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Abstract

This paper examines the ways in which joint sector reviews (JSRs) contribute to the development of 
mutual accountability in an aid environment and may be most effective as instruments of a domes-
tic policy cycle. Using a wide variety of sources, including an extended literature review, interviews 
with key education stakeholders in five countries and data collected from a desk-based analysis of 
39 JSRs, we address two questions: (1) How are JSRs perceived as promoting (mutual) accountabil-
ity? and (2) How is mutual accountability likely to be affected by JSR effectiveness? Our research 
suggests a less unified understanding of mutual accountability across key stakeholders than is 
touted in international development rhetoric. We therefore offer a more nuanced model of mutual 
accountability and the ways in which this intersects with JSRs that encompasses an expanded 
understanding of responsibilities and channels of responsibility. To achieve this, we identified five 
interconnected dimensions of effective JSRs that served as framework for analyzing 39 JSRs. We 
noted key intersections between these dimensions and the extent to which the JSR mechanism, 
when effective, is able to nurture mutual accountability. We also observed a number of weaknesses 
in how JSRs are currently operationalized and point to areas where improvement could unleash the 
potential of JSRs to lock together policy planning and implementation through policy dialogue. To 
the authors’ knowledge, this is the first comprehensive and systematic review of JSRs in education 
to date.
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Introduction 
Conducting joint sector reviews (JSRs) is now a widespread development practice, with many aid 
recipient countries regularly organizing annual reviews in different sectors. However, little is known 
about the origin of this mechanism, the purposes it serves, the ways it contributes to sector results 
and how it reinforces aid effectiveness principles.

More broadly, fundamental shifts in the international aid paradigm over the past two decades 
have led to a re-envisioning of the relationship between key stakeholders in development. The aid 
effectiveness agenda epitomized in the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (2005) and the Accra 
Agenda for Action (2008), underpinned by the core principles of country ownership, donor align-
ment and harmonization, results management AP, and improved mutual accountability, has driven 
the formulation of new approaches to building more meaningful partnerships in the context of 
development. Among these approaches, JSRs have emerged as a central forum for making progress 
toward key sector goals and developing more robust country-level systems, particularly within the 
health and education sectors. 

There is no agreed-upon definition or standardized set of practices that constitutes a JSR. The most 
comprehensive characterization is arguably that provided by Holvoet and Inberg (2009, 205): a “type 
of joint periodic assessment of performance in a specific sector with the aim of satisfying donors’ 
and recipients’ accountability and learning needs,” understanding performance in a broad way that 
includes inputs, activities, outputs, outcomes and impacts as well as systemic and institutional issues. 
One government official interviewed for this paper reinforced this understanding, noting: 

The joint sector review is a key moment to assess the implementation of our policies and pro-
grams, to draw lessons and to anticipate the next steps for the following year. [. . .] it is also an 
opportunity for having substantive exchange with our partners, either social partners or techni-
cal and financial partners. It is also an essential moment to measure the impact of our actions 
and redefine new actions. [. . .] It contributes [. . .] to the involvement of all.

A survey of the limited existing literature demonstrates a relatively homogenous theoretical pic-
ture of the key aspects of a well-performing JSR; yet experience in the field suggests a far wider set 
of expectations and values attributed to JSRs, which diverge widely across education stakeholders. 
This calls for a more systematic review of the evidence through an action- oriented research agenda 
designed to learn more about approaches and expectations at the country level. It is our contention 
that developing a stronger evidence base will contribute to creating consensus concerning what core 
functions a JSR should serve. This should, in turn, help reinvigorate stakeholder views of the mech-
anism, and contribute to making a more effective use of JSRs in driving improved outcomes in the 
education sector. 

JSR effectiveness is clearly embedded in the Global Partnership for Education (GPE)’s strategies. 
In October 2015, GPE published a draft Theory of Change (ToC), which lays out the core philosophy 
underpinning our approach to achieving improved education outcomes. The ToC forms the basis for 
GPE’s new Strategic Plan 2020 and its 2016–2020 results framework, which set out GPE’s longer-term 
goals and desired high-level impact and outcomes, namely strengthened systems delivering more 
equitable educational opportunities, and stronger learning outcomes. From GPE’s perspective, JSRs 
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lock planning and implementation together through inclusive and evidence-based policy dialogue. 
This reinforces the need for a broad array of stakeholders from across the sector to be involved.

In this paper, we take mutual accountability as a core construct, ref lecting both its centrality to 
the primary aims of Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 and its necessity as a key aid effectiveness 
principle for a sector aid partnership representing multiple stakeholders with divergent agendas to 
work effectively. Mutual accountability is broadly understood to ref lect a compact under which two 
or more parties hold one another accountable for agreed commitments they have voluntarily made 
to one another. Acknowledging GPE’s institutional focus on the importance of systems strengthen-
ing in conceptualizing the role of JSRs, we explore two interlinked questions, assuming that mutual 
accountability is a key objective achieved by JSRs where these are effective. We therefore first explore 
the ways education stakeholders conceptualize and understand the JSR’s role in achieving account-
ability. We then examine how JSRs in GPE partner countries operate, by applying an analytical frame-
work that defines JSR effectiveness in five key dimensions as well as showing how each of these 
dimensions intersect with the objective of mutual accountability. 

We frame our research by asking two key questions:

1. How are JSRs perceived as promoting (mutual) accountability? As above, we consider the 
mutual accountability principle to be of central importance in an aid environment, given the 
division of sector roles and responsibilities across a diverse range of stakeholders. We therefore 
pay particular attention to the competing views of these stakeholders in considering this ques-
tion. We also recognize that selection of the mutual accountability lens limits us to primarily 
examining the relationship as though it acts in only one direction (i.e., the role of JSRs in fos-
tering accountability), but of course acknowledge that in practice accountability is also a key 
input into the production of an effective JSR. Furthermore, our underlying assumption is that 
accountability, mutual or otherwise, is not an end in itself; it can support other equally impor-
tant principles, such as ownership and transparency, as well as serving as a means to improved 
education outcomes. 

2. How is mutual accountability likely to be affected by JSR effectiveness? While JSRs are argu-
ably a product of the aid effectiveness agenda and have only been researched in the development 
context, we contend that the capacity of a JSR to serve as an accountability platform is directly 
related to its effectiveness. Here, we apply an analytical framework that defines JSR effectiveness 
in five key dimensions: (i) inclusive and participatory, (ii) aligned to shared policy frameworks, 
(iii) based on evidence, (iv) a monitoring tool, and (v) an instrument for change embedded effec-
tively into a policy cycle. This analysis provides valuable insights into how JSRs in a large sample 
of GPE partner countries currently operate and allows us to better understand how to position 
the JSR as a tool for f lexible and adaptive planning. Our aim here is to stimulate further research 
into better understanding the pathways to creating successful JSRs. The dimensions included in 
our framework are intended as reference points for focusing dialogue among the community of 
policymakers, education practitioners and researchers. 

The discussion of the evidence collected is framed in four sections. In Section 1, we discuss the 
multiple sources of data used to inform our study as well as the methodology employed to collect 
and analyze this data, showing how we intertwined inductive and normative research approaches in 
a complementary way. Our research strategy entails an inductive approach to understanding mutual 
accountability in JSRs that applies across stakeholders, and then superimposes this on a normative 
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conception developed by GPE of how JSRs should ideally be conducted. Applying a normative analyt-
ical framework to apprehend JSR effectiveness allowed us to better understand how JSR effectiveness 
intersects with the goal of mutual accountability and provided an opportunity to check the robust-
ness of this framework.

In Section 2, we present a review of the literature, contextualizing the emergence of JSRs within 
the evolution of the architecture of international aid and providing a definition of JSRs (including 
their key characteristics) as we know them today. We also explain how both the literature and aid 
effectiveness principles inform the five key dimensions of the analytical framework for JSR effective-
ness. Finally, we explore how other researchers have defined the concept of (mutual) accountability 
as well as how mutual accountability theoretically intersects with the JSR mechanism. 

In Section 3, we discuss the conceptualization of mutual accountability within the JSR mech-
anism, based on the perspectives of key education stakeholders: governments, development part-
ners and civil society organizations (CSOs). Here we make the argument that for JSRs to serve as an 
accountability platform, it is critical to understand the variety of expectations education stakeholders 
hold with respect to accountability in the context of a JSR. We find considerable deviation in views 
both across and, in some instances, within stakeholder groups. Development partners tend to ref lect 
the international development rhetoric in a relatively homogenous way; government officials implic-
itly prefer national ownership of sector planning and implementation over holding other partners 
to account for key commitments; and CSOs (the most heterogeneous group) often view themselves as 
holding no particular accountability piece in the compact. These findings underpin our development 
of a more nuanced model of mutual accountability, based on an expanded understanding of sectoral 
responsibilities and differential distribution across partners. 

Finally, in Section 4, we apply the analytical framework composed of five key dimensions 
describing JSR effectiveness to a sample of 39 JSRs from GPE developing country partners, so as to 
better understand how JSRs currently operate. We aim to highlight the ways in which the key dimen-
sions of this framework intersect with the model of mutual accountability outlined in the previous 
section. We also discuss a number of weaknesses in the way in which JSRs are operationalized; these 
weaknesses serve as a threat to the effectiveness of the instrument, thereby reducing mutual account-
ability. At the same time, identifying these weaknesses allows us to consider ways in which the JSR 
mechanism may be strengthened. 
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SECTION 1: Research Strategy
This paper constitutes the first findings of a broader research project undertaken by GPE to explore 
the dynamics of what might define JSR effectiveness, with the longer-term objective of constructing 
a robust measure of this outcome. We adopted a mixed-methods approach, using a variety of pri-
mary and secondary data in complementary ways to enrich our discussion. This data was analyzed 
using a two-pronged approach, contained within distinct sections. In the first, Section 3, we apply 
an inductive lens in reviewing inputs from key education stakeholders in conceptualizing the con-
struct of mutual accountability. Here, we attempted to compare and contrast the sometimes diver-
gent perspectives of multiple education stakeholders against the broad understanding of mutual 
accountability embedded in recent international development compacts. Our objective is to delineate 
a more nuanced model of mutual accountability in JSRs that better ref lects the reported interests and 
concerns of key actors across the sector. It is important to acknowledge that while we attempted to 
remain neutral on the issues, our views are inevitably colored by a GPE lens.1 This approach is also 
exploratory, as data on mutual accountability and how this is supported by JSRs were extracted from 
instruments that were not specifically designed for examining this question, but rather to generate a 
broader understanding of the functions served by JSRs. 

Then, in Section 4, we shift away from an inductive approach, applying a normative analytical 
framework that was developed as part of the GPE 2016-2020 results framework for monitoring the 
quality of JSRs in GPE partner countries. This methodology outlines five dimensions of JSR effec-
tiveness. Here, our primary purpose was to provide a detailed descriptive snapshot of what could be 
observed about JSRs and how they operate today across a large sample of countries. However, given 
the extensive volume of data collected to support our broader research agenda, we also used the 
opportunity to refine this JSR effectiveness typology, making adjustments where these would not 
compromise the quality or interpretation of the data, which was collected for the GPE results frame-
work prior to inception of this paper. Our descriptive findings are complemented by observations 
that arise from these other data sources. 

We consider the use of these two approaches, namely the heuristic and the normative lenses, 
to offer two benefits. First, removing ourselves in our first findings chapter (Section 3) from the 
normative framework developed by GPE (Section 4) affords us an opportunity to critically review 
the construction of the JSR effectiveness methodology and to consider changes that could push us 
toward the development of a more robust framework. During the initial process of developing the 
GPE results framework JSR indicator, GPE drew on a wide range of resources, including literature and 
engagement with GPE stakeholders. Second, it allows us to be pragmatic in our use of available data. 
Furthermore, not exploiting this data source would considerably weaken the overall narrative we are 
able to build around JSRs and mutual accountability.

The data collected to inform our research are described below (further details on the methodol-
ogy are presented in Annex 1).

1 As outlined in the introduction, the ToC positions JSRs as the preferred monitoring mechanism in the education policy cycle as well as the central 
vehicle for achieving mutual accountability in the context of developing stronger education systems.
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1. A comprehensive and systematic review of available literature (referred to as literature review) 

The literature review was conducted to consolidate existing knowledge on JSRs, in order to both 
better understand how researchers perceive this mechanism as supporting accountability among 
stakeholders and what form effective JSRs take. The literature review included 49 articles,2 mainly 
published by international organizations and based on a documentary review and single- or multiple-
case studies. Of these, 10 articles (20 percent) primarily discuss JSRs, four of which are in the educa-
tion sector. Approximately a third of the articles (17, or 35 percent) focus on sector-wide approaches 
(SWAps, discussed below), 10 of them (20 percent) on aid effectiveness, and the rest on monitoring 
and evaluation (12 percent), sector budget support (8 percent) and donor-government reviews (4 per-
cent). Almost a third of the articles refer to the education sector (31 percent) and slightly more than 
a third refer to the health sector (39 percent); only 4 percent refer to the agricultural sector, and the 
rest refer to no sector, or to multiple sectors. A total of 57 different country cases were studied in the 
articles; on average, five countries were discussed per article. However, the same country cases were 
discussed in a number of articles: Cambodia, Bangladesh, Ghana, Mozambique, Uganda and Vietnam 
were the most frequently discussed across both the eight articles focusing primarily on JSRs and the 
full sample of 49 articles.

2. Interviews conducted with education stakeholders (referred to as stakeholder interviews) 

Thirty-two semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions were conducted with key 
 country-level stakeholders (government officials, development partners, CSO representatives and 
two GPE country leads3) across five sites: Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Guinea, The Gambia and Zam-
bia. Interviews took place between March and June 2016. The broad interview protocol investigated 
the experience of the interviewees and their roles in their organizations; their involvement in JSR 
processes; their understanding of a JSR and its functions or purposes; their opinions on an “ideal” 
JSR; and their perspective on the successes and challenges of the particular JSR in which the inter-
viewee participated and the interviewer observed. The objective was to collect information on the 
perspective of JSR participants that could assist in identifying themes of relevance for understanding 
effective JSRs, in order to complement the findings from our normative framework (presented in 
Section 4). Although the interview protocol was not structured specifically to examine the question 
of mutual accountability, interviewees naturally discussed the issue, allowing us to leverage this 
material to inductively explore the links between JSRs and mutual accountability. Interview data was 
imported into NVivo, and coded and analyzed using this software.

