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ABSTRACT 
Transparency plays a pivotal role in local governance for various well-docu
mented reasons. This study examines the evolution of local government 
transparency in Portuguese municipalities during the period Transparency 
International’s Municipal Transparency Index was operational. We apply 
latent growth models spanning from 2013 to 2017 which demonstrated 
that local transparency increased during the analysis period due to institu
tional isomorphism (normative and mimetic), though we observed asym
metric growth in local transparency across the Portuguese territory. Since 
this time, municipalities have expanded their responsibilities under Law No. 
50/2018, but the MTI is currently unfunded. Given this context, the urgent 
need to prioritize local transparency is clear, and we propose recommenda
tions for policymakers to conduct an updated assessment. These recom
mendations take into account regional variations in local transparency and 
the increasing responsibility of local government transparency efforts to 
national efforts to achieve the UN Sustainable Development Goals.

PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY
Transparency in local government is essential for good governance, help
ing to build trust and accountability between officials and the public. This 
study looks at how transparency in Portuguese municipalities has changed 
over time, from 2013 to 2017, by considering both institutional and geo
graphical factors. Using a statistical approach called a latent growth model, 
we found that transparency has generally improved, influenced by factors 
like the adoption of similar practices among municipalities. However, we 
also noticed that transparency has grown unevenly across different regions 
of Portugal. Our research highlights the importance of continuing to assess 
and improve local transparency, especially since there hasn’t been a con
sistent method for doing so since 2018. With municipalities taking on 
more responsibilities, it’s crucial for policymakers to focus on enhancing 
transparency to support good governance across the country. We suggest 
that future assessments of transparency should consider regional differen
ces and the growing role of municipalities in achieving the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). While the SDGs are global, it is 
local governments that are best positioned to transform the abstract 2030 
Agenda into something concrete and workable in the communities they   
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serve (Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments, UNDP, & UN- 
Habitat, 2016). This research aims to inform and guide policymakers in 
making informed decisions that will benefit all citizens.

While the positive impact of transparency on governance varies by context (Kosack & Fung, 2014), 
‘transparency is one of the keywords of contemporary governance’ (Erkkil€a, 2020, p. 1) and a way to 
improve democracy (Androniceanu, 2021). As a multidisciplinary concept (del Sol, 2013), transparency 
crosses a range of good governance factors (Hood, 2010) and is defined by two functional dimensions: 
information and accountability (Romero, 2023). Information should be timely, accessible, and useful, 
rather than fragmented and overly broad (Baume & Novak, 2020; Mabillard & Zumofen, 2017). 
Accountability mechanisms should enhance the flow of information to increase the legitimacy of pub
lic/civil institutions and serve to strengthen trust between civil society actors and public institutions 
(Ardig�o, 2022; Brown, 2008). The systemic and dynamic interaction between information and account
ability mechanisms constitutes a significant aspect of institutional transparency (Romero, 2023). In the 
absence of this balance, institutions risk falling into what is known as pseudo-transparency, where local 
governments perform transparency efforts by flooding local e-government portals with too much or 
too difficult to decipher data (Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2013).

In our approach to local governance, ‘transparency is defined as the publicity of all the acts of 
government and its representatives to provide civil society with relevant information in a com
plete, timely, and easily accessible manner’(da Cruz et al., 2016, p. 872). In this transparency 
framework, and with a participatory approach connecting academia, governmental institutions, 
and civic movements, Transparency International’s official representative in Portugal launched 
the Municipal Transparency Index (MTI) in 2013. Inspired by the efforts of Portugal and Spain, 
Italy has recently launched their own transparency index for municipalities (Alaimo et al., 2023). 
Switzerland has also partially adopted the Portuguese method to create a transparency index for 
its 16 municipalities (Keuffer & Mabillard, 2020).

The reliability of the Portuguese MTI, the scarcity of local transparency indexes in Europe, the 
growing interest in studying local transparency efforts, and the limited number of longitudinal 
studies in this domain motivate this research. The few empirical studies on local transparency in 
Europe typically focus on its determinants (see Araujo & Tejedo-Romero, 2016; Br�as & Dowley, 
2021; Si�c�akov�a-Beblav�a et al., 2016), explore the e-government aspect by examining internet use 
(Bons�on et al., 2012; Pina et al., 2010; Tejedo-Romero & Araujo, 2020), test the connection with 
open government (Lourenço, 2013; Ruijer et al., 2020), or conduct comparative analyses between 
countries (Navarro-Galera et al., 2018; Pina et al., 2010; Tejedo-Romero et al., 2023).

