfor-
mance may not necessarily be performed by a sep-
arate unit; the same unit can provide both policy
coordination and performance monitoring for a cer-
tain policy area (economic policy, social policy, etc.).
What is critical is that the functions described in Subsec-
tion 2.2. are being performed, regardless of which in-
stitutions and units are responsible for them. If those
functions are being performed from the CoG, the
center will be able to steer the government’s overall
direction, ensure policy coherence, improve perfor-
mance and communicate its achievements, among
other beneficial actions.

In addition to considering the CoG structure, it is im-
portant to regard its actual internal processes and dy-
namics. These are usually highly contingent on the
Chief Executive’s style and preferences. It is possi-
ble to define three basic models of managing the CoG
processes (George and Stern, 1998), noting that these
are simplified representations of much more com-

plex dynamics:

i. A competitive process. This model is defined
by ambiguous lines of responsibility and over-
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Figure 2: Competitive Process

Figure 3: Collegial Process
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Source: George and Stern (1998).
Note: U = Unit.

lapping jurisdictions between the CoG units,
with the Chief Executive interacting bilateral-
ly with each of them and promoting competi-
tion instead of cooperation between them. This
structure can be regarded as “pluricephalous”
(Goetz and Margetts, 1999), as several senior
appointees are heads of separate institutions
at the center. Certain Chief Executives have re-
sorted to this radial approach, in order to ensure
the availability of multiple sources of informa-
tion and advice, avoiding hierarchies and for-
mal structures to obtain them. Nonetheless, this
model demands extremely high levels of the
Chief Executive’s time, attention, and skills if it
is to work properly; the risk is that coordination
will fail, especially with the growth in the num-
ber and scope of the issues that require govern-
mental action.

A collegial process. A second way of structuring
the CoG is to avoid adopting rigid hierarchies,
but this approach does not encourage compe-
tition among the units. On the contrary, it pro-
motes a more congenial give-and-take of ideas,
sharing of information, contestability of options,
and group problem solving. As with the com-
petitive approach, a disadvantage of this mod-
el is the need for the Chief Executive to devote
important time and skills to manage the team-
work. In addition, in order to maintain a collegial
relationship, advisors may prefer to reach deci-

2

— EEE e —

|

—
—
_

Source: George and Stern (1998).
Note: U = Unit.

sions that protect the group’s internal cohesion,
instead of probing for policy alternatives that
might be preferable, but could strain the group.
A formalistic or hierarchical process. The third op-
tion involves a rationalization of the policymak-
ing, with established procedures and channels
for the flow of information; an emphasis on reach-
ing agreements at hierarchically lower levels,
in order to avoid overloading the Chief Execu-
tive with information; and the presence, some-
times, of a top advisor in the form of a strong
Chief of Staff, Secretary-General, or Minister
of the Presidency. Thus, this structure is “mono-
cephalous” (Goetz and Margetts, 1999), with the

Figure 4: Formalistic process
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other units placed under a single head of office.
Staffers and advisors are hierarchically organized,
with clearly established jurisdictions. The overall
trend in several countries appears to be toward
a managerial style that resembles this mod-
el, with an increased institutionalization of the
CoG, characterized by hierarchy, division of labor,
specialization, and standard operating proce-
dures. Nevertheless, it is possible that Chief Ex-
ecutives prefer different structures for decisions
that occur under different settings. For example,
on issues marked by uncertainty or limited infor-
mation, they may prefer collegial or competitive
approaches to ensure that all perspectives reach
their desks (Bonvecchi and Scartascini, 2011).

The literature presents data on the size of CoG for
multiple countries, but these comparisons are usu-
ally misleading. Each study defines the CoG dif-
ferently, and therefore the institutions and units
that are included for these estimates are not ho-
mogeneous across countries. Although the larger
share of CoG staff is usually devoted to administra-
tive tasks, this report does not focus on these staff
members, nor does it seek to define the correct av-
erage number of CoG staff. Nevertheless, the num-
ber of individuals that perform the political, policy,
and technical functions that define the CoG is gen-
erally fairly small (James and Ben-Gera, 2004). The
Prime Minister's Delivery Unit in the United King-
dom, for example, which is regarded as one of the
strongest monitoring and performance improve-
ment units set up in any country had, on aver-
age, approximately 40 staffers. This team was able
to track progress in the 30 main priorities defined
by the government, and to assist departments
in unblocking obstacles that hindered the achieve-
ment of results.