3. An online survey of key education stakeholders (referred to as stakeholder surveys) 

In September 2016, GPE administered a brief online survey to multiple stakeholders across GPE 
partner countries, which included a question interrogating the relative value that they place on dif-
ferent functions or purposes of JSRs. This was used to inform our analysis of stakeholder perspectives 
on the role of mutual accountability in JSRs. The survey was filled out by 70 representatives across 
28 countries and included the views of governments, development partners (both donors and technical 
agencies), CSOs (encompassing NGOs, teachers unions and parents associations) and representatives 
from the private sector. The question as well as the related survey results are included in Annex 1.

2 Articles used are noted in the bibliography with an asterisk (*).
3 Country leads are GPE staff who form part of the Country Support Team. They are responsible for supporting GPE processes across partner countries 
that form their portfolio. They also advise countries on sector policy processes, including sector planning and monitoring.
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4. Data collected across 39 JSRs, examining five dimensions of effective JSRs, as part of GPE’s 
expanded monitoring and evaluation framework (referred to as variable analysis) 

In an attempt to better monitor outcomes, and to provide a stronger evidence base for policy dia-
logue, GPE’s Secretariat developed a series of indicators under the umbrella of the 2016–2020 results 
framework, designed to align directly with the core goals and objectives outlined in the GPE 2020 
strategic plan. As part of this process, an assessment questionnaire (detailed in Annex 1) was devel-
oped to evaluate JSR quality, as represented by five key dimensions identified as central to effective-
ness. This approach entails a desk-based review of principal JSR documents to extract observations 
about a number of variables that we argue serve as proxies for core drivers of robust and effective 
JSRs. It is important to reinforce that while the results provide critical inputs into this research paper, 
this questionnaire was not developed primarily as a research tool, but rather prior to the elaboration 
of this research as a tool for GPE corporate monitoring.

This exercise enabled the construction of a unique database for JSRs conducted between July 
2014 and December 2015, and for systematic comparison of JSR variables across states. This offers 
unique insights compared to the exclusively case-based approach in the existing literature. In Sec-
tion 4 of this paper we draw heavily on this data to highlight findings across 39 JSRs.4 Correlations 
across the dimensions of this framework were statistically tested and we found little or no evidence 
of clear relationships. While one might assume that strength in one dimension could reinforce good 
performance in others, we take this as evidence of independence across the dimensions that were 
investigated, suggesting that the analytical framework is robust in its construction. 

In addition, our insights are colored by a number of other sources, including direct observations 
of JSR meetings, interviews with four members of the GPE management team, and two focus groups 
with GPE country leads who were asked to ref lect on their experiences with JSRs both at GPE and 
prior to joining the Secretariat. While these sources are not directly cited here, they helped us to 
generate a more holistic approach to answering our core research questions. 

SECTION 2: What Do We Know about JSRs? A Review 
of the Literature 
Despite their emergence almost 20 years ago, and their use today across a wide range of countries 
as a key monitoring instrument, there has been little systematic investigation of the role of JSRs in 
the strengthening of national systems. In order to build a robust research framework and develop a 
clearer conceptualization of the form and contribution of JSRs within the national policy cycle, we 
undertook an extensive review of the literature in three sectors: education, health and agriculture. To 
our knowledge, this is the first time that such a comprehensive review of JSRs has been conducted. 
We identified 49 articles,5 related directly or indirectly to JSRs, from which information about 57 
different country cases was collected. 

4 Note that this constitutes a different (wider) sample of JSRs than was included in the GPE 2016-2020 results framework indicator, which only included 
the 2015 calendar year.
5 Idem, note 1.
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An analysis of these articles demonstrates that, to date, knowledge production on JSRs has been 
biased toward the publications of international organizations, based on JSRs conducted in health and 
education, with in-depth discussion of only a limited sample of country cases (primarily Cambodia, 
Bangladesh, Ghana, Mozambique, Uganda and Vietnam). The approach to analysis in these articles 
has largely been via documentary review, with the vast majority of publications in English,6 which 
may explain the limited selection of country cases studied. With these shortcomings in mind, we first 
provide historical context for the emergence of JSRs, before presenting the key themes that emerged 
from existing research and helped to inform the framework of effective JSRs discussed in Section 4. 

JSRs in Historical Perspective: How Did the Mechanism Emerge? 

Aid Paradigms 

The first education JSRs recorded in the literature date back to 1999 in Mozambique (World Bank, 
2001) and Uganda (Penny et al., 2008). In the same year, the first health care JSRs also took place, in 
Bangladesh (Martínez et al., 2013; Foster et al., 2000) and Ghana (Foster et al., 2000). They emerged at 
a time when the macroeconomic dialogue between donors and governments shifted away from the 
failure of structural adjustment programs to what came to be known as the “aid effectiveness agenda,” 
first formalized in 2003 at the First High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in Rome and further devel-
oped at the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (Paris Declaration) in 2005. Propelled by the prin-
ciples of ownership, alignment, harmonization, managing for results, and mutual accountability, 
frameworks for wider donor coordination were established. Common procedures were also adopted, 
particularly for joint missions, monitoring, progress reporting, procedures, and norms for technical 
assistance (OECD, 2005, 2008). Aid effectiveness emerged in parallel with the above- mentioned trans-
formations in the broader macroeconomic dialogue between donors and governments, in line with a 
shifting focus toward expenditure management and the provision of essential social services.

In education, the aid effectiveness agenda shared principles with the Education for All (EFA) con-
sensus that emerged in the late 1990s among developing countries and their development partners. 
The central tenet of the EFA consensus, as expressed in the World Education Forum in Dakar (2000), 
echoed the international commitment endorsed by members of the OECD Development Assistance 
Committee in the reference document Shaping the 21st Century (OECD, 1996). This declaration aimed 
to increase bilateral aid, harmonize donor activities and focus on development priorities, including 
universal education (Mundy, 2007). The EFA consensus was also based on the promise of increased 
donor coordination and support for country ownership, as delineated in the joint declaration, A Bet-
ter World for All (IMF et. al, 2000), signed by key multilateral organizations (Mundy, 2007). It is in this 
context that the Education for All Fast Track Initiative (EFA-FTI), GPE’s predecessor, was launched in 
2002 as an alliance between donors and developing countries to ensure accelerated education prog-
ress in the lowest- income economies toward EFA goals. Echoing global priorities of the time, EFA-FTI 
placed considerable emphasis on the development of education components in Poverty Reduction 
Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and/or the preparation of sound national education sector plans (ESPs) as cen-
tral instruments for driving sector results via aid effectiveness principles. 

Progress toward development results and alignment with the aid effectiveness principles at coun-
try level was appraised through multi-stakeholder “inclusive mutual assessments of progress” (OECD 

6 Searches were conducted in English, French and Spanish.
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and UNDP, 2014). These assessments are arguably comparable to today’s JSRs as discussed later in 
this section, given that they were meant to track stakeholders’ progress against agreed commitments, 
albeit focused at the level of overall development objectives and not at the sector level. These assess-
ments also introduced the principle that such reviews should be mutual and inclusive (OECD, 2005, 
2008, 20). The Busan Partnership for Effective Development Cooperation (Busan Partnership) in 2011 
promoted a number of additional features, including the need to assess performance toward devel-
opment targets and indicators in line with countries’ policy priorities, the importance of regular 
assessment, the inclusion of multiple stakeholders and the wide dissemination of reviews (Busan 
Partnership, 2011, 5; OECD and UNDP, 2014).

Aid Instruments 

Early forms of JSRs can be found in the monitoring mechanisms conceived as part of sector invest-
ment programs (SIPs), which were promoted by the World Bank in light of the unsatisfactory results 
achieved in individual aid projects and public expenditure allocations (Harrold and Associates, 1995) 
as well as government frustration with donor fragmentation and managerial overload (Cassels, 1997). 
Embedded in the same international aid paradigm shift—but articulated prior to formalization of 
the aid effectiveness agenda—SIPs were driven by recognition of the need for increased efficacy in 
aid disbursements at the sector level, as well as a shift from donor-driven to government-owned 
aid processes. This required substituting measures of success from individual donor project perfor-
mance with measures related to government sector strategy performance (P. Harrold, 2016, personal 
communication, September  19). SIPs were distinguished by their comprehensive sector coverage, 
promotion of close coordination among government and donor partners, and a focus on local own-
ership and management of all sector processes (Harrold and Associates, 1995). SIPs did not exist 
as a separate lending instrument; they were envisioned as a new sector-based approach within 

TABLE 1 TIMELINE WITH KEy LITERATURE PORTRAyINg JSR EVOLUTION

Timeline Literature Review JSR Evolution

1995 Discussion paper delineating sector investment 
programs (SIPs) at the World Bank (Harrold and 
Associates, 1995)

SIP supervision missions 

1997 Guide delineating sector-wide approaches (SWAps) in 
health sector (Cassels, 1997)

SWAp joint appraisals 

1999 First identified JSRs in education (World Bank, 2001; 
Penny et al., 2008) and health (Martínez et al., 2013; 
Foster et al., 2000)

First JSRs in education in 
Mozambique and Uganda, and in 
health in Bangladesh and Ghana

2005

2008

2011

Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness (OECD, 2005)

Accra Agenda for Action (OECD, 2008)

Busan Partnership for Effective Development 
Cooperation (Busan Partnership, 2011)

Mutual assessment reviews at 
the national level and JSRs at the 
sector level
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existing investment activities (P. Harrold, 2016, personal communication, September 19). Within the 
SIP approach, donor-driven “supervision missions” were seen as the core monitoring mechanisms, 
although these were called “annual review meetings” in practice (P. Harrold, 2016, personal commu-
nication, September 19). 

The same shifting perspectives that gave rise to SIPs, as conceptualized by a single donor (the 
World Bank), prompted the parallel evolution of sector-wide approaches (SWAps), developed in 
collaboration with a wider range of development partners alongside the World Bank, including 
Denmark, Ireland, Norway, Sweden and the United Kingdom (V. Walford, 2016, personal commu-
nication, September 20; A. Riddell, 2016, personal communication, September 21). While SIPs and 
SWAps evolved as a consequence of the same underlying philosophy and shared key characteris-
tics, they were developed in parallel rather than as linked mechanisms. Both were conceptualized 
as alternatives to financing development in Africa (Buchert, 2002), especially in countries heavily 
dependent on external donors (Harrold and Associates, 1995). A commonly accepted definition of 
SWAps demonstrates clear similarities in the philosophy underlying SIPs and the broader agenda of 
aid effectiveness: SWAps are referred to as a type of international development cooperation modality 
in which significant funding supports a single sector policy and expenditure program under govern-
ment leadership, driving the adoption by all funding parties of a common approach across the sector 
and moving toward the use of government processes to disburse and account for financing (Foster et 
al., 2000; Riddell, 2007a). SWAps reinforced the idea that aid should be responsive to national policies 
and priorities (Boak and Ndaruhutse, 2011). 

Under SWAps, “joint appraisals” organized between government and donors became the main 
monitoring and evaluation (M&E) instrument to assess progress across a sector (Cassels, 1997; World 
Bank, 2001). Joint appraisals were considered the culmination of a SWAp and were designed to assess 
policy implementation including strategic objectives, performance indicators, annual work plan and 
 medium-term expenditure framework (Riddell, 2007a; Bartholomew, Takala and Ahmed, 2010). 

Defining JSRs Today 

With this understanding of the historical evolution of JSRs, we turn next to review how the liter-
ature can help identify the common characteristics and objectives of JSRs today, in an attempt to 
consolidate a working definition. There is no widely accepted definition of JSRs; however, Holvoet 
and Inberg (2009) identify a number of common characteristics of JSRs, many of which ref lect key 
elements of the joint monitoring platforms envisaged under SIPs and SWAps, namely: 

1. They are organized once or twice a year, for a duration of one to two weeks. 
2. They are led by the sector ministry and engage various state and non-state stakeholders, and are 

divided into working groups to discuss thematic issues. 
3. Inputs include a variety of primary and secondary data sources, mostly sector performance 

reports and financial reports prepared by the sector ministry and the Ministry of Finance, as well 
as commissioned studies on specific topics and information from donors and CSO projects.

4. Field visits may feed into the main discussions. 
5. Conclusions and recommendations are gathered into an annual review report that is shared 

with all stakeholders. This constitutes the main output of the process. 
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Packer (2006) adds that JSR discussions are framed by an agreed-upon set of objectives, targets 
and performance indicators. In 2012, GPE conducted an unpublished study based on 67 JSR-related 
documents, produced between 2002 and 2011 in 21 countries (GPE, 2012a). This report concluded 
that there was considerable conformity across the basic characteristics of the education JSRs in the 
sample. Most JSRs are conducted on an annual basis, with field visits of three to five days followed by 
three to five days of a conference or workshop in the capital city. The latter typically includes both 
plenary sessions and working groups, during which presentations, official statements and formally 
agreed records of conclusions are documented. However, some variation exists across countries with 
respect to the operationalization of these characteristics (GPE, 2012a) and the terminology used to 
describe the review.7 In research conducted in the health sector, Martínez, Dodd and Walford (2013) 
identify two main objectives of sector reviews: (1) they allow stakeholders to take stock of sector prog-
ress at key points in the planning cycle, and (2) they facilitate agreement on strengths and weaknesses 
in implementation, enabling an informed discussion on how to continue toward sector progress. 

This leads us to an examination of what constitutes an “effective” JSR, or one that is likely to 
achieve these objectives. Our definition of the key elements of effectiveness draws on a normative 
tool developed by GPE to inform its corporate results framework, and corresponds to the five dimen-
sions around which our analysis in Section 4 is based. These comprise three key JSR characteristics, 
namely that a JSR should be (1) participatory and inclusive, (2) aligned to a policy framework and 
 (3)  evidence-based; and should serve two important functions, namely to act as (4) a monitoring tool 
and (5) an instrument for change embedded effectively into a policy cycle. We organize the research 
collected during our literature review along these lines, noting that the evidence collected during this 
element of our research project extends beyond what was initially collected to develop the results 
framework indicator, creating a far richer evidence base. This expanded review broadly supports the 
robustness of the original framework. 

(1) Participatory and inclusive

JSRs provide an important platform for a variety of stakeholders to comment on sector progress and 
influence key priorities, strategies and future activities related to the ESP (Packer, 2006). In addition 
to the traditional categories of actors formally included in the negotiation of the aid partnership—
governments and development partners (OECD, 2005, 2008)—the Busan Partnership (2011) provided 
a broader and more inclusive platform where CSOs and the private sector were framed as equal 
contributors to development.8 In particular, the inclusion of the CSOs in policy fora was emphasized 
in the EFA consensus, in which CSOs were expected to play two key roles: (1) legitimizing national 
plans and (2) holding governments accountable for commitments (ODI, 2006; Lister and Nyamuga-
sira, 2003; Brock et al., 2002; Gould and Ojanen, 2003; McGee, Levene and Hughes, 2002; Smillie and 
Lecomte, 2003, as cited in Mundy, 2008). However, the literature discusses the inherent challenge of 
the participation of nationally representative CSOs, which necessitates aggregating a diversity of local 
citizen voices at an upper governance level for the compact to work (Mundy, 2008). 

