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Abstract

This paper explores the imperative of conceptualizing communication as a three-dimensional phenomenon in programs designed to mobilize public opinion to ensure behavior change of public officials and thereby lead to more accountable government. It analyzes the factors that determine/influence public officials’ attitudes and actions using a social ecological model adapted from the study of public health issues.  The paper also defines social accountability and public opinion and identifies approaches and techniques for mobilizing public opinion to change public officials’ behavior using the three-dimensional communication perspective. It then discusses the challenges to mobilizing public opinion in the developing world and presents digital mobile schools as an emerging and promising strategy for 3-D communication programs. The paper also outlines a CommGAP marketing approach for researching and developing effective communication programs for social accountability and good governance projects.

Achieving Behavior Change in Public Officials through Mobilized Public Opinion
The 3-Dimensional Communication Imperative

Unresponsive, unaccountable, inefficient, and ineffective public officials, private employers, or service providers abound in the bureaucracies and organizations of the developing world. These officials often do not answer to the citizenry for their policies, actions, and use of funds. These behaviors are symptomatic of more endemic systemic problems. On the supply side, these problems are often caused by the individual characteristics of the public officials that influence their behavior such as knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and personality traits as well as the socio-political and economic environment in which they operate. On the demand side, civil society may lack the capacity and voice to call for accountability. 


According to Andrew and Shah (2003), on the supply side, constraints to accountability are exacerbated by low capacity, organizational centralization, service monopolies, social insulation, and poor evaluation. On the demand side, several scholars have, in turn, identified low levels of social capital and civic engagement as two major factors that lead to the lack of an informed and active civil society that does not yet demand accountability from their public officials (Putnam, 2000; Friedland & McLeod, 1999; Friedland & Shah, 2005; Frissen, 2004).


Although national and international policy attention to these problems couched as governance and open government issues is recent in historical terms; a relative novelty and a work in progress (OECD, 2004; Caddy et al 2007), history is replete with accounts of civil society autonomously rising to demand change, accountability and/or inclusion in government bureaucratic and organizational or corporate policy.  Good examples of autonomous uprisings include The French Revolution; organized nationwide movements in the independence struggles across Africa; the famous late 1920 – 1930s Aba and Egba Women Riots in Nigeria against colonial legislations perceived as too arbitrary and regressive, especially on taxation; and the more recent women’s confrontations with oil companies in the Delta region of Nigeria (Legrand, 1989; Journal of African Society, 1930: Mba, 1982; Crawford, 1996; Arifalo, 2001).

Since good governance, open government and social accountability became recognized as policy issues about two decades ago, reform elements typically adopted in response include macroeconomic stabilization reforms, capacity-building initiatives, results-oriented management, decentralization, and participation reforms, which have all suffered from conceptual and practical weaknesses, according to Andrew and Shah (2003). 


As a lasting solution, Andrew and Shah (2003) propose a model that combines participatory decentralization with results oriented management and evaluation to create a framework for reform that they expect will help change the behavior of public officials and counter some of the most glaring problems with governments in developing countries. Known as Citizen-Centered Governance, this framework focuses on developing participatory, localized structures through which citizens are empowered to demand better results from their governments and public officials thereby directly challenging the top-down governance models entrenched in the developing world. Under this framework, citizen participation forms the basis of all government decisions (with public entities responding to citizen demands); the framework for government accountability (with citizens evaluating what government does and rewarding it or not); and the central motivating factor for civil servants and politicians alike (with citizen evaluations driving their behavior).


Central to the solution proffered above by Andrew and Shah (2003) are the concepts of social capital, civic engagement, community and communication. According Friedland (2001, p. 1), “For democracy to work, community is necessary.” Expanding on this idea, Friedland (2001) draws from Habermas’s critical theory (1962/1989) and theory of communicative action (1981/1987) and postulates that citizens must have the opportunity for deliberation in public to discuss and formulate issues and problems that are important to them. These deliberations, according to Friedland (2001), at least should lead to the formation of public agendas that are publicized, acted upon and monitored. These discussions emerge from communities that possess inter-group and cross-network communication systems with the capacity to propel the discussions into the larger public sphere. In short, according to Friedland (2001), the overall democratic opportunities for any community are circumscribed by its communicative ability to enter into the larger political and economic systems.