Thus, an important conclusion from the liter-
ature and the practice in LAC countries is that per-
forming the core CoG functions does not require large
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numbers of staff. It does require, however, that these
staffers are highly skilled, competent, and credible
to the rest of the government. High levels of exper-
tise are critical for the CoG to obtain acceptance from
the ministries, when coordinating and monitoring
their actions, as ministries will gauge the added val-
ue that CoG institutions bring to their work. A right
combination of profiles and competencies is gener-
ally needed to cover the different functions, includ-
ing technical experts and political operatives (Peters,
Rhodes, and Wright, 2000).

Regarding these different profiles, “political op-
eratives” refer to the political appointees that are
designated by the Chief Executive to manage the
government'’s politics. In terms of “technical ex-
perts,” certain countries tend to recruit generalists,
who, especially if they come from an administrative
grand corps or senior executive service, bring with
them a network of connections in the bureaucracy
that can be valuable as an unofficial tool of interde-
partmental coordination. In terms of sector exper-
tise, the CoG cannot replicate the level of specific
expertise present at the department or agency lev-
el, nor should it, as it would be an excessive inter-
vention in their work. However, the CoG may include
units or individuals with in-depth technical knowl-
edge of certain broad policy areas (especially those
that are a priority for the government, such as eco-
nomic or social policy) that can serve as indepen-
dent sources of analysis and advice for the Chief
Executive. Rotating, assigning, or seconding the per-
sonnel from the departments to the CoG can also
bring sector expertise to the CoG.

The capabilities available at the CoG in terms
of technical, policy, and political expertise partly de-
fine what role the CoG can play vis-a-vis the depart-
ments: a CoG that expects to have a strong policy
role needs a level of expertise and of seniority in its
staff that is up to that challenge. Therefore, securing
high technical levels at the center is critical to strength-
en the capacity of the CoG to perform its core func-
tions. Quality is more important than quantity
in this regard.
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The Situation of the Centers of Government

in the LAC Region

This paper presents the first exploratory empiri-
cal evidence produced, so far, on the current situ-
ation of CoG institutions in the LAC region, based
on surveys of key CoG institutions in 12 countries'
and of experts (mostly former senior CoG officials)
in 13 countries.! The questionnaire sought to in-
vestigate the structures and processes of these
institutions in each country to produce a prelimi-
nary assessment of CoG performance in the LAC
countries. This assessment informs the proposals
for future work on CoG strengthening, included
in Section 4.

The data are presented here as general trends
for the region. The large heterogeneity that exists
in some of the functions makes it difficult to identi-
fy common themes, especially as CoGs seem to be
at different stages of development across countries.
However, country-level analyses are beyond the
scope of this paper and of the available data, so an
analysis of broad regional trends was preferred.
Nonetheless, the Appendix presents an Institutional
Development Matrix (IDM) that could be useful to di-
agnose capacity gaps in CoG performance. With in-
depth information about each case, the IDM can
be a useful tool for CoG institutions in the region.

At the beginning of each function, a brief check-
list or proposed benchmark of what would consti-
tute a strong CoG performance is presented, and
then the actual performance of the function based
on the surveys is discussed.

3.1 Strategic Management

Proposed benchmark
A strong performance of this function would require:

©  the existence of a government plan with
a small number of clear priorities, and protocols
to guide Ministries in the concrete definition
of these goals. In particular, each priority sec-
tor should be able to develop specific proposed
steps to achieve the priorities (e.g., through pro-
grams or other means), as well as the appropri-
ate performance indicators and their targets,
which will show if the priorities have been met;

* consistency and articulation between the CoG
units responsible for providing strategic man-
agement to the government action, avoiding
duplication and overlap;

*mechanisms to anticipate future challenges and
to adapt the government’s plan to new circum-
stances, ensuring that while a dynamic and re-
sponsive plan is in place, the strategic focus and
orientation is maintained throughout the Presi-
dent’s or Prime Minister’s term in office; and

19 Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Re-
public, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Panama, Paraguay,
Peru, and Uruguay.

" Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, the Dominican Re-
public, El Salvador, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua,
Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay.
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+an alignment of the budget to fulfill the objec-
tives established in the government'’s plan, and
well-defined protocols to ensure this alignment
actually occurs.

Practice in the LAC region

Approximately a third of surveyed countries have
a long-term national development plan, but in most
countries there is a government plan or other doc-
ument that defines an orientation for the policies
to be implemented during the term of the Chief
Executive. The President or Prime Minister and cer-
tain CoG institutions generally make the final deci-
sions on the contents of the plan, but the ministries
and agencies and (sometimes) the parties in govern-
ment participate in their elaboration as well.

Despite the existence of these strategic manage-
ment instruments, in few cases the plan actually ap-
pears to guide the formulation of policy, by aligning,
for example, the government'’s budget each year be-
hind the goals defined in the program. In many cases,
a high number of relevant policy decisions adopted
by governments in the region were completely ab-
sent in the programs. Unforeseen topics or initiatives
will always appear, but this should not be the gener-
alrule in policymaking. In most countries, then, there
is a very limited or even purely formal activity of stra-
tegic planning. It is unlikely that a merely pro forma
planning exercise is capable of producing strategic
coherence to the government action, which is the
ultimate purpose of this function.

Coherence can also be affected by the dupli-
cation of planning instances, when different institu-
tions and units (inside and outside of the CoG) are
involved in strategic planning. This phenomenon
is also present in the region. Moreover, sector-spe-
cific plans, in many cases, are not aligned to the gen-
eral government plan led by the CoG, which again
means that the purpose of ensuring coherence will
not be met.

In turn, the government plan is usually not sub-
ject to revision through established processes that
indicate the updates. Any adjustments are made

implicitly, either driven by a communication from
the Chief Executive stating new priorities, or by the
annual budget allocation process. Thus, the most
dynamic aspect of the strategic management func-
tion—which is not limited to an initial planning
activity, but is a continuous exercise and system-
ic examination of how to get from the present sit-
uation to the desirable one—is virtually absent
in all cases.

Finally, the instances conducting prospective
analysis and strategic foresight are only incipient
in a few countries, aside from macroeconomic anal-
ysis exercises undertaken by ministries of finance.
For the whole of government and most policy areas,
however, there are no institutionalized mechanisms
for this type of analysis.

Overall, the performance of the strategic man-
agement function appears to be moderately low.
A few countries have made greater progress in es-
tablishing actionable government programs but,
in most cases, there is a limited role of the CoG
in providing strategic guidance to the whole of gov-
ernment. These findings are in line with analyses that
specifically studied the strategic planning function
in the LAC region (Garcia Lopez and Garcia Moreno,
2010), and suggest there is room for improvement
in this regard.

3.2 Coordination

Proposed benchmark
A strong performance of this function would require:

« the existence of protocols to ensure actual
consistency across policies designed and im-
plemented by the different departments and
agencies, preventing and dealing with duplica-
tion or conflict;

* the consultation of stakeholders inside and
outside of government for making high-lev-
el policy decisions, with adequate analysis and
advice by the CoG for the Chief Executive’s fi-
nal decision;
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established mechanisms, with CoG participa-
tion, for the exchange of information, collab-
oration, and decision making in policies that,
in their design and/or implementation phases,
would have to bring together multiple minis-
tries and agencies; and

the promotion of cross-agency initiatives and
collaboration throughout the delivery system.

Practice in the LAC region

The majority of countries have bodies whose mis-
sion is to coordinate the whole of government or,
at least, for specific policy areas (such as sector com-
mittees or cabinets that bring together the relevant
ministries on a certain issue).? However, again, this
formal existence does not imply an actual or effec-
tive performance of this task. In fact, in a large group
of countries, the decision-making channels are al-
most exclusively informal, ad hoc for each issue, and
without the necessary inclusion of all government
agencies with jurisdiction over the matter. In these
cases, the CoG is not performing the coordination
function.

