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The goal of this paper is to analyze the different contexts in which the concept of social accountability in being applied. The first section analyzes the intrinsic links that the concept of accountability in general and the term social accountability in particular have with that of democratic representation. Section II focuses on the contextual prerequisites that must be present for the proper working of initiatives of social accountability under representative democracy.  Section III concentrates on the applicability of the term to contexts other than representative. The paper concludes with a short discussion on how to construct a favorable environment for the exercise of civic control beyond the boundaries of democratic representation.
I. The introduction of the social dimension into debates on accountability
The concept of accountability is intrinsically linked to that of representation. It refers to a particular type of bond that politicians establish with the citizenry in so-called representative democracies as the result of the periodical act of political delegation that the electorate makes on elected representatives.  In contrast with authoritarian regimes and of populist or ‘delegative’ forms of democracy
, representative democracies combine an institutional framework of authorization of political power with one oriented to ensure the responsiveness and accountability of those authorized agents.  Under representative government, the citizenry temporarily delegates its power to a group of representatives that are authorized to act with relative independence of the electorate. The modern idea of free representation inevitably creates a gap between represented and representatives that is crucial for the proper working of representative institutions. Mechanisms of accountability are designed to ensure that such separation does not result in unresponsive or illegal governments.  The central question addressed by the concept of accountability is precisely how to regulate and reduce the gap between representatives and represented while simultaneously preserving the distance between political authorities and citizenry that characterizes the relations of representation. 

A government is accountable when there are institutional conditions that force public officials to inform about, justify, and to be eventually sanctioned for their decisions.  The notion of accountability involves a specific form of exchange between two autonomous actors that can be characterized by three distinctive properties. First, the exercise of accountability is always external, that is, it entails an act of control by someone that is not part of the body being held accountable. Second, accountability is an interaction, i.e., a two-way social exchange between those demanding accountability and those being held accountable (the seeking of answers, response, rectification, etc.). Third, relationships of accountability presuppose a structural asymmetry of power in favor of those who have the right to demand answers
.  Delegation of power occurs only within a hierarchical relation: accountability means that the principal has the right to withdraw the conditionally delegated authority. 
Mechanisms of accountability have been classified as horizontal or vertical to the extent that they respectively correspond to the establishment of an intrastate network of mutual controlling bodies and agencies or to the action of the citizenry.  Horizontal mechanisms focus on the workings and interactions of the complex machinery of internal controls established by the representative democratic state. Vertical mechanisms instead focus on the actions of non state actors. There are two types of vertical mechanisms: electoral or social. The first one is usually the vertical mechanism that has traditionally commanded most of the attention of democratic theory: it refers to the controlling role played by the electorate through voting. The concept of social accountability, instead, implies some sort of coordinated or collective action by citizens. The term social accountability thus introduces into the classical debate on accountability --which had either focused on the workings of state mechanisms or on isolated voters-- the intermediate dimension of civil society. 

There are two ways in which civil society might complement and expand the workings of existing mechanisms of accountability. First, civil society enhances representative government by adding new voices and concerns to the political agenda and by criticizing existing public policies and legislation. Second, civil society can contribute to improve the quality of representative arrangements by demanding effective legal accountability.  By denouncing violations of rights or breaches of law and due process by public officials as well as by developing strategies oriented to improve the workings of the mechanisms and agencies that regulate and frame the behavior of political representatives, civil society complements and many times activates mechanisms of legal accountability.  
The first group of initiatives refers to the political dimension of the concept of accountability and has been widely analyzed by the literature on social movements and the public sphere approach.  The focus of this literature was fundamentally on the indirect politics of influence that has as its main arena a democratic public sphere. The campaigns of social movements to draw the attention of decision-making authorities to previously ignored issues were described as an informal and external system of sensors that helps the political system to remain responsive to the current concerns of the citizenry. In recent years, however, a new form of institutionalized participation has been developed in new democracies that expand the previous debate to include the creation of formal spaces of encounter of civic actors with decision-making centers. Social councils and participatory budgeting are two of the most successful mechanisms oriented to improve both the legal and political dimensions of accountability. The role of civil society actors in many of the newly created spaces of institutionalized participation goes beyond the one previously attributed by the public sphere approach to include direct involvement of social organizations in decision-making bodies alongside state officials and representatives. Some of these mechanisms have been incorporated into the debate about social accountability.

The second group of activities revolves around the legal dimension of the concept of accountability and has been conceptualized as the politics of social accountability
. The concept of social accountability draws the attention to the initiatives of control exercised by actors such as civic associations, NGOs (both local and transnational), social movements, and the media that were commonly neglected by the literature on accountability. The politics of social accountability involve civic efforts whose goals are: a) to monitor the behavior of public officials and agencies to make sure they abide by the law, b) to expose cases of governmental wrongdoing, and, c) to activate, in many instances, the operation of horizontal agencies, such as the judiciary or legislative investigation commissions, that otherwise would not be initiated or would be initiated in biased way. By exposing cases of governmental wrongdoing, human rights violations, activating reluctant state agencies of control, and monitoring the operation of those agencies, civic actors are making a crucial contribution to the enforcement of the rule of law. 