In their own conceptualization of the relationships between community, communication and capacity to act, Rojas et al (2006) also acknowledge the need for communication networks in the community and in addition, emphasize that the content that flows in these networks is also important to the building of social capital and capacity for civic engagement. Anyaegbunam, Mefalopulos, & Moetsabi (2004), Beltrán (1980), Ball-Rokeach, Kim, & Matei (2001), Murray (2007) and Kim & Ball-Rokeach (2006) conceptualize communication networks in the community and the content that flows through them as three-dimensional.  This means that communication professionals and researchers must be cognizant of the three-legged nature of communication networks and content flows in the community. Information and messages do not only flow to the community through top-down communication channels often controlled by authoritative sources, but should also emanate from the community after horizontal conversations and flow upwards through effective bottom-up channels.

In sum, without adequate 3-Dimensional communication systems to enable community members discuss the governance issues they deem important and transmit the results of their deliberations into the larger political and economic systems for further deliberation and action, the hopes for the empowerment, increased social capital, civic engagement and propensity for action envisaged in the solutions proposed by Andrew and Shah (2003) will not be realized. Thus, recognition of the three dimensional nature of communication is imperative for any activities that seek the empowerment of civil society as the sine qua non for achieving and institutionalizing change in the behavior of public officials and thereby moving bureaucracies of developing nations toward good governance.
Factors that Determine/Influence Public Official’s Action: 

A Systems Perspective


To develop effective communication programs that change public officials’ behavior necessitates an adequate understanding of the several important factors that influence the choices the officials make and their consequent actions. A systems or social ecological perspective adapted from the discipline of public health provides a fitting framework for this analysis. 


In the social ecological perspective, the term ecology refers to the study of the relationship between organisms and their environment (Lewin, 1936). The origins of ecology lie in the study of the relationship between the “biologic processes and the geographic environment,” which Stokols (1996) referred to as human ecology. Social ecology on the other hand, which emerged in the 1960s and 1970s focuses on the social, economic, political, and cultural contexts or environments and their relationships to various types of human action. 

Stokols (1992, 1996) specifies three core principles of the environment-human interaction that must be taken into account when considering the interrelationships of environment, and individuals’ behavior. Firstly the environmental context includes physical, social, political, and cultural dimensions, which can affect action in a variety of ways such as seeking bribes, hiding or falsifying public documents, etc. Therefore in the ecologic perspective environmental influences are not considered in isolation but as multiple influences concurrently influencing the individual’s attitude and action. Secondly in consonance with the environmental factors, personal attributes of individuals such as genetics, psychological dispositions, and personal behavioral patterns also affect their actions at multiple levels. Moreover, the personal attributes and environmental contextual factors interact with one another such that they can have different behavioral outcomes on individuals depending on their life circumstances. Lastly in the ecological perspective, promotion and research related to good governance and social accountability are inherently interdisciplinary. 

Stokols (1992, 1996) further draws similarities between the systems approach and the ecologic approach. Social ecological approaches to the study of public officials’ behavior of necessity must include several concepts from the systems theory such as interdependence (physical and social aspects of environment together affect the behavior of public officials, who in turn influence the environment), hierarchy (various domains influencing behavior – family, community, religion, workplace etc. are nested within each other), homeostatis (policy measures are often goal-directed behaviors, where goals are set for individual behavior of the public officials such that the environment provides constant feedback and direction for behavior), etc. Social ecological approaches to studying social accountability issues, especially the behavior of public officials, provide a wide canvas where individual level behavioral variables can be studied in conjunction with their environmental context in what Stokols (1996) calls “a broad systems-theoretical network.” 

