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abstract
How do participatory institutions change over time? Previous research has focused on 
exogenous changes, such as legal reform or leadership replacement. But institutions also 
evolve endogenously, through processes of behavioral and compositional change on the 
part of citizen claimants and government officials. These processes can gradually reshape 
institutions to become more responsive to either expert or nonexpert claimants. The 
authors refer to such processes as brokered and grassroots models of social accountabil-
ity. In the context of Mexico’s access-to-information system, the authors employ new 
machine-learning-generated measures to analyze nearly two million information requests 
and responses filed between 2003 and 2019. They find evidence that shows claimants 
becoming more sophisticated over time, and officials becoming more responsive to these 
expert claimants—both findings consistent with a brokered accountability model. Quan-
titative and qualitative evidence reveals mechanisms of behavioral and compositional 
change by citizen claimants and government agents.

I. ​ Introduction

HOW do participatory institutions change over time? The past few 
decades have brought a wave of research on participatory institu-

tions designed to involve citizens in governance and oversight. These 
studies highlight such exogenous shifts as the legal reforms and lead-
ership change that led to the success—and later demise—of such institu-
tions as Guatemala’s anticorruption commission, policy councils in Brazil, 
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and Madrid’s municipal participation platform.1 But more gradual en-
dogenous processes can also lead to shifts in function for these insti-
tutions—such as an increasing orientation toward claims brought by 
different classes of citizen claimants. Mexican activists have complained 
that the celebrated access-to-information (ati) system launched two 
decades ago in their country has become increasingly difficult for lay 
citizens to navigate. Our conversations with those activists inspired this 
study.2

ati systems belong to a class of  institutions designed for social account-
ability, “an approach toward building accountability that relies on civic 
engagement.”3 Many accountability institutions around the world are 
similarly participatory, including citizen policy councils, participatory 
budgeting, local assemblies, independent monitoring organizations, citi-
zen anticorruption bodies, complaint mechanisms, public reporting 
platforms, and ombudspersons.4 The defining traits of social-account-
ability institutions are: (1) they feature repeated interaction between 
ordinary citizens and state actors; and (2) they are oriented toward im-
proving government accountability. Excluded from this category are 
participatory institutions with no accountability orientation at all, such 
as pure coproduction; and elite-driven or “horizontal” accountability 
institutions, such as auditing agencies, which lack regular engagement 
with citizens.5

1 Regarding Guatemala, see Call and Hallock 2020. For Brazil, see Donaghy 2020. And for Ma-
drid, see Olaizola, Beatriz, and Daniele Grasso. 2023. “Decide Madrid, la Plataforma de Participación 
Ciudadana que el Gobierno de Almeida Dejó Morir.” El Pais, July 25. At https://​el​p​a​is​.com​/es​p​a​na​
/ma​d​r​id​/20​23​-07​-26​/de​c​i​de​-ma​d​r​id​-la​-pl​a​t​a​f​o​r​ma​-de​-pa​r​t​i​c​i​p​a​c​i​on​-ci​u​d​a​d​a​na​-que​-el​-go​b​i​e​r​no​-de​
-al​m​e​i​da​-de​jo​-mo​r​ir​.html, accessed February 5, 2025.

2 Parallel to this article, we created a policy brief oriented to Mexican civil society and government 
actors; Berliner et al. 2022. The related interactive website is at https://bigdataytransparenciamx.lse.ac​
.uk/, accessed February 8, 2025.

3 Forster, Malena, and Singh 2004, 3.
4 Regarding citizen policy councils, see Donaghy 2020; Mayka 2019. For participatory budgeting, 

see Wampler 2015. For local assemblies, see Sanyal and Rao 2018. For independent monitoring orga-
nizations, see Kosack, Tolmie, and Griffin 2010; Robinson 2006. For citizen anticorruption bodies, see 
Baniamin and Jamil 2018; Shim and Eom 2008. For complaint mechanisms, see Kruks-Wisner 2021. 
For public reporting platforms, see Buntaine, Hunnicutt, and Komakech 2021. And for ombudsper-
sons, see Wille and Bovens 2022.

5 O’Donnell 1998 refers to “horizontal” accountability institutions. The concept of accountability is 
highly contested and often subject to conceptual stretching. Certain approaches distinguish between 
institutions of transparency and accountability (Schedler 1999; Fox 2007), with ATI systems falling 
under the former category—in terms of enabling “answerability,” but not directly enabling citizen 
sanctioning of politicians. Other approaches categorize ATI systems as institutions of “diagonal” ac-
countability, given that citizen claimants typically rely on state oversight bodies for sanctioning (Lühr-
mann, Marquardt, and Mechkova 2020). Our designation of request-based ATI systems as a type of 
social-accountability institution relies on the core role of citizen request-making, the legal mandate of 
government agents to respond, and the potential for disclosed information to enable formal or infor-
mal sanction by government or societal actors.
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Social-accountability institutions can be powerful tools for improving 
governance while fomenting civic engagement.6 In fact, these institutions 
have spread rapidly, owing to their wide promotion by the international 
development community as well as the advances in digital technology 
that lower barriers to access. To wit, the number of countries with ati 
systems has expanded from roughly twenty in 1990 to more than one 
hundred today.7 Yet social-accountability institutions can be difficult 
to sustain, as they depend on complex forms of engagement by a broad 
variety of actors.8 Furthermore—and most relevant for our purposes—
these institutions are subject to “mission drift.”9  This occurs because 
their implementation involves high levels of discretion, as well as fre-
quent interactions between politicians and citizens, during which both 
have opportunities to learn and adapt their behavior.

Cases in which such institutions evolve to become more responsive 
to elites are of particular relevance. Although ati systems and other so-
cial-accountability institutions purport to engender relationships of ac-
countability between citizens and the state, ordinary citizens often face 
significant obstacles to make these systems work for their purposes. In 
contrast, economic elites enjoy the means to enlist lawyers and other ex-
perts to navigate institutional channels. The existing literature addresses 
the aspects of  institutional design that lend themselves to broad citizen 
empowerment.10 But here we focus on informal and gradual transfor-
mations, which are harder to observe. Our goal is to uncover the endog-
enous drivers of these kinds of institutional evolution.

Our dependent variable—responsiveness—takes on a double conno-
tation for ati systems. At the microlevel, responsiveness refers to the 
extent to which government agents actually respond to citizen claims. 
Thus, we assess responsiveness to an information request by the time-
liness and quality of the information provided.11 At the macrolevel, 
responsiveness reflects whether the institution lends itself to account-
ability-seeking forms of political activity, thereby enhancing democratic 
representation.12 At either of these levels, responsiveness can vary across 
categories of claimants, such as elite civil society actors, grassroots ac-
tivists, private firms, and lay citizens.

6 World Bank Group 2003; Smulovitz and Peruzzotti 2000.
7 UNESCO 2022.
8 Fox 2015; McGee and Gaventa 2012.
9 Ebrahim, Battilana, and Mair 2014.
10 Arkedis et al. 2021; Fox 2015; Hossain, Joshi, and Pande 2024; Lieberman, Posner, and Tsai 2014.
11 Berliner et al. 2021; Fung 2013.
12 Schedler 1999.
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Thus, a first contribution of this article is to build a framework to un-
derstand differential responsiveness, distinguishing between expert and 
nonexpert claims. The existing research is often preoccupied with the 
binary question of whether a given institution of accountability yields 
responsiveness. Such studies typically focus either on processes involv-
ing individual lay citizens or—less often—on scaled-up demand-mak-
ing by civil society organizations.13 However, institutions may be more 
responsive to some types of claimants than others. Our approach thus 
emphasizes the question of institutional bias in responsiveness. We dis-
tinguish between a grassroots model of accountability, in which insti-
tutions are most useful for the routine needs of general citizens, and a 
brokered model, in which the institution is most useful for experts. By 
analyzing ati, an institution designed to serve both lay claimants and 
expert claimants, we elucidate the process by which Mexico’s ati sys-
tem transformed to favor the latter over the former.

A second contribution—both theoretical and methodological—is to 
diagnose the gradual institutional change that unfolds over time in in-
stitutions of accountability. Typically, research on information and ac-
countability has focused on short time frames, such as the above-cited 
experimental evaluations of  informational treatments involving individ-
ual citizens. Some of these studies note a feedback loop in which citizen 
claim-making activity not only enhances government responsiveness 
but is also a product of that responsiveness.14 However, researchers have 
not fully acknowledged the gradual endogenous processes that trans-
form these institutions over extended periods of time. We develop a 
new framework for understanding gradual change in social-account-
ability institutions, incorporating insights from historical institution-
alism.15 In so doing, we build on an incipient literature that analyzes 
gradual processes of institutionalization and conversion in institutions 
of accountability in developing democracies and in nondemocracies.16 
We also build on recent work that demonstrates endogenous change in 
nonstate online institutions.17 Our contribution features both a broader 

13 Regarding processes involving individual lay citizens, see Banerjee et al. 2010; Besley and Bur-
gess 2002; Dunning et al. 2019; Ferraz and Finan 2008; Lieberman, Posner, and Tsai 2014. For de-
mands made by civil society organizations, see Crepaz 2020; Fox 2015; Gaventa and Barrett 2012; 
Goetz and Jenkins 2001.