To our knowledge, the evolution of local transparency itself has been largely overlooked by 
researchers, particularly from the perspective of institutional theory and with attention to geo
graphic and socio-demographic determinants. Therefore, our aim is to bridge this gap by intro
ducing the novel application of a latent growth model (LGM), in contrast to previous studies in 
local transparency, and advance the underdeveloped state of the art in this field. Our contribution 
aims to examine the development of MTI scores from 2013 to 2017, taking into account the insti
tutional context and unique characteristics of the 308 Portuguese municipalities, such as the 
population density and those located on islands. This exploratory research seeks to accomplish 
two primary objectives: first, to validate the relevance of sustained efforts to report and track 
transparency efforts and highlight the consequences of the current absence of local transparency 
assessments; second, to propose new avenues for shaping a revised MTI. Both objectives aim to 
raise awareness among policymakers about the importance of implementing and promoting local 
transparency assessments to enhance governance throughout the Portuguese territory.

The paper is structured as follows. The literature review section offers theoretical insights into the 
institutional and geographical idiosyncrasies of local transparency. The methodological section details 

EXPLORING THE PROGRESSION OF LOCAL TRANSPARENCY 797



the research approach, followed by the presentation and discussion of results within the theoretical 
framework. Practical and theoretical implications are then discussed, leading to concluding remarks.

Literature review

According to institutional theory, organizations are shaped by their broader institutional surround
ings, encompassing norms, values, and regulations (Scott, 1987; Zucker, 1987). Within this frame
work, organizations seek legitimacy by conforming to institutional pressures, which can come from 
various sources such as competitors, customers, regulatory bodies, and societal expectations 
(Beddewela & Fairbrass, 2016). When an organization takes the initiative to publish transparency 
results, it signals to its stakeholders and the broader institutional environment that transparency is 
a valued practice (Christensen & Cheney, 2015; Sampson et al., 2019). Therefore, this action can be 
driven by a desire to gain legitimacy (Licht, 2011), enhance reputation (L�opez-L�opez et al., 2018), 
or respond to increasing demands for transparency from stakeholders (Crane, 2020).

Other organizations operating within the same industry or sector might interpret transparency 
initiatives as a response to institutional pressure (Villena & Dhanorkar, 2020) or as the emergence of 
a new norm for responsible management (Parris et al., 2016). They may feel compelled to adopt simi
lar practices to maintain their legitimacy, trust and reputation (Schnackenberg & Tomlinson, 2016), 
align with industry standards (Camilleri, 2015; Nikolaeva & Bicho, 2011), or avoid scrutiny from 
stakeholders (Danker, 2013). This process of emulation and conformity among organizations within 
an institutional field is known as institutional isomorphism (Greenwood et al., 2017).

Transparência e Integridade, Associaç~ao C�ıvica, the official representative organization of 
Transparency International in Portugal, initiated a project focused on evaluating the informa
tional disclosure practices of Portuguese municipalities in line with transparency standards. The 
data collected for the project begins in 2013 and extends until 2017, highlighting the Municipal 
Transparency Index (MTI) as the primary indicator. The link to institutional isomorphism (of 
the mimetic or normative variety) is acknowledged by those who worked to develop the index.

( … ) MTI proposed in this work received national exposure through coverage in both traditional and social 
media as well as a web portal specifically created for this purpose (http://poderlocal.transparencia.pt). 
Journalists, bloggers, and civic-minded individuals publicized the MTI, putting additional pressure on local 
governments to disclose information not yet contained on official websites. ‘Name-and-shame’ techniques are 
extreme examples of the role the MTI can play in improving government transparency, but, for public 
managers and elected officials, public disclosure of positive results provides an additional incentive to foster a 
culture of transparency. It offers the municipalities the opportunity to publish the requested information on 
their municipal websites and thus improve their transparency scores. (da Cruz et al., 2016, pp. 885–886)

Informed by institutional theory, we argue that municipalities in Portugal, during the period in 
which the MTI is measured and reported on, seek legitimacy by conforming to institutional pres
sures, which can come from various sources such as other municipalities, citizens, regulatory bodies, 
media and societal expectations. This specific framework adheres to an institutional mimetic or 
normative isomorphism approach as applied to the public sector (Frumkin & Galaskiewicz, 2004).

In mimetic isomorphism, public organisations tend to imitate (or mimic) the actions of success
ful peers; positive attention or a competitive edge derived from transparency efforts prompts emula
tion for success (Ashworth et al., 2007). In normative isomorphism, public organizations adhere to 
sectorial or societal norms; if transparency efforts and reporting practices becomes prevalent, public 
organisations adopt transparent practices to align with norms, showing commitment to ethics and 
accountability (Bell�e et al., 2019). In coercive isomorphism, public governance emphasizes conform
ity through political and legal pressures, influencing transparency practices (Alsharari, 2022). It 
shapes how organizations adopt similar transparency measures to meet legitimacy demands, often 
driven by regulatory frameworks and oversight from higher authorities within governance structures 
(Lodge & Wegrich, 2005). Several studies highlight the crucial importance of contextual factors in 
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shaping isomorphic processes across organizations, regardless of the degree of public sector involve
ment (see Ansmann & Seyfried, 2022; Pillay et al., 2017; Rees et al., 2024).

