International Journal of Social Science Research (IJSSR)
Volume- 3, Issue- 1 | January - February 2026 ISSN: 3048-9490

Does Governance Matter? Evidence from the Districts of West
Bengal, India

Dr. Sk Ismaile' & Prof. Namita Chakma’
IState Aided College Teacher (SACT-1), Department of Geography, Syamsundar College, Purba
Barddhaman-713424, West Bengal, India
2 Professor, Department of Geography, The University of Burdwan, Purba Barddhaman-713104, West
Bengal, India

Abstract

Governance plays a decisive role in shaping development outcomes, particularly in
decentralized administrative systems where districts act as key units of policy implementation
and service delivery. This study examines the quality of governance at the district level in West
Bengal and analyses its relationship with economic performance. A composite Quality of
Governance Index (QGI) is constructed for nineteen districts of West Bengal using multiple
indicators.The results reveal substantial inter-district variation in governance quality. Hugli and
North 24 Parganas emerge as the best-performing districts, while Puruliya and Uttar Dinajpur
occupy the lowest positions. To assess the development implications of governance, the study
examines the relationship between QGI and District Gross Domestic Product (DGDP).
However, governance quality explains only about one-fourth of the variation in district
economic performance, highlighting the role of other structural, historical, and locational
factors in shaping development outcomes. The findings underscore the importance of
strengthening district-level governance mechanisms to promote balanced regional
development in West Bengal and contribute to the broader discourse on sub-national
governance and development in India.

Keywords: governance, development, West Bengal, inter district disparity
1. Introduction

Governments play a central role in policy formulation, implementation, monitoring, and
service delivery (Sodhi & Sawhney, 2023). Variations in economic development across
countries and regions mainly stem from differences in governance quality. Each country differs
in culture, history, geography, political and economic structures, leading to diverse institutional
arrangements and governance practices. Despite these differences, good governance remains a
common goal and a continuous process that fosters economic growth, equity, and human
development (Basu, 2002). In India, states display varying levels of governance performance,
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which results in unequal patterns and rates of economic growth. Persistent underdevelopment
in states such as Bihar, Odisha, and Assam places them among the most disadvantaged regions,
largely due to longstanding governance and structural challenges (Sharma,1998). The quality
of governance has a significant influence on development outcomes. In recent decades,
extensive literature has examined the quality of governance, its measurement, indices, and
impacts, offering various definitions from scholars and institutions.

“Governance refers to the exercise of political and administrative authority at all levels to
manage a country’s affairs. It includes the processes and institutions through which decisions
are made and authority in a country is exercised" (UNDP., 1997). Effective governance
encompasses both governmental and non-governmental sectors at different levels, encouraging
greater contribution, transparency, accountability, and public access to information. Good
governance directly affects development outcomes such as poverty alleviation, access to
education and healthcare, gender equality, and environmental sustainability (Mundle et al.,
2012). According to Kaufmann, Recanatini and Biletsky of the World Bank, governance relates
to “the process and institutions by which authority in a country is exercised" (Kaufmann et al.,
2011a)

Despite the availability of studies assessing governance at the national and state levels (Mundle
et al., 2016) there is little literature on the quality of governance at the district level. However,
implementing development programmes remains a significant challenge in India. Most
development initiatives are carried out through the district administration. According to P. P.
Agrawal, effective plan implementation begins at the formulation stage, where decision-
making groups from both the public and private sectors are involved in the planning process
(Agarwal, 1973)). District-level planning institutions are often less specialised, more
politicised and poorly coordinated with implementing agencies. Successful district planning
depends on support from political leaders and the bureaucracy, as well as active public
participation at the district, block, and village levels (Sharma,1998). Therefore, district
administration plays a vital role in shaping the quality of governance within a state.
Understanding the nuances of governance quality across West Bengal’s districts is essential for
fostering inclusive development and addressing disparities. By identifying districts that may
be lagging in governance effectiveness, policymakers can allocate resources and interventions
towards marginalised communities and regions, ensuring that no one is left behind in the
pursuit of sustainable development. Consequently, the present study assesses the quality of
governance across the districts of West Bengal. As one of India’s most populous states, West
Bengal is characterised by a rich cultural heritage and significant economic diversity. Its
districts display wide variations in demographic composition, economic activities and
infrastructure, making the state a suitable case for governance analysis. However, the state
continues to face governance challenges that significantly impact its progress towards
sustainable development.