Moreover, “cross-level” analysis in ecologic approach necessitates the study of at least two or more levels of determinants of a specific type of behavior. However, this same strength of multi-level analyses could lead to an unwieldy level of detail and inclusiveness. This “logistical complexity,” where one tries to include every possible relevant variable may inhibit the utility of the ecologic approach and might hinder rather than help in deciding exactly “where, when and how” to intervene to address a specific social accountability problem (Stokols, 1996). This is why several prominent proponents of the social ecologic approach propose the use of theories of “middle range.” These theories could include two or more levels of analysis taking into account the specific social accountability context and target the specific personal characteristics that would enable behavior change in public officials. An influential theory within the ecologic framework is the Social Ecological Theory proposed by McLeroy et al (1988).
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The Social Ecological model proposed by McLeroy et al (1988), although originally developed for researching public health issues is hereby adapted for this analysis. It tackles the problem of complexity by dividing the environment into five levels presenting distinct research and action agendas for each of them. In this adapted model, changed behavior of public officials is the outcome of interest, which is in turn, determined by five classes of factors:

Socio-political structure, policy, and systems (both national and global):  Local, 

state, federal, global policies and laws that regulate or support accountability 

Community: Social networks, norms, or standards (e.g., public agenda, media agenda); community expectations of the public officials 

Institutional/Organizational: Rules, regulations, policies, and informal structures (worksites, e.g. ministries, religious groups)

Interpersonal: Interpersonal processes and primary groups (family, peers, social networks, associations) that provide social identity and role definition, family/peer expectations of the public officials and issues of patron-client relationships
Individual: Individual characteristics that influence behavior such as knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and personality traits

Adapted from McLeroy KR, Bibeau D, Steckler A, Glanz K. An ecological perspective on health promotion programs. Health Educ Q 1988;15:351–377.

Thus, to develop communication strategies targeted at public officials as a group or tailored for individual public officials to achieve behavior change requires an adequate understanding of the various factors that influence their attitudes and action using a theoretical framework such as the social ecological model. Conceptually, the model provides a framework for understanding the various determinants of public officials’ behavior on the one hand and the potential of the public official to engage in transparent actions on the other hand.  This social ecological model views the individual as residing in multiple contextual domains in which human behavior arise from the reciprocal interplay of environmental factors and individual action. It, thus argues for greater efforts to establish linkages between biological, psychological, social, political, and macrocultural variables in attempts to understand and modify human behavior.


Several lower level theories of behavior change that target individuals’ attitudes, knowledge and beliefs, etc can also be used in combination with more sociocultural narrative theories in the development of communication strategies for social accountability programs (Cole, 2002). 
Social Accountability and Public Opinion

Social Accountability: A Definition


According to Arroyo (2004), conceptually, accountability is the ability to require that public officials, private employers, and service providers answer for their policies, actions, and use of funds. Expanding the definition above, Malena et al (2004) add that social accountability is an approach, initiated by civil society or the state, towards building an accountable and responsive government by relying on civic engagement. According to Malena et al (2004), in a public sector context, social accountability refers to a broad range of actions and mechanisms that citizens, communities, independent media and civil society organizations can use to hold public officials and public servants accountable. These include, among others, participatory budgeting, public expenditure tracking, monitoring of public service delivery, investigative journalism, public commissions and citizen advisory boards. These citizen-driven accountability measures, according to Malena et al (2004), complement and reinforce conventional mechanisms of accountability such as political checks and balances, accounting and auditing systems, administrative rules and legal procedures. 


Evidence suggests that social accountability mechanisms can contribute to improved governance, increased development effectiveness through better service delivery, and empowerment (Malena et al, 2004; Arroyo, 2004; OECD, 2004; Caddy et al 2007). However, ultimately, the effectiveness and sustainability of social accountability mechanisms is improved when they are “institutionalized” and when the state’s own “internal” mechanisms of accountability are rendered more transparent and open to civic engagement. Social accountability mechanisms to be effective on the long run need to be institutionalized and linked to existing governance structures and service delivery systems (Malena et al, 2004).