Local government websites with easily accessible portals to information have generally been 
seen to promote openness and transparency (Bertot et al., 2010), with the internet connection 
playing a crucial role in bringing citizens and politicians closer together (Nixon & Johansson, 
2005). While most scholars have demonstrated a positive relationship, there are a few who, for 
example, argue that the trend of streaming ‘city council [meeting]s on social media, and their 
intensity of use, the effect on transparency is basically ornamental (Gand�ıa et al., 2016, p. 28). 
Early work by Ciborra (2005) suggested that e-governance, instead of bringing citizens and politi
cians closer, could be a mechanism to govern at a distance. And a recent analysis of the transpar
ency of the websites of Spanish municipals, Simelio et al. (2019), concluded that municipal 
councils acted only to earn their own accolades, while promoting little citizen participation and 
using social networks unidirectionally.

While we recognize that not all scholars agree on the value of local government transparency 
and efforts to measure and track it, we remain more persuaded by the work demonstrating a 
positive connection, and therefore want to better understand the impact of Transparency 
International’s efforts to design, implement and enact the MTI in Portugal had on local govern
ment transparency. Thus, our first question:

Is there any evidence that local transparency increased in Portuguese municipalities, during the period the 
MTI was being measured and reported on? [RQ1]

Our secondary interest focuses on regional variation in transparency scores during this time 
period, as mimetic and normative isomorphism may be influenced by factors like geography (dis
tance from the capital), and demography. Scholars have started to examine sociodemographic and 
geographic differentiation among municipalities, such as differences stemming from where the 
municipality is located (urban vs rural; inland vs. coastland) and how densely populated it is. 
These studies contribute to a wider literature on transparency that has more traditionally focused 
on political factors such as party in power, and/or political competitiveness of the district 
(Garc�ıa-Soriano et al., 2020; Hua et al., 2021; Rodrigues et al., 2023; Yu et al., 2023).

L€ofving et al. (2022), for example, found significant differences between low density rural and 
high density urban areas in digitalisation efforts in transparency in Sweden. Mour~ao et al. (2023) 
found differences between Croatian cities and other small rural localities in a study of budgetary 
transparency. Similarly, Jairo et al. (2015) found that urban areas in Vietnam typically exhibit 
higher levels of transparency in local governance than rural areas. With a specific focus on rural 
areas in North-West Romania, Bul�au-Olaru et al. (2024) revealed that larger communes showing 
slightly better compliance with transparency regulations compared to smaller local authorities.

With this in mind, we raised the following research question: Is there any difference in local 
transparency between High-Density municipalities and Low-Density municipalities? [RQ2]

Additionally, a few authors have identified the lowest levels of transparency in Portugal were 
reported in the archipelagos and have referred to this anomaly as the “island factor” or “island 
effect” (Br�as & Dowley, 2021; da Cruz et al., 2016). Beyond Portugal, Cuadrado-Ballesteros (2014) 
reported a similar finding in the Spanish archipelagos (Canary Islands and Balearic Islands). 
However, this apparent lack of local transparency in countries’ islands has not been widely and 
deeply covered by academics and only a few works are available in which this fact is reported 
only as a parallel or secondary finding.

To contribute to this relatively new research we ask: Is there any difference in local transpar
ency between continental municipalities and island municipalities? [RQ3]

There is evidence to support the argument that lack of local transparency can seriously affect 
public governance (Arkorful et al., 2021) and public services provision (Bauhr & Carlitz, 2021). 
To mitigate this issue and achieve greater transparency in local government, strategies from the 
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central government can support and encourage transparency at the local level (Pi~na & 
Avellaneda, 2019). Simultaneously, formal and informal institutions could take on a localized 
nature, sharing resemblances across regions yet retaining unique attributes influenced by the spe
cific institutional context or culture of each area (Rodr�ıguez-Pose, 2013). This dynamic contrib
utes to enhancing transparency (Storper, 2005), a goal that may be furthered by targeted projects 
aimed at promoting it (see Awung & Marchant, 2020; da Cruz et al., 2016; Kassen, 2013).