In most cases, however, the situation is more
complex. There are coordinating bodies and mech-
anisms which are functioning, but they cover only
certain policy areas (such as social policy), they are
generallyled by one of the sector ministries, they may
not have regularly scheduled meetings, and they are
quite often overlooked by the Chief Executive in the
issues where he or she prefers to act bilaterally with
each minister. In these cases, the coordination func-
tion is exercised partially, without being consolidat-
ed or institutionalized for all governmental activities
that require it, and it tends to focus on policymaking,
with much less attention devoted to coordination
during implementation—perhaps one of the most
difficult tasks in the public sector.

It is important to note that all countries pur-
sue policies that bring together multiple ministries
or agencies for their design or implementation and
that, in many countries, these have multiplied in re-
cent years.” Governments recognize the need to ad-

dress certain problems outside the logic of separate
ministerial “silos.” However, the weak systematization
of coordinating mechanisms implies that, in gener-
al, collaborative processes depend on the ability and
willingness of the participating agencies to coordi-
nate in each specific case.

Finally, only some CoGs are staffed with advisors
specializing in certain key policy areas; many others
only include generalists that have to cover all sec-
tors. This lack of specialization in the technical ar-
eas of the government’s key priorities can harm the
CoG's ability to analyze and probe the ministerial ini-
tiatives, and to advise the Chief Executive appropri-
ately Overall, this function could be signficantly
strengthened in LAC countries.

In summary, coordination is clearly an aspect that
presents considerable potential for improvements
in the region. The main obstacle appears to be the
preference of many Chief Executives to manage the
government bilaterally (see Subsection 2.4. on Man-
agement Styles), which may hinder the ability of the
coordinating mechanisms and bodies to fully per-
form their tasks. In fact, in most cases, the CoG does
not provide incentives for ministries and agencies
to coordinate their actions. Nonetheless, it may also
be a problem of capabilities or weak political em-

2 In a few cases, the Full Cabinet or Council of Ministers acts
as a coordinating body. However, in most of these cases, the
Cabinet receives limited technical support by CoG units for
the preparation of meetings and the monitoring of agree-
ments, which limits its ability to effectively produce consis-
tency in government action.

13 |n terms of dealing with crosscutting issues, most govern-
ments have placed the government modernization agenda
under the responsibility of a CoG institution or unit. In oth-
er issues (regulation of civil service; relation with subnational
governments; coordination of international affairs; response
to natural disasters), there is more heterogeneity, with some
countries placing them within the CoG and others under the
responsibility of a line ministry.

It should be noted, though, that in certain contexts, the
ministers may perceive the presence of specialized advisors
as a source of competition and conflict; therefore, Chief Ex-
ecutives should be aware of these dynamics when structur-
ing their advisory staff.
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powerment by the Chief Executive; in approximately
half of the countries, the CoG is regarded as having
“low influence” over ministries and agencies to pro-

mote their coordination.

3.3 Monitoring and Improvement
of Performance

Proposed benchmark
A strong performance of this function would require:

+ continuous and robust monitoring of prog-
ress in the key government priorities, with sys-
tems that allow real-time and accurate tracking
of output, outcome and value-for-money indi-
cators;

+ use of the performance information in regular
feedback meetings with all the relevant minis-
tries and agencies, to assess their performance
and discuss changes; and

+ the identification and assistance of agencies
whose performance has been substandard, as-
sisting them to unblock obstacles before prob-

lems become crises.

