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The Covid-19 pandemic

• Market failure
• One infected person can infect several others

• Benefits of preventing spread of infection accrue to society but cost (mask-
wearing, social distancing, working from home) is borne by the individual

• Role for government (public spending on health, etc., regulation)

• But there are many government failures
• Incentives to deliver public services

• Lack of political support for expenditures that help the poor

• How can governments intervene to correct both market and 
government failures?



I. Health spending



Higher share of public health spending goes to the 
richest 20% than to the poorest 20%



Country (year) % of cash/in-kind
resources leaked

Resource Category

Kenya (2004) 38 Non-salary budget

Tanzania (1991) 41 Non-salary budget

Uganda (2000) 70 Drugs and supplies

Ghana (2000) 80 Non-salary budget

Chad (2004) 99 Non-salary budget

Source: Gauthier (2006)

Resources leak before reaching the clinic



Health providers are often absent

Gatti, R. et al., Service Delivery Indicators: Insights into the Quality of Health and Education in Ten African Countries, 2021



When present, providers spend very little time with patients
Tanzania

Source: Tanzania: Service Delivery Indicators, World Bank, 2013



What can be done?

• Community participation



Effects of community-based monitoring of health providers

Source: M. Borkman and J. Svensson, Power to the People: Evidence from a Randomized Field Experiment on Community-based Monitoring in Uganda, Quarterly Journal of Economics, May 2009.



What can be done?

• Community participation

• Enfranchising poor voters



Enfranchising poor citizens and health outcomes

Source: Fujiwara, T. (2015), Voting Technology, Political Responsiveness, and Infant Health: Evidence From Brazil. Econometrica, 83: 423-464



Lin Ma, Gil Shapira, Damien de Walque, Quy-Toan Do, Jed Friedman, and Andrei A. Levchenko, The Intergenerational Mortality Tradeoff of COVID-19 Lockdown Policies, NBER Working Paper No. 
28925, June 2021



II. Social protection



Majority of workers in Africa are self-employed or casual

Source: International Labor Office, Women and Men in Informal Employment, 2018



Source: Gentilini, U. et al., Social Protection and Jobs Responses to Covid-19: Real-time Review of Country Measures, May 14, 2021



Sri Lanka’s Samurdhi program

Source: Sharif, Iffath, Social Interactions, Election Goals and Poverty Reduction: Evidence from an Anti-Poverty Program 
in Sri Lanka, Ph. D. Thesis, London School of Economics



Political capture of social protection programs in Sri Lanka



What can be done?

• Technology for cash transfers



JAM=Jan Dhan bank account, 
Aadhar unique ID, Mobile 
phone

Source: A. Gelb and A. Mukherjee, “How countries can use digital payments for better, quicker transfers,” Center for Global Development, April 6, 2020



III. Education



Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda

Could not 
understand

“The name of the 
dog is Puppy”

Grade 3



Immediate causes of the learning crisis

*

* Nigeria here is 4 States: Anambra, Bauci, Ekiti, Niger



Source: Bold, Tessa, Deon Filmer, Gayle Martin, Ezequiel Molina, Brian Stacy, Christophe Rockmore, Jakob Svensson, and Waly Wane. 2017. "Enrollment without Learning: Teacher 
Effort, Knowledge, and Skill in Primary Schools in Africa." Journal of Economic Perspectives, 31 (4): 185-204.



What can be done?

• Teaching at the Right Level



Source: Mainstreaming an Effective Intervention: Evidence from 
Randomized Evaluations of “Teaching at the Right Level” in India 
Abhijit Banerjee, Rukmini Banerji, James Berry, Esther Duflo, Harini
Kannan, Shobhini Mukherji, Marc Shotland, and Michael Walton 
NBER Working Paper No. 22746 October 2016 

“Teaching at the  Right Level (TaRL)”

Classes held outside regular school hours that 
group students from different grades who are at 
the same level of learning.



What can be done?

• Teaching at the right level 

• Information about school quality





Conclusions

• Covid-19 involves an increase in public expenditures to both treat victims, 
slow the spread of the disease, and compensate the poor.

• But public expenditures have not been particularly efficient nor equitable

• The reasons have to do with incentives in the public sector and political 
capture

• Recent evidence: community participation, transparency, and political 
participation of the poor leads to better public-expenditure outcomes

• We have an opportunity to not only make the Covid-19 spending more 
effective but pave the way for more efficient and equitable public spending 
in the post-Covid era.


