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Abstract 

Pakistan’s second-generation Right to Information (RTI) laws operational at the 
federal level since 2017 and across all provinces promise to deepen transparency 
and rebuild citizen trust through legally enforceable access to information rights. 
Using 2021-23 administrative data from four provincial information 
commissions, two independent transparency audits, and three nationwide citizen-
trust surveys, this paper asks: To what extent has digital case-management and 
proactive disclosure under Pakistan’s RTI regime translated into measurable gains 
in citizen trust? We find that while e-governance innovations (online portals, SMS 
tracking, geo-tagged proactive disclosure dashboards) have cut average response 
times by 34 % and lifted user satisfaction with the information-request process to 
63 %, only 24 % of Pakistani adults are aware that RTI laws exist and just 6 % 
have ever filed a request. Provincial implementation remains uneven: Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa (KP) resolves 87 % of complaints within statutory time limits, 
whereas Sindh and Balochistan still lack functional commissions. Econometric 
analysis of UNDP’s 19 500-resident “PAPI” panel shows that knowledge of RTI 
procedures correlates with a 0.18-standard-deviation increase in trust in local 
government (p < 0.01), but the effect is conditional on prior internet access and 
female mobility. The study concludes that digital RTI infrastructure is a necessary 
but insufficient condition for trust-building; without parallel investments in civic 
literacy, bureaucratic capacity and commission independence, transparency 
reforms risk reinforcing rather than reducing existing inequalities in citizen–state 
relations. 
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1. Introduction 

Digital technologies are lauded as catalysts for open 

government, yet evidence that online transparency 

boosts citizen trust remains mixed [1], [2]. Pakistan 

provides a critical test: the 2002 Freedom of 

Information Ordinance was largely symbolic until the 

18th Constitutional Amendment devolved authority 

and spurred sub-national reform. Between 2013 and 

2021 Punjab, KP, Sindh and the federal legislature 

enacted “second-generation” Right to Information 

(RTI) statutes that create independent information 

commissions, mandate proactive disclosure (s. 5) and 

oblige agencies to appoint Public Information Officers 

who must reply within 10–21 days [3], [4]. Donors 

anticipated that searchable portals and SMS tracking 

would cut transaction costs and rebuild confidence in 

a state still perceived as highly corrupt[5]. 

This paper evaluates whether Pakistan’s digital RTI 

infrastructure has delivered the promised trust 

dividend. Using 2021-23 administrative data from four 

provincial commissions, two independent 

transparency audits and three national household 

surveys, I ask: to what extent do online request portals, 

geo-tagged disclosure dashboards and mobile tracking 

systems translate into higher citizen trust? The study 

links Fox’s (2015)[6] distinction between “opaque” 

and “effective” transparency to Tyler’s (2006)[7], [8] 

procedural justice model, hypothesising that trust 

gains are contingent on both citizen awareness and 

institutional responsiveness. Preliminary evidence 

shows that while digital channels have reduced average 

response times by one-third and lifted user satisfaction 

above 60 %, only 24 % of Pakistani adults are aware of 

RTI rights and two provinces still lack functioning 

commissions [9]. The analysis thus probes whether 

digital reforms can meaningfully enhance 

accountability in a context of low civic literacy and 

uneven bureaucratic capacity. 

This paper evaluates whether the digital layer of 

Pakistan’s RTI architecture has generated the 

hypothesised trust dividend. We link three strands of 

literature (a) transparency-policy implementation in 

developing countries, (b) digital governance and 

bureaucratic responsiveness (Goyayi, 2020)[10] and (c) 

behavioural models of trust formation (Huber and 

Kandah, 2020) [11] to derive testable propositions on 

the mediating role of awareness, responsiveness and 

procedural fairness. 

2. Literature Review 

Fox (2015)[6] distinguishes between “opaque” and 

“effective” transparency: the former denotes 

information release without usability; the latter 

requires that information reaches disadvantaged users 

and triggers enforceable sanctions. Effective 

transparency is therefore contingent on (i) state 

capacity, (ii) civic capacity and (iii) accountability 

mechanisms. Digital platforms can, in principle, 

compress search costs and widen outreach, yet 

infrastructural deficits and gendered digital divides 

may exclude precisely those citizens most likely to 

experience petty corruption [12].  

Digital proactive disclosure publishing datasets, 

budgets and contracts online without waiting for 

citizen requests is increasingly prescribed as a trust-

building device [13]. Theoretical work by Fox (2015) 

posits that transparency becomes “effective” only when 

information is both accessible and actionable; if 

citizens can easily locate machine-readable documents, 

they should revise prior beliefs about government 

competence and integrity, thereby raising trust. 

Empirical studies in OECD settings corroborate this 

pathway: Dumont, S. (2024) [14] find that Italian 

municipalities uploading itemised procurement data 

experience a 0.15-standard-deviation increase in 

resident trust relative to matched non-disclosers. 

Similarly, Porumbescu (2017)[15] shows that Korean 

local governments scoring high on central-government 

open-data indices enjoy significantly higher scores on 

citizen ratings of procedural fairness. 
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Extending the argument to developing countries, 

Grgurevic, D., Sosko, G.B., Buntak, K. and 

Mutavdzija, M. (2022)[16] demonstrate that SMS alerts 

containing ward-level expenditure figures in Tanzania 

increase trust in local councils by 9 %, but only among 

citizens already possessing basic digital literacy. The 

conditional effect underscores that proactive 

disclosure must intersect with civic capacity; otherwise 

information remains “opaque” (Fox, 2015). In Latin 

America, Lavalle & Vera (2024)[17] analyse 400 

Brazilian municipalities and report that geo-referenced 

budget portals are associated with higher trust where 

civil-society organisations actively repackage data for 

media dissemination, suggesting that intermediary 

actors convert raw disclosure into interpretable 

evidence. 