2. An Overview of Literature

In recent decades, scholars, international organisations, and think tanks have created various

IJSSR WWW.1jssr.com 167



International Journal of Social Science Research (IJSSR)
Volume- 3, Issue- 1 | January - February 2026 ISSN: 3048-9490

governance indices to assess quality, facilitate cross-country comparisons and measure impacts
on development. The World Bank (1992) stressed the importance of institutional analysis for
sustainable development, while the IMF (1996) highlighted rule of law, public sector
efficiency, accountability and anti-corruption as essential for economic growth (Paloni &
Zanardi, 2012) The Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG) assesses 54 African nations
based on safety, rule of law, participation, human rights, economic opportunity, and human
development. Results show slight overall progress, but disparities remain, with Mauritius
performing well and Somalia falling behind (Ibrahim, 2018).

In India, governance is assessed at both the state and district levels. Sharma studied how district
plans were carried out in Bihar and found problems with how schemes were chosen, approved,
and allocated. He linked these issues to systemic causes and suggested ways to address them.
His analysis of district plan implementation in Bihar identified deficiencies in scheme
selection, approval, and allocation, attributing them to systemic causes and proposing remedial
strategies (Sharma, 1998). At the state level, Singh (1996) looked at governance during India’s
reform period and stressed governance in the context of India’s reform experience and
emphasised the need for stronger institutional reforms, especially in the legal system and
judiciary, to improve reform outcomes (Singh, 1996). Huther and Shah were among the first to
measure governance by combining several factors achieve better outcomes from the reform
process (Huther & Shah, 1998) They developed a governance quality index for eighty
countries, using indicators such as citizen participation, government orientation, social
development, and economic management. Countries were grouped, and classified into good,
fair, and poor governance categories. Their findings showed clear differences between states:
revealing pronounced interstate differences Kerala and Himachal Pradesh performed best,
while Bihar and Meghalaya lagged behind. However, some underperforming states, such as
Bihar and Chhattisgarh, have made progress in service delivery, which suggests that
governance outcomes do not always follow overall development trends. Service delivery gains
in underperformers like Bihar and Chhattisgarh suggest governance outcomes may decouple
from broader development trajectories (Mundle et al., 2012)

Empirical evidence affirms a positive governance-development relation. Transparent, inclusive
policies, enhanced accountability, and business-enabling regulations foster growth and service
delivery (Dollar & Burnside, 1999; Rodrik & Subramanian, 2003). Fiscal decentralisation and
public sector reforms further bolster governance (Huther & Shah, 1998). However, the
governance-poverty link is ambiguous: weak governance perpetuates poverty traps (Daoud,
2015) yet improvements do not invariably yield poverty alleviation (Kaufmann et al., 2011b)

3. Study Area

In the present study, the districts of West Bengal have been considered for evaluation of quality
governance index (QGI). Due to lack of data most recently created districts like Kalimpong,
Jhargram, Purba Barddhaman and Paschim Barddhaman districts are not considered in the
analysis (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Location Map of the Study Area
Source: Prepared by Authors
4. Objective

The objective of the present study is to assess the quality of governance in West Bengal's
districts and its relation with the District gross domestic product (DGDP).

5. Data Sources and Methods

Data for this study relied on a diverse array of data sources to provide a comprehensive
(Table 1), this
multidimensional approach to data collection enables a comprehensive assessment of

evaluation of governance quality. Drawing on multiple sources

governance quality across West Bengal's districts.