II. 
Social Accountability under Representative Democracy 
As argued in the previous section, the notion of accountability is intrinsically linked to that of democratic representation.  More specifically, it describes a specific subtype of democratic relationship: the one that links public officials and citizens in a representative form of democracy. Thus accountability relations in general and more specifically the politics of social accountability require for its existence and effectiveness of a particular type of cultural and institutional context: that which allows for the proper functioning of a representative form of democracy.  However, the concept of social accountability has also been exported to other type of relationships and contexts that greatly differ from the original framework in which accountability relations unfolded and developed. The term is frequently applied to relationships between NGOs and its beneficiary groups or to international organizations and local partners and groups. In this section I will focus on the contextual prerequisites that need to be present to assure a proper exercise of social accountability initiatives in a democratic domestic context. Section III will analyze how well the concept travels when applied to other areas of social life where the term is now frequently used. Can social accountability flourish in contexts which greatly differ from the domestic representative environment in which accountability relations originated?
What are the contextual prerequisites for the development of social accountability initiatives? The emergence of a politics of social accountability is usually the result of the combination of a series of social, political, and institutional variables that illustrate processes of change within civil society, the state and the public sphere which allows for the emergence and consolidation of actors and networks specifically oriented around demands for greater governmental transparency and accountability. Five different variables can be distinguished that are important to bear in mind when analyzing the context within which initiatives of social accoiuntability operate.
The first variable is a cultural one: the transformation of political identities in the direction of a culture of democratic accountability. This is a basic prerequisite for social accountability demands to emerge. Without a propitious political culture, there will no environment for the flourishing of this sort of actors or claims. In Latin America, for example, the irruption of these new forms of civic engagement is related to significant changes in the political culture that helped redefine inherited understandings of democratic representation. The dominant democratic tradition in the region, populism, is foreign to the idea of accountability. Relations of representation under populism are built on a blind process of electoral delegation that shows an excess of trust on the leadership skills of the executive. The most distinctive phenomenon of the current democratizing wave is precisely a shift from such an authorization model of representation to one organized around the idea of accountability. The “accountability” model breaks with the “blank check” attitude of political delegation and introduces a healthy concern for the workings of horizontal mechanisms of “institutionalized distrust.” 
The politics of accountability is a direct outgrow of the emergence of a more general culture of rights. Rights discourses, and the adoption of a citizenship model of identity, are the backdrop of any accountability claim. It is this culture that builds into society the moral authority to demand accountability from representatives. Without this process of democratic empowering, it is difficult for a relation of accountability between representatives and representative to develop for, as argued in section I, relations of accountability presuppose an asymmetrical relationship where the rights of superior authority stand on the side of the citizenry, not of state authorities. Only the emergence of a culture of rights can thus empower the represented side of the equation and break with other forms of articulation between citizens and the political system (such as clientelism or patrimonalism) where it is the latter that stand in a relation of submission towards public officials. 
The second variable is social: it refers to the emergence of a sector of civil society interested in the exercise of social accountability as well as the development of a basic social infrastructure to support those new forms of civic engagement. In general, the politics of social accountability is carried out by two different sorts of civic actors: protest movements and NGOs. Protest movements are usually the offspring of the mobilization of affected groups to breaches of law by public officials.  The persistence of human rights violations under democracy in the form of police violence or of crimes that remain unpunished often forces family and friends of the victims to mobilize to demand the activation of judicial proceedings. These actors, when they attain media visibility, are very successful at drawing the support of the general public and often that support translates into mass mobilizations on behalf of their demands. Given their grass roots and reactive origin, many of these movements are usually short lived and unspecialized. They are, however, a very effective way to show in a vivid form how the accountability deficit directly affects the live-hoods of ordinary citizens.

A second type of actor is NGOs or citizen associations. Unlike protest movements, NGO represent a permanent and professionalized presence in the domestic landscape of many democracies. A crucial watershed in the agenda of social accountability is the consolidation of a network of specialized social organizations to provide a crucial support for non-specialized social actors that engage in protest and denunciation.  The development of a network of social watchdog organizations thematically specialized and with significant professional skills is also important to develop monitoring agencies beyond the state that can effectively supervise the behavior of public officials and turn on fire alarms wherever a breach of rights or due process occurs. These might not be most visible actor of the politics of social accountability, yet they are crucial in providing a professional infrastructure to other type of actors and movements who are frequently successful in drawing media attention and popular support. To be effective, NGOs must undergo a process of professionalization and specialization since they frequently deal with very technical issues and are in permanent contact and negotiation with qualified public officials. Once consolidated, the network serves as a think tank of civic organizations that is crucial not only for levering the asymmetries of information that exist between representatives and represented but also to develop autonomous proposals for institutional reform.