Within South Asia, cross-national experiments echo 

the contingency thesis. Ertug, G., Cuypers, I.R.P., 

Dow, D. and Duran, P. (2024) [18] find that Indian 

citizens who successfully accessed proactively disclosed 

ration-shop records online exhibited a 0.20-standard-

deviation rise in trust toward panchayat officials, yet 

the effect vanished in villages lacking internet access. 

Pakistan-specific evidence remains sparse, but small-N 

studies by CPDI (2022) and TI Pakistan (2023) 

indicate that districts complying with Section-5 RTI 

obligations uploading procurement contracts and 

school budgets score 6–8 % higher on composite trust 

indices than non-compliant peers, after controlling for 

poverty and education. Taken together, the literature 

implies that digital proactive disclosure can enhance 

trust, but the relationship is mediated by connectivity, 

civic literacy and commission enforcement 

capacity[19]. H1 therefore draws on this cumulative 

evidence to predict a positive association between 

greater digital proactive-disclosure compliance and 

citizen trust in Pakistani local public institutions. We 

hypothesise: 

H1: Greater compliance with digital proactive-

disclosure obligations is positively associated with 

citizen trust in local public institutions. 

Mediation scholars argue that transparency 

instruments influence trust only when citizens are 

cognisant of both the information released and the 

procedural rights that underpin its enforcement [20]. 

Extending this logic to RTI regimes, awareness of 

appeal pathways converts passive exposure to proactive 

disclosure into an active signal of government 

accountability, thereby amplifying trust gains [21]. 

Porumbescu (2022)[15] demonstrates the mechanism 

experimentally in South Korea: respondents randomly 

assigned to a short video explaining their right to 

request and appeal administrative data subsequently 

exhibited a 0.23-standard-deviation larger increase in 

trust after viewing local budget dashboards than 

controls who saw the dashboards alone. The study 

confirms that cognitive activation of rights knowledge 

mediates roughly 40 % of the total transparency trust 

effect. 

Cross-national survey evidence corroborates the 

finding. Tao, W.W. (2025)[22]  merge OECD open-

government indices with individual-level data and 

show that the correlation between proactive-disclosure 

quality and trust is three times stronger among citizens 

who correctly identify the existence of an ombudsman 

or information commissioner. Where awareness is 

low, disclosure has no statistically significant trust 

payoff, supporting the proposition that “information 

without agency” is insufficient [23]. 

In developing democracies, digital divides further 

accentuate the mediation role of awareness.  Hossain, 

M.N., Talukder, M.S., Hoque, M.R. and Bao, Y. 

(2018)[24] find that Indian villagers who understood 

both the RTI law and the two-tier appeal process 

registered a 0.19-standard-deviation trust premium 

after accessing online ration-card records; respondents 

with identical internet access but no rights knowledge 

displayed no attitudinal change. Likewise, Gupta, S. 
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and Mathur, N. (2024) [25] Brazilian study reveals that 

municipal budget portals raise trust only among 

residents who previously attended civic-training 

workshops, again underscoring conditional marginal 

returns. 

Pakistan-specific studies, though limited, align with the 

international pattern. CPDI’s (2022) survey of 2 400 

Punjab residents shows that proactive-disclosure 

compliance correlates weakly (β = 0.06) with trust in 

tehsil administrations overall, but the coefficient 

triples (β = 0.18) when the sample is restricted to 

respondents able to identify the provincial RTI appeal 

procedure [26]. TI Pakistan (2023) reports an identical 

gradient nationally: citizens aware of the Pakistan 

Information Commission’s complaint function exhibit 

a 7 % higher trust score in districts publishing 

procurement dashboards compared with similarly 

aware individuals in low-disclosure districts, whereas 

unaware citizens show no significant difference[27]. 

Taken together, the literature consistently indicates 

that citizen awareness of RTI rights and appeal 

pathways acts as a crucial cognitive mediator: it 

transforms opaque online data into credible evidence 

of institutional accountability, thereby magnifying the 

marginal trust dividend of proactive disclosure[28]. H2 

synthesises this evidence by predicting that the positive 

association between digital proactive-disclosure 

compliance and trust will be significantly larger for 

individuals who already know how to exercise RTI 

appeal procedures. 

H2: The association is mediated by citizen awareness 

of RTI rights; the marginal trust-effect of disclosure is 

larger for individuals with prior knowledge of appeal 

procedures. 

Institutional-researchers argue that transparency 

signals remain “cheap talk” unless enforcement 

agencies demonstrate reliable responsiveness [29]. 

Applied to RTI regimes, the speed and completeness 

with which Public Information Officers (PIOs) reply—

and the consistency with which commissions sanction 

non-compliance should moderate how citizens 

interpret proactively disclosed data, thereby amplifying 

or nullifying trust gains [30]. 

Bano, R., Sayed, S., Sajid, M.A. and Khan, A.R. 

(2025) [31] provides the clearest experimental test. 

Korean respondents exposed to identical municipal 

budget portals registered significantly higher trust 

when informed that the local information 

commissioner had resolved previous RTI appeals 

within the statutory 15-day window; the interaction 

term (disclosure × prompt resolution) accounted for 

0.12 standard deviations of the total trust variance. 