Across the literature, it is also argued that the participation of different groups serves diverse and 
complementary functions. Government is in charge of reviewing the ESP, its strategic objectives, per-
formance indicators and related operational tools, in collaboration with its partners (Riddell, 2007a); 
development partners prioritize the need for the accountability and reinforce the learning functions 

7 In this paper, we use the generic terminology JSR for all multi-stakeholder annual reviews.
8 Historically, CSOs and the private sector were already acknowledged in the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and the Accra Agenda for Action, 
but only referenced in the compact through the actions of governments and donors (OECD, 2005, 2008). The Busan Partnership was the first attempt to 
formally include them among key education stakeholders, and CSOs were invited to the negotiation table (Busan Partnership, 2011).
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of JSRs (Holvoet and Inberg, 2009); and CSOs and local representatives, as key agents in the delivery of 
services, provide a unique perspective on what is working, or not, from the community’s perspective 
(Hattori, 2009). Cooperation across stakeholders therefore facilitates more robust policy formulation 
and implementation. However, attendance by a variety of actors at a JSR does not necessarily trans-
late into meaningful engagement by all parties. Token participation by some stakeholders, in partic-
ular CSOs, is often reported as problematic. For example, Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong (2014) 
argue that “poor participation” in JSRs is often not a function of low attendance levels, but rather 
attributable to the ineffective contribution of participants. 

(2) Aligned to shared policy frameworks 

What constitutes a relevant policy framework on which a JSR should be based is extensively debated 
in the literature, with variation in practices both across countries and across sectors. In some con-
texts, JSRs are encompassed into broader monitoring processes associated with macro-level develop-
ment or budgetary frameworks such as PRSPs or medium-term budget frameworks (Packer, 2006; 
Gerster and Chickwekwe, 2007; de Kemp et al., 2011). In the education sector, the compact that speci-
fies the common goals and reciprocal commitments of stakeholders tends to be found in sector plans 
and strategies. However, regardless of whether the JSR is conceived of as part of a larger review or 
strictly as a sector-monitoring exercise, it should be based on an agreed-upon policy framework that 
formulates steps for action (Domingo et al., 2009). This provides the JSR with a clearly defined, shared 
agenda, along which stakeholders can coordinate on the basis of “shared principles, common goals 
and differential commitments” (Busan Partnership, 2011, 1). This in turn allows (1) cross- checking to 
determine whether stakeholders entrusted with specific roles and responsibilities carried out their 
assigned functions or tasks (Steer and Wathne, 2009), and (2) an examination of sector performance 
against a predefined and agreed-upon set of objectives and targets (Packer, 2006; Domingo et al., 
2009; Penrose and Sacklokham, 2009; Martínez et al., 2013; Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong, 2014). 
Lack of consensus on the framework against which a JSR is based often results in parallel monitoring 
mechanisms targeting different audiences, which may contribute to divergent and competing lines of 
accountability (Domingo et al., 2009) as well as increased transaction costs.

(3) Based on evidence

A key principle of the aid effectiveness agenda is the importance of “managing for results,” or the 
idea that evidence-based decision making is central to effective planning and policy implementation 
(OECD, 2005, 2008). It is argued that evidence should be viewed as “a measure of technical credibil-
ity” in monitoring, incorporating information that is clearly defined, quality assured, unbiased and 
transparent. Furthermore, evidence is the true “currency of accountability” (Droop et al., 2008, 18), 
given that sound policy dialogue can only be supported in the presence of a robust evidence base on 
progress toward key goals. To allow stakeholders in a JSR to fully analyze and discuss evidence, it is 
also necessary that governments ensure the timely provision of relevant data to develop an annual 
implementation report, the core document around which the assessment conducted during a JSR 
is typically framed. The production of quality annual implementation reports is a central input in 
ensuring the analytical value of a JSR (Holvoet and Inberg, 2009). Quality of annual implementation 
reports is often contingent on the robustness of the Education Management Information System 
(EMIS), which should produce timely and reliable quantitative data on education for supporting sec-
tor monitoring and decision making (Penny et al., 2008). The corollary here is that a weak EMIS may 
compromise JSR quality (Boak and Ndaruhutse, 2011). An area that has not been fully explored in the 
literature is the relative weight JSR participants place on different forms of evidence. 
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(4) Monitoring tool 

Monitoring is the most commonly cited function of JSRs in the literature, where this is understood to 
be a review of sector performance over the past year, particularly with respect to plan implementa-
tion, financial management, previous JSR recommendations, and core government and donor-funded 
activities (Martínez et al., 2013; Packer, 2006; Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong, 2014; World Bank, 
2001; Penrose and Sacklokham, 2009). Holvoet and Rombouts (2008) propose that, rather than rep-
resenting a simple exercise in stocktaking and accounting outputs, the most effective JSRs ref lect 
a more analytical approach that asks why targets were not met and questions the value of various 
targets and their related interventions, as well as how processes might be improved based on lessons 
learned. Good monitoring suggests the use of quality and on-time evidence to understand what is 
(and what is not) working and how best to address key bottlenecks. It was in this spirit that JSRs were 
conceived. As part of a sector-wide approach, the JSR should serve the essential function of providing 
a platform for dealing with problems in plan implementation within the sector (Cassels, 1997). It is 
important to note that aligning a JSR to a clear policy framework, per dimension 2, is a necessary but 
not sufficient condition for coherent monitoring, in that the framework sets the appropriate parame-
ters for monitoring but does not guarantee its performance. Of course, aligning to a policy framework 
has benefits beyond effective monitoring, including improved coordination across stakeholders and 
greater consensus around JSR objectives. 

(5) Instrument for change embedded effectively into a policy cycle 

Many authors argue that a JSR may be regarded as effective only when it ultimately serves as a 
management and support tool for sector planning, programming, budget preparation and execution 
(Packer, 2006; Martínez et al., 2013; Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong, 2014). This presupposes that 
the four dimensions described above are operational in the JSR, culminating in a forward-looking 
consensus among stakeholders on how to work together to improve processes and generate better 
sector results (Steer and Wathne, 2009). Notably, existing research across multiple sectors highlights 
that the major challenge to this function is a failure to properly translate JSR recommendations 
into policy, operational planning and budgeting actions (Packer, 2006; Holvoet and Inberg, 2009; 
Hattori, 2009; GPE, 2012a; Martínez et al., 2013; Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong, 2014). GPE’s 
earlier unpublished study (2012a) finds that recommendations are rarely prioritized and often scat-
tered throughout the JSR output documentation. In the health sector, one study reported that JSRs 
very rarely formulate “SMART9 recommendations” specifying the “who, what, how and when” (IHP, 
2013a).

However, the overall challenge does not lie simply with the robustness or number of the recom-
mendations. It also ref lects the absence of proper mechanisms for follow-up. This is said to contrib-
ute to a palpable fatigue, as stakeholders become less likely to see JSRs as an instrument for change 
(Packer, 2006; Holvoet and Inberg, 2009; GPE, 2012a; Martínez et al., 2013; Asuming-Brempong and 
Frimpong, 2014). Embedding JSRs into the policy cycle at the right moment is of critical importance 
in addressing this challenge. Harding and Gerster (2004) reported that sector review timing was too 
often arbitrarily set for the convenience of development partners, instead of being aligned with 
sector ministries’ planning and budgeting cycles. Hattori (2009) and Asuming-Brempong and Frim-
pong (2014) suggested JSR recommendations should be operationalized as soon as possible, and the 
required financial and human resources allocated in an effective and timely way. The authors also 

9 Indicating the acronym for specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and timely (SMART) recommendations (IHP, 2013a).
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argue that linking the JSR with the annual planning process (or with the annual budget program-
ming cycle if the latter does not occur) appears to be crucial for inf luencing negotiations with the 
Ministry of Finance on budget allocations. Packer (2006) discusses the potential value of embedding 
JSRs into a macro policy process such as the poverty reduction strategies, even though he could not 
report any evidence that this was actually happening by that time. 

Mutual Accountability as a Construct and Its Role in JSRs

Accountability is a complex and multifaceted concept that may have different meanings for different 
stakeholders. However, as the central focus of this paper, it is necessary to provide a framework for 
what is meant when we discuss mutual accountability. We therefore adopt the working definition 
provided in a background paper prepared for the Third High-Level Forum on Aid Effectiveness in 
Accra (Droop et al., 2008, 10):10

Accountability is about holding those with responsibilities to account with the purpose of 
securing more responsive, efficient and effective behaviour. It means ensuring that actions are 
answered for, that performance is evaluated, and that consequent steps are taken. In essence, 
mutual accountability is the process by which two (or multiple) parties hold one another account-
able for the commitments they have voluntarily made to one another. But it is also more than 
that. It is a process through which commitment to, and ownership of, shared agendas is cre-
ated and reinforced by: building trust and understanding; shifting incentives towards results in 
achievement of shared objectives; embedding common values; deepening responsibilities and 
strengthening partnership; and openness to external scrutiny for assessing results in relation to 
goals. 

Along with JSRs, the way the development community has operationalized the concept of 
accountability has evolved over time. The joint appraisal mechanism under SWAps had as its near-
exclusive concern the provision of support to government in ensuring transparency and account-
ability for funds through adequate safeguards (Foster, 2000). This focus on financial accountability 
was reinforced by the aid effectiveness agenda, which called for both strengthened public financial 
management capacities from governments, and greater financial responsibility and aid predictability 
from donors (Hattori, 2009). 

However, both the Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda for Action (OECD, 2005, 2008) sought to 
broaden the perimeter of accountability and actively engaged with the concept of mutual accountabil-
ity, holding partners of equal weights mutually accountable for “development results” instead of focus-
ing only on funding. In these two framing documents, government and donors are seen as accountable 
to each other, as well as to their citizens, via parliaments. As noted previously, the Busan Partnership 
of 2011 extended the concept of mutual accountability by more formally integrating the full range 
of partners already identified in the Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda for Action, namely the 
private sector and civil society actors. In the education sector, the EFA consensus also allowed for the 
emergence of new actors, like networks of international nongovernmental organizations working 
for the achievement of EFA goals. This marked a significant change, given that they were not part of 

10  In addition, we note that within the accountability literature, some authors distinguish between “horizontal” accountability, which implies a degree 
of reciprocity among equal partners (typically government and donors), and “vertical” or downward accountability (typically government and citizens). In 
this paper, we largely avoid this distinction, given that mutual accountability broadly reflects the spirit of horizontal accountability only.
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any international development compact, despite the activism of international teachers unions and 
humanitarian and religious organizations from the early 20th century (Mundy, 2007). 

But what constitutes mutual accountability in practice, especially in the context of JSRs? Refer-
ences to the JSR as a forum for monitoring and reporting on sector performance are common in the 
literature (Boak and Ndaruhutse, 2011; GPE, 2012a; IHP, 2013a, 2014a, and 2014b). More broadly, 
according to Domingo et al. (2009), successful mutual accountability mechanisms entail three stages: 
(1) generating common goals and commitments; (2) monitoring and reviewing progress toward these 
commitments; and (3) engaging in dialogue around progress and next steps. This ref lects the way a 
JSR is expected to function.  This, in turn, serves to improve accountability among stakeholders.

SECTION 3: JSRs as a Mutual Accountability Platform 
Education Stakeholders’ View of Accountability in the Context of JSRs

A key observation emerging from the literature review in Section 2 was that a preponderance of 
researchers pointed to the importance of the JSR as a forum for monitoring and reporting on sector 
performance in light of assigned stakeholders’ roles and responsibilities. Through this channel, JSRs 
are argued to serve as a vehicle for improving accountability among stakeholders. The value of JSRs 
as a platform for accountability is reinforced by outcomes of the GPE stakeholder survey, which 
explored the relative value that key stakeholders place on different purposes of JSRs. When aggregat-
ing across stakeholder groups,11 all accountability functions taken together (government accountabil-
ity toward donors and toward its citizens, as well as mutual accountability) were identified as among 
the most important outcomes of JSRs (21 percent of responses)—second only to the expectation that 
JSRs would create more country ownership over plan implementation (35 percent), as elaborated in 
Annex 1.

While the stakeholder survey (Table 2) shows that most key players agree that accountability is an 
important function of JSRs, it is not clear that stakeholders have a shared understanding of what the 
concept means in practice. In this section, we therefore use our stakeholder interviews in combina-
tion with the survey results to more clearly delineate the ways in which key education stakeholders 
(government, development partners and CSOs)12 conceptualize the nature of accountability as opera-
tionalized in the context of JSRs, and how the global discourse of “mutual accountability” translates 
into realities on the ground. We examine these issues by considering each group of stakeholders in 
turn, highlighting the variation in views across and within each group. We begin by considering 
the inputs of development partners, given that the views of this group are relatively homogenous, 
typically aligning most closely with the rhetoric outlined in the international development compacts 
discussed in the previous section. We then consider the perspective of government, the stakeholder 
we regard as central to the planning and implementation of sector policy, before turning to consider 
the inputs of CSOs.

11  Government, development partners, NGOs, teachers unions, the private sector and academic organizations.
12  Note that these categories in the interviews do not directly align with those under the stakeholder survey. In particular, teachers unions are con-
sidered to be part of the CSO group for the interview analysis, while no private sector and academic stakeholders were interviewed, given their limited 
participation in JSRs.
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Our aim here is to compare how ideal aspirations for JSRs, as expressed in the stakeholder survey 
and aspects of the stakeholder interviews, might diverge from the on-the-ground realities articulated 
in the interview data. We acknowledge a significant limitation—namely that interview discourse 
is inevitably tainted by our respondents’ institutional perspectives and associated objectives for JSR 
performance, and as such may not always ref lect actual experience. However, we argue that where 
clear digressions from the theoretical ideal are highlighted by interviewees, these can provide useful 
insights into how JSRs might be improved. Given that in many instances respondents are likely to 
ref lect an institutional bias in their discussion, we are of course cautious not to accept answers at 
face value, but instead evaluate stakeholder commentary against other data sources. This data is also 
useful in allowing us to triangulate observed JSR practices against what key players argue is the case. 