14 Buntaine, Nielson, and Skaggs 2021; Dipoppa and Grossman 2020; Grossman, Platas, and Rod-
den 2018; Sjoberg, Mellon, and Peixoto 2017.

15 Mahoney and Thelen 2009; Pierson 2004.
16 Falleti and Riofrancos 2018; Kim et al. 2022; Michener, Contreras, and Niskier 2018; Relly et al. 

2020.
17 Steinsson 2024.



472	 WORLD POLITICS	

set of theoretical mechanisms and an application to formal governmen-
tal institutions.

We identify and empirically demonstrate three mechanisms of endog-
enous change, corresponding to government obligants (those charged 
with responding to citizen claims) and citizen claimants (those making 
claims on the state). First, our findings reinforce previous research that 
details changes on the supply side of accountability: the behavior of ob-
ligants who develop strategies to evade responsiveness or reduce their 
workloads.18 More novel, we also detail two modes of demand-side 
change: the changing composition of citizen claimants, whether attri-
tion or intensification by distinct groups; and behavioral change (or 
learning) by claimants who adapt their strategies to navigate the insti-
tution. In terms of  James Mahoney and Kathleen Thelen’s work, these 
three mechanisms interact to create a self-reinforcing process of “con-
version,” in which the institution’s informal rules evolve owing to the 
high levels of discretion in interpretation and enforcement.19

Our approach combines a quantitative analysis of textual citizen claims 
with qualitative evidence of the mechanisms driving institutional change. 
Our main analytical effort is based on all the federal-level information 
requests submitted to Mexico’s ati system from its inception in 2003 
until 2019, and the corresponding responses. We use machine learn-
ing based on a hand-coded sample of nearly five thousand requests 
to measure the full universe of traits, such as the expertise of the re-
quester, the theme (subject matter) of the information, and the quality 
of the response. We analyze these traits to elucidate changes over time, 
as citizen claimants and government obligants react to each other. We 
pair these statistical approaches with qualitative evidence, which allows 
us to better understand the changes among both civil society claim-
ants and agency personnel. Our approach is inspired by the increasing 
recognition that strong institutions of accountability are not simply a 
matter of “getting the incentives right,” but rather are embedded in 
complex equilibria conditioned by the behavior of diverse actors.20

We focus on the federal ati institution and online request-response 
portal that Mexico established in 2003. The 2002 federal law underpin-
ning these innovations is widely considered one of the strongest in the 

18 Berliner et al. 2021; Distelhorst and Hou 2017; Kim et al. 2022; Mungiu-Pippidi 2015.
19 Mahoney and Thelen 2009. Though our analysis does not address it empirically, social-account-

ability institutions are also prone to “drift,” wherein institutional functions change as a result of shifts 
in the external environment, such as broader changes in the governance of relevant policy areas.

20 Corbacho et al. 2016; Mungiu-Pippidi 2015; Persson, Rothstein, and Teorell 2013.



	 Accountability In Time	 473

world.21 In November 2024, however, the ruling administration elim-
inated the constitutionally autonomous agency charged with oversee-
ing information requests, transferring this authority to a government 
ministry. This reform raises doubts about the ongoing functioning of 
the system. Prior research demonstrates that Mexican citizens use this 
pioneering system both for private needs and in pursuit of the broader 
public good, such as rooting out government corruption.22 Yet it is also 
clear that government officials have incentives to be nonresponsive 
to certain classes of citizen requests, due to electoral motives, bureau-
cratic constraints, and agency discretion.23 As Mexico was the transitional 
democracy with the longest-lived and perhaps most institutionalized 
ati system, we consider it to be a crucial case. We would expect these 
processes of gradual change to be even more pronounced in ati sys-
tems that are less institutionalized, such as those in South American 
countries.24

Our quantitative findings confirm that Mexico’s ati system has evolved 
to become significantly more responsive to expert claimants. For instance, 
we found that in the system’s earliest years, otherwise-typical nonex-
pert requests (one standard deviation below the mean on our expertise 
score) received responses three days faster than otherwise-typical ex-
pert requests (one standard deviation above the mean). But by the end 
of our sample (2019), nonexpert requests were receiving responses two 
days slower on average. Further analyses explore the mechanisms be-
hind this evolution, signaling both demand-side and supply-side pro-
cesses that drive an increasing expert bias.

On the demand side, we find that an increasing portion of requests ex-
hibit expertise, with evidence consistent with both compositional and be-
havioral mechanisms. On the supply side, we find government obligants 
increasingly responded better to more expert requests over time. Further, 
we find that these shifts toward expert bias are driven by precisely those 
obligants who receive more-expert requests, indicating a feedback loop. 
Qualitative evidence, based on interviews with grassroots and expert civil 
society claimants and government agents, confirms the importance of 
compositional changes among claimants as well as behavioral changes by 
claimants and obligants. This evidence also highlights the specific forms 

21 Berliner and Erlich 2015; Bookman and Guerrero Amparán 2009; Cejudo, López Ayllón, and 
Ríos Cázares 2012.

22 Berliner, Bagozzi, and Palmer-Rubin 2018.
23 Almanzar, Aspinwall, and Crow 2018; Berliner et al. 2021; Fox, Haight, and Palmer-Rubin 2011; 

Lagunes and Pocasangre 2019.
24 Piñeiro Rodríguez et al. 2022.
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of  learning, attrition, and intensification underlying these mechanisms, 
and the mutually reinforcing nature of these processes.

We suspect that such processes of expert evolution occur in many so-
cial-accountability institutions. The idea that these institutions privilege 
elite claims is not new. For instance, prior research has found that pol-
icy councils fall prey to “elite capture” and that complaint mechanisms 
“exclude the marginalized by design.”25 In this vein, social-accountability 
institutions are yet another example of a space in which economic elites 
exercise outsized influence to command greater representation. This ten-
dency is well documented in studies of Mexican economic policy.26 We 
build upon this previous scholarship by illustrating the endogenous drivers 
that gradually cause bias within institutions that were carefully designed 
to function equally for all citizens.

But expert-favoring evolution is not inevitable. For example, Brazil’s 
participatory policy councils and budgeting processes are social-account-
ability institutions that evolved over two decades to empower an ever-ex-
panding population of ordinary citizens.27 In the early-nineteenth-century 
United States, increased petitioning drove legislators and officials to make 
new investments in responsiveness that helped the entire institution of 
petitions to become less elite-oriented, at least for several decades.28 In 
our conclusion, we speculate about the conditions under which elite evo-
lution is most likely to take hold.

II. ​ Grassroots and Brokered Accountability Institutions

Accountability institutions have commanded attention in both scholarly 
and policy communities as elements of second-generation democratiza-
tion. Most of the research has sought to explain either the adoption of 
such institutions or their immediate short-term causal impacts on pol-
icy or election outcomes.29 Scholars who look at longer-term processes 
tend to focus on the challenges of consolidation.30 Although account-
ability institutions are often adopted with great optimism, they may de-
cline in usage or legitimacy over time. Accountability institutions in new 

25 Regarding “elite capture,” see Mansuri and Rao 2013, ch. 4. Regarding excluding the marginal-
ized, see Hossain, Joshi, and Pande 2024, 151.

26 Palmer-Rubin 2022.
27 Baiocchi, Heller, and Silva 2011; Wampler 2015.
28 Carpenter 2021.
29 Regarding the adoption of accountability institutions, see Berliner and Erlich 2015; Grzyma-

la-Busse 2006; Piñeiro Rodríguez et al. 2022. For their short-term causal impacts, see Banerjee et al. 
2010; Dunning et al. 2019; Ferraz and Finan 2008.

30 Kim et al. 2022; Mayka 2019; Relly et al. 2020.
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democracies are often beset by “second order collective action prob-
lems” in which their overseers—who themselves may be enmeshed in 
illicit activities—have little incentive to comply.31 This problem creates 
a vicious cycle in which widespread corruption and the lack of sanctions 
are mutually reinforcing. Breaking out of such cycles typically occurs 
during momentous political transitions that usher in new institutions.32 
For instance, Mexico’s ati system originated in a campaign promise by 
Vicente Fox, the president who interrupted that country’s long-lasting 
one-party dominance in 2000.33

For institutions that rely on frequent citizen participation—as opposed 
to horizontal institutions, which are driven by specialized government 
agents—maintaining effectiveness is particularly difficult. For these in-
stitutions of social accountability to contribute to a desirable equilibrium 
of good governance, citizens and organized civil society must find on-
going participation worthwhile.34 A system that is responsive to citizen 
claims reinforces this continued usage by providing the information they 
request, for example, or by improving the services about which they com-
plain.35 Conversely, breakdowns in either citizen usage or government 
responsiveness can route these institutions into a vicious cycle in which 
they ultimately become defunct.