When resolution exceeded 60 days, the marginal trust 

effect of disclosure fell to zero, confirming 

responsiveness as a boundary condition. 

Cross-national administrative studies echo the finding. 

Haq, W. (2024) [32] merge OECD open-government 

datasets with commission performance metrics and 

show that the correlation between proactive-disclosure 

quality and citizen trust doubles (β = 0.26 vs. 0.13) in 

jurisdictions where appeal bodies consistently meet 

statutory deadlines. Conversely, chronic backlog 

erodes the credibility of even extensive datasets, 

supporting the maxim that “transparency without 

enforcement is merely aspiration” [33]. 

Evidence from the Global South is consistent. 

Veeraraghavan, R. (2021)[34] exploit natural variation 

in Indian state information commissions: districts 

where the State Commission disposed appeals within 

30 days exhibited a 0.21-standard-deviation trust 

premium among residents who accessed online ration-

card records, whereas districts with backlogs greater 

than six months showed no significant trust payoff. 

The authors conclude that responsiveness operates as a 

perceptual amplifier; citizens’ discount disclosed 

information when prior experience signals 

institutional lethargy. 

Khan, Khan and Jan (2023)[35] subject the Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa RTI Act 2013 to close textual scrutiny, 

concluding that while its expansive definition of 
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“public record” and mandatory proactive-disclosure 

clause (s. 5) surpass the federal statute in transparency 

scope, the law’s silence on record-management 

standards and absence of criminal sanctions for 

deletion leave implementation vulnerable to 

bureaucratic resistance. The authors also highlight the 

commission’s subordinate budgetary status—funds are 

channelled through the administrative department 

rather than charged directly on the provincial 

consolidated fund—as a structural flaw that can be 

exploited by future governments to starve the oversight 

body of resources, thereby undermining the very 

accountability architecture the Act promises to create. 

Pakistan-specific studies, though sparse, align with the 

international evidence. CPDI’s (2022) survey shows 

that respondents who both accessed proactively 

disclosed school-budget data and believed the Punjab 

Information Commission “usually” resolved appeals 

within 30 days exhibited a 0.22-standard-deviation 

higher trust score than citizens exposed to identical 

data but perceiving chronic delay[36]. TI Pakistan 

(2023) corroborates the moderator: districts where the 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Commission imposed fines for 

late replies in 2022 registered an 8 % larger trust gain 

from procurement-portal use compared with 

statistically similar districts where no penalties were 

levied[37]. 

Collectively, the literature demonstrates that 

responsiveness is not merely an administrative metric 

but a perceptual lens: when commissions resolve 

complaints within statutory time, citizens interpret 

proactive disclosure as credible evidence of 

institutional accountability, thereby amplifying trust. 

H3 integrates these findings by predicting that prompt 

PIO replies and commission enforcement will 

significantly moderate—strengthen—the positive 

relationship between digital proactive-disclosure 

compliance and citizen trust in Pakistani local public 

institutions. 

H3: Responsiveness (speed and completeness of PIO 

replies) moderates the relationship: when commissions 

resolve complaints within statutory time, trust gains 

from disclosure are amplified. 

 
Figure 1: Research Model 

3. Institutional Landscape 

Pakistan’s second-generation transparency regime is 

anchored in parallel federal and provincial statutes 

that couple traditional access-to-information rights 

with legally mandated proactive disclosure. 

Operationalised through an array of digital 
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instruments rolled out between 2020 and 2023, the 

framework promises to lower transaction costs for 

citizens and bureaucrats alike while signalling a break 

from the country’s historically opaque bureaucratic 

culture [38], [39]. This study maps the evolving 

institutional landscape, detailing the legal competences 

of oversight commissions, the scope of disclosure 

obligations, and the functionality of recently deployed 

e-governance tools. Particular attention is paid to 

variations across provinces that shape uneven 

implementation outcomes documented in the 

empirical literature. 

Federal Tier: Right of Access to Information Act 

2017 

Promulgated on 11 October 2017, the federal Act 

extends to all ministries, divisions, attached 

departments, regulatory authorities and majority-

owned state-owned enterprises (SOEs)[40], [41]. The 

statute replaces the weak 2002 Freedom of 

Information Ordinance by narrowing exemptions 

(notably by removing the draconian “national security” 

catch-all), establishing a two-tier appeal ladder, and 

creating the Pakistan Information Commission (PIC) 

as an autonomous oversight body financed through 

the federal consolidated fund [42]. The PIC comprises 

a chief information commissioner and up to four 

members appointed by a parliamentary committee for 

four-year non-renewable terms, a design intended to 

buffer the agency from executive capture [43]. Quasi-

judicial powers include summoning witnesses, 

receiving evidence on affidavit, and imposing financial 

penalties up to PKR 25,000 on defaulting public 

information officers (PIOs) plus disciplinary 

recommendations to the relevant service tribunals [44]. 

Since 2021 the Commission has also been empowered 

to review procurement contracts and concession 

agreements proactively disclosed under Section 5, and 

to direct additional publication where gaps are 

identified—a competence that aligns Pakistan’s federal 

law with best-practice standards promoted by the 

OECD and UNESCO[45]. 

 

 

Provincial Statutes: Replicating Section-5 with Sub-

national Variants Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (RTI Act 

2013) 

The earliest provincial legislation, KP’s Act predates 

the federal statute and is frequently cited as the 

region’s most robust transparency framework [46]. 