Table 1: Indicators and sources of QGI, West Bengal

SI1. No. | Indicators Data sources
X1 Population living in households with an | NFHS-5
improved drinking-water source (%)
X2 Population living in households that use | NFHS-5
an improved sanitation facility (%
X3 Population living in households with | NFHS-5
electricity (%)
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X4 Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) in | UDISE 2016-17, Government of
secondary level West Bengal
X5 Pupil Teacher Ratio (PTR) at secondary | UDISE 2016-17 Government of West
level Bengal
X6 Literacy Rate %) Census of India, 2011
X7 Percentage of villages having-pucca road | Census of India, 2012
X8 Surfaced road as a percentage of total | Bureau of Applied Economics &
road length Statistics, Government of West
Bengal, 2014
X9 Rate of total crimes against SCs (per | NCRB Report 2020,
1,00,000 SC population) https://ncrb.gov.in/
X10 Rate of total crimes against STs (per | NCRB Report 2020
1,00,000 ST population) https://ncrb.gov.me/
X11 Murders per 1,00,000 population NCRB Report 2020
https://ncrb.gov.in/
X12 Cognizable crimes against children per | NCRB Report 2020
1,00,000 population https://ncrb.gov.in/
X13 Percentage of sexual crimes against | NCRB Report 2020
women to total crimes against women https://ncrb.gov.in/
X14 Percentage of elected women over total | Election Commission of India,
seats in the state legislative assembly https://eci.gov.in/
X15 MLAs with criminal charges (%) Election Commission of India,
https://eci.gov.in/
X16 Per Capita Income (Rs.) Bureau of Applied Economics &
Statistics, Government of West
Bengal, 2014
X17 Percentage of children under five years | NFHS-5
who are underweight
X18 Percentage of children under five years | NFHS-5
who are stunted
X19 Percentage of children in the age group 9- | NFHS-5
11 months fully immunized
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Percentage of institutional deliveries out | NFHS-5
of the total deliveries reported

X21 Percentage of pregnant women who | NFHS-5
completed 4 ANCs in the district

X22 Annualized TB Case Notification | West Bengal Health Report, 2016-17,

Rate/100000 Population 2017-18

X23 Households with tap water supply Jal Jeevan Mission — Har Ghar Jal

Report, Government of India

X24 Percentage of wards with 100% door to | State Environment Plan Report,
door waste collection Government of West Bengal

X25 Percentage of Municipal Solid Waste | State Environment Plan Report,
(MSW) treated out of total MSW | Government of West Bengal
generated

Sources: Compiled by the Authors from Various Source
5.1 Negative indicators

Out of the 25 selected indicators, nine are deemed negative as they represent dimensions where
a higher value implies a lower desired outcome. These indicators encompass crime rates against
SCs and STs, murders, cognizable crimes against children, sexual crimes against women,
legislators (MLAs) with criminal charges, prevalence of underweight children under 5 years
old prevalence of stunted children under 5 years old, and the annualized TB case notification
rate. The quality of governance index (QGI) is constructed using sub-dimensions derived from
the principles of good governance outlined by UNDP (Sharma, 1998; UNDP., 1997).

4.2 Normalization

The normalization of indicator values to a standard scale of 0 to 1 was required to ensure
comparability as different indicators had different ranges of values. ‘0’ indicates lowest
performance and ‘1’ implies that the target has been achieved (for positive indicators). The
indicators are measured in different units. To convert them into comparable scores before
aggregation, a process of normalisation is undertaken in the following manner:

B Yij — Minimum (Yj)
Xij =

Maximum (Yj) — Minimum (Yj)

Where, Yij is the value of the j™ indicator for the i district. This process of normaliation
rescales the indicators in the range [0, 1].

Besides, for indicators (negative) where higher the value implies lower the performance, the
following formula was used:
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Yij — Minimum (Yj
Xij=[1 j Yy

"~ Maximum (Yj) — Minimum (Yj)]

Where, Yjj is the value of the j™ indicator for the i district. This process of normalization
rescales the indicators in the range [0, 1].

4.3 Aggregation

The score on each dimension is computed by taking the average of the normalized scores
(Xij’s) of'its constituent indicators. The quality of governance index (QGI) is then obtained by
averaging the scores across all dimensions.

5. Results and Discussion
5.1 District-wise Quality of Governance Index (QGI)

Table 2 presents the district-wise quality of governance index of West Bengal. The scores for
individual indicators have been pulled together to yield the overall quality of governance in
each district. The QGI values range from 0.423 to 0.743, indicating variations in governance
quality across districts. QGI Values are categorized as:

QGI Less or Equal to (Mean + SD) = Very High (>0.676), QGI between (Mean + SD) to
(Mean) = High (>0.676-0.588), QGI Greater than (Mean) to (Mean - SD) =Moderate (0.588-
0.499), QGI Less or Equal to (Mean - SD) =Low (<0.0.499).