But the evolution in these institutions, for better or for worse, need 
not be monolithic. Instead, it may occur unevenly for different classes 
of claims. One dimension of such uneven responsiveness is crucial for 
the principle of democratic representation. It concerns claimants’ ex-
pertise—that is, the knowledge and resources to make effective use of 
a given institution. This expertise may include legal know-how, poli-
cy-specific experience, computational skills, or connections to govern-
ment personnel. Lack of such expertise is often a barrier to participation 
in many social accountability settings.36 Expertise is certainly correlated 
with class—wealthier citizens are more likely to have acquired expertise, 
or to be able to contract the service of experts. Thus, an expert-biased insti-
tution would exacerbate representational distortion. This malady has been 
amply diagnosed in the United States, but may be even more insidious 

31 Mungiu-Pippidi 2015; Persson, Rothstein, and Teorell 2013.
32 Mayka 2019; Rothstein 2011.
33 López Aceves 2013.
34 Regarding social accountability, see Joshi and Houtzager 2012; Forster, Malena, and Singh 2004.
35 Sjoberg, Mellon, and Peixoto 2017; Buntaine, Nielson, and Skaggs 2021; Dipoppa and Gross-

man 2020; Distelhorst and Hou 2017; Grossman, Platas, and Rodden 2018.
36 Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Yang and Callahan 2007; Einstein, Palmer, and Glick 2019.
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in Latin America’s oligarchic democracies.37 However, the advantage of 
expertise can be tempered when ordinary citizens bring in expert bro-
kers to help navigate social accountability processes.38

We distinguish two ideal-typical models of accountability institu-
tions with regard to their suitability for expert versus nonexpert claim-
ants. Particular institutions may occupy an intermediate space or exhibit 
variation across policy areas or administrative units.

The grassroots accountability model is typified by low entry barriers, 
broad usage, and usefulness for lay citizens. In this model, thousands or 
even millions of citizens participate in the system, such as by submitting 
information requests or evaluating local services. The grassroots model 
is desirable for its inclusiveness and its capacity to generate a culture 
of civic engagement.39 Participatory institutions—such as participatory 
budgeting in Brazil—are often designed with such a model in mind. 
These institutions are known to generate a host of benefits, both in deep-
ening democracy and in influencing policy outcomes to respond to the 
interests of often-marginalized communities.40 Experimental evidence 
reveals that interventions that encourage citizen oversight of local ser-
vice delivery can lead to improvements in quality and civic attitudes.41 
But the grassroots model is not designed to produce responsiveness in 
all contexts. For one, it presents challenges beyond the local scale: the 
high volume of claims may create unsustainable workloads for federal 
government personnel. Second, the grassroots model may break down 
in contentious issues of corruption or government failure, where lay cit-
izens lack the expertise to overcome government agencies’ resistance.42 
Given these limitations, the grassroots model is perhaps most effective 
for addressing individual or local issues, such as employment, access to 
services, or exposure to petty corruption.

The brokered accountability model characterizes institutions whose 
successful navigation requires expertise. Thus, their use is mainly re-
stricted to specialists (such as journalists, lawyers, elite civil society, or 
large firms) acting on their own behalf or as intermediaries for nonex-
perts. A brokered model presents obstacles that filter out lay citizens, 
such as fees, complex paperwork for filing claims, or lengthy delays—that 

37 Regarding representational distortion in the United States, see Baumgartner and Leech 1998; 
Lindblom 1977. For Latin America, see Cameron 2021.

38 Kruks-Wisner 2022.
39 Kosack, Tolmie, and Griffin 2010; Forster, Malena, and Singh 2004.
40 Baiocchi, Heller, and Silva 2011; Mayka and Abbott 2023; Wampler, Sugiyama, and Touchton 

2019.
41 Björkman and Svensson 2009; Slough et al. 2021.
42 Lieberman, Posner, and Tsai 2014.
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is, “administrative burdens.”43 This model is not necessarily inoperative 
for nonexpert claims, as has been alleged for ati systems in the United 
States and Great Britain.44 But nonexperts using a brokered system may 
require an expert intermediary—or “social broker”—to help them navi-
gate the institution and deploy it in collective political activity.45 Broker-
age-based institutions are thus perhaps less useful for ordinary citizens 
who are pursuing quotidian concerns. Still, since fewer claims are suc-
cessfully registered, these institutions are able to devote considerable at-
tention and resources to addressing those claims. The brokered model is 
thus amenable to high-profile accountability-seeking purposes, such as 
high-level corruption or large-scale evaluation of government programs.

The extent to which an institution tends toward one or the other of 
these models can be based on formal (de jure) or informal (de facto) 
traits. For instance, the Freedom of  Information Act system in the United 
States is formally designed for the brokered model, as users incur high 
financial costs and must have significant legal knowledge.46 In contrast, 
Mexico’s system was designed with a grassroots model in mind, prioritiz-
ing ease of use and incurring no financial costs.47 Furthermore, Mexico’s 
system is overseen by commissioners charged with adjudicating citizen 
appeals of unsatisfactory responses. But besides these important formal 
traits, informal norms establish how the system operates in practice. Sys-
tems designed for grassroots accountability may present obstacles for lay 
citizens in navigating the bureaucratic process, or may simply be non-
responsive to claims from citizens who lack social standing or insider 
knowledge. These informal norms are particularly relevant for institutions 
of accountability, which are subject to sizable variability in their in-prac-
tice operation as they grant a high level of discretion to authorities.

To study whether social-accountability institutions can evolve to be-
come closer to either the grassroots model or the brokered model, we 
focus on the case of Mexico’s ati system. Our selection is driven by the 
opportunity to study a social-accountability institution over a long pe-
riod of time (2003–19), and to examine its fine-grained and detail-rich 
data on individual citizen-government interactions. We expect that 
Mexico’s ati system has become increasingly responsive to expert claims 
over time. We base this expectation on anecdotal reporting by activists 
who have engaged with the system throughout its lifespan. Such an 

43 Moynihan, Herd, and Harvey 2015.
44 Kwoka 2016; Worthy 2010.
45 Regarding social brokers, see Kruks-Wisner 2022. On collective action, see Fox 2015.
46 Kwoka 2016.
47 Bookman and Guerrero Amparán 2009; Michener 2013.
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evolution would resemble elite capture, a phenomenon that has been 
well documented by research on some participatory institutions.48 At 
our study’s onset, we had good reason to think that Mexico’s ati system 
had evolved toward a brokered institution, yet we remained open to the 
opposite finding. In fact, as we describe below, officials at Mexico’s ati 
institution have devoted substantial effort to promoting broad partici-
pation by ordinary citizens. The three hypotheses below allow us to test 
our expectation of evolution toward an expert-biased institution.

Hypothesized Drivers of Evolution
To explain this gradual process, we draw on historical institutionalist 
approaches, which outline mechanisms that alter the de facto function-
ing of the system, independent of any change in the formal institutional 
framework.49 Such processes, contingent, gradual, and interactive, may 
unfold quite differently across government agencies, depending on the 
iterated actions and reactions of citizen claimants and government obli-
gants. Given the high degree of discretion in enforcement, gradual change 
in social-accountability institutions mainly operates through one of two 
processes. One of these is conversion, in which “existing institutions are 
redirected to new purposes, driving changes in the role they perform 
and/or the functions they serve.”50 The other process is through drift, 
in which “changes in the operation or effect of policies occur without 
significant changes in those policies’ structure.”51

If Mexico’s ati system has indeed evolved to become closer to a bro-
kered system, we should then be able to observe empirical evidence of 
three different drivers of system-level change. We theorize these drivers 
here, developing specific hypotheses.

First, we predict demand-side drivers, which reflect the average level 
of expertise among citizen claimants. We address two subsidiary mecha-
nisms. Claimants who have repeated experiences with an institution may 
undergo behavioral changes. This particularly applies to expert claimants 
who, for example, learn how to word an information request most effec-
tively—such as by citing relevant legislation. An additional mechanism 
relevant to claimants (but not to obligants, in this context) is composi-
tional change, by which certain groups of claimants come to constitute 
a greater or lesser portion of total claims. This change may occur on an 
extensive margin, as when positive experiences spread through word 

48 Mansuri and Rao 2013, ch.  4.
49 Mahoney and Thelen 2009; Pierson 2004; Thelen 2003.
50 Thelen 2003.
51 Hacker 2004, 246.
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of mouth, leading to greater use within a given sector; or when some 
types of claimants drop out after poor experiences. But compositional 
changes may also occur on an intensive margin, as when certain individ-
ual claimants increase (or decrease) their number of claims in response 
to prior success (or failure). We may expect higher levels of attrition 
among nonexperts, who lack the time and knowledge to confront ad-
ministrative hurdles.

—Hypothesis 1 (h1; Demand): Demands exhibit gradual change in the 
level of expertise and will be characterized increasingly by higher levels of 
expertise.