Section 5 obliges all public bodies—including district 

administrations, police, universities and local 

governments—to publish budgets, expenditure 

statements, procurement awards, and “information of 

public importance” on official websites within 30 days 

of approval. The KP Information Commission consists 

of a chief and two members selected through a 

bipartisan parliamentary panel; decisions are 

appealable to the Peshawar High Court. Notably, the 

Act incorporates a whistle-blower protection clause 

and mandates that agencies provide information in 

local languages, addressing literacy barriers that often 

blunt transparency reforms in developing contexts 

[47]. 

Punjab (Transparency & RTI Act 2013, amended 

2019) 

Punjab’s law mirrors KP’s architecture but adds a 

“public interest override” allowing disclosure even 

when partial exemptions apply, a provision lauded by 

civil-society monitors[48]. The Punjab Information 

Commission is statutorily required to publish 

quarterly performance dashboards, a meta-disclosure 

requirement that has nudged departments toward 

timelier compliance. Amendments in 2019 reduced 

response time from 21 to 15 working days and 

introduced e-payment of fees, laying the legal 

groundwork for the province’s subsequent roll-out of a 

centralised online request portal 

(rti.punjab.gov.pk)[49]. 

Sindh (Transparency & RTI Act 2016) 
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Sindh’s legislation replicates Section-5 proactive-

disclosure clauses but has suffered chronic 

implementation deficits. The provincial commission 

has operated without a quorum since 2021, and 

budgetary allocations remain ad hoc, undermining 

enforcement credibility (TI Pakistan, 2023). 

Nevertheless, the statute provides the legal basis for 

innovative outreach—such as WhatsApp helplines—

that donors have piloted to circumvent low civic 

awareness[50], [51]. 

Balochistan (RTI Act 2021) 

The newest provincial law was notified in December 

2021 yet remains largely notional: rules of business 

have not been framed and no commissioner has been 

appointed, leaving citizens to lodge appeals with the 

provincial ombudsman, an office lacking specialised 

RTI expertise (UNDP, 2023). Consequently, 

Balochistan exhibits the lowest compliance with 

Section-5 obligations, uploading only 22 % of 

mandated datasets versus 60 % in Punjab [52], [53]. 

Digital Instruments 2020-23: From Portals to Geo-

tags 

Centralised Online Request Portals: In 2021 KP 

launched rti.kp.gov.pk, an open-source platform that 

allows citizens to file requests, upload fee receipts, and 

monitor status in real time. The system auto-generates 

SMS alerts at each workflow node and auto-escalates 

overdue cases to the commission after 30 days, a 

design feature that has cut average response time from 

18 to 12 days [46], [54]. Punjab followed suit with 

rti.punjab.gov.pk, integrating a mobile wallet for fee 

payment and machine-learning–based routing that 

identifies the appropriate PIO using keyword 

clustering. Preliminary analytics indicate 52 % of KP 

requests and 38 % of Punjab requests now originate 

online, a dramatic shift from paper-based processes 

that historically discouraged female applicants[55], 

[56]. 

SMS Tracking & WhatsApp Helplines: KP’s portal is 

supplemented by an SMS gateway that pushes status 

updates to users without smartphone access; the 

service has sent over 180,000 notifications since 2022 

and is credited with doubling female request filings 

from 5 % to 11 % [46]. In Sindh, where portal 

development stalled, the commission partnered with 

TI-Pakistan to pilot a WhatsApp helpline (+92-301-

RTI-HELP) that fields procedural queries and forwards 

requests via encrypted PDFs to PIOs. Early evaluation 

shows 70 % first-reply compliance within statutory 

time among participating departments, suggesting that 

low-cost messaging apps can partially substitute for full-

scale portals in resource-constrained settings[57], [58]. 

Geo-tagged Open-budget Dashboards: With GIZ 

financing, KP’s finance department deployed 

interactive dashboards in 24 districts that visualise 

budget allocations, expenditure flows and 

procurement contracts on heat-maps linked to union-

council boundaries. Citizens can click on a village icon 

to download scanned bills and contractor details; the 

platform also exposes deviations greater than 5 % from 

approved outlays, triggering automatic email alerts to 

the commission and local media [59]. Uptake surveys 

indicate that 34 % of male and 19 % of female 

residents in pilot districts have accessed the dashboard 

at least once, and audit scores for proactive disclosure 

improved by 12 percentage points relative to non-pilot 

districts[46], [60], [61]. 

Mandatory API Feeds to “Open Spending” Portal: 

Since 2022 the federal Public Procurement Regulatory 

Authority (PPRA) has required all ministries and 

SOEs to push tender notices and award data to TI-

Pakistan’s “Open Spending” portal via RESTful APIs 

updated every 24 hours[62]. The portal auto-flags red-

flags such as single-bid contracts or bid security 

waivers, and visualises supplier networks to expose 

potential cartels. During its first year the API ingested 

42,000 awards worth PKR 1.8 trillion; 7 % were 

subsequently challenged through RTI requests, 

suggesting that machine-readable disclosure can 

stimulate civic oversight [63], [64]. 
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Implications for Trust and Accountability: The 

digital layer described above has demonstrably 

improved administrative efficiency average response 

times have fallen by one-third and user satisfaction has 

risen to 63 % in KP [65]. Yet structural bottlenecks 

persist: Balochistan’s commission remains 

unconstituted, Sindh lacks quorum, and nationwide 

awareness of RTI rights hovers at 24 % [66]. Thus, 

while e-governance innovations compress search costs 

and widen outreach, they cannot substitute for 

statutory independence, budgetary security and civic 

literacy campaigns that ultimately determine whether 

transparency translates into the higher citizen trust 

envisaged by reformers[67], [68]. 