Perspective of Development Partners 

The position taken by development partners in the interviews aligns most closely with much of the 
commonly cited rhetoric around accountability, with the concept of mutual accountability frequently 
raised in conversation. This corresponds to the survey results, which show that for this group, JSRs 
represent an important opportunity to develop mutual accountability. The fact that development 
partners typically employ “mainstream” vocabulary in very similar ways is unsurprising given that 

TABLE 2 STAKEHOLDER EXPECTATIONS ON JSRs AS A PLATFORM FOR ACCOUNTABILITy  
By STAKEHOLDER (% OF N)

 
Government 
(N = 26)

Development 
Partners  
(N = 118)

NGO  
(N = 47)

Teachers 
Union  
(N = 6)

Private 
Sector 
(N = 3)

Academy 
(N = 3)

Government 
accountability 
toward donors

 0  2  6  0 33 0

Government 
accountability 
toward citizens

12  9 15  0 33 0

Mutual 
accountability

 4  9 13 17  0 0

All kinds of 
accountability 
functions

16 20 34 17 66 0

Notes: Table is based on original responses by all participants (not weighted) in the stakeholder survey (i.e., does not 
incorporate interview responses). The unit of analysis corresponds to the number of instances in which representa-
tives from a stakeholder category marked a particular function as important, and is presented as percentage of total 
responses (N) for each stakeholder category. In this survey, other JSR functions were included. Percentages will never 
sum to 100 percent horizontally or vertically, since this table reflects responses related only to the accountability 
function. Results therefore cannot be compared across stakeholders (horizontally); only within the same category of 
stakeholders (vertically). For further details see Annex 1.
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much of the mutual accountability discourse derives from the aid effectiveness agenda, which was 
primarily donor-driven. 

“I believe it [a JSR] should be a platform for mutual accountability because the idea is to look 
collectively to all of the education stakeholders at the progress and the performance of the 
sector as a whole. And as we consider we all want the advancement of the education sector, 
then mutual accountability should be from all of us towards all of us.” 

—Development partner representative

Development agencies argue that the JSR should not be seen as a static, one-way reporting 
mechanism in which government is the subject of interrogation by partners, but rather as an open 
forum where all stakeholders are held equally accountable. Mutual accountability is often f lagged by 
development partners as being best fostered in an environment where government is not positioned 
in a defensive role. This provides some rationale for opening JSRs to a wide range of participants, 
whereby, at least in theory, both successes and failures stand to be distributed across multiple groups 
rather than blame being placed exclusively on government. The underlying assumption here is that 
if governments and development partners plan together, they must also implement together and 
ultimately also review together, learning from each other in the process. As one development part-
ner noted, “We plan together and then we go and implement and [we] come together to look and 
critique.” 

However, it is worth noting that the country-level label “joint donor review” employed by some 
donors within the development partners group we interviewed suggests that, despite the rhetoric 
of mutual accountability, in practice there is not always a clear move away from the static, one-
way reporting line under which governments are held accountable for the expenditure of donor 
resources. This divide between the theory of mutual accountability as discussed by development 
partners versus the actual practice of one-way accountability is reinforced by the relative disconnect 
between the survey and much of the interview data. In the survey, development partners almost 
never highlighted the JSR as an instrument for the government to hold donors accountable. In 
contrast to our survey findings, during interviews some donors pointed to the ways in which JSRs 
could reinforce donor confidence by making it possible to evaluate the status of their investment 
when considering sector progress and monitoring whether their money is being used efficiently by 
governments.

A number of development partners report that the JSR provides an opportunity for them to pre-
sent their own achievements against objectives and evaluate their contributions to the implementa-
tion of policy, specifically with respect to action plans. While on the one hand this may be regarded 
as positive—donors identifying themselves as accountable for key deliverables, thereby reducing 
pressure on government and enacting one interpretation of mutual accountability—it also ref lects a 
shift away from government ownership of program implementation. Interestingly, however, none of 
the development partners interviewed discussed their responsibility either for aid disbursement and 
predictability or for the technical support they have committed to provide. 

Since in most contexts the majority of expenditure for education is funded domestically by local 
taxpayers, development partners agree that JSRs should also promote accountability to citizens. This 
is mirrored in development partners’ survey results, where vertical accountability (i.e., government 
to its citizens) is cited with the same frequency as mutual accountability as an expected JSR outcome. 
To the extent one considers that CSOs serve as citizen representatives, development partners report 
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viewing CSOs (and therefore, by proxy, citizens) as integral to monitoring by providing a perspective 
on how the sector plan has translated into implementation on the ground. However, they do not 
directly address the ways in which CSOs form part of the mutual accountability contract. 

Perspective of government Officials

Shifting to consider the perspective of government, we also observe some degree of intra-group homo-
geneity, in particular in the way government officials understand the main lines of accountability. 
The latter typically challenges the mutual accountability rhetoric embraced by the development part-
ners group, reinforcing the problems inherent in a simplistic portrayal of mutual accountability as a 
multi-way channel with responsibilities f lowing equally in two or more directions. A more nuanced 
picture of mutual accountability can be drawn from the government interviews, in which the min-
istry is typically described as being at the center of the mutual accountability architecture, bearing 
primary responsibility for the delivery of sector results in partnership with others. 

“Well, the Ministry has implemented the program and it talks frankly about it with partners: 
‘That is what we planned, this is where we are.’ This allows us to take a critical look at our 
action and it allows us, the group in charge of the implementation, to be more attentive to 
certain aspects.”

—Ministry of Education official 

Indeed, government officials most often describe accountability as operating in only one direc-
tion, with the government as the primary actor accountable to a number of other stakeholders. The 
most commonly discussed line of accountability across the interviews (and arguably the primary 
interest of the government group) is that JSRs allow government to attain a stamp of approval with 
respect to their performance on sector implementation. 

“Donors have engaged with us around a program, so it is normal that every year we justify 
what we have done with the money. Which resources have we used? How? Why? What we 
do here is presenting [sic] results. That’s how we can see if their contributions really allowed 
us to move forward, and we also draw lessons from each other.” 

—Ministry of Education official 

Government officials typically feel that a JSR is a forum in which they can show development 
partners, and donors in particular, how resources linked to a particular implementation program have 
been used; an opportunity that in their view serves to reassure donors and builds trust in their capac-
ity to develop robust plans and deliver on policy implementation. Aligning with what was expressed 
by development partners, government officials see JSRs as a moment in which development partners 
are able to monitor and evaluate the extent to which the government delivered on its promises. Hold-
ing partners, including donors, accountable in the same way is not typically an objective expressed by 
the government group. In an aid-dominated environment, they recognize that they have limited lever-
age to impose their own expectations on their financial partners. The lack of levers for enforceability 
built into the JSR mechanism seems to disadvantage governments more than donors: Donors can still 
use aid allocation and disbursements as a lever for enforcement if government commitments are not 
met, while government officials are arguably more reluctant to refuse external aid as a parallel means 
of compelling cooperation. This is reflected in the survey results, in which no government officials 
refer to JSRs as an accountability instrument for their donors. In theory, both donors and government 
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officials agree that JSRs are not meant to promote smaller-scale, one-way accountability; in practice, 
they also agree that government being accountable to financial partners is an essential element of a 
JSR for building mutual trust and strengthening collaboration within a partnership approach. 

Rather than viewing government interview data as grounds for refutation of the mutual account-
ability principle, the interview data from government officials may be seen as providing a comple-
mentary interpretation. Under this alternative framework, governments are the key implementing 
agents within a partnership environment, providing necessary reinforcement for their role as ulti-
mate owners of the sector plan. This does not necessarily need to translate into government being 
subject to the scrutiny of other partners who are exempt from any responsibilities; instead we argue 
not only for an expanded understanding of responsibilities, but also that there are alternative lines 
of responsibility for other stakeholders, including the provision of constructive inputs and technical 
support to assist government in working toward better service delivery. Donors and technical agen-
cies in particular are critical to the development and enhancement of government capabilities. This 
arguably ref lects a broader sense of mutual accountability than the simplistic two-way model often 
assumed in the literature, generating a more nuanced view of JSRs as an agreement among stakehold-
ers. This was ref lected by one Ministry of Education official, who observed: “The JSR is a contract of 
trust between partners working together. It is quite normal that at some point, once a year, we take 
stock of the situation.” 

Government officials regularly pay lip service to the importance of accountability toward their 
citizens, and citizen accountability is identified by this group in the survey results as the most impor-
tant function of JSRs. However, no respondents spent any time delineating the importance of this in 
the interviews, with the notable exception of one interviewee who was also the sole parliamentarian 
in the interview sample. The only way in which accountability to citizens is discussed is in reference 
to ensuring that CSOs have a voice and are able to challenge government reporting effectively. 

Perspective of CSOs

Finally, we consider the perspective of CSOs with respect to accountability in JSRs. This is arguably 
the most heterogeneous group within the interview sample, representing a broad range of constit-
uencies and views. Accountability in itself is not extensively discussed in these interviews, and is 
mostly referred to as an intangible concept that crystalizes the international community’s attention 
but does not echo country-sensitive and locally grounded concerns. This may be linked to the fact 
that systems-level thinking is less likely to be a feature of the dialogue within this group. While CSOs 
have long been active in shaping the international dialogue around education, it is only relatively 
recently, under the Busan Partnership (2011), that they have been fully and formally included in 
the international development compact. This may also help to explain why accountability rhetoric 
is newer to this group than to development partners and governments, and consequently is less 
exploited in the form of lip service. 

However, the absence of articulation around the issue of accountability in the CSO interviews 
also mirrors the position taken by CSOs, who identify a tension between what they perceive as their 
crucial role in speaking to on-the-ground realities in education and their position as outsiders to the 
tight partnership formed by governments and development partners. The CSOs interviewed suggest 
that the responsibility of accountability falls primarily on government and development partners, 
although in different ways. In their view, these two partners are the key players responsible for 
the monitoring, evaluation and supervision of sector plan implementation. It is consequently not 
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surprising that there is no mention of the issues for which the CSOs should be responsible and held 
accountable. CSOs do not actively speak about the ways in which they might be held accountable, 
nor do the other stakeholder groups delineate clear lines of accountability for CSOs. This is in spite 
of the fact that in some cases, CSOs may be directly responsible for implementing parts of the sector 
plan. 

Under the CSO model, accountability is more often viewed as a one-way channel, in which govern-
ment should be answerable for any shortcomings in delivery. This reinforces the need for a broader 
understanding of how mutual accountability is actually practiced with CSOs playing a specific and 
unique role in the JSR arena. Their inputs often suggest that JSRs are an effective lobbying forum that 
allows them to draw attention to a set of specific issues that aligns with their particular agenda: from 
increased government allocations of domestic resources to education, to addressing the needs of the 
most vulnerable populations. Beyond this advocacy role, and perhaps more importantly, most CSO 
representatives interviewed saw their organization as performing a challenge function that is criti-
cal for moving away from the technocratic and relatively superficial exercise of JSR reporting. CSOs 
bring insights—most often in an anecdotal form, but on other occasions, when capacities are devel-
oped, built on a more robust evidence base, as a counter to government reporting or as additional 
evidence of what is happening on the ground. One CSO representative provided a useful example: 
“For instance, we really need to ask why gross enrollment rate was expected to be at 91 percent in 
2015, and has not been achieved, while gender parity has been reached. These are questions to ask 
ourselves.”

CSOs challenge both government authorities and their financial partners to see beyond the sur-
face of quantified indicators, pushing them to examine the root causes of implementation bottle-
necks. Even if CSOs do not identify particular areas for which they are themselves accountable in 
the implementation of a sector plan, they reinforce a key accountability function by demanding 
“answerability” from the main stakeholders: governments and donors. This stands in contrast to the 
discourse analyzed above, where donors were explicitly painted by CSOs as the main actors holding 
governments accountable. 

In conclusion, it appears that the lines of accountability are principally framed in terms of the 
responsibilities stakeholders have been assigned, or have assigned to themselves, for jointly con-
tributing to the delivery of education results. The international discourse on mutual accountability 
may be understood as implying that the roles adopted by the three main categories of stakeholders 
(government, development partners and CSOs) carry equal weight; in this sense they bear the same 
level of accountability. Considering the ways in which stakeholders contribute to JSRs and perceive 
the question of accountability, mutual or otherwise, allows us to draw a more nuanced picture of 
the situation. From the interviews, it seems all stakeholders agree that in practice the main responsi-
bility for improved education outcomes lies with governments. This line of accountability reinforces 
government ownership over sector plan implementation, with development partners and CSOs feed-
ing into the chain of results more indirectly (by supporting government) than is articulated in the 
view of mutual accountability commonly proposed by the international rhetoric. Although multiple 
stakeholders may be engaged in aspects of plan implementation, we contend that this is ultimately 
the domain of government, with development partners primarily accountable for the provision of 
support to the government by supplying financial and technical support, while CSOs are primar-
ily accountable for serving a strong challenge function grounded in constructive feedback to those 
responsible for policy implementation. The JSR then serves as the vehicle that creates space for each 
of these stakeholder groups to coordinate and assess their efficacy in fulfilling their respective roles.

0000000_GPE_Effective_Joint_Sector_Reviews.indd   19 6/27/17   3:15 PM



20 

Working Paper  •  June 2017

SECTION 4: How Mutual Accountability Is Likely to Be 
Affected by JSR Effectiveness: An Empirical Assessment
In order for a JSR to serve as an effective input into an education sector policy cycle, it requires on-
time, robust and frequently reported evidence (dimension 3 “based on evidence”) in order to assess 
and learn from past sector implementation (dimension 4 “monitoring tool”), against an agreed pol-
icy framework, typically the education sector plan, which includes shared sector objectives, targets, 
lines of responsibilities and activities (dimension 2 “aligned to shared policy frameworks”). This must 
be done in a participatory and inclusive manner, bringing together all key education stakeholders 
(dimension 1 “inclusive and participatory”), leading to the identification and prioritization of agreed 
remedial actions (dimension 5 “instrument for change embedded effectively into a policy cycle”) 
to address in the subsequent year(s). This serves as a useful basis on which to monitor, and possi-
bly revise, the agreed policy framework (dimension 2), ideally in a virtuous circle of accountability 
(where greater accountability in monitoring reinforces greater accountability in planning and imple-
mentation), embedded into a f lexible and adaptive learning cycle.

The five dimensions outlined above form the basis of our analytical framework, which proposes 
a set of characteristics and functions that an effective JSR should entail and perform. Our assump-
tion is that JSRs demonstrating these dimensions are more likely to serve as a mutual accountability 
platform. We applied this analytical framework to 39 JSRs held between July 2014 and December 
2015 in GPE partner developing countries. In this section, the proportion of JSRs is strictly described 
relative to the total number of conclusive cases (the denominator), which changes across items 
according to the availability of information in the JSR documents assessed.13 The findings of this  
variable-based analysis were also enriched with interview data to better delineate in what ways these 
effectiveness dimensions contribute to mutual accountability. When relevant, we included references 
to our literature review to support or contradict our key findings. 