We also analyze supply-side drivers of evolution, in which govern-
ment obligants alter their behavior in ways that affect patterns of re-
sponsiveness. Such behavioral change may consist of capacity-building, 
where obligants accrue resources or develop processes to handle citizen 
claims more effectively. In the ati realm, capacity-building entails de-
veloping systems for managing records and hiring or training staff to 
handle high volumes of information requests. Behavioral change may 
also be strategic, whereby obligants prioritize which claims to be more 
responsive to. The incentives related to such choices may include the 
likelihood of appeals for poor responses, sanctions for noncompliance, 
or professional reprisals for aiding corruption investigations into su-
periors.52 We may expect supply-side change to favor expert claims, as 
those claimants are more likely to appeal unsatisfactory responses.

—Hypothesis 2 (h2; Supply): Responsiveness to expert claims improves 
over time, relative to responsiveness to nonexpert claims.

These drivers of change are possible in any institution that features 
repeated interactions between citizens (or nonstate actors) and the state. 
We may expect that evolution toward experts (or economic elites) is the 
norm in many cases in which the adoption of new state institutions is 
followed by the proliferation and maturation of elite civil society or 
corporate actors who specialize in navigating that institution. Sidney 
Tarrow, for example, describes the “coral reef ” of international hu-
man-rights ngos founded in the late twentieth century to navigate 
the international organizational apparatus.53 But many of our implicit 
theories of state-society relations assume a grassroots tendency in new 
institutions, as word of mouth spreads and ordinary citizens develop 

52 Berliner et al. 2021; Kim et al. 2022.
53 Tarrow 2005.
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aptitudes. Participatory budgeting in Brazil and the rise of petitioning 
in the early-eighteenth-century United States are examples of insti-
tutions that successfully spurred capacity-building and contagion to in-
clude increasingly broad participation.54 A recent analysis of  Wikipedia 
editors demonstrates a different form of compositional change: it shows 
how gradual population loss in response to differential success rates in 
content disputes led to the eventual predominance of objective—as op-
posed to “fringe”—editors.55

Feedback Effects
Finally, these supply-side and demand-side drivers of change interact with 
each other, producing feedback effects that accelerate tendencies to-
ward either a grassroots model of responsiveness or a brokered model.56 
For instance, compositional change among claimants may influence 
how obligants invest in resources. Thus, if nonexpert claims come to 
predominate, obligants may invest in staff and procedures to handle a 
large number of simple claims. If expert claims expand, obligants may 
invest in specialized personnel and digital resources to handle more 
complex claims. But as obligants become increasingly adept at handling 
certain types of claims, their ability to respond to other claims may 
atrophy, causing the disfavored class of claimants to withdraw further.

Obligants’ responses are conditioned by policies that create rewards 
and sanctions for effective responsiveness. The scenarios described above 
assume that the institution offers such incentives. However, obligant 
learning may function not just to improve responsiveness; it may also 
function to avoid responding to certain types of claims, such as claims 
most likely to damage agency leadership. Such a response by obligants 
could discourage those types of claims.

Entering or exiting the system (that is, compositional change) is not 
the only response available to claimants. They may also adapt their 
claim-making strategies. After repeated attempts, claimants may find 
that certain types of issues receive better responses from obligants, or 
that their claims are more successful when presented in a certain way. 
For example, if obligants prove most responsive to expert claims, some 
claimants may learn to include markers of expertise in their claims, such 
as legal language or insider information. Such behavior would acceler-
ate tendencies toward a brokered accountability system, even without 

54 Regarding participatory budgeting in Brazil, see Baiocchi, Heller, and Silva 2011. For the rise of 
petitioning in the United States, see Carpenter 2021.

55 Steinsson 2024.
56 On feedback effects in political institutions, see Pierson 1993.
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compositional change. Over time, these processes of endogenous change 
can accumulate and fundamentally shift an institution’s functioning in 
terms of which citizens it best serves.

—Hypothesis 3 (h3; Feedback between demand-side and supply-side 
changes): Agencies experiencing greater increases in the level of expertise 
of the claims they receive will exhibit greater shifts toward responsiveness 
in favor of more-expert claims.

We test these hypotheses using quantitative and qualitative evidence 
to track changing patterns among both claimants and obligants. Quan-
titatively, we examine shifts in the volume and expertise of information 
requests, differential responsiveness to these requests, and interactions 
between requests and responses. Qualitatively, we detail the distinct ex-
periences and adaptations of expert and nonexpert requesters, as well as 
the changes in government officials’ behavior.

III. ​ Mexico’s Access-to-Information Institutions

ati requests to the Mexican government offer a particularly ideal case 
to observe over-time change in social-accountability processes. These 
requests are a source of massive and highly granular data about citi-
zen-government interaction. Over nearly two decades, Mexican citizens 
have submitted an average of some two hundred information requests 
per day to the federal government. More than twenty ministries and 
agencies regularly receive over a thousand requests per year, providing a 
wide range of policy areas in which to observe changes in responsiveness.

Mexico’s ati system was founded with the vision of establishing the 
right to information as a central component in Mexican democratization, 
following the 2000 demise of single-party rule.57  The government passed 
the Federal Law on Transparency and Access to Public Information in 
June 2002; it took effect a year later. The law is widely praised as one of 
the strongest in the world, particularly for its independent information 
commission, easily accessible online platform, high usage volume, quick 
response times, and low denial rates.58  The Instituto Federal de Acceso a 
la Información (ifai; later renamed inai) was created to promote aware-
ness and usage of the new law, to monitor bureaucratic compliance, and 
to hear appeals. The law also established an online information system, 

57 Cejudo, López Ayllón, and Ríos Cázares 2012.
58 Bookman and Guerrero Amparán 2009; Michener 2011.
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at the time unique in the world, for citizens to file requests and receive 
responses.59

In Mexico’s federal ati system, the obligants are the federal agencies 
that receive information requests.60 Government agencies established 
transparency units, which developed diverse systems for handling a large 
number of requests.61 ifai officially evaluates and compares agencies 
on the basis of “success rates”—that is, how often the agencies respond 
positively to requests, reporting that they have provided the information 
asked for.62  This system incentivizes transparency units to prioritize ef-
ficiency, responding to as many requests as possible. But the large vol-
ume of requests prevents ifai from exercising individualized oversight. 
As a result, agency personnel employ significant discretion in handling 
individual claims. Officials utilize this discretion in balancing conflict-
ing incentives for and against responsiveness, and often withhold infor-
mation that could damage agency leadership.63 However, transparency 
unit personnel also value projecting an image of competence, and many 
members are personally committed to transparency norms.64

ifai’s designers envisioned an institution accessible to expert and non-
expert claimants alike. High-profile civil society and academic figures 
were invested from the start, motivated by ati’s potential to enable cor-
ruption investigations.65 Thus, the main challenge was to expand knowl-
edge and use of the system among ordinary citizens in a culture in which 
public servants were considered “owners of government information.”66 
The hope was that this user-friendly institution would empower ordi-
nary citizens as subjects in Mexico’s newly pluralistic democracy. For in-
stance, the original transparency law stipulated that indigenous citizens 
could submit information requests in their native language and would 
have access to interpreters to help them understand the responses.67

59 This system has been redesigned and renamed over time: it was called Sistema de Solicitudes 
de Información (SISI) in 2003–2008, then INFOMEX (2008–2017), and then Plataforma Nacional 
de Transparencia (2017–the present). We use the term INFOMEX throughout. Even nonelectronic 
requests are managed through the INFOMEX system, with agency officials entering the relevant 
information.

60 Our study investigates only federal agencies. State governments adopted similar ATI systems 
in the early 2000s (Berliner and Erlich 2015). Although those state systems were later brought into the 
INFOMEX system, we focus on federal requests to study a similar set of obligants over time. Mexico’s 
2016 transparency reform subjected labor unions and political parties to transparency requirements, but 
we also exclude these from analysis.