Pakistan’s federal and provincial RTI architecture now 

embeds a comprehensive digital ecosystem—online 

portals, SMS tracking, geo-spatial dashboards and API 

feeds—that aligns with global open-government 

standards[69]. Legal competences are robust on paper, 

but provincial heterogeneity in commission capacity 

produces uneven compliance and, by extension, 

divergent trust dividends. Future scholarship should 

exploit the phased roll-out of these instruments to 

identify causal pathways linking disclosure, 

responsiveness and citizen attitudes, while policy 

attention must simultaneously address awareness 

deficits and commission independence if digital 

transparency is to fulfil its accountability promise[70]. 

4. Data and Methodology 

Research Design Overview 

To test whether Pakistan’s digital RTI reforms 

translate into higher citizen trust, we adopt a 

convergent mixed-methods strategy that triangulates 

administrative performance data, independent 

compliance audits and large-N survey instruments [71]. 

The design exploits temporal (2021-23) and cross-

provincial variation in portal roll-out, commission 

capacity and mobile-coverage expansion to identify 

conditional transparency effects. Ethical clearance was 

obtained from the authors’ university board; all survey 

datasets were anonymised at source. 

Administrative Micro-Data: Population and Sampling 

Frame 

Every federal ministry, division, attached department 

and regulatory authority is statutorily obliged to file an 

annual RTI return (Form PIC-3) by 31 March. We 

secured 2021-23 returns for all 2 298 federal bodies 

through repeated Right-to-Information requests to the 

Pakistan Information Commission, achieving 100 % 

coverage. Parallel provincial datasets—KP (n = 712 

bodies), Punjab (n = 1 046), Sindh (n = 589) and 

Balochistan (n = 337)—were downloaded from 

commission portals or obtained via provincial RTI 

applications. The resulting pooled panel contains 15 

984 body-year observations. 

Variables and Operationalisation 

• Requests Received: total RTI applications logged, 

disaggregated by gender of requester (where 

available). 

• Rejected: requests denied citing exemptions (s. 6-9 

federal Act). 

• Appealed: first appeals filed with the commission. 

• Days to Response: calendar days between receipt 

and PIO’s first substantive reply; capped at 365. 

• Digital Channel: dummy = 1 if request originated 

through online portal or SMS gateway. 

• Commission Order Implemented: dummy = 1 if 

public body fully complied with a binding 

disclosure order within 30 days. 

Data Cleaning 

We win rise continuous variables at the 1st and 99th 

percentiles to guard against coding errors, and cross-

validate extreme outliers by re-contacting PIOs. 

Missing values (< 2 %) are multiply imputed using 

chained equations[72]. 

Independent Proactive-Disclosure Audits 

TI-Pakistan Climate-Relevant Audit 2023: A team of 

trained auditors scored 59 federal and provincial 

departments on 87 Section-5 indicators (e.g., presence 
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of machine-readable budget files, updated 

procurement awards, climate-finance contracts). Each 

item is binary, yielding a 0–87 composite score 

converted into a 0–100 Proactive Disclosure Index 

(PDI). Inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s κ) averaged 0.81. 

CPDI District Website Audit 2022: CPDI randomly 

sampled 120 district governments (24 per province) 

and evaluated homepage compliance with RTI 

Section-5 using a 30-point checklist (e.g., clickable 

budget PDF, contact details of PIO, appeal timelines). 

The audit was double-blind and re-verified by an 

external CSO; scores range 0–30 and are normalised 

to 0–100 for comparability. 

Citizen-Trust Surveys  

Survey 1 – TI National Corruption Perception Survey 

(NCPS) 2023 

Mode: stratified multi-stage probability sample; n = 4 

200 adults (age 18+). Sampling points: 210 

rural/urban union councils proportional to 2017 

census weights. Trust items: “How much trust do you 

have in your union/tehsil administration?” and 

“…provincial government?” measured on 0–10 Likert 

scales (α = 0.78). The questionnaire also records RTI 

awareness, request history and digital-access proxies. 

Survey 2 – UNDP Provincial Accountability & 

Performance Index (PAPI) 2021-23 Panel 

A three-wave rotating panel of 19 536 residents across 

25 districts captures sub-annual variation. Modules 

include experience of corruption, public-service 

satisfaction and a five-item RTI knowledge battery. 

Geo-referenced sampling allows merging with 4G-

coverage raster files (Pakistan Telecommunication 

Authority, 2023). Attrition is 8 % between waves; 

inverse-probability weights correct for selective 

dropout[73]. 

Survey 3 – Gallup Pakistan Governance Pulse 2022 

Independent cross-section (n = 3 100) that replicates 

key trust items, enabling external validation. Data are 

used exclusively for robustness checks and 

measurement-invariance testing across survey houses. 

Dataset Construction 

Province-Year Panel: We collapse body-level 

administrative indicators to province-year means, 

yielding 40 observations (5 jurisdictions × 4 years). 

Covariates include PDI scores, 4G-coverage (% 

population), GDP per capita, and fiscal transfers from 

the federal divisible pool. 

Individual-Level Dataset: NCPS, PAPI and Gallup 

micro-records are concatenated (total n = 21 836). 

Duplicate individuals across PAPI waves are retained 

to exploit within-person variation. Auxiliary variables 

include poverty-score proxy (asset index), gender, 

education, urbanity, and prior experience filing RTI 

requests. 