Dimension 1: Inclusive and Participatory 

DEFINITION 

A “joint” process necessarily implies representation of all stakeholders in the sector review. We see 
dimension 1 as representing key but distinct elements of representation, with inclusion ref lecting who 
is at the table (are the right people in the room?) and participation ref lecting the engagement and con-
tribution of stakeholders to the proceedings. A truly participatory process also entails the provision 
of adequate support (technical, financial and logistical) to stakeholders who may not otherwise have 
the capacity to fully engage. 

13  As discussed in our methodology (Section 1), in a number of JSRs, responses to particular items are inconclusive due to missing or unclear docu-
mentation. It is therefore not possible to report on whether these items were met or not.
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The desk-based nature of the variable analysis limits the extent to which true participation can 
be assessed within this framework; to illuminate this aspect, we draw on our stakeholder interviews.

ANALySIS 

Our variable analysis of stakeholder participation shows that the Ministry of Education, at both the 
national and regional levels, along with development partners and CSOs, are typically present (Fig-
ure 1). The high level of inclusion of national and international CSOs (1F and 1G) is encouraging, 
given that earlier research has suggested that CSOs were not systematically included in JSRs and that 
representation was often only partial (Packer, 2006, GPE, 2012a). The actual level of participation of 
CSOs depends heavily on country context, notably on the extent to which openness and transparency 
of dialogue is encouraged by governments as well as on CSOs’ capacity to actively contribute. Our 
interview data suggests that CSOs usually see themselves as playing an observer role, often attending 
JSRs to make the same observations year after year, or to access critical information about sector 
performance that could reinforce their understanding of sector issues but does not necessarily con-
tribute to dialogue on broader sector goals. The result of this arguably ineffective participation is to 
diminish sector accountability (Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong, 2014), particularly given the key 
role this group is envisaged to play under international development agreements, including EFA. 
Without meaningful input from CSOs, arguably the group closest to classroom realities, it is possible 

FIgURE 1 DIMENSION 1: PARTICIPATORy AND INCLUSIVE

interview questions: To what extent was the JSR inclusive? From which of the following stakeholder categories was 
there attendance during the JSR?

1A. MINISTRY OF EDUCATION (NATIONAL)

1B. MINISTRY OF EDUCATION (REGIONAL/DISTRICT) 

1C. MINISTRY OF FINANCE 

1D. OTHER MINISTRIES

1E. DEVELOPMENT PARTNERS

1F. INTERNATIONAL CSOS

1G. LOCAL CSOS

1H. PARENTS ASSOCIATIONS

1I. TEACHERS UNIONS

1J. UNIVERSITIES/ACADEMIC INSTITUTIONS

1K. PRIVATE SECTOR

1L. NON-PUBLIC EDUCATIONAL PROVIDERS 

Yes No Don’t know Not applicable

36 (100%) 3

2

34 (100%) 5

21 (68%) 10 (32%) 8

24 (77%) 7 (23%) 8

37 (100%)

32 (100%) 7

33 (97%) 1 (3%) 5

13 (52%) 12 (48%) 11 3

19 (68%) 9 (32%) 11

22 (73%) 8 (27%) 9

10 (32%) 21 (68%) 8

16 (57%) 12 (43%) 10 1
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that the proceedings of a JSR do not fully address key bottlenecks in implementation of the sector 
plan. Furthermore, high-level technical documents may also mask specific deficiencies, which CSOs 
may be best positioned to identify.

It is problematic that in a third of JSRs with available information,14 a representative from the 
Ministry of Finance was not in attendance (1C), underscoring limited buy-in to the idea of JSRs as 
a tool for financial accountability at the national level, and the extent of challenges in facilitating 
intra- governmental dialogue. Coherence between sector and national financing frameworks is cen-
tral to collaboration on transparent, adequate and efficient education spending. This is particularly 
challenging in contexts where advocacy for increased domestic financing on education is key. Based 
on our stakeholder interviews, the relatively poor attendance of parents associations (in only half 
of JSRs with available information, 1H and 1I) and teachers unions (in only one-third of JSRs) may 
be anecdotally attributed to the opportunity costs, in terms of travel and foregone income. It may 
also translate into a lack of informed dialogue centered on school-level realities and teaching-and- 
learning matters. This highlights the troubling absence of a direct feedback loop from the primary 
beneficiaries of the sector policy. 

Our findings suggest relatively high attendance of other ministries (1D)—greater, in fact, than 
Ministry of Finance attendance, with 24 JSRs (77 percent of those with available information) attended 
by ministries other than education or finance, compared to 21 JSRs (68 percent of those with avail-
able information) attended by the Ministry of Finance. However, with more than a fifth of JSRs not 
engaging with other ministries, further steps could be taken to increase participation by government 
actors outside of the line ministries in charge of education, so as to foster intra-governmental and 
cross-sector dialogue. Participation by the private sector and non- public educational institutions is 
also relatively low, and deserves attention. 

The interview data and literature review suggest that the way a JSR is organized may impact effec-
tive participation. Logistical aspects, such as ensuring enough time and space for discussions, and 
having professional moderators who can effectively facilitate exchanges and ensure that all voices 
are heard, are among the practical issues highlighted here. Overall, the evidence points to a tension 
between representation of all stakeholders on the one hand, and participation effectiveness and qual-
ity sector dialogue on the other. While it is important that all stakeholders are represented in JSRs, 
a high number of attendees might limit the quality of discussions if proper mechanisms for engage-
ment are not implemented (Holvoet and Inberg, 2009). An effective joint review that generates qual-
ity policy dialogue requires the perspectives, and sometimes the opposing views, of multiple actors. 
As such, the premise for effective participation identified by interviewees is that all stakeholders (in 
particular the government, in leading the JSR process) should be open to dialogue and criticism as 
well as self- ref lection. The ability of different stakeholder groups to fully engage in technical discus-
sions in those areas requiring some form of specialized knowledge (for example, finance and budget-
ing, or the interpretation of data and trends) is another aspect identified as key to the quality of the 
dialogue, highlighting the importance of capacity development for more meaningful engagement 
(IHP, 2013c). The “right people” and the “right number” of participants depend on country context, 
but determining these variables should be seen as central to facilitating quality policy discussions, 
and to the inclusion of multiple perspectives. 

14  The desk-based nature of this analysis introduces a potential confounding variable: namely that, in some cases, it was not possible to determine 
whether particular items were met or not met based on the core documents obtained. These were coded as “inconclusive” (the “don’t know” category in 
the graphs), and should be clearly distinguished from standards or items that are “not met.” 
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Dimension 2: Aligned to Shared Policy Frameworks

DEFINITION 

In our analytical framework, we view the national ESP as the shared policy framework defining the 
perimeter for the areas covered by a JSR. Here we consider not only the sector plan itself but also 
its operational subsets, such as the multiyear and/or annual action or operational plans. These form 
the basis for building common ground across the education development compact, as ref lected in 
responses across all stakeholder groups: Most of those interviewed pointed to the ESP and associated 
policy documents as the key instrument for monitoring implementation and holding relevant stake-
holders to account for assigned responsibilities. 

ANALySIS

Given that our variable analysis of this dimension (Figure 2) can only examine proxies for underlying 
dynamics, it provides us with a limited view of the extent to which JSRs are actually based on ESPs. 
Note that we consider comprehensive coverage of ESP to be an outcome of the JSR process, not simply 
an outcome of the review meeting. In our analytical framework, JSR coverage of the education sub- 
sectors and activities included in the ESP serve as basic proxies for determining whether the sector plan 
has been used as the main framework for driving the discussion and holding stakeholders account-
able for possible shortcomings and results. Examination of agendas and implementation reports used 
during JSR meetings reveals that in more than 25 percent of cases, all sub-sectors included in the 
original ESP were not systematically covered in the implementation report, nor discussed during the 
JSR (2A). Performance is even weaker when looking at ESP activities by type of funding (2B and 2C); in 
particular, 34 percent of JSRs do not comprehensively track internally funded ESP activities, and that 
share is, unsurprisingly, larger (about 40 percent) when considering whether JSRs discuss activities 
funded by external partners. These findings speak to a troubling disconnect between the contents of 
an ESP and what JSRs actually monitor, implying poor alignment across these tools. 

FIgURE 2 DIMENSION 2: ALIgNED TO SHARED POLICy FRAMEWORKS

interview questions: Did the JSR cover the full spectrum of the education sector as addressed in the ESP?15 Which of 
the following items apply?

2A. ALL SUB-SECTORS IN THE ESP/TEP

2B. INTERNALLY FUNDED ACTIVITIES IN ESP/TEP

2C. EXTERNALLY FUNDED ACTIVITIES IN ESP/TEP

2D. EXTERNALLY FUNDED OFF-BUDGET & 
OFF-PLAN ACTIVITIES

Yes No Don’t know Not applicable

28 (76%) 9 (24%) 2

24 (71%) 10 (29%) 4 1

20 (59%) 14 (41%) 5

12 (44%) 15 (56%) 12

Note: Items coded as “no” include both those recorded as “no” and those recorded as “partial coverage.”

15  TEPs (or transitional education plans) are typically developed in contexts where development of a longer-term ESP is either technically unfeasible or 
inadvisable dues to crisis or other challenges. The variable analysis questionnaire was designed to allow for analysis of the JSR in contexts where both 
ESPs and TEPs define sector plans. In the text, we use the term “ESPs” to describe both forms of the education plan.
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Given the important role of the ESP in creating a shared platform for discussion, a critical ques-
tion here is whether or not generating a JSR agenda based on the ESP translates into poor consensus 
around JSR outcomes for different stakeholder groups. Additional research should be conducted to 
understand whether this is due to a partial use of the ESP as the reference instrument, or whether 
other monitoring frameworks were used for conducting the sector review. In previous research by 
GPE (2012a), findings suggested that ESPs were not used as a “shared agenda” for JSR discussions in 
a majority of countries, either because the ESP was not seen as the most relevant document for this 
purpose, or because key stakeholders demonstrated little or no awareness of its contents. In countries 
where a joint financing agreement between government and donors was developed, examination of 
the plans outlined in these documents usually had preeminence over ESPs in defining the JSR agenda 
(GPE, 2012a). This is echoed by respondents in our interview data who pointed to the implementa-
tion of additional review mechanisms, for instance for dealing with disbursement-linked indicators 
in results-based financing programs, aside from the JSR. As outlined in our literature review, this is 
likely to contribute to the duplication of efforts and increased transaction costs in monitoring, reflecting 
poor coordination across donors and poor alignment of individual donors to country systems. This may 
undermine the development of robust country planning and M&E mechanisms.

Considering off-budget items, in 44 percent of JSRs with available information, activities imple-
mented with external funding that were not included in the ESP were discussed during the JSR. This 
opens up a larger discussion about the relationship between the initial quality and comprehensive-
ness of policy frameworks and the effectiveness of sector reviews. This also points to the importance 
of ensuring the alignment of development partners to support national planning documents. In 
particular, it is important to consider whether the fact that at least half of JSRs covered activities not 
included in the ESP points to deficits in the initial planning documents. It also paves the way for 
further analysis under dimension 5 of our analytical framework, where we discuss JSRs as an oppor-
tunity to generate remedial mechanisms to address policy instrument shortcomings. 

Dimension 3: Based on Evidence

DEFINITION

A robust evidence base is central to an effective JSR, allowing assessment of whether strategies are 
implemented as planned as well as measurement of the impact of policies on sector development 
(Droop, Isenman and Mlalazi, 2008). As outlined previously, in the context of JSRs, this requires the 
timely and widespread dissemination of quality data, both quantitative and qualitative, produced 
by a variety of stakeholders, and most commonly shared with key stakeholders or the wider public 
in the form of government annual implementation reports, mapped to annual or multi-year oper-
ational plans or ESPs in other instances. Other documents that also support the development of 
a strong evidence base for JSRs include financial reports (prepared by governments, development 
partners, CSOs and other stakeholders) on budgeted and actual expenditures; commissioned studies 
on specific sector themes or the impact of specific policies; and documents from past JSRs. Effective 
collection, production, analysis, dissemination and use of data through EMIS is a central ingredient 
here; as such, building data capacities is a key objective for governments, supported by donors under 
the mutual accountability compact. Reporting documents produced for and during JSRs should lever-
age country systems, in order to reinforce capacity-building in this area.

ANALySIS

Government officials in our interview sample highlight the importance of JSRs as a mechanism for 
information sharing, and see this as inseparable from strong data production and reporting. The 
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initial step of preparing JSR documents is seen as part of the mutual accountability function of JSRs, 
given that transparency and integrity of the information presented in reports determines the quality 
of discussions. Officials also pointed to the centrality of an annual implementation report as the basis 
for quality discussions and presentation of evidence on results achieved. However, they also empha-
sized the capacity challenges linked to collection and analysis of robust data. Development partners 
and Secretariat staff highlighted the tension between producing quality reports and ownership of 
reporting—international consultants are often viewed as having the skills to produce higher-quality 
reports, but this necessarily compromises what interviewees highlight as a more important outcome: 
country ownership. Another tension revealed by the interviews is the production of shadow reports 
and the active participation of stakeholders in JSRs. CSOs’ inputs, sometimes formalized in “alter-
native” reports, are often viewed as useful resources from which to discuss issues identified by local 
communities and as ways of verifying data and analysis provided in government reports. Even where 
these additional contributions are regarded as valuable, they may simultaneously produce challenges 
for the reconciliation of divergent views and voices if CSO inputs do not align with JSR documents 
produced by government. In particular, CSO contributions may not be adequately ref lected in JSR 
output documentation, which should in theory represent all stakeholders in constructing a joint 
analysis of the sector situation.

This dimension considers in the first instance the evidence base of a JSR when an annual imple-
mentation report is available, given the report’s centrality to sector monitoring and evaluation func-
tions. This means that the report should be of high quality and shared in a timely fashion with all 
stakeholders. An important caveat in reviewing findings from this dimension is that it was possible 
to obtain an annual implementation report in only 29 JSRs out of our sample of 39. Without this 
report, the items associated with this dimension could not be analyzed, so results for 10 JSRs (more 
than a quarter of the sample) were inconclusive. It is problematic that in so many cases no report 
was available, particularly given that this likely ref lects that a robust and widely disseminated evi-
dence base did not form the core of the JSR discussion in these cases. This dimension also considers 
whether a JSR is informed by evidence, including reliable education and financial data from the 
year under review, assessments of program implementation, documentary inputs and feedback from 
beneficiaries. 

Figure 3 shows that while reporting against milestones at the program and activity levels as out-
lined in sector plans was relatively strong (3B), more than two-thirds of the JSRs with annual imple-
mentation reports available did not cover program expenditure, regardless of the funding source (3C). 