Practice in the LAC region
Except for a few cases with a high development
of this function, the monitoring mechanisms are gen-
erally limited to using budgetary indicators (based
on inputs and/or processes rather than output
or outcome indicators), which are overseen by the fi-
nance ministries, or the mechanisms rely on reports
produced by the ministries and agencies for other
indicators, without the capabilities to check the va-
lidity of the data submitted. Thus, the CoG appears
severely limited in conducting a systematic moni-
toring of the Chief Executive's priorities, when these
have been defined as outcome-oriented goals.
Moreover, few countries have established feed-
back mechanisms between the CoG institutions re-
sponsible for monitoring and the relevant sector
ministries and agencies. This is particularly crucial
in the several countries where multiple CoG institu-

tions are involved in monitoring the performance
of ministries and agencies leading, in many cas-
es, to a duplication of efforts and to a problem of
“monitoring inflation” that burdens the ministries
and agencies with repeated instances of progress
reporting. Without those feedback or coordination
mechanisms, it is unlikely that the data can be ef-
fectively used to correct problems and improve per-
formance. In a few cases, however, there is a more
systematic use of performance indicators with feed-
back processes between the CoG and the ministries.
Although, even in these countries, there are weak-
nesses in these processes (e.g. in the information
management systems that should allow monitoring
performance in real time, or relating to the employ-
ee training needed for this).

Finally, the weak monitoring capacity extends
to the difficulties in assisting the agencies whose
performance is lower than expected. While some
CoGs work to unlock managerial or political obsta-
cles, there is often not enough technical expertise
and capacity in the CoG to provide such assistance.
There are also no established routines to rapidly pro-
vide assistance that could enable performance when
results are not being achieved. CoGs are particularly
underdeveloped in this aspect.

Therefore—and despite the progress made
in the performance management agenda in the re-
gion in recent years—the development of this func-
tion is still very limited in most of the region. A few
countries have established more advanced units and
processes to fulfill this function, following an inter-
national trend in this direction; these experiences
could influence similar improvements in countries
that have little development in this regard.

3.4 Political Management

Proposed benchmark
A strong performance of this function would require:

« effective support by CoG institutions to the
Chief Executive in negotiating with other stake-
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holders to carry out the government’s program
in a steady and coherent way;

*mechanisms and established procedures to an-
ticipate, prevent, and address potential so-
cial conflicts with participation of the CoG and
of the relevant ministries or agencies; and

+ legal counsel for the Chief Executive in review-
ing the legality of government actions, and
advice on the best strategies to advance the
government plan.

Practice in the LAC region

Political management is a core function of all the re-
gion's CoGs, with institutions that not only formal-
ly have this responsibility, but that also carry it out
in practice. In some cases, what appears to be prob-
lematic is not the absence but the duplication of in-
stitutions performing this function, which can lead
to confusion in its exercise and to a lack of coherent
and unified direction for the implementation of the
government'’s programs. While Chief Executives (as
observed in Subsection 2.4) sometimes prefer this
ambiguity in the management of their CoG, the re-
sulting risk is that the function is not performed sys-
tematically, thereby hindering the implementation
of the government’s initiatives.

Interms of conflict and crisis management, these
are usually addressed in an ad hoc manner, with par-
ticipation of the relevant ministry and with a vari-
able CoG participation, depending on how it should
intervene in each case. There are usually no estab-
lished bodies or mechanisms on how to process in-
formation, make decisions, and monitor compliance.
Again, this is connected to the mostly informal and
ad hoc style that characterizes this function. There
is, therefore, room for strengthening the capacities
of the region’s CoGs in this regard.

Finally, it is important to note that virtually all
Chief Executives have, in their CoG legal counsel,
units that analyze the legality of the policies pro-
posed by ministries and agencies. Only in excep-
tional cases does this task correspond to a line
ministry. Therefore, this aspect appears to be in-

stitutionalized and present in almost all countries
of the region.

3.5 Communications and
Accountability

Proposed benchmark
A strong performance of this function would require:

« the alignment of all senior government offi-
cials behind a common communications strate-
gy, defined by the CoG, or having a coordinated
narrative for the whole of government;

+ standards for all ministries and agencies re-
garding the mandatory dissemination of infor-
mation, as well as its format and timing; and
ensuring its accessibility, accuracy, and the ex-
planation of actions and results, while ensuring
proper accountability; and

©  receiving the input of citizens, front-line em-
ployees, and nongovernmental stakeholders
in the development and implementation of pol-
icies across government.