Finally, the United Nations SDGs are a comprehensive framework consisting of 17 goals and 
169 targets aimed at addressing critical global challenges such as poverty, inequality, and climate 
change, with a target completion date of 2030. Adopted in 2015 by the Paris Agreement, the 
SDGs emphasize the interconnectedness of these goals (Lim et al., 2018), highlighting the neces
sity for collaborative efforts across various sectors and levels of society to achieve a sustainable 
and equitable future (Leal Filho et al., 2024). The global SDGs require localized translation to 
become meaningful and implementable (Global Taskforce of Local and Regional Governments, 
UNDP, & UN-Habitat, 2016). Local governments serve as the critical bridge between abstract 
international frameworks and practical community-level interventions, uniquely equipped to con
textualize and operationalize the 2030 Agenda’s aspirational targets within their specific territorial 
and social environments (see Frank & Mattioli, 2023; Leccis, 2021; Urquijo-Reguera et al., 2024). 
By leveraging their intimate understanding of local needs, resources, and challenges, municipal
ities can transform high-level global objectives into tangible, actionable strategies that directly 
address the specific developmental requirements of their communities (David et al., 2024).

Methods

Data and measurement

The dataset comprises information from all 308 Portuguese municipalities spanning the period 
from 2013 to 2017. Therefore, rather than representing a sample, our study includes the complete 
population of municipalities (census) for the aforementioned five time periods. The data was 
obtained from the official representative of Transparency International (www.transparency.org) in 
Portugal, which is Transparência e Integridade, Associaç~ao C�ıvica (www.transparencia.pt). The 
data was integrated into the municipal transparency index (MTI) project framework, which 
attracted extensive participation from governmental and monitoring institutions, civic move
ments, and academics, involving multiple research centres and universities (see da Cruz et al., 
2016). The MTI has been the focus of considerable academic interest over the years and has been 
widely utilized in scholarly research (Br�as & Dowley, 2021; da Cruz et al., 2016; Tavares & da 
Cruz, 2020; Tejedo-Romero et al., 2023). The aim of MTI was to annually assess the extent of the 
Local Authority’s commitment to transparency. In other words, it enables citizens and decision- 
makers to gauge the transparency level of municipalities by analysing the information provided 
on their websites. Comprising 76 indicators, the MTI scale spans from 0 (indicating the lowest 
local transparency) to 100 points (indicating the highest local transparency).

In terms of geographical variables, the inter-ministerial Portugal 2030 Coordination 
Commission, during its plenary session under deliberation no. 31/2023/PL on September 22, 
2023, identified Low-Density municipalities (total of 165) in Continental Portugal. In the absence 
of institutional information for municipalities in the Portuguese archipelagos in this domain, it is 
known that population density is the institutional the main criteria to classify TD. Considering 
the average value of population density in Low-Density municipalities at the Portugal mainland 
(40.32 inhabitants/km2)1, we applied this threshold to Portuguese islands. According to this 
threshold, Calheta (Azores), Corvo, Lajes das Flores, Lajes do Pico, Santa Cruz das Flores, S~ao 
Roque do Pico and Porto Moniz have been added to the 165 municipalities from the Portuguese 
mainland. In this institutional context, we employ dummy variables, with a value of 1 
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representing High-Density municipalities and a value of 0 representing Low-Density municipal
ities. In a similar manner, the municipalities of the Portuguese archipelagos were distinguished 
from those on the mainland using a dummy variable, where a value of 1 represents continental 
municipalities and a value of 0 denotes municipalities in the archipelagos.

The two dummy variables are hereafter referred to as Territorial Density (TD) and Land (L). 
Table 1 presents the number of municipalities regarding these two dimensions.

Model and procedures

We use an unconditional latent growth model (LGM) as it is considered a powerful tool for ana
lysing longitudinal data (Preacher, 2018). The unconditional LGM tracks individual trajectories of 
change in the MTI, reflecting institutional dynamics over the years. Additionally, conditional 
LGM provide insights into growth trajectories allowing introducing covariates that influence these 
changes along different time periods (Duncan & Duncan, 2009). To sum, LGM allow us to model 
individual trajectories of change and understand the covariates based on the Portuguese territory 
(TD and L) that influence the trajectory of MTI between 2013 and 2017.

As suggested by some authors (Liu et al., 2015; Stoolmiller, 1995), the model freely estimated 
slope parameters to illustrate how the MTI changes over time for each municipality, aiming to 
capture the genuine trajectory of MTI growth. Therefore, the measurement model specifies how 
the MTI relate to the latent growth factors. As suggested by Duncan et al. (2013), for a free 
(non-linear) latent growth model, this can be represented as:

MTIit ¼ ai þ bi � kt þ eit ,
i ¼ 1, 2, 3:::, 308; t ¼ 2013, 2014, :::, 2017 (1) 

where i corresponds to each municipality, t refers to each year of analysis, ai is the intercept for 
municipality i, bi is the slope for municipality i, kt are the free time scores, allowing for non-lin
ear growth, and eit is the error term for each municipality (i) at each time period (t), assuming to 
be normally distributed with mean zero and variance r2:

The intercept and slope latent variables are regressed on the covariates TD and L and can be 
explained trough the following structural equations:

ai ¼ ca0 þ ca1TDi þ ca2Li þ fai (2) 

bi ¼ cb0 þ cb1TDi þ cb2Li þ fbi (3) 

where ca0 and cb0 are the intercepts of the intercept and slope equations, respectively; ca1; ca2;

cb1; and cb2 are the regression coefficients for the covariates; fai and fbi are the residuals for the 
intercept and slope equations, assumed to be normally distributed with means zero and variances 
wa wb; respectively.

