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Governments across Latin America have decentralized their health systems in an effort to 

improve services for poor, rural populations.  Despite tremendous enthusiasm on the part of 

policymakers and donors, there is relatively limited evidence on whether reformed systems 

produce better services or how contextual factors influence effectiveness.  This study draws on 

the health sector reform experience of Honduras to examine the effects of decentralization on 

health services delivery at the local level.  In an effort to improve health outcomes for 

vulnerable, predominantly rural populations, Honduras has been implementing a decentralized 

health services delivery model year-by-year since 2007.  Now in place across about 90 of 298 

Honduran municipalities, the major component of the reform is to introduce and empower local 

organizations within the existing governmental hierarchy who then contribute to the management 

and co-production of municipal services.  In this paper we investigate the conditional effects of 

this reform on local health services through a difference-in-differences analysis of administrative 

data from 2006-2017.  We expect that local conditions will moderate the effectiveness of health 

sector decentralization, namely that decentralization will perform better in localities with 

stronger political competition, higher levels of participation, and greater resources.  Our 

preliminary results show that decentralization does appear to increase the production of key 

health services in general, and that these effects are largest in environments with stronger 

political competition.  In terms of existing resources, decentralization appears to produce greater 

increases in services within settings of relatively low human development, perhaps due to there 

being more room for improvement in these settings, and political participation does not appear to 

moderate the effectiveness of the reform.  The results of this study may help inform 

policymakers in terms of how they target decentralization reforms locally and the types of 

support that are needed for localities with less favorable conditions to also experience 

improvements.