FIgURE 3 DIMENSION 3: BASED ON EVIDENCE 

interview question: Did the annual implementation report include the following?

3A. ANALYSIS OF OUTCOME INDICATORS & 
FINANCIAL INFORMATION

3B. REVIEW OF PROGRESS ON ACTIVITIES 
IDENTIFIED IN THE ESP/TEP

3C. PROGRAM EXPENDITURE COVERED BY 
DOMESTIC AND EXTERNAL FUNDING

3D. FOLLOW-UP ON PREVIOUS JSR 
RECOMMENDATIONS

Yes No Don’t know Not applicable

21 (58%) 15 (42%) 3

24 (67%) 12 (33%)

4

3

311 (31%) 25 (69%)

12 (50%) 12 (50%) 11
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This suggests a clear gap in reporting and the need for greater provision of technical support for gath-
ering appropriate financial evidence, in order to make discussions on expenditure evidence-based. 
The lack of reporting on expenditure is of concern, as this suggests the JSR’s capacity to serve as 
a forum to discuss financial matters is not being fully exploited, limiting the extent to which it 
informs sectoral and national budget programming. A bottleneck in this aspect of sectoral review was 
ref lected earlier, when under dimension 1 it was observed that Ministry of Finance representatives 
are often not in attendance at JSRs.

An area of particular weakness is that of presenting evidence on whether previous JSR recommen-
dations are followed up on during the course of the year (3D),16 with half of the JSRs with available 
information not considering this during the review. This poses an obstacle for JSRs to serve as a vehicle 
for accountability to the extent that this finding implies the failure to incorporate recommendations 
stemming from a JSR into the next policy cycle, translating into poor delegation of responsibility for 
following up on recommendations. Furthermore, the annual implementation report included a brief 
situational analysis of the period under consideration with key sector indicators and financial infor-
mation in fewer than 60 percent of JSRs (3A). This is similarly problematic for accountability, given 
that a robust assessment of current context both provides important information to key stakeholders 
and identifies areas where assigned responsibilities have not been adequately fulfilled.

As a result of data quality issues, JSRs do not always meet donors’ reporting requirements, except 
in the cases in which development partners channel their funding through budget support— typically 
where they tend to view countries’ M&E systems as adequate to meet the accountability and report-
ing needs of their own constituencies (Holvoet and Inberg, 2014a). This means that, as reinforced 
by interview data from development partners, JSRs with quality evidence build confidence in gov-
ernment by allowing donors to assess the status of their investment. Furthermore, if JSRs are seen 
as providing adequate grounds for donors to conduct an evaluation, this curbs the need for parallel 
monitoring and reporting mechanisms, reducing costly and inefficient duplication.

Despite mixed views in interviews on the usefulness of field visits for a JSR, if properly facilitated 
these can provide additional evidence on sector implementation at regional levels as well as impor-
tant insights into realities at the school and classroom levels. Less clear is the role of field visits in 
contributing to the accountability function of JSRs. In principle, government officials interviewed 
suggested that field visits could increase transparency and contribute to the evidence base in JSRs. 
However, the quality of data collected depends on a multitude of factors, including who planned 
the field visits to ensure a representative sample of schools is selected and how they are conducted, 
which in turn ref lects what type of information is collected, by whom, and its reliability. Our com-
mentary on this aspect of JSRs is limited by the fact that our interview protocol did not consistently 
ask participants about field visits, so we cannot draw firm conclusions here.

Dimension 4: Monitoring Tool 

DEFINITION

Monitoring of sector plan implementation is the most frequently reported function of JSRs across all 
sources used in this study. In our literature review we presented a broader understanding of sector 
monitoring than is typically proposed: More than simple “education accounting” or review of sector 

16  Dimension 4 analyzes whether JSR discussions are based on previous JSR recommendations; dimension 5 the attributes of JSR recommendations.
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implementation, monitoring, we argue, should also encompass a learning function, where short-
comings in implementation are exploited for the lessons they offer about how to improve implemen-
tation moving forward. In our view, all stakeholders should contribute to this learning function of 
JSRs. JSRs also help to improve the M&E process by f lagging urgent sector issues and deficits in data 
collection (Holvoet and Inberg, 2009). 

ANALySIS

Our variable analysis (Figure 4) shows a range of performance, with a large proportion of JSRs based 
on the discussion of significant items, including key outcome-level indicators that are relevant to 
identifying trends across the education sector (4B, 79 percent); implementation problems that call for 
a discussion on why targets are not achieved (4F, 81 percent); and the performance of core programs 
and activities, as measured by output-level indicators (4C, 76 percent). This suggests that the focus of 
JSR discussions is primarily organized around educational progress and results linked to implemen-
tation issues, but disconnected from the monitoring of corresponding financial issues. This echoes 
the analysis of dimension 3, which suggested a bias in favor of the presentation of activity- oriented 
evidence rather than evidence on expenditure. Only half of JSRs with available information discussed 
expenditure at the programmatic level (4E). Ideally, these aspects should be considered in tandem. 

FIgURE 4 DIMENSION 4: MONITORINg TOOL 

interview question: Was the JSR based on the following items?17

4A. EDUCATION DATA OF THE YEAR UNDER REVIEW 

4B. SECTOR TRENDS (OUTCOME INDICATORS)

4C. PERFORMANCE OF PROGRAM ACTIVITIES

4D. EXPENDITURE AT BUDGET LEVEL

4E. EXPENDITURE AT PROGRAM LEVEL 
(PER ESP/TEP)

4F. IMPLEMENTATION PROBLEMS

4G. IMPLEMENTATION ACHIEVEMENTS

4H. PREVIOUS JSR RECOMMENDATIONS

4I. SPECIFIC THEMATIC SESSIONS DURING JSR

Yes No Don’t know Not applicable

31 (82%) 7 (18%) 1

30 (79%) 8 (21%) 1

29 (76%) 9 (24%) 1

23 (64%) 13 (36%) 3

19 (51%) 18 (49%) 2

30 (81%) 7 (19%) 2

27 (73%) 

8 (31%) 3 1018 (69%)

10 (27%) 2

28 (80%) 7 (20%) 4

17  Due to a refinement of the questionnaire following the first round of data collection for the GPE results framework, questions 4B, 4G and 4K are only 
answered for JSRs conducted after July 2015. They are therefore omitted from this analysis.
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This would allow examination of plan implementation with a dynamic optic that would most effec-
tively identify remedial actions. This perspective, combining outcomes for activities with associated 
financial execution rates, would better support intra-sector dialogue around the appropriate (re)dis-
tribution of resources. 

JSRs typically rely on at least some presentation of data for the year under review, but demon-
strate a critical deficit with respect to discussion of previous JSR recommendations (4I). If JSRs are 
viewed as a formative learning process, this is of particular concern: As a ref lective practice, review-
ing past recommendations represents a potentially useful avenue for learning. Again ref lecting the 
analysis of dimension 3, we see that in more than half of cases, there is no evidence that the review 
under consideration ref lects on past JSR recommendations. This is especially pertinent in terms of 
accountability, as this may translate into limited follow-up on key weaknesses identified during the 
previous review.

Our findings suggest several ways in which the monitoring function of JSRs should be enhanced. 
First, JSRs should not be regarded as a one-time event, but instead as part of a continuous process that 
builds on year-round data collection, production, analysis, dissemination and use. All stakeholders 
should contribute to this process through the provision of data, strengthening of EMIS capacities, 
or production and review of necessary reports and studies. From this perspective, the participation 
of all stakeholders in the same monitoring tasks is essential. However, as highlighted under dimen-
sion 3, despite donor commitments to harmonize aid and align with government procedures, par-
allel reporting and monitoring exercises that are duplicative of JSRs persist (Hattori, 2009; Boak and 
Ndaruhutse, 2011). As per the discussion of dimension 3, this is often attributed to quality concerns 
around data and analysis.

Second, learning is a recurring theme in our interviews with development partners, who high-
light their aspirations for the JSR to shift away from a simple review, or a “show-and-tell” approach, 
where rote discussion of specific activities and associated expenditure dominates, and toward a more 
qualitative, strategic-level discussion. However, there is recognition that capacity issues limit the 
extent to which this is possible. This perspective is shared by government officials, who also articu-
late the value of the JSR as a learning opportunity focused on education results. 

Finally, it is worth noting that monitoring in the context of JSRs results in the development of 
a mutually shared and agreed diagnosis of where the sector stands and how it is performing in the 
year under review. This is an important foundation for accountability, where everyone agrees both 
on the strengths and weaknesses of a system and on the basis on which remedial solutions should be 
ref lected in partnership. 

Dimension 5: Instrument for Change Embedded Effectively into a Policy Cycle 

DEFINITION 

We argue in our analytical framework that JSRs are an essential sector monitoring mechanism that 
should ultimately be exploited as a management and policy support tool for sector planning, pro-
gramming, and budget preparation and execution. The JSR has potential to serve as a f lexible and 
adaptive tool for operational planning. This stresses the importance of the process of formulating and 
following up on robust and actionable JSR recommendations, so JSRs can sustainably and effectively 
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feed into a dynamic policy cycle. If monitoring serves a backward- looking function of past sector 
implementation, embedding JSRs into a policy cycle serves a forward-looking function, informing 
strategic decision making for the next cycle. The JSR is a key lever for inf luencing the policy direction 
in a sector and planning for the shorter and medium terms. When embedded effectively into a policy 
cycle, JSRs can also support mutual accountability by designating responsible parties in charge of 
implementing and following up on JSR recommendations. 

ANALySIS

Figure 5 illustrates the results of the variable analysis for dimension 5. Interviewees typically agreed 
that JSR recommendations provide a record of JSR findings regarding priority issues identified and 
remedial actions proposed (5C). Recommendations also reinforce to which parties particular respon-
sibilities are assigned (5D), and who should be held accountable for delivery at the subsequent JSR. 
This serves as a useful basis on which to consider revisions to the agreed policy framework (dimen-
sion 2), ideally in a virtuous circle of accountability (where greater accountability in monitoring 
reinforces greater accountability in planning and implementation), embedded into a f lexible and 
adaptive learning cycle. However, as highlighted in the literature review (Section 2), linkages between 
JSR recommendations and concrete policy changes are weak, mainly because JSRs are poorly anchored 
into sector planning and budget exercises. Timing is crucial: Embedding JSRs into the appropriate 
phase of the policy cycle would allow relevant parties to more easily consider and translate recom-
mendations into actions. Furthermore, recommendations are rarely prioritized, or even sufficiently 
actionable, within JSR documentation. As the literature review illustrates, there are also few clear 
mechanisms for follow-up, further hindering implementation of actions toward a forward-looking 
consensus.

This potentially poses serious challenges to the credibility of JSRs as a sustainable platform for 
generating mutual accountability. JSRs can only be considered sustainable when they are included 
in country-led and routine processes. If stakeholders do not see progress toward shared objectives, 
they are less likely to see the mechanism as a credible vehicle to inf luence policy, thereby calling 
into question its sustainability. 

FIgURE 5 DIMENSION 5: INSTRUMENT FOR CHANgE EMBEDDED EFFECTIVELy INTO A POLICy 
CyCLE

interview question: What form do the JSR recommendations take?

5A. LIMITED IN NUMBER

5B. LINKED TO ESP/TEP ACTION PLAN AND 
RESULTS FRAMEWORK

5C. REFLECT REMEDIAL ACTIONS OF ESP/TEP 
IMPLEMENTATION PROBLEMS

5D. DESIGNATE RESPONSIBLE 
PARTIES FOR ACTION

5E. INCLUDE A TIMELINE 

Yes No Don’t know

21 (62%) 13 (38%) 5

18 (56%) 14 (44%) 7

19 (59%) 13 (41%) 7

17 (52%) 16 (48%) 6

9 (27%) 24 (73%) 6
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While “recommendation syndrome,” or an intractable proliferation of unfocused proposals in 
summary JSR reporting, is deplored throughout case study-based literature, in our variable analysis 
62 percent of the JSRs examined do limit the number of recommendations. Furthermore, the absence 
of SMART recommendations is less pronounced in our sample, in which 51 percent of the JSRs with 
available information produced recommendations that detail roles and responsibilities (“who,” 5D), 
and 59 percent include specific remedial actions (“how,” 5C). However, only 27 percent included a 
timeline (5E), which arguably jeopardizes the likelihood of immediate operationalization. Our analy-
sis sheds little light on how implementation of recommendations is operationalized, although inter-
view data from government officials suggests that this group provides support for Hattori’s (2009) 
and  Asuming-Brempong and Frimpong’s (2014) arguments that ideally follow-up occurs as soon as 
possible after completion of the review process.

The JSR process concludes with the drafting and validation of a JSR report, often referred to as a 
joint aide-mémoire. This typically records the shared sector assessment and remedial recommenda-
tions agreed upon among stakeholders (Penrose and Sacklokham, 2009). The JSR report is seen as the 
most tangible output of a JSR (Holvoet and Inberg, 2009), which, once validated and disseminated, 
holds education stakeholders accountable for jointly implementing a corrective course of action. 
Interviewees discussed the importance of having this report officially signed by high-ranking repre-
sentatives of the various stakeholder groups in order to enforce its validity and hold the partnership 
to its mutual commitments. Packer (2006) notes that JSR reports are of central importance in an 
aid-driven environment, where the value of aid support is demonstrated by ref lecting the overall 
progress of a recipient country toward achieving agreed-upon education goals. Interviewees cited the 
dissemination of the JSR report within and outside of the stakeholder group as a practice that rein-
forces transparency and contributes to building mutual trust.

While a JSR report is theoretically a joint document that, according to both the literature and 
our interviews, ref lects agreement across the spectrum of stakeholders, the drafting of the report 
was largely discussed as a sensitive moment of political negotiation and tension, revealing diver-
gent stakeholder interests and an extremely fragile balance of power that a mutual accountability 
mechanism would aim to equalize. Who among the partners should control the writing, selection 
of inputs and revision of the report appears to be an issue around which there is little consensus, 
and one that could ultimately compromise the mutual accountability compact. Both the literature 
and the interview respondents cite a number of instances in which it is donors rather than national 
governments who have drafted the aide-mémoire, or ref lect on cases where particular stakeholders 
exerted pressure to insert what they considered to be important observations into the report in order 
to compensate for deficiencies in the earlier dialogue, or to ref lect requirements demanded by their 
respective headquarters’ policies. This suggests that further analysis of the political economy of the 
JSR aide-mémoire drafting process could be fruitful when examining the intersection between JSRs 
and mutual accountability. 