While the range of social accountability mechanisms is wide and diverse, key common building blocks, according to Malena et al (2004), include obtaining, analyzing and disseminating information, mobilizing public support, and advocating and negotiating change. Critical factors of success include: access to and effective use of information, civil society and state capacities and synergy between the two. The cement that binds all the key building blocks above together is an inflamed and mobilized public opinion and public will to take both individual and collective action. Public opinion is, therefore, the source of pressure (incentive) on public officials and its key ingredients are (1) publicity (2) public awareness, and (3) citizen mobilization leading to citizen action.
Public Opinion: A Definition


Public opinion is defined as a belief or sentiment shared by most people: the voice of the people. It is generated and made manifest when an active public who share a common problem or goal, recognize their common interest and organize to do something about that goal or problem (Dewey, 1927). Prior to becoming active, a public could be either latent or simply aware. According to Grunig (1979), a latent public may be facing a problematic situation but does not recognize it as a problem and an aware public, to Grunig, is a group that recognizes the problem but still lacks the capacity for action to deal with it. 


Working within the definitions above, any effective communication program that aims to mobilize public opinion in order to change the behavior of public officials must first ascertain the type of public it is dealing with. This will in turn help determine the types of appropriate communication strategies for engaging the public. For instance, a latent public needs to be moved to the aware status before any sort of action is expected of them.

Approaches and Techniques for Mobilizing Public Opinion


Civic engagement, voice and public opinion are central to any attempts to successfully use such social accountability mechanisms as Citizen Report Card, Community Scorecard, Participatory Budgeting and Public Expenditure Tracking for achieving behavior change in public officials and propelling the government to good governance. The four mechanisms identified above form the foundation of what Caddy et al (2007) define as public scrutiny. According to Caddy et al (2007), more effort should be focused on ensuring that civil society has greater voice in government decision-making than on simply exercising external public scrutiny.

In other words, social accountability programs should include a focus on strengthening government capacity to effectively engage citizens and civil society in policy making (i.e. the “responsiveness” aspect of social accountability).

Thus, in this section, the approaches and techniques for creating or increasing civic engagement and mobilizing the voice and public opinion necessary for changing the behavior of public officials is presented. This section is informed by the three-dimensional conceptualization of communication networks in the community and the content that flows in them as discussed earlier in this paper. The section therefore discusses top-down channels for information and message flow into the community, participatory and horizontal communication networks for community conscientization, empowerment, storytelling and conversations, and finally, bottom-up communication channels for conveying public opinion that result from the conversations to the decision-making systems. It should be borne in mind that some channels, with creative strategies, can be used for more than one purpose.  For instance, mass media can serve the dual purpose of top-down and bottom-up conveyors of information and messages to and from the people. 


Top-down channels include mass media: newspapers and magazine, especially for literate members of the community, radio and television, which reach both the literate and non-literate. Television, especially, is not as widespread as radio, mainly because many of the rural communities do not have electricity or even when available, the supply is sporadic and unreliable. Other communication media for funneling messages and information to the communities include print materials such as pamphlets, brochures, leaflets, posters, etc. Theatre and drama, songs, public address systems, mobile cinema, and audiocassettes, have also been successfully used for this purpose. Emerging digital technologies used for informing communities on a smaller scale include the Internet and digital media players (MP3 and MP4).


For these top-down media to be effective, they need to operate in environments that eschew unnecessary official secrecy and has freedom of information mechanisms in place. These media would monitor existing access rights and provide practical guides to help people use them. Several countries of the developing world have already promoted bills in Parliament to ensure freedom of information, several of which have become law, providing new rights of access to personal files and other information.


Participatory horizontal channels are quite often native to the communities and include normal everyday conversations that go on in the community, formal and informal meetings, community gatherings, markets, festivals, etc. In some cases, technology has been used to enhance these conversations, for instance, wireless or cellular phones, text messaging, the Internet and other digital devices, especially those that lend themselves to group listening or viewing of the content that could generate discussion by the group. Some of these channels are also good for empowering the community to dialogue, deliberate on the choices of action, and deciding to implement and evaluate their decisions.