61 Ríos Cázares, Castañeda, and García 2017.
62 Fox, Haight, and Palmer-Rubin 2011.
63 Berliner et al. 2021; Gill and Hughes 2005.
64 Cejudo, López Ayllón, and Ríos Cázares 2012, ch. 3.
65 Lachenal and Ruiz 2013.
66 Merino 2013.
67 López Aceves 2013, 11–14.
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A fledgling ifai also encouraged grassroots organizations throughout 
the country to make public information requests a central part of their 
advocacy activities. For the Proyecto Comunidades initiative, ifai hired 
facilitators to partner with low-resource organizations and train them 
to make information requests and use public information in their advo-
cacy. In an interview, the director of Proyecto Comunidades attested to 
the social empowerment this afforded grassroots communities in ifai’s 
early years:

“The project lasted from 2005 to 2009. And what it showed was that margin-
alized communities only needed a process of accompaniment to be able to ex-
ercise their right to access information. . . . For us this is cause for enormous 
pride, because it shows not only their interest in knowing, but also that they saw 
in those stacks of papers a source of power that they did not have before—the 
power to confront the authorities without being misled.”68

A 2006 international evaluation of ifai highlighted its orientation to 
broad use by Mexican citizens and organized civil society:

There is an emphasis on extending the work of ifai to as many groups and citi-
zens as possible to make the Transparency Law effective. . . . The Transparency 
Law is largely an accomplishment of the Mexican civil society that lobbied and 
won its passage. It is a law that stands for unprecedented public openness in 
Mexico’s history. The underlying hopes are that each citizen throughout Mexi-
co’s thirty-one states benefits, directly or indirectly, from the functioning of the 
transparency laws and the discipline and educative support of ifai.”69

In sum, Mexico’s ati system was founded as a multipurpose institu-
tion, with characteristics of both a brokered accountability institution 
and a grassroots one. Signs certainly exist that the efforts to expand usage 
among ordinary citizens have succeeded. According to a 2020 government 
survey, roughly a quarter of  Mexico’s citizens have accessed information 
through federal agencies’ transparency portals.70 The same survey re-
ported that 72 percent of respondents agreed that all Mexicans have 
a right to the information generated by the government. The inai (as 
ifai was renamed) itself reinforces this message: in 2019, it launched 
a program called the National Plan for Socializing the Right to Infor-
mation (Plandai), with a mass-media campaign and training sessions 
for grassroots civil society actors.71 But evidence also exists that Mexico’s 
ati system has professionalized to increasingly become the purview of 
experts. In the early 2000s, an expansive ecosystem of civil society orga-
nizations and academics emerged, joining together to form the Network 

68 Author interview with Maylí Sepúlveda, conducted online December 10, 2020. Translation by 
author.

69 Sobel et al. 2006, 2.
70 Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía 2020.
71 PlanDAI 2020.
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for Accountability (Red por la Rendición de Cuentas).72 As detailed 
below, these organizations have used information gathered from ati 
requests to develop sophisticated expertise in advocacy campaigns. Fur-
thermore, levying information requests has become an important tool 
for private firms that do business with the government or are subject to 
regulation.73

IV. ​ Data and Measures

We use data from the publicly available system maintained by Mexico’s 
information commission, which includes every request for government 
information filed with Mexican federal government entities since the 
2003 implementation of  Mexico’s ati law. Although the vast majority 
of requests (more than 97 percent) are filed electronically via this free 
online system, officials also enter into the system any manual requests 
filed on paper. For this article we use requests filed through 2019 to 
avoid complications from the covid-19 pandemic that began in early 
2020. Additionally, we exclude requests filed with a set of nonfederal 
entities (such as state governments, the Supreme Court, and political 
parties) that were only incorporated into the infomex system after a 
2015 policy change. The first panel of  Figure 1 shows the growing over-
all annual volume of requests for government information filed with 
federal entities from 2003 through 2019.

These data include, for each request, the name of the government en-
tity to which it was directed; the date of the request; the full text of each 
request, including any attached request files (which we scraped, digitized, 
and merged into the request text); the official category of response; 
and the text of the response, including attached files. The data also in-
clude the requester’s municipality and postal code. This geographical 
information was initially mandatory, but a 2016 policy change allowed 
requesters to omit it; 34 percent of requests left the location fields blank 
from 2017 to 2019. As such, in some analyses using location-based 
data, we only assess requests submitted through 2016. The publicly avail-
able data do not include individual requester ids, preventing us from 
knowing which specific requests were filed by the same individual or 
organization.

72 See https://www.rendiciondecuentas.org.mx/que-es-la-red-por-la-rendicion-de-cuentas/, accessed 
January 31, 2025.

73 Lachenal and Ruiz 2013.
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Figure 1
Monthly Request Volume and Average Expertise Score, 2003–19a

a Trends in overall volume of information requests (panel 1) and in the average expertise score 
of information requests (panel 2), both by month. In each panel, the bold line is a smoothed trend. 
Vertical gray lines mark new presidents taking office. Vertical dashed lines mark the adoption of con-
stitutional and legal changes to Mexico’s ATI regime: reforms to Article 6 of Mexico’s constitution in 
July 2007 and February 2014, and the passage of the General Transparency Law in May 2015.
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Measure of Request Expertise
Testing our hypotheses requires additional measures: the level of exper-
tise exhibited in the text of each request, and the responsiveness of gov-
ernment obligants to each request. Ideally, we would measure request 
expertise using the actual identity of each requester, but inai protects 
this information. Further, given the infomex system’s provisions to pro-
tect requester identities, responding officials are typically only able to 
infer requester characteristics on the basis of the request texts them-
selves, which makes our text-based expertise measure an appropriate 
proxy. We worked with a team of six Mexico City–based research assis-
tants who all had professional experience with Mexico’s ati system. To-
gether, we hand-coded a random sample of nearly five thousand requests 
for a variety of characteristics. We then used multilabel prediction—a 
machine-learning method for the supervised learning of multiple cor-
related and nonexclusive labels—to produce predicted probabilities of 
these characteristics across the full set of requests.74 (For additional in-
formation, see sections K and L in the supplementary material.)

To create a text-based measure of request expertise, we combined nine 
of these predicted measures. We coded each of the hand-coded requests 
for the presence of formal, legal, or technical language, yielding three 
separate predicted language measures. We also coded requests for any 
mention of specific persons, places, dates, institutions, organizations, or 
documents, yielding six predicted specificity measures. Our measure of 
request expertise is thus based on either the revealed expertise sug-
gested by the request text itself, on the basis of using formal, legal, or 
technical language; or on greater specificity in describing the requested 
information. Low expertise, on the other hand, is signaled by the use 
of ordinary language, and by a description of the information sought in 
general terms.

Our expert request score is the sum of these nine measures, after first 
dividing the sum of the language measures by three and the sum of the 
specificity measures by six, so that the two sets of measures are weighted 
equally in the ultimate score. As an alternative, in robustness checks we 
use the primary component (accounting for 30.5 percent of total vari-
ance) of a principal-components analysis applied to all nine measures.

In section B of the supplementary material, we evaluate the validity 
of this measure by graphically comparing it with the economic margin-
ality (an index produced by Mexico’s Consejo Nacional de Población) 

74 Regarding multilabel prediction, see Erlich et al. 2022.
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of the municipalities from which requests are filed. As expected, we see 
that less-expert requests are filed from poorer municipalities, and more-
expert requests come from wealthier municipalities.

Measures of Responsiveness
We construct five request-level measures to capture the practical and 
legal dimensions of responsiveness in the Mexican ati context. The 
first two measures use official response designations, consistent with 
other scholarly work and the policy evaluations of Mexico’s ati sys-
tem.75 First, days to response measures the logged number of working 
days (corrected to account for weekends and national holidays) from 
request to response. Slow responses not only violate legal time limits, 
but they also render the response less useful to claimants who may have 
time-sensitive reasons for seeking information. Second, official inexis-
tencia measures the occurrence of a frequently misused official response 
designation: the claim that the requested information does not exist.76

Three additional measures employ machine predictions of the qual-
ity of delivered information, drawing on the hand-coding procedure 
described above. Our third measure, true inexistencia, augments the of-
ficial inexistencia measure to include responses that were misleadingly 
classified as having provided the information. This variable takes a value 
of 1 where either the official response designation or the actual text of 
the response letter claims that the information does not exist. The phe-
nomenon of misleading inexistencia, in which responses are formally cat-
egorized as having delivered the information but in reality only say 
that no information exists, is much maligned among policy and advo-
cacy communities in Mexico.77 The fourth measure, uninformative re-
sponse, takes a value of  1 where the request received either an official 
denial or a response that is officially designated as positive but in fact 
provides less than half of the information requested (using predictions 
based on hand-coding of the information contained in the response). 
This variable thus gauges whether the requester actually did receive 
the information they sought, even if the response was legally compli-
ant. Our fifth measure, noncompliant response, is only meaningfully 
observed for responses officially designated as positive. This measure 
takes a value of  1 where no information is provided, meaning that the 

75 Almanzar, Aspinwall, and Crow 2018; Lagunes and Pocasangre 2019; Centro de Investigación y 
Docencia Económicas 2010.

76 Fox, Haight, and Palmer-Rubin 2011.
77 Fox, Haight, and Palmer-Rubin 2011.
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official behavior in designating the response as positive was clearly le-
gally noncompliant.

Control Variables
In some analyses, we use control variables derived from the predictions 
of additional hand-coded request characteristics. These include multi-
ple indicators of the appropriateness of the request, the complexity of 
the request, and the theme of the requested information. We also con-
trol for mechanical characteristics, such as the logged word count, the 
ratio of characters to words, whether the request was filed electronically 
or manually, and whether or not the request included an attachment. 
More information on all of these variables is available in section A of 
the supplementary material; summary statistics of all variables are in 
section E.

Finally, in some analyses we also measure the wealth of the munici-
palities from which requests were filed (bearing in mind that after 2016, 
some requesters left this field blank). We do so by merging requests 
with the municipal economic marginality index produced by Mexico’s 
Consejo Nacional de Población. We use marginality figures from 2000 
to ensure that these precede the period under study and that differences 
reflect only cross-sectional variation.

V. ​ Analyses and Results

Assessing over-time change among claimants and obligants requires dis-
tinct empirical analyses. We first focus on understanding shifts in the 
expertise of claimants; we then turn to focusing on changes in obligant 
responsiveness.