Discussion and Conclusion
This paper set out to explore the role of JSRs in supporting and developing mutual accountability. 
Our contribution is unique in its scope, combining variable-based data from 39 JSRs, and case-based 
data collected across multiple constituencies including interviews in five GPE partner countries. We 
selected the lens of mutual accountability, given both its prominence in GPE’s operating model and 
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the central role it plays in the development context, where the aid environment necessitates man-
aging a complex web of interdependencies across key groups, including government, development 
partners and CSOs. 

We examined the ways in which particular stakeholders view their contribution to support 
mutual accountability in JSRs. Our findings suggest that these groups do not necessarily share a 
common understanding of mutual accountability, nor does the widely accepted theoretical model 
articulated in international agreements apply in practice. In particular, we note that while the ways 
in which development partners talk about mutual accountability aligns closely with much of the 
development rhetoric and the notion of multidirectional channels across which responsibilities are 
equally distributed, governments observe a tension between shared responsibility and country own-
ership of (and therefore responsibility for implementation of) sector plans. CSOs often view them-
selves as not accountable to others but instead responsible for holding others to account, demanding 
answerability from governments in particular. Our significant theoretical contribution is the claim 
that this points to the need for an expanded view of responsibility in combination with a more 
nuanced understanding of how mutual accountability operates in practice. We propose a model in 
which governments are primarily responsible for the delivery of education sector results, but with 
support from development partners and CSOs: development partners play a key role in capacity 
building, while CSOs challenge the disconnect between policy and practice.

Recognizing that mutual accountability is best achieved where JSRs are effective, we then turned 
to consider how a sample of 39 JSRs conducted across GPE partner countries performs when eval-
uated against five key drivers of JSR effectiveness. We note that while the JSR mechanism is also a 
product of the aid effectiveness agenda, the value of this platform as a tool for developing stron-
ger education systems, informed by quality sector dialogue, is contingent on its integration into 
a country-led policy cycle to support and improve sector planning and implementation. Notably, 
while some of the stakeholders interviewed for this research pointed to shortcomings in the current 
operationalization of JSRs, all attributed value to its role in improving sector outcomes in various 
forms: from providing a forum for the voice of those who might otherwise be marginalized in policy 
processes, to developing capacity for better sector monitoring and improving accountability. This 
speaks to the importance of assessing current performance to better understand how to strengthen 
the contributions JSRs make within the policy cycle. 

Our research highlights that a key challenge to using JSRs as a tool for supporting a stronger sec-
tor policy cycle (dimension 5) is the relative disconnect between the content of an agreed policy sector 
framework that defines the perimeter of JSR discussions and provides the framework for monitoring 
(typically the ESP) and what is actually reviewed at JSRs. This ref lects in part the poor quality (or even 
complete absence) of a subset of reporting and planning instruments, in particular annual imple-
mentation reports based on annual action or operational plans. In the absence of evidence-based 
reporting that is disseminated across all stakeholders, the quality of JSR discussions is inevitably com-
promised (dimension 3). It also underscores the reality that JSR discussions often neglect to give due 
attention to expenditures within the sector, favoring a focus on the implementation of activities against 
planned performance. It is hard to know whether the absence of Ministry of Finance representa-
tives in many JSRs (dimension 1) is a product or the cause of this result. Whatever the underlying 
explanation, this weakens the capacity of the JSR to contribute to better budget monitoring and pro-
gramming in order to address identified sector issues (dimension 3), and limits the extent to which 
JSRs function as a learning exercise to identify remedial actions where shortcomings in implemen-
tation are observed (dimension 4). In addition, it is troubling that JSRs often fail to monitor past JSR 
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recommendations (dimension 4) and that JSR recommendations do not translate into implementable 
policy, or operational, planning and budgeting decisions (dimension 5). Our research suggests that 
the problem lies less in recommendations being poorly formulated or cumbersome, but is instead 
attributable to the absence of levers to ensure JSR recommendations are appropriately followed up 
on. This poses a serious challenge to the mutual accountability function. The identification of these 
weaknesses offers a significant silver lining, however, in that, as noted, there are clear and tractable 
solutions for policymakers and practitioners to address a number of these challenges. 

This paper also provides a springboard for future research into JSRs. Consideration of comple-
mentary sources of information, direct observations in particular, would allow a richer analysis of 
additional dimensions in the JSR effectiveness framework, including the role of national leadership 
in driving JSR performance, ownership and partner buy-in. Furthermore, the mutual accountability 
lens adopted here could be complemented by consideration of alternative but equally important JSR 
functions, such as improving cross-stakeholder coordination and developing national capacities. 

Future research could also consider a more granular and qualitative analysis of the role of context 
for testing the robustness of the five dimensions and identifying the drivers that foster, or impede, 
the effectiveness of JSRs across different environments. Just as the current research undertaking 
resulted in refinements to the original GPE normative model of JSR effectiveness, such research 
would permit further enhancements. It is our belief that devising a rigorous JSR effectiveness model 
would be valuable both to policy makers responsible for the organization of JSRs and to those stake-
holders who aim to support the strengthening of this mechanism.
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ANNEX 1: Methodological Annex
JSR Variable Analysis

This research included an analysis of the JSRs that were conducted between July 2014 and Decem-
ber 2015 in GPE partner countries, based on a questionnaire that identifies five key JSR dimensions 
relevant for effectiveness set out in a number of variables (“variable analysis”). While JSRs are typ-
ically conducted at the country level, in some instances they may be conducted within a different 
geographic zone (e.g., under federal systems, this may happen at the state or provincial level). In our 
analysis, the term state is used as a generic descriptor for the geographic zone in which a JSR was held; 
this can mean a semi-autonomous regional unit, a state, a province or a country. 

The analysis was conducted via a desk-based review of key JSR documents by GPE country leads, 
with answers recorded in a template specifically designed for this purpose. Direct observations of JSRs 
were not included in this analysis. The rationale for conducting a desk review was to ensure that the 
assessment of the effectiveness of JSRs would be standardized and based strictly on objectively verifi-
able evidence. This means that some of the questions asked to assess the dimensions of JSRs were lim-
ited to proxies that were intended to capture the underlying concepts behind the relevant attributes. 

The five key dimensions of JSRs in the questionnaire are that they are inclusive and participatory; 
aligned to shared policy frameworks; based on evidence; a monitoring tool; and an instrument of 
change embedded effectively into the policy cycle. Each dimension was translated into one question 
comprising sub-questions, or items that together described the dimension being explored, per the JSR 
Questionnaire in Annex 2. GPE country leads responded to one questionnaire per JSR, after obtaining 
and reviewing the necessary JSR documentation, including JSR terms of reference, agendas, partici-
pant lists, annual implementation reports and JSR reports or aide-mémoires. 

The desk-based nature of this analysis introduces a potential confounding variable, namely that 
in some cases it was not possible to determine whether the key characteristics within a JSR dimen-
sion were covered or not, based on the availability of core documents needed for the analysis. These 
dimensions were coded as inconclusive, and should be clearly distinguished from the key character-
istics in a dimension coded as not covered. An inconclusive dimension suggests a lack of evidence, 
meaning that documentation was poor. Figure 6 highlights the documents used to conduct the desk-
based analysis. On average, about a quarter of the JSRs were missing key pieces of information, either 
because documents were not produced or were not readily available to the country leads.

The sample comprised 51 JSRs in total, of which 12 were conducted in the same state in succes-
sive years. A selected sample of 39 JSRs (in 36 countries)18 was used for the variable analysis, in which 
only one JSR per state was included, so as to ensure that all states received equal weighting, as shown 
in Table 3. For the 12 states that conducted two JSRs over the period under consideration, the JSR 
with the fewest inconclusive dimensions in the JSR questionnaire was retained. If both JSRs had an 
equal number of inconclusive dimensions, the JSR with the fewest inconclusive items was retained. 
If the JSRs also had the same number of inconclusive items, the most recent JSR was retained.

After country leads responded to this questionnaire, the information was validated to verify that 
there were no inconsistencies within and across responses to questionnaires. A consolidated database 

18   Pakistan is represented twice (Balochistan and Sindh provinces), while Somalia is represented three times (the regions of Somaliland and Puntland, 
as well as at the federal level).

0000000_GPE_Effective_Joint_Sector_Reviews.indd   38 6/27/17   3:15 PM



39 

Working Paper  •  June 2017

FIgURE 6 DOCUMENTS USED IN DESK-BASED REVIEW

JSR TOR

JSR AGENDA

JSR LIST OF PARTICIPANTS

JSR REPORT/AIDE-MÉMOIRE

ANNUAL IMPLEMENTATION REPORT

Yes Document does not exist Document could not be obtained Don’t know if document or data exists

29 3 1 6

31 2 6

27 2 4 6

31 2 2 4

29 8 1 1

recording this information was constructed to allow analysis. Data treatment included the following 
steps:

1. Categorization of all response items (item-level coding). A subset of items was identified as the 
key items describing a dimension, i.e., as necessary in order to ensure that the JSR demonstrated 
a particular attribute (these are in boldface type in the questionnaire, in Annex 2). The additional 
items describe aspects of the dimension beyond the core aspects, and were treated as enhance-
ments or “good practice” items. Depending on the possible answers to each dimension, the ques-
tionnaire required country leads to assess whether the items in each question were covered, not 
covered or only covered partially, or if the available information was insufficient or not applicable.

2. Analysis of a JSR dimension (question-level coding), based on the answers for all items associated 
with each question or dimension, followed a four-value categorical scale, defined as shown in 
Table 4.

3. This data was used to produce summary statistics for analysis, first counting the number of 
dimensions with key characteristics covered, not covered, and inconclusive per JSR. Next, the 
aggregated number of JSRs per dimension within these categories was counted, as reported in this 
paper. We also explored correlations across various JSR rounds, dimensions and items; however, 
we found little value in reporting these in the main body of this paper. Not only did the small 
sample size limit their value as statistically significant observations, but there also were few 
strong correlations observed. Similarly, an examination of the relationship between the question-
naire variables and external variables (including key sector indicators, such as primary comple-
tion rate, and aspects of aid dependency, such as relative volume of external aid and number of 
active donors) did not prove fruitful, and so findings are not reported in this paper. This remains 
an area for future research.

Literature Review

Articles were collected during January and February 2016, mainly from Google Scholar, and there-
after from the bibliographic references of these articles, until saturation was reached (i.e., until the 
articles were being identified repeatedly). The search was based on the following 10 keywords, in 
an attempt to capture variations on the JSR concept: joint sector review, joint annual review, annual joint 
review, annual meeting of progress review, joint review meeting, joint monitoring, joint evaluation, joint review 
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mission, sector monitoring and sector implementation monitoring. These keywords were searched in English, 
with the words education sector, health sector and agriculture sector added, in order to collect articles from 
various sectors. The keyword searches were also done in French, Spanish and Portuguese, languages 
that are used for official reporting in the majority of developing countries. We also did a search using 
the country-specific names of education joint sector reviews, in their original languages.19 The titles, 

19  It is worth noting that out of the 29 different country names identified in four languages, 25 share the mention of a “joint” “sector” “review.”

TABLE 3 JSRs INCLUDED IN SAMPLE

JSRs in Round 1 (Jul 2014–Jun 2015)

*Benin *Madagascar Somalia Federal

*Burkina Faso *Malawi *Somalia Puntland

*Burundi *Mali *Somalia Somaliland

*Cambodia *Mauritania *South Sudan

*Cameroon *Mozambique *Sudan

*Chad Nepal *Tanzania Mainland

*Comoros *Nicaragua *Vietnam

*Djibouti *Pakistan-Balochistan *Yemen

*Democratic Republic of the Congo *Pakistan Sindh *Zambia

*The Gambia *Rwanda Zimbabwe

Ghana *Senegal

JSRs in Round 2 (Jul–Dec 2015)

Democratic Republic of the Congo Mauritania Sudan

The Gambia *Nepal *Tajikistan

*Ghana Rwanda Tanzania Mainland

*Guinea *Sierra Leone *Togo

*Lao People’s Democratic Republic *Somalia Federal *Uganda

*Liberia South Sudan *Zimbabwe

Malawi

 * JSRs included in the discussion of the selected sample of 39 JSRs.
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TABLE 4 QUESTION-LEVEL CODINg

Category 0 JSR does not cover the key characteristics in a particular dimension

Category 1 JSR covers the key characteristics in a particular dimension 

Category 2 JSR covers more than the key characteristics in a particular dimension

Category 98 Information obtained is insufficient; the JSR in a particular dimension is then 
categorized as “inconclusive”

abstracts and lists of content for the first 60 articles of each keyword search were screened, in order 
to determine whether or not they discussed JSRs. When in doubt, the text was brief ly reviewed. Any 
articles that discussed JSRs in a central or peripheral way were retained for a full reading; the others 
were discarded. 

The literature review ultimately included 49 articles. As Table 5 shows, 10 articles (20 percent) 
primarily discuss JSRs; four of them are in the education sector, four in the health sector and two in 
the agricultural sector. The rest of the articles discuss JSRs only in a peripheral way. Approximately 
a third of the articles (17, or 35 percent) focus on SWAps, 10 of them (20 percent) on aid effective-
ness and the rest on monitoring and evaluation (12 percent), sector budget support (8 percent) and 
donor-government reviews (4 percent). Almost a third of the articles refer to the education sector 

TABLE 5 THEME AND SECTOR IDENTIFIED IN ARTICLES

Theme

Articles by Sector
Articles  
by ThemeEducation Health Agriculture Multi-Sector None

Joint Sector 
Reviews

4 4 2 10 (20%)

Sector-Wide 
Approaches

5 8 4 17 (35%)

Aid Effectiveness 4 2 4 10 (20%)

Monitoring and 
Evaluation

2 4  6 (12%)

Sector Budget 
Support

1 3  4 (8%)

Donor-
Government 
Reviews

2  2 (4%)

15 (31%) 19 (39%) 2 (4%) 7 (14%) 6 (12%) 49 (100%)

0000000_GPE_Effective_Joint_Sector_Reviews.indd   41 6/27/17   3:15 PM



42 

Working Paper  •  June 2017

FIgURE 7 LITERATURE TyPE

number of articles (% of 49)

Gray literature Peer-reviewed journal Dissertation

8

1

40

(31 percent), and slightly more than a third refer to the health sector (39 percent); only 4 percent refer 
to the agricultural sector, and the rest refer to no sector or to multiple sectors.