Bottom-up channels include the mass media, demonstrations and protests, meetings between community representatives and government officials, etc.


All these media of communication in different ways can be used to empower the community with the information they need, build capacity for deliberation on issues of importance to them, assist the community in conveying results of their deliberations to the public officials. The social accountability mechanisms discussed above in this conceptualization become tools for generating content for both the horizontal and bottom-up channels of communication in the community.

Challenges to Mobilizing Public Opinion in the Developing World
Poor planning and program formulation


Many rural development projects fail because the so-called beneficiaries do not truly participate in the assessment of needs and identification of problems to be addressed by such efforts. Rural people's perceptions of problems and solutions are often overlooked, while their storehouse of information, experience and analysis is usually neglected. Rural people are thus regarded as mere recipients, rather than as the actual creators of change and progress. This results in incomplete and inaccurate analysis of problems, and incomplete and inaccurate identification of solutions, frequently leading to poor program planning and formulation. Target beneficiaries frequently refuse to participate in the implementation of such programs because they are not perceived as relevant to their felt needs.

Rural people's low sense of power


Some rural people, especially women, the oppressed and the very poor, usually feel powerless to steer development policies, priorities, technologies, agenda and programs. They believe that development is controlled and decided almost entirely by outsiders and they cannot influence this process. This sense of powerlessness may be due to the non-inclusion of the people in creating the development programs. Or, even where the political will exists to include them, the rural person's or community's low sense of power and ownership may be due to a lack of, or under-utilization of, methods by which they may capably participate in the research, design, decision-making, implementation and evaluation of a development program. Furthermore, development extension staff may be unwilling to use participatory methods or are ignorant of these. For instance, at Kwazulu-Natal Poverty Hearings held at Ulundi on 15 May 1998, over 600 people, the majority of whom were women, turned up to speak out against poverty. But the majority was too scared to speak out in public. 'I cannot go up there and speak', said one woman, 'I don't have the permission of my husband'.

Provision of inappropriate technology


Development agencies frequently promote inappropriate solutions that the people refuse to adopt because they are not perceived as relevant to their felt needs. This stems from the scantiness of effective methodologies to involve the people in the identification and development of appropriate technology, which address local conditions, needs and problems, and take advantage of local resources and opportunities. In such situations, development agencies commonly blame the rural people for being resistant to change and not having the appropriate attitudes and values to recognize the usefulness of offered solutions.

Inadequate promotion


Information, ideas and knowledge are often poorly identified and packaged for the socio-cultural context of rural people. This frequently leads to non-use, non-appreciation by people or even their confusion and misdirection. Many development workers who are charged with promotion are inadequately trained in appropriate ways to identify, gather and package information, ideas and knowledge in order to be useful and attractive for rural people. In many situations communication idioms, channels and media, as well as power and authority structures which are not effective for or accessible to rural people, both to receive and send information, knowledge, messages and decisions are used in rural development.

Ineffective capacity-building methodologies


Training methodologies used in rural development frequently do not effectively transfer knowledge and skills to rural people who have low levels of literacy and little proficiency in formal education processes.

Lack of enabling policy


Finally, there is generally a low level of recognition of the true role of communication and participatory methodologies in planning and implementing rural development programmes, especially among policy and decision-makers in government and development agencies. Many government officials and development experts still see communication as a media oriented one-way process of sending information, knowledge and skills from the all-knowing project or government ministry to the ignorant rural dwellers to educate them. This lack of appreciation of the two-way nature of communication as sharing and participation usually leads to inadequate funding and support for communication and participatory activities in rural development projects (adapted from Anyeagbunam et al, 2004).
Digital Mobile Schools: 

