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Abstract

Transparency is a fundamental principle of contemporary public governance, contributing to
accountability, citizen participation, and the strengthening of trust in public institutions. Despite its
growing relevance in local governments, there remains a void of comparative studies on the
instruments used to assess municipal transparency in the different Member States of the European
Union (EU). This gap hinders comparisons between local governments, limits the identification of good
practices, and restricts the development of harmonized evaluation models.

In this context, the present study aims to identify the tools for measuring municipal transparency in EU
Member States with representation from Transparency International and to determine whether a
common index for assessing local government transparency exists across the European Union. To this
study, a qualitative approach, of an exploratory and descriptive nature, was adopted, based on a
comparative analysis of the transparency assessment instruments existing in EU countries with
representation from Transparency International.

The results reveal heterogeneity in municipal transparency assessment practices. Although 23 of the 27
Member States have representation from Transparency International, only ten have specific
instruments for assessing transparency at the local level. There are also significant differences in
territorial coverage and the frequency of assessments. It was concluded that there is currently no
common model for evaluating the transparency of local governments in the EU. This fragmentation
makes it difficult to compare municipalities and highlights the need to develop common evaluation
models that promote the sharing of good practices and the improvement of local governance.
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Introduction

In the 80s and 90s of the twentieth century, there
was a worldwide movement of reforms in public
management in most countries. International
organizations, such as the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) and the World Bank, were important in
stimulating this global trend, by disseminating
the anglo-american experience and promoting
similar reforms in several countries (Pina, Torres
and Royo, 2007). EU governments supported the
fundamental principles of these reforms, the
vision of which includes the need to improve the
effectiveness of public management, intensify
control and accountability. The changes
introduced by the doctrine of the New Public
Management in the 90s led to the emergence of
fundamental concepts, including transparency
and citizen involvement, with the aim of
increasing trust in the government (Pina, Torres
and Royo, 2007).

Transparency emerges as an essential
requirement to overcome the current challenges
of public management, allowing the creation of
governance aligned with the aspirations of
society. It allows the link between key issues for
public administration, namely participation,
accountability and democracy (Lima and
Branddo, 2020). Transparency is therefore
crucial for citizens to better understand
government policies, strengthen public trust,
reduce corruption and hold politicians
accountable for their decisions and solutions.
Consequently, transparency has played a central
role in public management accountability
procedures (Tejedo-Romero and Aratjo, 2018).
For Guillamén, Bastida and Benito (2011),
transparency is a crucial component to supervise
public administration and control political
powers efficiently.

On the other hand, initiatives such as the Open
Government Partnership and Transparency
International, among others, seek to assess
transparency through the development of
rankings. This has enabled several countries to
put transparency policies into practice through
the approval of access to information laws
(Tejedo-Romero, Rodrigues and Aradjo, 2023).
In addition, high standards of transparency and
its appropriate measurement contribute to
increasing the accountability of government
officials and are essential to foster the
improvement of governance (Hood and Heald,

2006). To this end, several international
organisations have developed indicators to
measure the level of transparency, both at
national and local levels.

Despite  the growing proliferation of
transparency indices and assessment tools
developed by national and international
organizations, the literature continues to present
limited knowledge about their characteristics,
coverage, and applicability in the context of local
governments in the European Union. Generally,
there is a lack of comparative studies that
systematize the different instruments used by
Member States and that allow the assessment of
the existence of common criteria for evaluating
municipal transparency.

This gap makes it difficult to compare local
governments, limits the identification of good
practices, and restricts the development of
harmonized models for evaluating municipal
transparency. In this context, it becomes relevant
to analyze and compare the instruments
currently used in the different Member States of
the European Union, contributing to a better
understanding of existing evaluation practices
and to the debate about harmonizing the
measurement of transparency at the local level.

Objectives

The study of transparency at the level of Local
Governments is essential to evaluate the action of
governments, understand public policies and
ensure effective accountability (Tejedo-Romero
and Aratjo, 2021). The literature shows that
there are several practices of transparency
policies, which vary from municipality to
municipality (Tavares and da Cruz, 2020), but
that appropriate instruments have not yet been
developed to measure and make comparisons of
transparency performance in governments (da
Cruzetal, 2016).

This study aims to contribute to the knowledge
about the measurement of transparency at the
level of local governance, analyzing the reality of
EU countries, having as a starting point the
chapters of Transparency International, since
this entity is widely recognized in the study of
transparency and the perception of corruption.

Thus, the objective of this study is to identify the
tools for measuring municipal transparency in
EU Member States that have national chapters of
Transparency International and that have a local
transparency assessment index to determine
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whether there is a local government
transparency assessment index common to all
EU Member States.

Methodology

To achieve the proposed objectives, this study
adopted a qualitative approach, developing an
exploratory and descriptive study focused on the
comparative analysis of the content of the
transparency assessment indices of the EU
Member States that have representation of
Transparency International and was based on
the content analysis of the official websites
available of Transparency International of the 27
EU Member States.

The selection of European Union member states
is justified by the existence of a common political
and legal framework, based on shared
democratic principles and a commitment to
governance models oriented towards efficiency,
transparency and accountability. On the other
hand, Transparency International is one of the
leading international organizations in the field of
transparency, public integrity, and corruption
prevention. With a presence in over one hundred
countries and representation in 23 European
Union member states, Transparency
International offers a relevant context for
conducting comparative analyses on the
assessment of transparency in local government.