Assessing Compositional and Behavioral Changes in 
Claimants

Our first analysis pertains to Hypothesis 1—evaluating over-time 
change in the expertise level of information requests. The second panel 
of Figure 1 shows the average expertise score for requests over time, indi-
cating a clear trend toward greater expertise, in support of Hypothesis 1. 
The trend is substantial: the difference between the average score in 2019 
and in 2003 is 0.33 of a standard deviation of the expertise score across 
all individual requests.78 Furthermore, the median request in 2019 has 

78 See Figure C.2 in section C of the supplementary material for histograms of the relative distri-
butions of expertise score in 2003 and 2019.
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a higher expertise score than 75.5 percent of all individual requests in 
2003. This shift occurs gradually and does not align with external po-
litical or formal policy changes. The increase in request expertise can 
be driven by two mechanisms: (1) compositional change, whereby us-
ers who are more elite make more intensive use of ati requests, while 
users who are more grassroots make less intensive use or even give up 
entirely; or (2) behavioral change, where some claimants increasingly 
incorporate markers of expertise.

Models in Table 1 help to evaluate these two mechanisms. Impor-
tantly, we do not formally test between the mechanisms, as we consider 
it likely that both are at work. But we do seek to demonstrate empir-
ically the plausibility that a learning mechanism of behavioral change 
accompanies a mechanism of compositional change. Table 1’s first model 
demonstrates the basic finding that requests show increasing expertise 
over time. But this alone does not indicate learning: the pattern could 
be driven by compositional changes of  less-expert users dropping out as 
more-expert users differentially enter, remain, and file more requests. If 
we had individual user ids, an ideal analysis would include fixed effects 
for every single user and would assess whether the within-user coeffi-
cient on year remained positive. But since inai does not disclose user 
ids, we must take an alternative approach.

Accordingly, to discern the degree to which increasing expertise is at-
tributable to claimant learning, we add fixed effects for a series of increas-
ingly fine-grained categories that mimic individual users by capturing 
specific use-types. Model 2 adds fixed effects for each municipality, and 
model 3 adds fixed effects for each postal code (treated as nested within 
municipalities). Model 4 uses fixed effects for each of the 60,188 agen-
cy-municipality combinations; model 5 uses fixed effects for each of 
the 287,811 agency–postal code combinations. Finally, models 6 and 7 
use fixed effects for each of the 122,309 agency-municipality-theme 
combinations and for each of the 436,251 agency–postal code–theme 
combinations, respectively. If we could assume that a single user only 
ever files requests on a single theme to a single agency, and that no more 
than one such user lives in each postal code, then this analysis would be 
identical to the ideal analysis using fixed effects for individual user ids. 
In reality, of course, that is not the case, and we do not claim that this 
assumption is valid. As such, our results may still capture some compo-
sitional changes over time within these categories.

Nonetheless, we find that results are highly consistent across all these 
models. In each model, the coefficient on year remains positive and sta-
tistically significant, indicating that requests increase in expertise over 
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time, within each of these categories as well as across them. Notably, 
the magnitude of the coefficient generally declines as the categories 
become more specific (moving closer to the ideal situation of fixed ef-
fects for each user). But even the smallest coefficient (0.0028) is still 80 
percent of the size of the original coefficient in model 1 with no fixed 
effects. This finding suggests that although compositional changes do 
account for a share of the overall increase in request expertise over time, 
behavioral changes also account for a substantial share. Plus, these co-
efficients are substantively large in size. Even in the most fine-grained 
model, multiplying the coefficient by sixteen years suggests a with-
in-category over-time shift in average expertise equivalent to 38.7 per-
cent of a standard deviation of the request expertise score (0.12).

Assessing Obligant Behavioral Changes
We now turn to Hypothesis 2, evaluating behavioral changes in the ob-
ligants of Mexico’s ati system—federal government agencies. We seek 
to assess both the extent of changes in responsiveness to different types 
of requests over time, and whether these changes reflect a mechanism 
of  learning. Compositional change is not relevant here, given the non-
voluntary nature of this policy for Mexican government agencies.

We model measures of responsiveness on request expertise. Because 
more-expert requests are typically longer, more complex, and more likely 
to include multiple queries than the average lower-expertise request, 
we control for these factors. We also test whether any differential im-
provements in responsiveness to more- and less-expert requests are in-
deed statistically distinguishable. We further assess whether the extent 
of these trends is attributable to agency-specific exposure to receiving 
more- or less-expert requests—an outcome that would be consistent 
with learning-driven feedback loops by officials.

All models of responsiveness include fixed effects for each agency, as 
well as a series of controls that we detail in section A of the supplemen-
tary material. We use a linear model for the logged days-to-response 
outcome, and for all other dichotomous outcomes we use linear prob-
ability models, given the large number of fixed effects. To ensure that 
the results are not unduly shaped by entities that receive relatively few 
information requests (such as individual government-run clinics and 
universities), we restrict the sample to entities that appeared in the top 
one hundred by request volume in at least one year of the 2003–19 pe-
riod. The resulting sample includes requests sent to 209 agencies, which 
receive on average 544 requests per year, with a range of 38 to 7,468 
requests. In a robustness check shown in section I of the supplementary 
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material, we instead use the full set of all 818 agencies that appear in our 
data, even though many are relatively small entities.

Table 2 shows results for our first five models of request-level respon-
siveness. The results are mainly in support of  Hypothesis 2, pertaining to 
evolution in obligant responsiveness. Each model uses a different mea-
sure of responsiveness as the dependent variable: logged working-days-
to-response, official inexistencia responses, true inexistencia responses, 
uninformative responses, and noncompliant responses. The latter three 
use information from the machine-learning-generated predictions of 
hand-coded response characteristics. For all outcomes, higher values in-
dicate poorer responsiveness. The base coefficient for expert request score 
is positive across all five models and statistically significant in four of 
five. This result suggests that, initially, more-expert requests received 
poorer responses than less-expert requests. However, in all five models 
the interaction term between expert request score and year is negative (and 
statistically significant in four of these five). This finding indicates that, 
over time, responses to more-expert requests improved faster than re-
sponses to less-expert requests.

The first two panels in Figure 2 illustrate the substantive effects of 
these temporal changes in responsiveness interacted with expertise, based 
on models 1 and 3 in Table 1. We compare otherwise-equal but less-ex-
pert requests—with the expertise score set to one standard deviation be-
low its mean—and otherwise-equal but more-expert requests—with 
the expertise score set to one standard deviation above its mean. To 
clarify, these are only hypothetical requests (holding all other variables 
at their means) to illustrate the results; actual requests reflect a wide 
range of expertise scores. In the first year of the system, the predicted 
response time for low-expertise requests was 10.8 days, while the pre-
dicted response time for high-expertise requests was 14.2 days. After 
ten years, it appeared that expertise was not associated with response 
time at all. But by 2019, expert requests were receiving responses 2.1 
days sooner on average than nonexpert requests. In all, during this 
period agencies became 2.6 days faster at responding to expert requests, 
yet 2.8 days slower at responding to nonexpert requests, holding other 
factors constant.

The second panel in Figure 2 shows similar patterns for inexistencia 
denials that claim the requested information does not exist—whether 
or not this was officially recorded or misleading. Over time, this form 
of unresponsiveness grew worse for both expert and nonexpert requests, 
but the trend was steeper for nonexpert requests. Initially, nonexpert 
requests were slightly favored to receive fewer such responses, but by 
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2019 nonexpert requests were 4.3 percentage points more likely to re-
ceive this form of response than expert requests were. Section G of the 
supplementary material shows similar plots for models with the re-
maining outcome variables, and section H instead presents the same 
results using interflex plots.79

Assessing Feedback Effects
Finally, we test our third hypothesis, pertaining to the interaction be-
tween request expertise and responsiveness bias. If the trends are indeed 
shaped by the feedback loop between changing requester composition 
and behavior on one hand, and changing obligant behavior on the other, 
then we should see greater changes in response behavior in agencies 
whose request characteristics have themselves undergone greater shifts. 
In this analysis, we replace the year variable with a new variable measur-
ing, for each agency, the average expert score across all requests received 
in the previous year. We then interact this measure with the same re-
quest-level expertise score. This interaction helps to capture potential 
positive feedback loops, in which changing request characteristics drive 
behavioral change in responding officials.

In support of Hypothesis 3, four of the five interaction terms in Ta-
ble 3 are negative and statistically significant, indicating that agencies 
showed particularly large improvements in their responsiveness to ex-
pert requests when these requests constituted a large share of their total 
requests in the prior year (reflected in a higher average expert score). 
This finding suggests a learning mechanism whereby agencies that face 
larger volumes of more-expert requests are more likely to make behav-
ioral changes that differentially improve their responsiveness to such 
requests. As detailed with qualitative evidence below, these behavioral 
changes include investing resources or staff in transparency units, im-
proving internal systems for managing records and tracking requests, 
and discerning which requesters are more likely to appeal unjustified 
denials.