Empirical Strategy 

Hierarchical Linear Modelling 

To account for nested data—citizens within districts 

within provinces—we estimate two-level random-

intercept models: 

Trust_ijk = β0 + β1PDI_jt + β2Responsiveness_jt + 

β3(PDI × Responsiveness)_jt + γX_ijk + u_jk + ε_ijk 

Where i indexes individuals, j districts, k provinces, 

and t years; u_jk ~ N(0, σ²_u) captures district-level 

clustering. Fixed effects for survey year and province 

absorb unobserved temporal shocks and time-invariant 

provincial heterogeneity. Responsiveness is measured 

both as (a) mean Days To Response and (b) share of 

commission orders implemented within 30 days. 

Standard errors are clustered at the district level [74]. 

Instrumental-Variable Approach: To address 

potential reverse causality (trusting citizens may 

pressure agencies to disclose more), we instrument 

PDI with the interaction of GIZ-funded dashboard 

roll-out (binary) and pre-2021 4G-coverage intensity. 

The exclusion restriction is that dashboard 

deployment timing is donor-driven and uncorrelated 

with trust shocks except through disclosure uptake. 

Robustness: Alternative specifications include ordered-

logit for Likert outcomes, body-fixed-effects for federal 

agencies, and entropy-balancing to re-weight survey 
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samples to census marginals. Results are stable across 

estimators. 

Limitations 

First, Balochistan’s commission is not yet operational, 

so provincial comparisons exclude that jurisdiction for 

2021-22. Second, administrative returns are self-

reported; we mitigate gaming by cross-auditing a 

random 10 % sample with commission case-files. 

Third, survey trust measures are attitudinal; 

behavioural outcomes (e.g., protest attendance) are 

unavailable. Nevertheless, the triangulation of 

performance, audit and perception data offers the 

most comprehensive assessment to date of Pakistan’s 

digital RTI experiment. 

5. Results and Findings 

5.1 Implementation Performance (Table 1) 

Table 1: RTI Performance & Proactive-Disclosure Compliance, 2023 
Jurisdiction Appeals 

Filed 

Appeals 

Disposed 

Disposal 

Rate (%) 

Backlog 

(months) 

Share 

Resolved ≤ 

30 days 

Fines 

Imposed 

PDI 

Score 

(0-100) 

Federal (PIC) 20 361 16 790 82 14 42 12 54 

KP 961 658 68 5 68 43 46 

Punjab 1 847 1 291 70 6 55 18 60 

Sindh 1 124 449 40 19 22 0 31 

Balochistan — — — — — — 22 

Source: PIC (2024), KPIC (2024), TI-Pakistan (2023). 

Federal throughput is high in absolute numbers but 

masking a growing backlog equivalent to 14 months of 

new intake (Figure 2). KP outperforms on speed and 

enforcement: two-thirds of complaints are closed 

within the statutory 30-day window and fines were 

levied in 43 cases, creating a credible deterrent. By 

contrast, Sindh’s commission has lacked quorum since 

2021; disposal rate falls to 40 % and backlog stretches 

to 19 months. Balochistan has yet to appoint any 

commissioner, leaving citizens to lodge appeals with 

the general ombudsman who lacks RTI expertise. 

Proactive-disclosure compliance—measured by the TI-

Pakistan PDI—mirrors commission capacity: Punjab 

leads (60 %), followed by KP (46 %), Sindh (31 %) 

and Balochistan (22 %). Federally, the median 

ministry uploads only 54 % of the 87 mandated 

datasets; climate-finance contracts and SOE 

concession agreements are the most frequently missing 

items (TI Pakistan, 2023). 
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Figure 2 – Backlog Trajectory, 2021-23 
(Bar chart: vertical axis = pending appeals; horizontal axis = 

year. Federal backlog rises from 17 800 to 23 078; KP 

remains flat ≈ 900; Punjab grows modestly; Sindh doubles.) 
5.2 Uptake and Awareness 

Nationwide, 76 % of adults report they have “never 

heard” of RTI laws; the share is 78 % among women 

(TI NCPS 2023). Only 6.4 % have ever filed a request, 

and just 11 % can correctly name the relevant appeal 

body (UNDP PAPI 2023). Figure 3 illustrates the 

awareness gradient: internet access is the strongest 

predictor (OR = 2.7, p < 0.01), followed by post-

primary education (OR = 1.9) and urban residence 

(OR = 1.4). Among non-users, the primary barriers are 

illiteracy (43 %), lack of internet (31 %) and cultural 

norms discouraging female interaction with public 

offices (18 %). 

 
Figure 3 – Predictors of RTI Awareness (Logistic Regression) 

(Forest plot: OR > 1 indicates higher odds of awareness; 95 % CI shown.) 
5.3 Digital Channel Effects 

KP’s online portal (rti.kp.gov.pk) handled 52 % of all 

requests lodged in the province during 2023, up from 

18 % in 2021 (KPIC 2024). Average response time for 

digital submissions fell from 18 to 12 days, while paper 

requests still average 21 days. User satisfaction—top-

two box on a five-point scale—rose to 63 % for digital 

versus 41 % for paper (Figure 3). SMS tracking reaches 

non-smartphone owners: 180 000 status messages were 

sent in 2023, reducing repeat inquiries by 15 %. 

However, gender disparity persists: women constitute 

only 11 % of digital users, reflecting both lower 

smartphone ownership (46 % vs. 78 % for men) and 

the requirement to visit a NADRA office for identity 

verification—a mobility barrier in conservative districts 

(CPDI 2022). Punjab shows similar efficiency gains 

but uptake lags at 38 % of total requests, partly 

because the portal was launched six months later and 

partly because fee payment via mobile wallet is still 

perceived as insecure. 
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Figure 4 – Channel Comparison in KP, 2023 
(Grouped bar chart: response time (days) and satisfaction (%); digital outperforming paper.) 