Data analysis

Our research made use of a longitudinal dataset encompassing 1,540 observations from 
Portuguese municipalities, spanning the years 2013 to 2017, with no instances of missing data. 
The summary descriptives and correlation of the MTI and dummy variables (TD and L) are 
shown in Table 2. Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS 29.0 and Amos 28.0 software.

Table 1. Geographical distribution of Portuguese municipalities between TD and L.

TD L

Low-density (0) High-density (1) Islands (0) Mainland (1)

Number of municipalities 172 136 30 278
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There is no evidence of unidimensional normality violation, as both kurtosis and asymmetry 
fall below the threshold specified by Kline (2011) – j Skewness j > 3 (marked asymmetry) or j
Kurtosis j values > 10 (marked kurtosis) or > 20 (very marked kurtosis).

Results

Preliminary analysis

Before presenting the LGM results for differences between and within municipalities, preliminary 
graphical analyses can be useful to initiate and complement the forthcoming results.

Starting from different baselines, Low-Density municipalities tend to converge with High- 
Density municipalities over time in terms of transparency. Considering the slope of TD (b ¼

−.099; SE ¼ 1.842, p ¼ .150), although this trend is not statistically significant, it is reasonable to 
observe this convergence in transparency between municipalities in different TDs – Figure 1.

Conversely, the slope analysis for Land does not reveal any kind of convergence in transpar
ency over time between island and mainland municipalities. This lack of convergence is con
firmed by the non-significant slope for L (b¼ 0.015; SE ¼ 3.081, p¼ 0.831). Figure 2 visually 
represents this evolution.

Analysis of unconditional LGM

Table 3 shows the estimates of growth parameters of the LGM (Intercept, Slope and Error terms). 
The estimated mean for intercept is statistically significant, M (intercept) ¼ 32.975 (SE ¼ 0.562, p <
.001) from a scale index of 100 points, which indicates that the average starting of MTI is approxi
mately 33 points. The mean estimate for the slope mean is also statistically significant, M (slope) ¼
17.916 (SE ¼ 0.991, p < .001) showing that, on average, MTI increased by almost 18 points at each 
consecutive data collection point. Covariance between the initial state and growth rate of MTI is 
negative and statistically significant (r¼−21.695, p ¼ .024), suggesting that municipalities with 
higher initial MTI levels tend to exhibit slower rates of growth. The variance associated with the 
intercept and slope is significant, indicating substantial differences among municipalities in their ini
tial scores and growth trajectories, respectively. The unconditional LGM demonstrated excellent fit 
to the data: v2�

df ¼ 1:162; RMSEA ¼ .023; CFI ¼ .999; NFI ¼ .993; SRMR ¼ .023.
The evolution of the Municipal Transparency Index (MTI) within Portuguese municipalities 

can be geographically detailed by comparing the initial year of the MTI (2013) to the final year 
(2017). Figure 3 illustrates the overall positive progress in Portuguese municipalities from the 
start to the end of the MTI period.

Justification for conditional LGM

Chi-square statistic test and goodness of fit indices indicate statistical support for the inclusion of 
both dummy variables within a conditional LGM based on territorial density (TD) and land (L) 

Table 2. Correlation coefficients and descriptive statistics for MTI, TD and L.

Variables N Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

MTI 2013 (1) 308 33.14 9.90 −.17 .03 1
MTI 2014 (2) 308 33.61 12.36 .44 .47 .50��� 1
MTI 2015 (3) 308 44.30 17.21 .52 .08 .30��� .58��� 1
MTI 2016 (4) 308 52.43 19.58 .62 −.42 .17��� .38��� .75��� 1
MTI 2017 (5) 308 50.90 16.90 .17 −.69 .21��� .30��� .53��� .66��� 1
TD (6) 308 .44 .497 .24 −1.95 .26�� .25�� .15�� :02n:s:s: .13� 1
L (7) 308 .90 .297 −2.72 5.40 .15� .20�� .15�� .12� .14� −.22�� 1

Notes: �p< 0.10, ��p< 0.05, ���p< 0.01, n.s.s. non statistically significant.
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(see Table 4). Either TD or L improve the goodness of fit on of the conditional vs. uncondi
tional LGM.