Table 2: District-wise QGI of Districts West Bengal

Districts QGI Quality of Governance
Hugli 0.743 | Very High (>0.676)
North 24 Parganas 0.742

Nadia 0.698

Haora 0.668 | High (0.676-0.588)
Koch Bihar 0.635

Kolkata 0.632

South 24 Parganas 0.616

Purba Medinipur 0.616

Barddhaman 0.600

Birbhum 0.568 | Moderate (0.588-0.499)
Dakshin Dinajpur 0.565

Bankura 0.562
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Jalpaiguri 0.559
Darjiling 0.552
Maldah 0.538
Murshidabad 0.526
Paschim Medinipur 0.501
Puruliya 0.433 | Low (<0.499)
Uttar Dinajpur 0.423

Source: Calculated by the researcher
5.1.1 Very High Quality of Governance (QGI > 0.676)

Hugli (0.743) ranks first, followed closely by North 24 Parganas (0.742), while Nadia (0.698)
ranks third. These districts show strong performance across several governance areas, as seen
in the indicator table. High literacy rates, good road connectivity, higher per capita income,
better health indicators, and efficient delivery of basic services and amenities contribute to their
strong governance. Stronger urban-rural connections, experienced administration and a history
of institutional development also seem to support effective governance in these districts. (Table
2, Figure 2)

5.1.2 High Quality of Governance (QGI 0.676-0.588)

Districts like Haora, Koch Bihar, Kolkata, South 24 Parganas, Purba Medinipur and
Barddhaman are classified as high governance areas. They demonstrate strong administrative
performance, especially in infrastructure, education, health, and economic metrics. The
influence of metropolitan areas (Kolkata and Haora) and recent administrative reforms (South
24 Parganas and Purba Medinipur) have improved governance outcomes. Nonetheless,
discrepancies in crime rates, environmental management, and social inclusion prevent these
districts from being categorised as very high governance zones (see Table 2, Figure 2).

5.1.3 Moderate Quality of Governance (QGI 0.588-0.499)

Birbhum, Dakshin Dinajpur, Bankura, Jalpaiguri, Darjiling, Maldah, Murshidabad, and
Paschim Medinipur constitute the moderate governance group. These districts display mixed
governance performance, with strengths in certain sectors such as education or health but
weaknesses in others, including economic capacity, infrastructure quality, or law and order.
Structural challenges such as geographical constraints (Darjiling), high population pressure
(Murshidabad, Maldah), and limited industrial development (Bankura, Birbhum) appear to
moderate overall governance quality despite targeted policy interventions (Table 2, Figure 2).

5.1.4 Low Quality of Governance (QGI < 0.499)

Puruliya (0.433) and Uttar Dinajpur (0.423) are classified under low governance quality. These
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districts face persistent challenges related to service delivery, infrastructure deficits, health and

nutrition outcomes, and economic underdevelopment. The indicator table reveals lower

sanitation coverage, weaker road infrastructure, poorer child health indicators, and limited

administrative capacity. Inadequate resource allocation, institutional inefficiencies, and

difficulties in adapting to administrative and policy reforms further constrain governance

effectiveness in these districts (Table 2, Figure 2).

Overall, district-wise quality governance index (QGI) highlights pronounced spatial disparities

in governance quality across the districts of West Bengal. Districts with stronger economic

bases, better infrastructure, and administrative stability tend to perform better in governance

outcomes. In contrast, districts with structural disadvantages and limited administrative

capacity exhibit lower governance quality (Table 2, Figure 2).
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Figure 2: District wise QGI in West Bengal

Source: Prepared by Authors

5.6 Relationship between Quality of Governance and District Gross Domestic Product

Scholars widely agree that governance quality profoundly influences development outcomes.
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As Arndt and Oman (2006, p. 41) observe, “While better governance tends clearly to promote
economic growth, growth per se does not tend to promote better governance” (Oman and
Arndt,2006). But there are some who argue that strong long term growth could be the result of
powerful vested interest groups building up at the expense of governance (Sodhi & Sawhney,
2023). The correlation between QGI of major districts of West Bengal and their gross district
domestic products (DGDP) is calculated in this study (Table 3).

Table 3: District wise QGI and District Gross Domestic Product (DGDP) in West Bengal

Districts QGI DGDP (RS. Crore)
Hugli 0.743 46830.87
North 24 Parganas 0.742 85116.82
Nadia 0.698 36521.45
Haora 0.668 40151.53
Koch Bihar 0.635 16884.92
Kolkata 0.632 59895.9
South 24 Parganas 0.616 55024.67
Purba Medinipur 0.616 51198.79
Barddhaman 0.6 75706.51
Birbhum 0.568 21278.6
Dakshin Dinajpur 0.565 10578.42
Bankura 0.562 23617.85
Jalpaiguri 0.559 28182.6
Darjiling 0.552 20178.2
Maldah 0.538 23835.96
Murshidabad 0.526 41557.66
Paschim Medinipur 0.501 39159.34
Puruliya 0.433 16576.86
Uttar Dinajpur 0.423 14264.29