Practice in the LAC region

The large majority of CoGs include units dedicat-
ed to reporting on the actions and achievements
of the government. However, it should be noted
that, in some cases, these units have a limited abil-
ity to produce a unified and coherent message for
the whole of government, as ministers and other se-
nior officials drive their own agendas with the press.
In such situations, the CoG acts as a spokesperson
for the Chief Executive, but does not meet the pur-
pose of producing a coordinated narrative for the
whole of government. Thus, the key aspect of this
function is not being performed.

In turn, the CoG transparency mechanisms are
generally weak or have merely a formal existence,
while the ones promoting the participation of citi-
zens and public employees tend to be absent. These
initiatives are often placed in line ministries and au-

tonomous agencies, which may weaken their abili-

21



22

Strengthening the Center of Government in Latin America and the Caribbean

ty to increase the transparency and openness of the
entire government, as they lack the support provid-
ed by a greater proximity to the Chief Executive.”
In addition, one of the critical aspects of any ac-
countability mechanism—the existence of expla-
nations and justifications of published information
to allow for debate—is generally absent.

It is important to note that some functions present
more heterogeneity across countries than others.
The functions of strategic management and monitor-
ing and improvement of performance present wide di-
vergences between some LAC countries that have
developed a considerable capacity to perform them
and a few others that have little presence of these
functions in their CoG work. Thus, in terms of func-
tions, there are regional examples that can guide
a diffusion of good practices across LAC countries.
On the other hand, with regard to policy coordina-
tion, most countries have a moderately low level
of performance, with less cross-country heterogene-
ity. The prevalence of informal and ad hoc decision-
making processes is a recurring situation that affects
the institutionalization of coordination mechanisms
across the region. Coordination mechanisms at the
implementation phase are, in general, nonexistent.
The very few instances in which this function is ac-
tually exercised tend only to take place as a result
of the proactive approach of sector ministers, due
to political alliances, personal relations, or other fac-
tors, which do not necessarily relate to the CoG un-
dertaking the coordination role.

Another important finding is that the functions
of strategic management and monitoring and im-
provement of performance appear to present an im-
portant level of intra-country correlation. When
a country has a high performance in strategic man-
agement, it also tends to present a high performance
in monitoring and improvement; on the other hand,

if the first function results in a low performance, it is

probable that this also will occur in the second func-
tion. This connection is logical, since the effective
function of strategic planning is necessary to devel-
op the performance indicators that will enable the
effective monitoring of government activities. This
suggests the importance of working simultaneously
on the CoG capacities for both functions to enhance
their performance.

In summing up the conclusions relating to all
the functions, an element that stands out from the
data is that, in almost all countries, the functions iden-
tified in this paper are present—at least formally—in
the institutional organization or structure of CoGs. The
LAC governments studied in this Technical Note ac-
knowledge, within their respective legal disposi-
tions, the importance of establishing institutions
that will carry out these functions. In all cases, there-
fore, there is a legal or administrative basis for an in-
stitution or unit to perform each of the functions
identified in this paper. This formal existence does not
imply that the functions are actually being performed
or are performed effectively. In fact, there seems to be
a large heterogeneity in the institutional develop-
ment of CoGs across the various countries in the LAC
region. Along these lines, it is possible to identify
three groups of countries:

Optimized CoGs: every function presents a me-
dium-to-high level of fulfillment. The challenge
of the countries in this more advanced group
appears to be the institutionalization and sys-
tematization of the performance of CoG func-
tions.

Developing CoGs: this is the largest group
of countries, which presents institutions seeking
to fulfill their functions but with only moderate
capabilities to do so, or that fail to extend them

1> The coexistence of units dedicated to communications
and others dedicated to transparency in the CoG could lead
to tensions, due to their different institutional goals; there-
fore, this position outside of the CoG can also have cer-
tain advantages.
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to all priority sectors. In these countries, there
are institutions and units that have a real and not
only formal existence, since they have concrete
practices (processes, methodologies, technol-
ogies, capacities) for the performance of their
function, but they do so only partially, with rele-
vant government decisions and actions that are
taken through other channels. This is the chal-
lenge for most CoGs: to strengthen their capacity
to better fulfill those core functions and, when that
performance has been satisfactorily achieved, to in-
stitutionalize and systematize those functions.