Figure 7 reveals that most of the existing knowledge on JSRs comes from gray literature (82 per-
cent), which is produced outside of traditional commercial or academic publishers. In this case, most 
of the gray literature referred to publications by international organizations. Only 16 percent of the 
articles came from peer-reviewed journals. Figure 8 shows that the preferred methodology in these 
studies was single-case studies (35 percent), followed by multiple-case studies (33 percent); the rest 
were manual-type documents, assessment tools, international declarations, discussion papers or lit-
erature reviews. Figure 9 demonstrates that the preferred instrument for data collection and analysis 
was a documentary review (37 percent), followed by interviews (29 percent) and field observations 
(13 percent). Few of the articles used surveys or international meetings (8 percent), and in 12 percent 
of cases there was no mention of the research instrument used.

A total of 57 different country cases were studied in the articles; on average, five countries were 
discussed per article. However, as Table 6 shows, some of the same country cases were discussed in 
various articles: Cambodia, Bangladesh, Ghana, Mozambique, Uganda and Vietnam were the most 
frequently discussed, either in the eight articles focusing primarily on JSRs or in the full sample of 
49 articles. Figure 10 shows that the vast majority of articles were published in English (88 percent); 
there was one article published in French, another in Spanish and another in Portuguese. Three of 
the articles—the international declarations—were published in multiple languages.
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FIgURE 8 METHODOLOgy

number of articles (% of 49)

17
16

1

6
5

3

1

Si
ng

le
-c

as
e 

st
ud

y

M
ul

tip
le

-c
as

e 
st

ud
y

D
is

cu
ss

io
n 

pa
pe

r

M
an

ua
l t

yp
e

A
ss

es
sm

en
t t

oo
l

D
ec

la
ra

tio
n

Li
te

ra
tu

re
 r

ev
ie

w
FIgURE 9 INSTRUMENT USED

number of articles (% of 49)

32

25

11

4
3

11

D
oc

um
en

ta
ry

 r
ev

ie
w

In
te

rv
ie

w

O
bs

er
va

tio
n

Su
rv

ey

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l m
ee

tin
g

di
sc

us
si

on

N
o 

m
en

tio
n

0000000_GPE_Effective_Joint_Sector_Reviews.indd   43 6/27/17   3:15 PM



44 

Working Paper  •  June 2017

FIgURE 10 DISTRIBUTION OF ARTICLES By LANgUAgE

(number of articles indicated) 

English French Portuguese Spanish Multiple

43

1 1 1

3

TABLE 6 COUNTRy CASES MOST FREQUENTLy 
COVERED IN THE ARTICLES

In All 49 
Articles

In the 8 Articles 
Focused on JSRs

Cambodia 10 5

Bangladesh  6 4

Ghana  9 4

Mozambique 13 3

Uganda  9 3

Vietnam  9 3

Ethiopia  8

Rwanda  5

Burkina Faso  5

Nepal  5
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Interviews with Key Country Stakeholders

As part of GPE’s larger efforts to investigate JSR effectiveness, 32 semi-structured interviews with 
open-ended questions were conducted. Interviews were conducted in five countries—Bangladesh, 
Burkina Faso, Guinea, The Gambia and Zambia—during Secretariat missions between March and 
June 2016 where JSR attendance was highlighted as a core mission objective. The interview protocol 
asked about the experiences of the interviewees; their roles in their respective organizations; their 
involvement in the JSR they were attending; their understanding of a JSR, and its functions or pur-
poses; their opinions on an ideal JSR; and the areas of success and challenges that were identified in 
the JSR they were attending. 

Interviewees were purposely selected. Among the 30 country-level stakeholders, 11 represented 
various services within ministries of education at the national and regional levels; nine represented 
bilateral or multilateral donor organizations; eight represented CSOs and education CSO coalitions; 
one represented a teachers union; and one was a member of parliament. Two additional interviews 
were conducted with the country leads at the Secretariat who were responsible for two of the coun-
tries studied. However, the current paper reports only on the country-level stakeholders, in a first 
attempt to conceptualize JSRs from the perspective of the stakeholders who organize, attend and 
follow up on JSRs, and who are accountable within the sector. Table 7 shows the list of interviews 
conducted, by country and by stakeholder category.

Survey on JSR Function Preference 

In September 2016, an online survey was administered to 28 developing country partners by GPE to 
collect information on perceptions around the roles and responsibilities of GPE actors. The question 
for this research was the following: From your perspective, what do you expect from a well-functioning JSR? 
Please select one to three items from the list [provided below in Table 8] that best ref lect the areas you consider to 
be the most important.

Seventy respondents from the following stakeholder categories replied to the survey: government 
officials (10 respondents representing 14 percent of sample), mostly from ministries of education, but 
one from a Ministry of Social Affairs; donors from bilateral and multilateral agencies (40 or 57 per-
cent); nongovernmental organizations (16 or 23 percent); teachers unions (2 or 3 percent); one private 
sector participant (1 percent); and one participant from an academic institution (1 percent). Since 
respondents selected between one and three responses, the number of responses per respondent was 
variable, producing 203 responses in total (only five respondents selected fewer than three choices). 

Table 8 summarizes overall stakeholder preference for the suggested JSR functions, identified 
across four stakeholder categories (government, donor, NGO and teachers union). As the table shows, 
the function of ownership over plan implementation was ranked highest by stakeholders (35 percent 
responses), followed by the accountability function, which includes enhanced government account-
ability toward donors and citizens as well as mutual accountability (21 percent). The third rank 
was equally allocated to three functions: improving stakeholder capacity for sector planning and 
monitoring; harmonization or coordination; and improving transparency of resource allocation and 
execution (10 percent each). 
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Additional Data 

As part of the larger JSR effectiveness research, some additional data was collected and informed our 
thinking in producing this research, although the data was not analyzed in depth for this paper. This 
includes observations collected between March and June 2016 at the five JSRs where GPE’s Secretariat 
conducted interviews, as above (Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Guinea, The Gambia and Zambia). The 
objective was to gather information on the dynamics among participants and identify key character-
istics of JSRs, including the nature of participation; organization and logistics; discussion dynamics; 
content; and resources used for presentations, among others. Also, two focus groups were conducted 
in July and September 2016 with GPE country leads and education specialists who have experience in 
JSRs. The aim was to collect their opinions on JSR purposes; factors for success and limitations; and 
areas for capacity building related to JSR efficacy, from the perspective of GPE. To complement the GPE 
vision on JSRs, four semi-structured interviews were conducted with the Secretariat Leadership Team.

TABLE 7 INTERVIEW LIST

Country Stakeholder Category Number of Interviews

Bangladesh CSO/NGO 1

Bangladesh Donor/Technical Agency 3

Bangladesh Government 2

Burkina Faso CSO/NGO 3

Burkina Faso Donor/Technical Agency 2

Burkina Faso GPE Country Lead 1

Burkina Faso Government 4

The Gambia CSO/NGO 4

The Gambia Donor/Technical Agency 2

The Gambia Government 5

Guinea Donor/Technical Agency 1

Guinea GPE Country Lead 1

Zambia CSO/NGO 1

Zambia Donor/Technical Agency 1

Zambia Government 1
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TABLE 8 JSR FUNCTION PREFERENCE

Weighted stakeholder responses (as a % of total)

Function %

Increased stakeholder ownership over plan implementation 35

Accountability functions: 21

Enhanced government accountability toward donor 3

Enhanced government accountability toward its citizens 9

Enhanced mutual accountability 9

Improved stakeholder capacity in sector planning and monitoring 10

Better coordination and harmonization of stakeholder efforts and interventions 10

Improved transparency with regard to resource allocation and execution (both internal and 
external funding)

10

Strengthened leadership in educational development 5

Mobilization of additional financial resources 2

Learning from every actor involved in sector development 2

Better alignment of interventions with country systems 1

Reduced transaction costs via joint reporting and monitoring, and information sharing 1

Improved national capacity on data analysis and reporting 1

  100

Notes: Given that a larger proportion of donors and fewer NGOs and teachers unions responded to the survey when 
compared to government respondents, this table is based on weighting the responses of each of the four stakeholder 
categories (government, donor, NGO and teachers union) equally; each category therefore represents the equivalent 
of 25 percent of respondents.
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ANNEX 2: JSR Questionnaire Used for Variable Analysis

Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

General 
Information

Please answer to 
the following items

  ESP/TEP

  JSR agenda

Beginning date of the JSR (mm/dd/yyyy):

Ending date of JSR (mm/dd/yyyy):

First education JSR of ESP/TEP 
implementation period? 

Beginning year of ESP/TEP period covered 
(yyyy): 

Ending year of ESP/TEP period covered (yyyy): 

Sub-sectors covered in the ESP/TEP:

Early childhood education

Primary education

Lower secondary education

Upper secondary education

TVET

Higher education

Nonformal education and adult literacy

ESP/TEP is sector-wide

Control 
Question

What documents 
among those 
listed did you use 
to answer the 
questions in this 
assessment?

JSR terms of reference

JSR agenda

JSR list of participants. If yes, please indicate 
below if this was the tentative or actual list:

Tentative list of participants

Actual list of participants

JSR report/aide-mémoire (this includes any 
document produced as an output of the JSR)

Previous JSR report/aide-mémoire (this 
includes any document produced as an output 
of the JSR)

Education sector plan/transitional education 
plan

Annual action plan of the ESP/TEP
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(continued)

Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

Annual implementation report (any 
document that tracks comprehensively the 
education sector progress would qualify as 
an equivalent of the annual implementation 
report, and can be used for this assessment)

Additional document(s) used for this 
assessment.  
Please list.

1. Inclusive 
and 
participatory

To what extent was 
the JSR inclusive? 
From which of 
the following 
categories was 
there participation 
during the JSR?

  List of JSR 
participants

  JSR terms of 
reference

Ministry/ministries in charge of education 
at the national level. If yes, please indicate 
below which of these ministries participated: 

Basic education

TVET

Higher education

Social affairs/gender

Any other ministry(ies) related to education 
at the national level that participated. 
Please list.

Ministry of Education at the regional/dis-
trict level and/or regional authorities in 
charge of education 

Ministry of Finance and/or budget

Other ministries: planning, health, civil 
service, etc.

Development partners: multilateral, 
bilateral agencies

International CSOs

Local CSOs

Parents associations 

Teachers unions

Universities/academic institutions

Private sector: companies funding education, 
foundations
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Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

Nonpublic educational providers (private 
school networks)

Any other category(ies) of participants that may 
be missing from the listing above. Please list.

2. Aligned to 
shared policy 
frameworks

Did the JSR cover 
the full spectrum 
of the education 
sector? Which 
of the following 
items apply? These 
can be discussed 
during the JSR 
(as per in the JSR 
agenda) or covered 
in the annual 
implementation 
report. 

The spectrum 
should include all 
the sub-sector 
programs/activities, 
including those 
funded both by 
domestic and 
external sources 
and addressed in 
the ESP/TEP.

  JSR agenda

  JSR report/
aide-
mémoire

  Annual 
implementa-
tion report

Additional 
sources include:

  ESP/TEP

  Annual 
action plan

JSR (or annual implementation report) 
systematically covers all sub-sectors, as 
reported in the ESP/TEP

The JSR (or annual implementation report) 
discusses internally funded activities/
programs, as reported in the ESP/TEP

The JSR (or annual implementation report) 
discusses externally funded activities/
programs, as reported  
in ESP/TEP

The JSR (or annual implementation report) 
discusses externally-funded activities/
programs that are off-budget

The JSR (or annual implementation report) 
discusses externally-funded activities/
programs that are off-plan
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Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

3. Based on 
evidence

Did the annual 
implementation 
report include the 
following? 

* Examples 
of financial 
information at 
trend/outcome 
level (ideally all 
indicators should 
be covered): 

  Execution per-
centage of total 
government 
budget 

  Execution 
percentage of 
education budget 

  Share of educa-
tion expenditure 
over the total 
domestic expen-
diture disaggre-
gated by capital 
and recurrent 
spending 

  Education recur-
rent expenditure 
disaggregated 
by wage and 
nonwage

  Exclusively  
the annual 
implementa-
tion report

Brief situational analysis of review period with 
key sector indicators at the outcome level of 
the year under review 

Brief situational analysis of review period with 
key financial information* of the year under 
review (see notes in question)

Sector progress and results achieved 
through the implementation of the ESP/TEP 
action plans (review of programs/activities)

Expenditures at program/activity level** 
covered by domestic funding (see notes in 
question)

Expenditures at program/activity level** 
covered by external funding

Follow-up on previous JSR recommendations 

Any additional element(s) that the annual 
implementation report includes that it is not 
listed above. Please list. 

Beyond the annual implementation report, 
other document(s) other documents 
demonstrating JSR is evidence-based. Please 
list.

(continued)
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Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

  Education expen-
diture disaggre-
gated by major 
source: 

ii(i) Regular budget  
i(ii)  on-budget aid, 

earmarked 
traceable 

(iii)  off-budget aid 
(major source of; 
i.e., ODA)

  Share of external 
aid vs. domestic 
allocation 

  Projected 
domestic 
allocations 

**Expenditures at 
program/activity 
level:

  Expenditures by 
programs and 
activities classi-
fied in the annual 
action plan 
(which should be 
able to integrate 
a full budget 
perimeter, 
including wage, 
recurrent non- 
wage and capital)
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(continued)

Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

4. Monitoring 
tool

Was the JSR based 
on the following 
items?

  JSR agenda

  JSR report/
aide-
mémoire

  Annual 
implementa-
tion report

Additional 
sources include:

  ESP/TEP

  Annual 
action plan

  Results 
framework

Education data of the year under review. If 
yes, please indicate in the comments column 
(H) the year of the data used.

Total budget expenditures (national budget)

Sector trends (outcome-level indicators)

Performance of program/activities (output-
level indicators)

Education expenditures at the budget level 

Education expenditures at the program level 
(as defined in the ESP/TEP) 

International aid commitments and actual 
disbursements to the education sector

Implementation problem areas and 
weaknesses

Implementation achievements and good 
practices

Previous JSR recommendations 

Monitoring of the indicators selected for the 
GPE variable part 

Specific thematic session(s) during the JSR. If 
yes, please indicate below which ones:

Equity 

Learning

Efficiency 

Aid modalities 

Aid effectiveness agenda 

SDG4 and FFA 

Any other thematic session(s). Please list.

Any other item(s) on which the JSR was based 
that was not listed above. Please list.
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Dimension Question
Possible Data 
Source(s) Response Items

What form 
do the JSR 
recommendations 
take? 

They are limited in number (judged as 
manageable by  
the CL)

 5. Instrument 
for change

  JSR report/
aide-
mémoire

  Annual 
action plan

They are clearly linked to the components 
of the ESP/TEP action plan and results 
framework

They are in the form of remedial actions to 
address the weaknesses in the ESP/TEP 
implementation

They designate responsible parties for 
implementation  
or action

They include a timeline for implementation 
and/or for leading to planning documents 
revision 

They replicate previous-year 
recommendations
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