Analysis of the conditional LGM

Firstly, both TD and L show statistically significant effects on the intercept parameters MTI, e.g., 
at the baseline. This result suggests that in municipalities with higher territorial density, the initial 
MTI is higher compared to those with lower territorial density (b ¼ .436, SE ¼ 1.016, p < .001). 

Figure 1. Estimated means of MTI between different TDs (2013–2017).

Figure 2. Estimated means of MTI between different land typologies (2013–2017).

Table 3. Estimates of growth parameters of the LGM.

Estimate SE Z P

Means
Intercept 32.975 0.562 58.706 ���

Slope 17.916 .991 18.086 ���

Covariances
Intercept <-> Slope −21.695 9.591 −2.262 .024�

Variances
Intercept 61.652 7.876 7.828 ���

Slope 180.832 22.553 8.018 ���

E1 37.552 6.763 5.552 ���

E2 88.479 9.096 9.727 ���

E3 173.281 16.973 10.209 ���

E4 147.036 21.172 6.945 ���

E5 85.448 16.197 5.276 ���

Notes: �p< 0.05, ��p< 0.01, ���p< 0.001.
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Likewise, continental municipalities also displayed higher MTI compared to island municipalities 
(b ¼ .321, SE ¼ 1.699, p < .001). Although TD has a greater influence than L in predicting initial 
levels of MTI, the difference between the two covariates is not statistically significant (Z ¼ .061, 
p ¼ .951). Both geographical variables explained 23,3% (R2 ¼ 0.233) of the MTI variance in the 
intercept.

Secondly, neither TD (SE ¼ 1.879, p ¼ .272) nor L (SE ¼ 3.155, p ¼ .849) displayed statistical 
significance effects on the MTI slope. In other words, statistical evidence indicates that neither 
geographical variable impacts the growth trajectory of MTI. Despite this fact, both geographical 
variables presented significant variances at the intercepts [V(intercept) ¼ 46.127, p < .001] and 
slopes [V(slope) ¼ 176.132, p < .001], suggesting significant differences in municipalities both in 
the starting point and the growth rate of MTI.

Thirdly, there is statistical evidence indicating a non-linear growth pattern for MTI. 
Specifically, there is a marginal growth of 5.6% between 2013 and 2014, which although not stat
istically significant, is quasi-significant (SE ¼ .031, p ¼ .105) considering a least restrictive signifi
cance level of a¼ 0.10. Comparing the base year (2013) with subsequent years, the MTI exhibits 
a notable and statistically significant rise: 51% in 2015 (SE ¼ .043, p < .001), and 75% in 2016 
(SE ¼ .05, p < .001), levelling off in 2017 (79%). The peak growth of MTI occurred in 2015, fol
lowed by a steady but smoother growth rate in 2016, before stabilising in 2017.

Finally, it should be underlined the moderate negative correlation between TD and L (b ¼

−.215; SE ¼ .009, p < .001), also shown in descriptives (Table 2). This indicates that Portuguese 
municipalities with higher TD are more likely to be located on the islands rather than the 
mainland.

The conditional LGM presents good fit to the data: v2�

df ¼ 1:559; RMSEA ¼ .043; CFI ¼
.992; NFI ¼ .979; SRMR ¼ .025.

Overall, the main results of conditional LGM can be found in Table 5.

Figure 3. Geographical distribution of the MTI within Portuguese municipalities.

Table 4. Chi-square statistic test.

Model DF v2 P
NFI 

Delta-1
IFI 

Delta-2
RFI 

rho-1
TLI 

rho2

Without TD effect 2 39.528 .��� .053 .054 .086 .089
Without L effect 2 30.048 .��� .040 .041 .064 .066

Notes: ���p< 0.001.
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Discussion

The unconditional LGM provides evidence that local transparency improved in Portuguese 
municipalities between 2013 and 2017, supporting a positive answer to RQ1. Therefore, the pro
ject to monitor and improve local transparency in Portugal was succeeding. Alongside political 
and civic pressure to comply with reporting required of the index, there was pressure from other 
municipalities competitively showcasing their higher rankings on their own websites (Câmara 
Municipal de Alfândega da F�e, 2017; Câmara Municipal de Sintra, 2017; Câmara Municipal de 
Valongo, 2017), heightened by additional publicity from television reports (RTP, 2017; TVI, 
2017a, 2017b)2. The national press regularly reports on the most and least transparent municipal
ities (Botelho, 2017; LUSA Agency, 2017). The increase in local transparency in Portugal could be 
explained by the heightened attention to MTI, which encourages mimetic isomorphism, leading 
municipalities to imitate the actions of their more successful peers (see Ashworth et al., 2007). 
The MTI fosters mimetic isomorphism by enabling municipalities to benchmark their transpar
ency levels against peers, motivating them to adopt best practices from higher-performing entities. 
This competitive environment, combined with reduced uncertainty about effective implementa
tion, encourages local governments to replicate successful transparency measures to improve their 
own scores and public trust. For instance, a recent study has highlighted the emergence of 
mimetic isomorphism in Brazilian governance, with states increasingly adopting transparency and 
anti-corruption measures that mirror both each other’s practices and those of the federal govern
ment (Silva & J�unior, 2023). In Ghana, public sector organizations are also influenced by mimetic 
isomorphism, resulting in a trend towards adopting similar sustainable procurement practices 
and leadership approaches (Nsiah-Sarfo et al., 2023).