In those cases in which the domestic watchdog network is weak or underdeveloped, global institutions or actors can play a crucial leveraging role, providing political and technical support to civic actors that might find difficult to establish significant domestic partnerships with other sectors of society or who encounter open resistance or social indifference towards their cause. In many areas, like the environment or human rights, domestic civic actors have developed crucial linkages and coalitions with global actors to strengthen their domestic voice and influence.
The third variable relates to the quality of the public sphere of a specific democratic regime. As with the more general politics of influence, initiatives of social accountability require a minimum of constitutional guarantees to allow them to successfully intervene in the process of agenda setting.  It is thus crucial that different claims can go beyond a local impact to reach the national media.  The presence of an independent or watchdog journalism is essential for the success of any action of social accountability. Protest movements or advocacy organizations commonly view the mainstream media as a potential “strategic ally:” The impact of any movement or NGOs is directly proportional to the amount of media visibility it is able to gather.  Civic actors aim to influence news coverage through a variety of media strategies that go from demonstrations, sit-ins, street theatre and blockade of roads to more sophisticated orchestration of media events, campaigns, and conferences.   
The recent development within the media camp of a niche of “advocacy journalism” sites or organizations represents a valuable addition to the politics of social accountability. Groups such as Periodismo Social, Infocívica, Red de Comunicación Ambiental de América Latina y el Caribe or Adital are based on a productive partnership between journalists and social organizations to produce and distribute alternative reports of social issues that are regularly either ignored or underreported in the mainstream media. Such partnerships also serve to present an alternative framing of a problem or demand, one that defies the official framing of an issue. Because public officials and agencies are often the primary definers of news narratives, they are able to draw the discursive boundaries of certain issue. Civic groups provide journalists with alternative narratives to official discourses and expertise. 
The fourth variable is institutional and draws attention to the formal context in which civil society actors operate. Different dimensions of the institutional variable can be distinguished. First, a precondition for the exercise of accountability is access to information: information is the basic input of any action of control.  Several authors have argued that the information gap that exists between citizens and government make citizen accountability impossible.  Yet, those authors overlooked the crucial role that the network of NGOs and other civic organizations play in developing alternative and independent sources of information. The information deficit must be challenged on two different fronts: a) it is important to develop an associational infrastructure that could leverage the informational deficit that exists between government and civil society by developing autonomous sources of information and data gathering; b) there must be concerted efforts to generate greater governmental openness and improved public access to information. 
A major obstacle preventing an effective civic supervision of state authorities in many areas is the lack of relevant, accurate, and easily understandable information on the behavior and activities of public actors. While the presence of a social watchdog network of NGOs that generates alternative sources of information on government might help reduce the informational asymmetries between civil society and government it is imperative to introduce legislative reforms to open up state agencies to public scrutiny and to reduce the costs of the processes of information-gathering.  Active right to know policies are required to generate accessible and comprehensible data on government.  
Second, it matter whether civic actors demanding accountability encounter or not entry points within horizontal agencies. Social accountability requires a minimum of responsiveness on the part of the institutionalized system of horizontal controls.  Initiatives of social accountability do not reduce themselves to acts of informal control but also actively push for the activation of formal accountability institutions.  Especially in contexts in which some of the established horizontal agencies are reluctant to intervene for fear of political reprisals, the social pressure that civic watchdog organizations or mobilized social movements exert makes it difficult for controllers to ignore an issue or to refuse to take hands on the matter. Given the complexity of the horizontal system of controls, and sometimes the superposition of roles among agencies, civic actors tend to initially engage in a strategy of ‘multiple activation’ until they find a positive response from some one of the controlling agencies.  The establishment of meaningful and complementary links between social vertical and horizontal forms of accountability will inevitably invigorate mechanisms and agencies of control.   
Third, it is also crucial to evaluate how well the interconnected system of horizontal accountability agencies operates to generate effective sanctions on wrongdoers. In this sense, while it is essential for civic actors to find an entry point into the system of horizontal controls to activate formal proceedings, it is also important that the responsive agency operates, in its turn, within a broader conducive environment of interconnected agencies that can put a formal closure to a demand or claim. Accountability usually rest on a complex institutional machinery and can not be solely be carried out by a lonely actor within the state system. It is fundamental that initiatives of social accountability not only elicit an institutional response, but that can eventually triggery a legal resolution that can put an institutional closure to the issue (by absolving or sanctioning those under questioning). This last issue is critical for preventing the healthy distrust that social accountability entails to turn into a corrosive form of skepticism and generalized distrust towards representative institutions. An institutional environment that systematically fails to provide an adequate formal response to social accountability demands is likely to generate social frustration and feed up destructive anti-political sentiments.  