Emerging and Promising Strategy for 3-D Communication

Two-thirds of the world is comprised of oral communicators. They are non-literates or semi-literates who prefer to receive information in an oral or visual way. They are very relational. Their stored information is either in their heads or in the heads of their known and trusted friends. They are very dependent relationally on others for information. They receive, process and retain information in totally different ways than do literates. They prefer information that is in the form of stories, dramas, songs, poems, and proverbs—quite different from literate forms of outlines, principles, precepts, lists, steps, and logically developed discourses.
ORAL COMMUNICATION REGIONS OF THE WORLD

 
To effectively reach and mobilize this large group of oral learners  in the developing world, an MT4 mobile school, a new kind of community-based "distance learning" program is employed. This program does not depend on a brick and mortar facility. Instead of people coming to a building, the "school" goes to the people. Oral learners gather around the MT4 player in a hut, under a tree, by a well, or in the village center. As a small group, they listen, discuss and take action together in response to the audio or video training. The program does not create small groups for learning. Rather it uses groups that already gather for their own business and simply commission them as MT4 schools. There might be dozens of MT4 schools sprinkled throughout a community.

An MT4 mobile school consists of the following:

1. The School: the "mobile teacher" (MT4 player), a simple audio or video technology introduced by a community's trusted and reliable leaders.

2. The Classroom: a place where people already gather.

3. The Content Courses: an oral library of a variety of collaborative modular audio or video chips.

4. The Teachers: trained mentors using collective learning methodologies.

5. The Learning Process: collective listening to a consistent message, collective discussion, collective repeat listening, collective learning, and collective application.

6. The Cascade Effect: learners discussing what they have learned with others, which produces a self-replicating, trainer of trainers (TOT) strategy that cascades out to others in the community and beyond.

Leveraging Public Empowerment and Opinion for Social Accountability:

A CommGAP Marketing Approach

A CommGAP marketing approach involves the application of commercial marketing technologies to the analysis, planning, execution and evaluation of programs designed to influence the voluntary behavior of stakeholders in order to improve social accountability and improve governance (adapted from Andreasen, 1995). This means working with the stakeholders to understand attitudes surrounding the behavior that needs to be changed; identifying the barriers to performing the behavior; identifying motivators that support the behavior; understanding alternatives that compete with the behavior; and understanding how factors differ in different segments of the community. This makes it obvious that one solution does not work for everyone. Information collected from formative research facilitates communication programs that respond to the needs of the population; and make the intended behavior convenient and easier; involve the community in creating solution. This proposed approach has four major phases: 

Research or situation analysis: Identification, segmentation and definition of publics and 
their opinions, needs, strengths, opportunities, threats. It includes measuring levels of community social capital, civic engagement, and community competence. 

Action Planning:  Setting SMART objectives, developing strategies: (1) publicity (2) public awareness, and (3) citizen empowerment and mobilization leading to citizen action

Communication: Implementation and monitoring of Action Plan.
Evaluation: How did the program do in achieving set objectives?
Recommendations

1. Capture and disseminate communication for good governance and social accountability projects in media forms that are accessible and comprehensible to non-literate and semiliterate audiences; use video documentaries to tell stories of successful communication activities all over the world. 

2. Commission research on how autonomous social movements have historically mobilized themselves and effected change in government policies by ensuring that their opinions and sentiments are heard by the powerful.

3. Commission research studies that use randomized trials, whenever possible, or at least use explicit measures for the evaluation of communication programs for good governance or social accountability projects.

4. Commission research on the identification of best practices of what works for mobilizing public opinion using systematic analyses, meta analyses and/or meta ethnographies.

Conclusions


Several social accountability (SA) tools have gained widespread acceptance and application in development today, particularly as mechanisms for improving the delivery of basic services. These tools include the Citizen’s Report Card, the Community Scorecard, the Social Audit, Participatory and Transparent Monitoring, and the Public Expenditure Tracking Survey (PETS). This paper has argued that without communication programs that empower, give voice and mobilize public opinion, the efforts to use the tools above to change the behavior of public officials would not be successful and sustainable.
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