The two bottom panels in Figure 2 present substantive effects based 
on the results of models 1 and 3 in Table 3. These illustrate the feedback 
effects between the composition of agencies’ requests and the patterns of 
differential responsiveness to more- and less-expert requests. Agencies 
that tend to receive less-expert requests show no biases in their respon-
siveness; nor does their responsiveness even tilt in favor of less-expert 
requests. But for agencies that tend to receive more-expert requests, their 

79 See Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu 2019 for guidelines on interflex plots.
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responsiveness shifts in favor of those more-expert requests. At its high-
est points, this can result in biases that favor more-expert requests by as 
much as 5.4 days in response time, or fourteen percentage points in the 
proportion of inexistencia responses.

In section I of the supplementary material, we show several robust-
ness checks for both sets of models. First, we use an alternative measure 
of request expertise, based on a principal-components analysis of the 
same underlying language and specificity measures. Second, we use the 
full sample of agencies, rather than omitting those smaller entities for 
which our theoretical framework is less applicable. Third, we include 
additional indicators for time-specific periods, reflecting the changing 
presidency and the same legal and constitutional changes shown in Fig-
ure 1. Results are highly similar in all cases. Additionally, following 
Christian Fong and Matthew Tyler, we repeat our main models using 
the original hand-coded versions of each variable rather than any ma-
chine-learning predictions.80 (We do not recalculate the agency lagged 
average expertise measure, due to the sparse coverage of hand-coded ob-
servations across individual agency-years.) Results on our main coeffi-
cients of  interest remain consistent in sign, but in some models results 
are no longer statistically significant due to the much smaller sample 
size. Finally, we also conduct interaction term tests using the interflex 
method.81 These tests show that although the interaction terms depart 
from perfect linearity, all remain monotonic for each model in which the 
interaction term itself is statistically significant.

In section F of the supplementary material, we return to the de-
mand-side results presented in Table 1 to test for feedback effects in the 
reverse direction: of agency responsiveness on request expertise. Similar 
to our tests for feedback effects thus far, we replace the time indicator 
that appeared in the Table 1 models with measures of the average re-
sponsiveness corresponding to requests filed from each municipality in 
the prior year. We repeat this for each of the five response measures we 
use. We find clear evidence of expertise-increasing feedback effects for 
three of these responses. Requests filed from municipalities where, in 
the previous year, responses tended to be more delayed or more likely 
to receive inexistencia denials now tend to have significantly higher 
expertise scores. We find no significant patterns for noncompliant re-
sponses. Finally, we see effects in the reverse direction for uninforma-
tive responses. This may even help to explain why results for this form of 

80 Fong and Tyler 2021.
81 Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu 2019.
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responsiveness diverged from the others in most of this study’s results. 
Receiving a response that is only partially informative may not induce 
lay requesters to either give up or change behaviors in the same ways 
that appear to be driven by receiving delayed or denied responses. In-
stead, a partially informative response may instigate more follow-up 
requests of similar expertise levels.

Overall, these results demonstrate the importance of our theoretical 
framework that emphasizes informal functional changes over time in 
social-accountability institutions. We find clear evidence for all three 
hypotheses pertaining to evolution in (1) demand expertise, (2) respon-
siveness bias, and (3) interaction between these two. All three of these 
processes have pushed Mexico’s ati institutions toward a brokered-ac-
countability model, in which more claims that exhibit higher levels of 
expertise make up increasing proportions of total claims, and also re-
ceive increasingly superior responses vis-à-vis less-expert claims. Our 
results also offer evidence consistent with mechanisms of learning by 
both claimants and obligants, and—to a lesser extent—mechanisms of 
change in the composition of claimants.

In the next section, we turn to qualitative evidence to confirm these 
results and to further investigate the specific mechanisms involved in 
these shifts.

VI. ​ Qualitative Evidence

Here we summarize field-research evidence to illustrate the causal mech-
anisms underlying the shift to a brokered-accountability model. We 
draw on semistructured interviews with representatives of fourteen 
Mexican civil society organizations (csos) and staff employed in the 
transparency units of federal government agencies. The authors con-
ducted interviews over Zoom with csos between September 2020 and 
January 2021. We selected organizations to represent variation in sector 
(education, environment, gender rights, health, human rights). Within 
each sector, we interviewed at least one elite organization—with high 
levels of human and financial resources—and one nonelite organization 
with fewer resources.82 The evidence strongly supports the mechanism 
of behavioral changes (learning) by both claimants and obligants.

82 See section J of the supplementary material for further details on case selection, interview meth-
odology, and ethical considerations. We do not provide identifying information about transparency unit 
staff because we promised these participants anonymity.
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Obligant Behavioral Change: Favoring Expert Users
Throughout the first decade of Mexico’s ati institutions, federal agen-
cies developed internal systems for handling information requests, and 
devoted resources to build capacity in information management.83 The 
transparency unit bureaucrats who we interviewed noted that during 
the presidency of Felipe Calderón (2007–12)—Fox’s successor—a cul-
ture of transparency began to develop in government agencies. Trans-
parency unit staff members stated that “with institutions like inai, we 
have become more committed to transparency.”84 One interviewee 
commented, “Since these transparency laws started to come into effect, 
now everybody knows I have to do everything correctly.”85

As the ati system grew more sophisticated, government agents de-
veloped two main tendencies that favored expert requests. First, obligant 
staff increasingly followed the imperative to avoid disclosing potentially 
damning evidence of corruption or governance failure. This occurred after 
investigative reporters and civil society organizations used information 
obtained from ati requests to uncover several high-profile scandals. For 
example, one transparency unit director admitted that their superiors 
ordered them to deny any information request related to the Brazilian 
construction company Odebrecht—even requests for information that 
was clearly public—because such information could reveal evidence of 
kickbacks to agency leadership or elected leaders.86 Additionally, agen-
cies became increasingly adept at detecting claimants’ identities, either 
by violating the confidentiality of the request or by making inferences 
based on the language used in the request. Transparency unit staff re-
ported that they learned how to predict which requests were likely to be 
followed by appeals to the inai after an unsatisfactory response: those 
that revealed expertise or inside knowledge on the part of the claimant.87

The second mode of obligant learning corresponded to strategies of 
covert nonresponsiveness—avoiding responding to information requests 
while appearing to comply with the law. Our interviews revealed a host 
of such strategies, including: (1) requiring claimants to travel to agency 
premises to pick up hard-copy documents in person; (2) requesting ad-
ditional information to fulfill the request; (3) providing information 
completely different from that requested; (4) erroneously claiming that 

83 Author interviews with transparency unit (TU) 1, Mexico City, March 14, 2017; and TU4, Mex-
ico City, March 13, 2017.

84 Author interview with TU2, Mexico City, March 9, 2017. Author translation.
85 Author interview with TU3, Mexico City, March 9, 2017. Author translation.
86 Interviews with TU2, TU3.
87 Interview with TU1.
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the request corresponds to a different agency; (5) providing an enormous 
amount of documentation, forcing the claimant to search for the informa-
tion requested; and (6) providing information in illegible or inconvenient 
formats, such as scanned images of spreadsheets rather than manip-
ulable Excel files. These tactics further disfavor nonexpert claimants, 
who lack the time, resources, and know-how to understand whether 
the response was legitimate. Nonexperts also face obstacles to appeal 
responses legally through recursos de revisión, which must be filed within 
fifteen days of the official response, and accompanied by a legal justifi-
cation for why the response was inadequate.88

The most frequently cited tactic of covert nonresponsiveness was to 
claim that the requested information does not exist at all. This strategy 
is particularly effective because it is extremely difficult for the claimant 
to prove in an appeal that the information does indeed exist. Every sin-
gle civil society representative interviewed expressed frustration with 
these inexistencia denials. As one activist put it, “I got the impression 
that they kept giving us that response because we couldn’t find a way 
to get around it.”89 Beginning in 2010, agencies began labeling a higher 
percentage of inexistencia denials as having provided the requested in-
formation, after a controversial decision by inai commissioners autho-
rized such responses in cases in which the agency was not legally required 
to have the information.90 This decision allowed agencies to deliver in-
existencia denials without detection by inai overseers. Following this, 
the total share of such denials grew from 12.6 percent (of all requests) in 
2010 to 20.3 percent in 2019, even as the officially reported rate actu-
ally decreased from 7.2 percent to 4.3 percent.