Moreover, the consistent public scrutiny directed towards the MTI can be seen as a standard 
intended to benefit citizens within every Portuguese municipality, in line with the concept of nor
mative isomorphism (see Bell�e et al., 2019). There is also evidence suggesting that municipalities 
with higher initial MTI levels tend to exhibit slower rates of growth, confirming the convergence 
effect also found by Si�c�akov�a-Beblav�a et al. (2016) in Slovak municipalities. In other words, 
municipalities with lower levels of transparency tend to adopt the transparency practices of their 
better-ranked peers over time, resulting in the fastest convergence to those already performing 
well. Unlike systems driven by formal mandates or penalties, the MTI relies on voluntary adher
ence and benchmarking, which do not exert the external legal pressures characteristic of coercive 
isomorphism. Regardless of whether through mimetic or normative isomorphism, these practices 
have already been identified in local and regional government bodies across various domains 
(Ahyaruddin & Akbar, 2018; Joseph & Taplin, 2012).

Table 5. Estimates of growth parameters (TD and L) of LGM.

Estimate SE Z P Standardized regression weight (b)

Intercept  TD 6.821 1.016 6.716 <.001 .436���

Intercept  L 8.410 1.699 4.950 <.001 .355���

Slope  TD −2.652 1.842 −1.440 .150 −:099n:s:s:

Slope  L .657 3.081 .213 .831 :015n:s:s:

MTI 2013  Intercept 1
MTI 2014  Intercept 1
MTI 2015  Intercept 1
MTI 2016  Intercept 1
MTI 2017  Intercept 1
MTI 2013  Slope 0
MTI 2014  Slope .05 .031 1.620 .105 :056n:s:s:

MTI 2015  Slope .64 .043 14.998 <.001 .510���

MTI 2016  Slope 1.096 .05 21.964 <.001 .752���

MTI 2017  Slope 1

Notes: �p< 0.05, ��p< 0.01, ���p< 0.001.
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While the improvement in MTI scores between 2013 and 2017 has been confirmed, the previ
ously mentioned convergence is not entirely supported by the covariates (TD and L). These cova
riates only affect the baselines (intercepts) of MTI and not its growth over different time periods 
(slopes). Regarding RQ2, there is a difference in municipal transparency between high and low 
density areas at the beginning of each period, but not in its growth. High-density municipalities 
have a higher MTI than Low-density municipalities. The advanced growth rate of the latter is not 
sufficient to ensure convergence towards High-density municipalities. Notwithstanding the 
unconditional model suggesting convergence in MTI over time between Portuguese municipal
ities, this territorial covariate distinction placed emphasis on differences in local transparency as a 
function of territorial idiosyncrasies. This finding is in line with some previous research studies 
(da Cruz et al., 2016; L€ofving et al., 2022; Mour~ao et al., 2023).

Similarly, in RQ3, there is a difference in local transparency between continental and island 
municipalities at the start of each period, but not in its growth. Municipalities on the mainland 
have a higher MTI than those on the islands over time, and the latter show no signs of converg
ing on their mainland counterparts. This reinforces some prior empirical evidence, with authors 
referring to the distinctness of Portuguese archipelagos as the “island factor” or “island effect” 
(Br�as & Dowley, 2021; da Cruz et al., 2016), with municipalities from Spain’s Canary and 
Balearic Islands, also reported as having low levels of transparency by Cuadrado-Ballesteros 
(2014). We encourage further research on island and archipelago governance, not only in 
Portugal and Spain, but other EU states as well.

Practical implications

Between 2013 and 2017, this study confirms a significant improvement in transparency across 
Portuguese municipalities, showcasing the success of the (MTI) project promoted by 
Transparency International’s official representative in Portugal in achieving its objectives (see da 
Cruz et al., 2016). However, since 2018, the transparency of Portuguese municipalities has not 
been evaluated using a consistent, systematic, and proper methodology like the one used to build 
the MTI. According to Doctor Margarida Mano, President of Portugal’s branch of TI, in an email 
response to our inquiry on 12 December 2024.