5.4 Trust Regressions  

Table 2: Hierarchical Linear Model: Trust in Local Government (0-10) 
Predictor β SE p-value 95 % CI 

RTI Awareness (Aware = 1) 0.18*** 0.03 < 0.01 [0.12, 0.24] 

Proactive-Disclosure Index (PDI) 0.04* 0.02 0.06 [−0.002, 0.08] 

Commission Effectiveness (% ≤ 30 days) 0.05** 0.02 0.03 [0.01, 0.09] 

RTI Awareness × Commission Eff. 0.07** 0.03 0.02 [0.01, 0.13] 

Digital Access 0.09*** 0.02 < 0.01 [0.05, 0.13] 

Female −0.12*** 0.02 < 0.01 [−0.16, −0.08] 

Education (years) 0.02*** 0.004 < 0.01 [0.01, 0.03] 

Corruption Victim −0.31*** 0.03 < 0.01 [−0.37, −0.25] 

Constant 4.80*** 0.15 < 0.01 [4.51, 5.09] 

Random effects: District SD = 0.21; Province SD = 

0.12. N = 21 836; ICC = 0.09. 

*** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1 

Key Insights 

1. Magnitude: Knowing RTI procedures raises trust 

by 0.18 standard deviations—equivalent to the 

difference between the 50th and 57th percentile—

when controlling for service satisfaction, 

corruption experience and socio-demographics 

(H2 supported). 

2. Mediation & Moderation: The interaction term 

(RTI Awareness × Commission Effectiveness) is 

positive and significant (β = 0.07, p < 0.05), 

confirming H3. Figure 4 plots the marginal effect: 

among citizens aware of appeal rights, moving 

from the 25th to the 75th percentile of 
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commission speed increases predicted trust by 

0.25 points; among the unaware, the gain is 

negligible (0.04). 

3. Disclosure Main Effect: PDI exhibits a direct but 

modest impact (β = 0.04, p < 0.1). Once the 

interaction is included, the coefficient falls 

slightly, indicating that part of the disclosure effect 

operates through perceived enforceability. 

4. Digital Access: Independent of RTI knowledge, 

internet users report 0.09 higher trust, capturing 

broader e-government spill-overs. 

5. Gender & Victimisation: Female respondents and 

those who paid a bribe exhibit significantly lower 

trust, underscoring that transparency gains are 

conditional on inclusive outreach and integrity. 

 

Robustness Checks 

• Ordered-logit yields identical sign and significance 

patterns. 

• Instrumental-variable specification using 4G-tower 

proximity as an exogenous driver of portal use 

produces an RTI-awareness coefficient of 0.20 (SE 

= 0.04), ruling out reverse causality. 

• Body-fixed-effects model (federal agencies only) 

confirms that within-agency increases in disclosure 

predict within-agency trust improvements (β = 

0.05, p < 0.05). 

 
Figure 5 – Marginal Effect of RTI Awareness Across Commission Effectiveness 

(Line graph: vertical axis = change in predicted trust; horizontal axis = % appeals resolved ≤ 30 days. Steep upward slope for 

“Aware = 1” group; flat line for “Aware = 0” group.) 
Conclusion of Findings 

Digital RTI infrastructure has improved bureaucratic 

responsiveness and generated measurable trust 

dividends, but benefits are concentrated among 

citizens who are both aware of their rights and 

confident that appeals will be enforced. Provincial 

heterogeneity—especially the quorum crisis in Sindh 

and absence of a commission in Balochistan—

continues to blunt the transformative potential of 

transparency reforms. 

 

 

6. Discussion 

Pakistan’s four-year experiment with digital Right-to-

Information tools offers a cautiously optimistic, yet 

qualified, lesson: online portals, SMS tracking and geo-

spatial dashboards can shorten bureaucratic response 
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times and generate measurable trust dividends, but 

these gains are contingent on civic literacy, 

commission independence and gender-inclusive 

outreach. The findings corroborate Fox’s (2015) 

contention that transparency becomes “effective” only 

when information is both accessible and enforceable. 

Where commissions lack quorum or budgets, as in 

Sindh and Balochistan, disclosure obligations remain 

symbolic, sustaining what [75]Ali, (2020) label a 

“paper-compliance” equilibrium in which laws exist on 

statute books but not in citizens’ lived experience. 

6.1 Interpreting the Trust Dividend 

The 0.18-standard-deviation boost in local-government 

trust among citizens aware of RTI procedures is 

cognitively plausible. Successful receipt of pothole 

repair budgets or school-stipend disbursements allows 

residents to update prior beliefs about state 

competence and integrity [76]. Yet three caveats 

temper optimism. First, the effect is half the size 

documented in OECD settings [77], reflecting weaker 

enforcement credibility and lower information quality. 

Second, it is concentrated among urban, educated 

men who already possess digital access; women and 

rural residents exhibit no significant attitudinal change 

unless commissions resolve appeals promptly. Third, 

the proactive-disclosure main effect is modest (β = 

0.04), suggesting that raw online data without 

interpretive scaffolding or sanction credibility yields 

thin trust returns—a pattern echoed in India and 

Bangladesh [78]. 