Establishing CoGs: almost all functions display

a low-to-very-low level of performance; the
challenge of these countries is to create these
functions, essentially, afresh.

In conclusion, what is observed for most coun-
tries is a limited or partial performance of these
CoG functions. Governments recognize the impor-
tance of establishing institutions or units to per-
form these functions but, in practice, they are
unevenly fulfilled, due to limited political and tech-
nical capacities. The agenda for CoG strengthen-
ing, presented in the following section, attempts
to address these weaknesses.
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An Agenda for Strengthening Centers
of Government in the LAC Region

The Center of Government (CoG) is the political apex
of government. However, to perform its core strategic
functions effectively, it is important to have sufficient
technical capacity. If Chief Executives see political
value in producing effective policies and delivering
high-quality services—something that citizens more
actively demand with increasing expectations—they
will require considerable technical support from their
CoGs to achieve it. This appears to be the main fac-
tor behind the growing interest in LAC countries
to strengthen the technical capabilities and institu-
tional capacities of their CoGs, regardless of how each
new President or Prime Minister organizes it.

The CoG should refrain from micromanaging the
government or replacing the departments in their
inherent roles. However, governments require a stra-
tegic core to steer policy, ensure coherence, provide
coordination, promote reform, and incubate innova-
tion. Performing these functions would ensure the
delivery of services to citizens and the realization
of campaign promises. Although some countries
have made considerable progress in strengthen-
ing the performance of core functions, CoG capaci-
ty in the LAC region continues to be generally weak,
as discussed in Section 3. In most countries, CoG in-
stitutions fulfill their functions only partially

Different structures and institutions can be cre-
ated to perform the functions of the CoG, and there
is no single model that can be applied to all con-
texts at all times. The key is that the core strategic

functions are performed effectively, and that they
become more institutionalized, so that each govern-
ment or transition team that takes office will not have
to recreate them. Given that some of the functions
are especially relevant at the beginning of a new
administration, ensuring the existence of underly-
ing technical capacities will provide additional tools
to Presidents and Prime Ministers for them to lead
their governments.

The analysis of CoGs in LAC countries (see Sec-
tion 3) has established that these capacities are still
low in most countries. From this study, a number
of initiatives can be considered to support a re-
gional agenda for the strengthening of CoGs
in the region:

+  Establishment of a network of senior offi-
cials of CoG institutions in Latin America and
the Caribbean, to enable the exchange of infor-
mation amongst peers regarding recent innova-
tions, good practices, and lessons learned in the
performance of CoG functions. The Organiza-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) has established a similar network,
since the early 1980s, which acts as an informal
forum for discussion between senior CoG officials
of its member countries. In the LAC region, a sim-
ilar network could play a useful role to share in-
formation and experiences. Countries that have
made more progress in strengthening their CoGs
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could lead the documentation and dissemina-
tion of those experiences across the region.
Provision of tailored training for CoG officials
in the region, especially for those who are en-
tering (or are about to enter) offices within a new
administration. Such training could focus on the
tools and techniques available to improve the
performance of CoG functions. The experts and
institutions surveyed for this Technical Note have
unanimously noted the value that this training
could have, especially since the concept of “Cen-
ter of Government,” with its specific purpose
and functions, has not yet been well established
in several countries within the region. Public
policy, government, and management schools
at universities in LAC countries could participate
in these activities, especially if the CoG topic be-
comes a part of their post-graduate curriculum.
Technical assistance for the countries that re-
quire a more in-depth assessment of the key
aspects of their CoG, in order to strength-
en them, and the technical support to do so.
The Institutional Development Matrix (IDM) pre-
sented in this paper (see the Appendix) is a ba-
sic input for countries to assist them in assessing
to what extent their CoG core functions are be-
ing performed, and therefore where they need
to implement reforms. In addition, constant sup-
port to strengthen the work of CoG institutions
would aid them to establish the routines and
practices needed to improve performance.
Formation of a team of experts and former
CoG practitioners from the region to sup-
port incoming administrations, providing as-
sistance during government transitions. This
timing would be the best opportunity to design
and establish processes, methodologies, and in-
novations to achieve the strong performance
of CoG functions, prior to other practices be-
coming entrenched and difficult to modify.
In-depth studies and analyses to identify
and share regional experiences with oth-
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er countries. As noted in Subsection 3.2, there
are countries in the region that have established
units or advanced mechanisms to fulfill the CoG
functions. Since much of the literature on CoG
comes from OECD countries, identifying and
documenting the practices that have worked
well (or that have not worked) in the LAC region
could be valuable for other countries seeking
to strengthen their CoG (see, for example, Du-
mas, Lafuente, and Parrado, 2013).