Nonexpert Claimants: Attrition with Replacement
Owing to their lack of resources and expertise, nonexpert claimants are 
limited in adapting to these obfuscating tactics by obligants. Where grass-
roots (that is, nonexpert) organizations have had enduring success in their 
use of the ati system, it has typically been because they partnered with 
much more experienced organizations that could mobilize resources, con-
tacts, and expertise.91 With these exceptions, grassroots civil society orga-
nizations were more apt to simply drop out of the system after repeated 

88 Author interview with Mejora tu Escuela, conducted online, December 8, 2020.
89 Interview, Mejora tu Escuela. Author translation.
90 This decision is codified in Criterio 07/17. See https://www.ieem.org.mx/transparencia2/pdf/fr​

accionI/criterios/07-17.pdf, accessed February 2, 2025.
91 Author interviews with Controla Tu Gobierno, conducted online, November 13, 2020; Derecho-

habientes Viviendo con VIH del IMSS, conducted online, November 13, 2020; Maylí Sepúlveda.
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failed requests, despite their ongoing information needs. A staff mem-
ber at one cso explained that to make effective use of the system, “you’d 
have to learn all of the reasons that they can deny your request and learn 
how to contest them. Honestly, who has time for that?”92 Such reports 
of “throwing in the towel” suggest that compositional change could 
partially explain the increasingly expert-serving nature of Mexico’s ati 
system. The reduction in requests by nonexpert users may be further 
accelerated by the increasing availability on agency websites of some of 
the most commonly requested types of information, which obviates the 
need to submit requests.93 However, the ever-expanding population of 
users suggests that nonexpert claimants still make up a large portion of 
those using Mexico’s ati system.

Expert Claimants Develop Best Practices
The most important mechanism favoring the brokered model on the 
claimant side is learning (behavioral change) by expert claimants. The 
expert csos who we interviewed reported several best practices devel-
oped through trial and error. First, these experts capitalize on their inside 
knowledge of agencies, which facilitates requests that are specific (for 
example, by mentioning documents or officials by name) and appropriate 
to the agency in question. Second, experts signal expertise by using tech-
nical or legal language. Representatives of expert organizations learned 
that when they applied these strategies, their information requests were 
more likely to be successful. As one interviewee put it, “One of the first 
lessons we learned was the need to be very specific in what we were 
requesting.”94Another interviewee said, “Our great advantage is that we 
have all the context behind the question we are asking, making it easy 
to phrase the perfect question in a way that they cannot evade respond-
ing.”95 And a third stated, “I have seen that when your request has a 
legal justification, where you expressly reference the article and section 
of the law, you get a more favorable response. The authorities take your 
request more seriously.”96

Finally, expert claimants describe capitalizing on superior human re-
sources and political connections. Several representatives reported that 
the only way they were finally able to access the information they needed 
was by contacting agency personnel directly by phone or email to follow 

92 Author interview with Poder, conducted online, November 25, 2020. Author translation.
93 Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas 2010.
94 Interview, Mejora Tu Escuela. Author translation.
95 Author interview with Nosotrxs, conducted online, November 6, 2020. Author translation.
96 Author interview with Oceana, conducted online, December 14, 2020. Author translation.
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up on their requests.97 An increasing proportion of expert requests is also 
attributable to an intensive-margin compositional change: certain ex-
pert “super requesters” have developed “information request factories” 
dedicated to submitting and following up on ati requests, sometimes 
as many as thousands per year.98

Qualitative evidence confirms the evolution of Mexico’s ati system 
to a brokered-accountability institution. This evidence also highlights 
the importance of claimant and obligant learning—alongside change 
in the composition of claimants—as the principal drivers of evolution. 
Expert claimants, such as highly resourced csos based in Mexico City, 
have codified a set of best practices for navigating the system. At the 
same time, agency personnel began responding more effectively to re-
quests that signaled expertise and thus a high likelihood of appealing 
unsatisfactory responses. Obligants also devised a set of tactics for co-
vert nonresponsiveness that were particularly burdensome to nonexpert 
claimants. To some extent, changes in the composition of claimants ac-
companied these behavioral changes, particularly attrition by nonexpert 
claimants who became fed up with the system.

VII. ​ Conclusion

This article analyzes the gradual internal processes of change that af-
fect participatory institutions. Although much interest remains in the 
question of how these institutions consolidate and persist over time, our 
focus is different. We address endogenous change that affects bias in 
favor of certain classes of claims. Our results demonstrate that Mexico’s 
ati system—originally designed to serve expert and nonexpert claims 
alike—has evolved into a brokered system in which experts’ claims are 
more frequent and receive better responses. This transformation can be 
attributed both to compositional change, as expert claimants have come 
to make up an increasing portion of total requests, and to behavioral 
change, as both claimants and obligants have interactively adapted their 
modes of requesting information and providing it.

The increasing prioritization of expert claimants would appear to ex-
acerbate class bias in Mexican accountability politics, but perhaps we can 
draw a more optimistic conclusion from this tendency. A request-based 
ati system may never have been an ideal institutional design to foster 
widespread participation by ordinary citizens. Rather, one of the most 

97 Author interviews with Equis Justicia, conducted online, November 12, 2020; Nosotrxs.
98 Author interviews with Controla tu Gobierno, Equis Justicia, Mejora Tu Escuela.
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significant accomplishments of  Mexico’s ati system has been the growth 
of a large civil society ecosystem that has developed sophisticated tools 
for using the ati system productively. Many of these organizations ded-
icate themselves to supporting grassroots groups throughout the country 
in their efforts to access the information they need to advocate around 
local issues. Strengthening these information brokerage networks would 
likely be a big step in favor of accountability. On the other hand, more 
routine informational needs, such as finding requests for bids for govern-
ment contracts or performance indicators of  local schools, could be better 
met through proactive information systems, under a targeted transpar-
ency or open government model, rather than a request-based system.99

These forms of gradual change should also be visible in other partici-
patory institutions of social accountability around the world. As anticor-
ruption agencies or ombudspersons demonstrate better responsiveness 
to certain types of allegations or complaints, the body of potential claim-
ants will adapt in behavior and potentially evolve in composition as well. 
And as participatory institutions like petitions, social audits, policy coun-
cils, participatory budgeting, and local assemblies demonstrate more or 
less utility for different types of claims or policy areas, different types 
of participants will be more or less likely to find them worthwhile. And 
participants may learn new strategies over time as well. Government 
obligants, in turn, also learn and adapt in response to these changes. We 
suggest that over time, these endogenous forms of gradual change can 
result in institutions that are fundamentally different in their social and 
political functions, even independent of formal rule changes or politi-
cally motivated sabotage.

But future research should explore the scope conditions that shape 
the generalizability of our findings to other countries and other types 
of social-accountability institutions. We suspect that the reason ati 
systems are especially prone to the gradual and informal processes of 
change that we identify is because of the large scale of citizen-gov-
ernment interaction. The repeated engagement provided by that inter-
action allows both claimants and obligants to learn and adjust their 
behavior. Institutions that are more time-consuming and thus used less 
often, such as anticorruption bodies, may be subject more to external 
rather than internal forces of change.

Another trait of ati systems is that they occupy an intermediate space 
in terms of the threat they pose to government agents. Given the risk 

99 Regarding these distinct models of transparency, see Fung 2013.
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of disclosing damaging information in response to an information re-
quest, agency personnel certainly have an incentive to be noncompliant, 
particularly when they suspect that the request comes from a political 
opponent or investigative journalist.100 Some modes of social-account-
ability institutions, such as policy councils, are much less threatening 
to government agents, but others, like anticorruption commissions, are 
much more threatening. We would expect the more-threatening forms 
of institutions to prompt acute processes of obligant learning to avoid 
compliance. Institutional incentives to promote responsiveness are es-
pecially important in these cases. We would also be eager to see a rep-
lication of our approach outside of Mexico. The Mexican context was 
perhaps particularly conducive to the trend toward brokerage, given the 
country’s highly developed ecosystem of civil society organizations that 
specialize in political accountability.

Recently, inai itself was threatened when former president Andrés 
Manuel López Obrador called for its elimination due to its purported 
ineffectiveness and bloated budget. In November 2024, the current pres-
ident, Claudia Sheinbaum, followed through on that threat. In light of 
this development, our results suggest that endogenous changes in the 
social function of institutions could also render them more vulnerable to 
external political threats. But our results also highlight the sheer scale 
of the information that inai (and its predecessor, ifai) provided over 
two decades, serving a broad and diverse array of users and purposes 
across society. The elimination of this institution without an effective 
and independent alternative will leave unfulfilled an immense social 
demand for information of all kinds.

More broadly, our findings hold two important lessons for future 
scholarship. First, those who study participatory and accountability in-
stitutions in transitional democracies should move past a narrow con-
cern with adoption and immediate performance, and seriously address 
the gradual forces that alter the course of these institutions over time. 
Institutions evolve, because of both environmental shifts and endoge-
nous processes. Such change is felicitous when it yields stronger and 
more useful tools for social accountability, in a process comparable to 
institutional lock-in for welfare programs.101 But evolution that intro-
duces bias or renders these institutions defunct may be more common. 
Policy design could take into account such evolutionary processes from 

100 Gill and Hughes 2005; Berliner et al. 2021; Erlich et al. 2021.
101 Hacker 2004.
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the start. For instance, in contexts in which professionalization is a likely 
outcome—as we identify in the present case—reformers may empower 
a community of civil society intermediaries to help less-expert actors 
navigate the increasingly sophisticated institution.

Supplementary Material
Supplementary materials for this article can be found at http://muse.jhu.edu/res​
olve/296.

Data
Replication files for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/0L​
RIAP.
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