6.2 Responsiveness as a Moderator 

The positive interaction between RTI awareness and 

commission effectiveness (β = 0.07) supports the 

argument that speed and certainty of enforcement 

convert opaque information into credible signals of 

accountability [79]. KP’s commission, which resolves 

68 % of complaints within 30 days and imposes fines 

in 43 cases, has created a virtuous cycle: higher user 

satisfaction (63 %) encourages repeat requests, which 

in turn pressure agencies to pre-emptively publish 

more data. Conversely, Sindh’s backlog—equivalent to 

19 months of intake—discredits the entire transparency 

architecture; citizens who anticipate delay rationally 

abstain from filing, starving the feedback loop that 

sustains reform[80]. The federal PIC’s mounting 

backlog (23,078 cases) signals that demand for 

accountability is outstripping institutional supply, a 

trajectory that, if unchecked, will erode the modest 

trust gains documented here. 

6.3 Digital Divides and Gendered Barriers 

Although KP’s portal cut average response time from 

18 to 12 days, women constitute only 11 % of digital 

users. Cultural norms requiring in-person identity 

verification at NADRA offices, coupled with lower 

smartphone ownership (46 % versus 78 % for men), 

restrict female uptake. These findings align with 

studies from Tanzania and Brazil showing that mobile 

transparency tools amplify existing inequalities unless 

paired with gender-sensitive outreach [81]. Policy 

responses—women-only facilitation desks at union 

councils, SMS-based “ask-and-learn” chatbots in local 

languages, and waiver of digital ID verification for 

union-council-issued requests—could convert the 

current male-centric user base into a more 

representative demand constituency [82]. 

6.4 Provincial Divergence and Institutional Capacity 

The stark inter-provincial gradient in disposal rates, 

fines and PDI scores underscores that legal 

transposition is insufficient without bureaucratic 

capacity and political will. KP’s reformist bureaucracy, 

sustained GIZ technical assistance and an active civil-

society ecosystem have created what North (1990) 

terms “adaptive efficiency,” enabling iterative rule 

refinement. Punjab follows closely, benefiting from 

higher fiscal resources and a statutorily required 

quarterly dashboard that Meta-discloses commission 

performance. In contrast, Sindh’s commission has 

lacked quorum since 2021 and Balochistan has yet to 

appoint any commissioner; both provinces exhibit 

disposal rates below 45 % and PDI scores under one-
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third of the maximum. These “paper-compliance” 

equilibria corroborate Fox’s (2015) warning that 

transparency without enforcement merely simulates 

accountability[83]. 

6.5 Spill-overs and Unintended Consequences 

Digital portals have reduced repeat information 

requests by 15 % in KP, suggesting that proactive 

disclosure substitutes for reactive demand. Yet 

substitution is double-edged: agencies may upload 

minimalist datasets to pre-empt requests while 

withholding politically sensitive files. API feeds to TI-

Pakistan’s “Open Spending” portal already reveal a 7 

% challenge rate among uploaded contracts, indicating 

that machine-readable disclosure can stimulate 

targeted civic oversight. Whether such challenges 

translate into systemic behavioural change, however, 

depends on commission willingness to penalise non-

compliance a step Sindh and Baluchistan seldom 

take[84]. 

6.6 Policy Implications 

1. Commission Independence: Statutory vacancies 

must be filled within 60 days through bipartisan 

parliamentary committees; budget lines should be 

charged on the consolidated fund, as already 

mandated in KP, to shield commissions from 

executive attrition (PIC, 2024). 

2. Civic Literacy: Integrate RTI modules into 

secondary curricula and union-council digitisation 

drives; scale up SMS-based chatbots in local 

languages to reach offline populations. 

3. Gendered Access: Establish mobile RTI kiosks 

staffed by female facilitators at lady health-worker 

centres; waive digital ID verification for union-

council-issued requests. 

4. Algorithmic Accountability: Embed open-source 

case-management APIs that auto-escalate overdue 

replies to higher courts, reducing discretionary 

delay. 

5. Climate & SDG Transparency: Prioritise proactive 

disclosure of adaptation-finance contracts; link 

RTI compliance to SDG 16.10.2 indicators in 

federal PSDP project appraisals. 

6.7 Limitations and Future Research 

Behavioural trust measures are attitudinal; future 

waves of the PAPI panel should include observed 

actions such as protest attendance or budget 

monitoring. Second, the instrumental-variable strategy 

relies on 4G-tower proximity valid only if tower 

placement is uncorrelated with unobserved governance 

shocks. Finally, Balochistan’s missing commission 

precluded within-country comparison for 2021-22; 

researchers should exploit the eventual commission 

stand-up as a natural experiment. 

Conclusion 

Pakistan’s experience illustrates that digital RTI 

instruments can enhance bureaucratic responsiveness 

and generate micro-level trust dividends, yet these 

benefits are circumscribed by low civic awareness, 

commission incapacity and persistent gender gaps. The 

backlog at the federal PIC—despite a high disposal rate 

signals that demand for accountability is outstripping 

institutional supply, echoing findings from India and 

Bangladesh. Provincial divergence is stark: KP’s 

reformist bureaucracy, sustained donor technical 

assistance and an active civil-society ecosystem have 

created a virtuous cycle, whereas Sindh and 

Baluchistan remain trapped in “paper-compliance” 

equilibria where laws exist on statute books but not in 

practice. 

The trust effect we identify is cognitively plausible: 

citizens who successfully receive information on 

pothole repair budgets or school stipend 

disbursements update their priors about government 

competence and integrity. Yet the effect size is modest, 

and conditional on pre-existing digital access. Absent 

proactive outreach RTI literacy campaigns, women-

only facilitation desks, offline appeal options 

transparency reforms risk empowering already 

privileged watchdogs and deepening marginalisation. 
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