Further research to increase the evidence
about the effects of CoG on the performance
of government and on the quality of poli-
cies. This is a considerable challenge in the CoG
agenda, and it does not only apply to the LAC
region (as stated in the literature review linked
to this paper: Alessandro, Lafuente, and Santiso,
2013). It is certainly difficult to assess the impact
of the CoG work, since the counterfactuals can-
not easily be estimated and, therefore, the spe-
cific effect of CoG activities is hard to isolate and
measure. The increased interest in performance
monitoring, however, implies that outcome data
may be available, in order to assess how the in-
tervention from the CoG influences the results
achieved by government. Advancing this area
of research, in collaboration with universities,
think tanks, and research centers in LAC coun-
tries, could place the LAC region at the forefront
of the CoG agenda.

These and other lines of work will enable LAC
countries to strengthen their CoGs, a critical step to-
ward ensuring the strategic management of their
governments; providing coordination in the formu-
lation and implementation of policies; systematically
monitoring the performance of ministries and agen-
cies and assisting them to innovate and improve
their work; coherently managing the political pro-
cesses of public policy; communicating their actions
in a consistent way; and, ultimately, being account-
able to citizens in terms of results.
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Appendix: Center of Government’s
Institutional Development Matrix

The discussion in Section 3 regarding the cur-
rent situation of the CoGs in the LAC region was
based on exploratory empirical evidence, collect-
ed through surveys of experts and CoG officials.
To define specific actions for CoG strengthening
in each country, however, more in-depth informa-
tion will be required, which would be better inter-
preted using a framework that classifies the level
of strength of CoGs that is essential to perform their
five core functions. This Appendix proposes such
a framework: a CoG Institutional Development Ma-
trix (IDM).

The purpose of the IDM is to assess the stage
of institutional development of the CoG to deter-
mine in which aspects there is more distance be-
tween the actual performance of a specific CoG and
one that will ensure full compliance of its functions.
The IDM is a useful tool for CoG institutions to assess
the performance of their basic functions.

The IDM breaks down the CoG functions
into a series of indicators that allow an assess-
ment of whether or not these functions are be-
ing effectively performed or fulfilled. The indicators
have been developed from the conceptual defini-
tion work of Section 2, which identified what kind

of units, processes, and activities are relevant to ful-
fill each of the CoG functions. These indicators can
be further disaggregated. Since this is an initial at-
tempt at conceptualization and empirical analysis
of the CoGs in the region, however, this framework
can be useful in evaluating CoG performance.

The fulfillment of the five functions has been
classified into three levels: establishing, developing,
and optimized. While it is a basic categorization, it can
guide the initiatives of CoG strengthening by deter-
mining where the most pressing weaknesses lie.

In an ideal scenario, a CoG will have institution-
alized the processes necessary for planning the pri-
orities and strategies for the Chief Executive's term
in office; instances with real power to provide con-
sistency in the design and implementation of poli-
cies; monitoring mechanisms for the performance
of ministries and agencies and assistance when
there are problems; institutions or advisors to under-
take political negotiations to secure approval of the
government program; and units responsible for
communicating, coherently, the actions of the entire
government and addressing citizens’ views on the
progress of public affairs, in order to promote par-
ticipation.
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