Source: Bureau of Applied Economics & Statistics, Government of West Bengal, 2014
5.6.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics of the key study variables across 19 districts. The
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mean value of the Quality Governance Index (QGI) is 0.588, with relatively low dispersion
(SD = 0.089), indicating moderate variation in governance quality across districts. District
Gross Domestic Product (DGDP) shows substantial inter-district variation, ranging from
%10,578 crore to X85,117 crore, reflecting pronounced spatial economic disparities. To address
scale differences and improve model fit, DGDP is also analysed in logarithmic form.

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables (N = 19)

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

QGI 0.588 0.089 0.423 0.743
DGDP (R Crore) |37,187.43 |21,072.23 10,578.42 85,116.82
Log of DGDP 10.42 0.52 9.27 11.35

Source: Calculated by Author
5.6.2 Bivariate Association between Governance and Economic Performance:

The bivariate association between governance quality and district-level economic performance
is examined using Spearman’s rank correlation (Table 5). The results indicate a moderate and
statistically significant positive relationship between QGI and DGDP (p = 0.534, p < 0.05). A
slightly stronger association is observed when DGDP is expressed in logarithmic terms (p =
0.590, p < 0.01). These findings suggest that districts with better governance quality tend to
achieve higher levels of economic output.

Table 5: Spearman’s Rank Correlation between Governance Quality and District Economic
Output

Variables QGI
District Gross Domestic Product 0.534*
Log of District Gross Domestic Product 0.590*

Notes: *p < 0.05
Source: Calculated by Author
5.6.3 Regression Results

To assess the impact of governance quality on district economic performance, an ordinary least
squares (OLS) regression model is estimated with the natural logarithm of DGDP as the
dependent variable. The results are reported in Table 6.

Table 6. Impact of Governance Quality on District Economic Performance (Log-Linear
Model)

Variables Log of District GDP
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Quality Governance Index (QGI) 3.948*
Constant 8.045*
Observations 19

R? 0.353
Adjusted R? 0.315
F-statistic 9.28
Prob >F 0.0073
Root MSE 0.487

Notes: Dependent variable: Natural log of District Gross Domestic Product. *p < 0.05
Source: Calculated by Author

The coefficient of QGI is positive and statistically significant at the 1 per cent level.
Specifically, an increase in the Quality Governance Index is associated with a significant rise
in district economic output. The model explains approximately 35 per cent of the variation in
log DGDP (R? = 0.353), which is substantial given the small sample size. Diagnostic tests
indicate no significant departure from normality, supporting the validity of the OLS estimates.
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Figure 3. Relationship between Quality Governance Index and District Gross Domestic
Product

Source: Prepared by Authors
7. Conclusion

Good governance serves as the cornerstone of sustainable development, encompassing
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sustained and inclusive economic growth, social progress, environmental protection, and the
eradication of poverty and hunger. An important prerequisite to sustainable development is
adoption of good governance practices. The SDGs provide an opportunity to go beyond the
MDGs, which did not include significant governance aspects. Achieving sustainable
development necessitates planning and organizational capabilities, highlighting the pivotal role
of governance in creating the necessary structures and processes (Kaufmann et al., 2011b). It
is crucial to reach a common consensus on the definition of governance, which encompasses
respecting people’s rights and facilitating public decision-making processes (Keefer, 2004).
Good governance is not a static achievement but an ongoing, dynamic process that requires
continual improvement and adaptation. Successful implementation of the SDGs 2030 requires
cutting-edge governance practices, innovative implementation strategies, and a cultural shift
toward effective coordination. Efforts to bolster coordination across local, national, and
international tiers (termed vertical integration) and among ministries and economic sectors at
the same level of governance (horizontal integration) are increasingly imperative. Vertical
integration, akin to multilevel governance, aims to align local and regional agendas with
national policies, emphasizing a comprehensive ‘Whole of Government Approach’.

The findings emphasize the importance of effective governance structures in driving progress
towards sustainable development goals. While district reorganization efforts may have
contributed to improvements in governance quality in some districts, disparities persist across
regions. Addressing these disparities and promoting inclusive development will require
targeted interventions, informed policy decisions, and continued monitoring of governance and
development indicators.
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