Data collection took place between November
2024 and March 2025, through consultation of
the official websites of Transparency
International and supplementary documentation
provided by the respective national
organizations. Reports, methodologies, and other
documents related to municipal transparency
assessment instruments were also analyzed. The
information collected focused on the designation
of indices, application periods, methodologies
adopted, dimensions and indicators considered,
information sources used, and the number of
municipalities covered by the respective
assessments.

Theoretical Framework

The concept of transparency has been widely
discussed in recent literature and relates to many
other concepts, such as open government and
freedom of information (Tavares and da Cruz,
2020). Together with other fundamental
principles and values, transparency is seen as a
crucial foundation of good governance (Tavares
and da Cruz, 2020). It is a necessary condition in
a healthy democracy that promotes the fight
against corruption.

Transparency in public administration derives
from institutions, their policies and their
practices for providing information that aims to
improve the understanding of public policies and
increase policy efficiency (Guillamén, Bastida
and Benito, 2011). According to Neto, Cruz and
Vieira (2007) and Rodrigues (2020),
transparency has often been mentioned as a way
to solve various government problems, such as
corruption, inefficiency and poor performance,
because important, understandable, credible and
timely information about the activities and
decisions of political actors is made public
(Oliveira and Ckagnazaroff, 2022). Garrido-
Rodriguez et al. (2022) argue that transparency
is seen as a fundamental component for building
trust in governments and for their accountability,
which translates into the ability of all public
institutions to promote accessibility to all data.

As local governments are a power of proximity,
the measurement of local transparency is
essential to evaluate the performance of
government officials, understand public policies
and for politicians to be accountable (Tejedo-
Romero and Aratjo, 2021). Relations between
local governments and citizens are crucial for
local representative democracy. Measures that
promote transparency can improve the
relationship between local governments and
citizens and also show interest in their needs
(Tejedo-Romero and Aratjo, 2021). Information
and communication technologies have enabled
the creation of structures for disseminating
public data through online websites, with
facilitated accessibility that, by that way,
supports the implementation of transparency
regulations and increases public demand. In this
context, it is crucial to analyze the functioning of
public organizations regarding the transparency
of these websites, and, by other hand, it is
necessary to study the patterns of action of local
governments in disseminating information
(Zafra-Gémez et al, 2025). In this sense, it is
possible to measure transparency based on the
websites of the municipalities, as the information
made available online has several advantages
(Tavares and da Cruz, 2020). Several
international organizations, such as the
Transparency International, the OECD, the
International Budget  Partnership, have
developed methods to measure the scope of the
information made available by public authorities
on their websites, specifically through the
elaboration of indexes or rankings (Tejedo-
Romero and Aratjo, 2021). Since the 90s of the
twentieth century, several initiatives have been
carried out to evaluate access to information.
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There are multiple measures and indices of
transparency that evaluate numerous angles of
the government's openness. These actions cover
several groups of countries, analyze several areas
of government transparency and use various
indicators and methods (Coronel, 2012).

The elaboration and comparison of transparency
indices promote the discussion on the
performance and administration of public
entities, leading to the opening of a fundamental
concept of governance (Tejedo-Romero and
Aratjo, 2021). Hood and Heald (2006) argue that
high standards of transparency and their
appropriate measurement contribute to the
promotion of government accountability and are
crucial to promote the quality of governance. On
the other hand, the dissemination of a ranking of
local governments has the purpose of pressuring
society and encouraging municipal governments
to improve their ways of communication and
relationship with the population, in order to
achieve transparent governance, involvement
with the population and with accountability (da
Cruz etal, 2016).

Results

The results of the study show that, among the 27
EU Member States, 23 countries are represented
by Transparency International. However, only
ten (Austria, Bulgaria, Ireland, Italy, Latvia,
Lithuania, Netherlands, Slovakia, Spain and
Portugal) have transparency assessment tools at
local government level. In addition, only four
countries (Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania and
Portugal) assess the transparency of all their
municipalities. In the remaining countries, the
existing indices cover only a very small fraction
of the universe of local governments (less than
4%).

As regards the frequency of publication of the
indices, there is also an uneven practice. The data
indicate that six countries did so consecutively
(Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Netherlands,
and Portugal), while four countries (Austria,
Bulgaria, Slovakia, Spain) carried out their
evaluations of their municipalities
interspersedly.

The results reveal a diversity in the approaches
adopted by the different instruments for
evaluating municipal transparency, reflected in
the territorial coverage, the frequency of
evaluations, and the methodologies used.

Conclusions

Our study shows that there is so far no tool that
can be used at a global level to assess the
transparency of local governments within the EU.
The lack of this instrument makes it impossible
to compare local governments, hindering the
identification of good practices and the
monitoring of municipal performance in terms of
transparency.

The analysis shows that the transparency
evaluation of local governments carried out by
these analysed countries is not uniform over
time, which shows a lack of predictability in the
assessment of transparency at the local level, as
well as does not have a uniform territorial
coverage, thus also making it difficult to compare
among countries. This lack of common criteria
and consistent practices makes it difficult to have
an integrated view on measuring the
transparency of local governments in the EU
context.

In addition to the differences identified in
territorial coverage and the frequency of
assessments, a significant diversity was also
observed in the approaches adopted by the
different instruments for measuring municipal
transparency. This result reinforces the lack of
uniform evaluation criteria and highlights the
difficulty in making comparisons between local
governments in different countries.

In this context, it is concluded that there is still a
significant path to be traversed in the field of
evaluating  the transparency of local
governments in the European Union. Future
investigations could deepen the comparative
analysis of the identified instruments, namely
through the study of the dimensions and
indicators used, contributing to the reflection on
the development of harmonized models for
evaluating municipal transparency.
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