“The MTI was discontinued due to a lack of funding. However, it has undergone some fine- 
tuning that does not alter the scoring matrix of the indicators. The new version has been tested 
in the district capitals and is ready to be applied immediately. Without funding, however, there 
are no conditions for it to proceed. This serves as a clear example of what the Foundation for 
Science and Technology could have achieved within the scope of the National Strategy to Combat 
Corruption but did not. It highlights a project that could have benefited from a funding line 
dedicated to policies aimed at strengthening transparency and public integrity”.

Nowadays, the lack of local transparency assessment in Portugal can have serious consequen
ces. Prior research suggests it can result in reduced institutional accountability (Carlitz, 2013), 
inefficiencies in local governance (Guillam�on & Cuadrado-Ballesteros, 2021), reduced civic 
engagement and public trust (Kim & Lee, 2019), among others. These negative consequences take 
on greater urgency given that under the Law on the Transfer of Competences to Local 
Authorities and Intermunicipal Entities (Law n.50/2018), Portuguese municipalities are becoming 
more important players in the lives of their citizens with the decentralisation of competencies in 
areas such as urban planning, education, healthcare, social services, transport, and culture. As a 
result of acquiring more competencies, Portuguese municipalities are receiving increased benefits 
from the EU multiannual financial framework (MFF), which is now linked with the EU recovery 
plan (NextGenerationEU).

Hence, it is urgent to resume local transparency assessment, ideally improving the MTI tool to 
align more closely with the SDGs outlined in the UN 2030 Agenda. The devastating financial 
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crisis of 2010 and the recent public health crisis of COVID 19 has damaged public sector legitim
acy and increased citizen interest in more sustainable public services. Recent but limited research 
has demonstrated that local government transparency is positively linked to more effective imple
mentation of the SDGs. For example, Olayinka and Osariemen (2019) conclude that in the 
African countries considered in their research, public transparency is positively and significantly 
related to SDG performance. The same has been observed by Lyulyov et al. (2024) for EU coun
tries. And at the local level, R�ıos et al. (2024) found local government transparency was positively 
associated with SDG implementation progress in Spanish municipalities.

Theoretical implications

This study enhances the broader understanding of institutional isomorphism in local transpar
ency, both mimetic and normative, as “journalists, bloggers, and civic-minded individuals publi
cized the MTI, putting additional pressure on local governments to disclose information ( … ) 
providing “an additional incentive to foster a culture of transparency”(da Cruz et al., 2016, p. 
886). In theory, our results indicate that institutional dynamics were promoting greater local 
transparency, though territorial and geographic asymmetries suggest the effect is not uniform, 
with a particular focus on the “island effect”, as argued by Br�as and Dowley (2021) and da Cruz 
et al. (2016).

Concluding remarks

This research reveals two key findings: (i) a general increase in municipal transparency in 
Portugal from 2013 to 2017, and (ii) an analysis of the territorial idiosyncrasies affecting munici
pal transparency during this period. From an institutional perspective (mimetic or normative iso
morphism approach), these findings highlight the importance of local transparency assessments 
for monitoring progress in accountability, information disclosure, and governance within 
Portuguese municipalities. Furthermore, the expanding competences of municipalities (Law n.50/ 
2018), which lead to greater absorption of funds from the EU stimulus package (MFF and 
NextGenerationEU) and increased engagement with the UN SDGs, underscore the importance of 
transparency assessment. Without monitoring local transparency (as the MTI has not been pub
lished since 2018), local governance in Portugal may face significant challenges in contributing to 
national reporting on SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Habitats) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and 
Strong Institutions), as well SDG 17 (Partnerships). We encourage the Portuguese based 
Transparency International offices to work with national and subnational stakeholders to revive a 
version of the index in order to contribute to the broader efforts to achieve the 2030 goals.

Like any other work, this research has its limitations. These include the short longitudinal data 
with only five data points and the absence of qualitative data collected from municipalities to 
complement the MTI. This qualitative aspect points to future research avenues aimed at better 
understanding the reasons for lower transparency levels, both in island regions and low-density 
territories.

Notes

1. Source: [INE] Statistics Portugal.
2. https://arquivos.rtp.pt/conteudos/transparencia-nos-municipios/[Public television transmission].

https://tviplayer.iol.pt/programa/jornal-da-uma/53c6b2633004dc00624392e1/video/ 
589b20020cf2fb414917556a [Public television transmission].
https://tviplayer.iol.pt/programa/jornal-da-uma/53c6b2633004dc00624392e1/video/ 
589b29930cf2fb4149175612 [Public television transmission].
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