Fourth, it also matters on whether the state has actively promoted the introduction of institutional tools that can help advance the practice of social accountability. Several democracies have introduced innovative mechanisms to promote civic engagement and supervision of various state activities. Public budgeting, public hearings, “veedurias ciudadanas,” legal injunctions (“derecho de amparo”), etc are some of the new instruments that have been created to facilitate the workings of social accountability. 
Fifth, international regimes are broadening the scope of instruments that domestic actors can resort to demand more accountable government. The adoption by national states of international conventions have introduced an useful set of tools for domestic advocacy organizations and movements, empowering activists to make claims on the state and forcing public agencies to stand up to the international standards adopted by the state. Global regimes thus create new opportunities to bring effective pressure on state officials and might help accelerate domestic institutional and legislative change
.
II. Social Accountability beyond Representative Democracy
In recent years, there have been significant debates around the need to extend relations of accountability beyond the classic representative framework within which they emerged. Issues of accountability have been raised in the global arena. On the one hand, international movements and activists have focused on the activities and policies of international organizations such as the World Bank, the IMF, the UN, etc., pushing them to establish more transparent and more accountable procedures and behaviors
. On the other hand, the activities of NGOs have raised skepticism from different actors who questioned the claims of such actors to represent a global civil society, requesting them to subject themselves to the same accountability standards they so vehemently demand to governments, corporations, and international organizations
. As a result of these parallel processes, a series of initiatives were launched to introduce accountability mechanisms into organizations and actors that do not operate within the classic parameters of the representative framework. 
The debate on the accountability of NGOs and international organizations has particularly focused on what is considered a primary deficit within both types of organizations: the lack of so-called downward accountability mechanisms. It is not that international organizations or NGOs do not engage in relations of accountability. In fact, there are a series of well established accountability mechanisms and control devices over the decisions or actions of those organizations. The problem, it is however argued, is that generally those mechanisms are mechanisms of “upward accountability,” i.e., they are geared exclusively toward more powerful actors that have either delegated political or economic power in those organizations and that thus have the authority and the means to demand accountable behaviors. 

Almost all international institutions are immersed in relations of accountability to those member governments that participate in the board and which finance the organization’s activities. Multilateral agencies are formally accountable to the member nation-states that integrate the board of executive directors and frequently the board’s vote is based on a weighted system depending on each nation’s financial contribution. Similarly, most NGOs have to account to their donors. In those cases there is a clear act of delegation of power –be it political and/or economic power-- that conditions the exchange. The economic dependency of NGOs from external sources, for example, forces them to compete in an international philanthropic market. Donors thus have the opportunity of exercising ex ante and ex post accountability. In the first case, the establishment of filtering mechanisms to the pool of prospective applicants plays an important screening function. In the second case, the existence of evaluation procedures as well as the possibility of exercising sanctioning power also acts as an important mechanism of accountability. Since the evaluation the donor makes about the performance of certain organization will determine whether they will continue or not supporting the formers’ activities, the organization has an incentive to guide their actions taking into consideration the eventual reaction of the funding source. As with elections, the “rule of anticipated reaction” applies: anticipating the likely response of the donor agency at the moment of evaluating the final report, the organization decides to behave in a responsible manner. Similarly, the delegation of political power to an organization’s board of directors is usually accompanied by the establishment of accountability mechanisms to the member states that are represented in the board. 
Both of the previously described examples fit into what I have defined as the nature of accountability relations: a form of interaction in which a) one of the actors holds claims to superior authority and b) has the capability to demand answers and impose sanctions because they have temporarily delegated their authority in a certain group of representatives. Whether it is political or economic power what is being delegated, such delegation implies an asymmetrical relationship that provides great incentives for organizations to be accountable. But what happens with other forms of interactions where the power relationship is tilted towards the organization? What happens in those cases of so-called downward accountability where the actors that are the alleged beneficiaries of institutional reforms to promote organizational openess find themselves in a situation of disempowerment? Can international institutions or NGOs develop downward forms of accountability towards those groups that are usually the recipients of their programs or are affected by the policies and programs they implement? While it is usually assumed that there already exist a variety of mechanisms by which members, boards and donors can hold the leaders or certain organization accountable, there is a generalized consensus about the underdevelopment of mechanisms of “downward accountability”. Consequently, a large part of the debate has revolved around the need to develop and strengthen mechanisms of downward accountability.  The use of the concept of social accountability in this context usually refers to attempts at building downward accountability tools from above by powerful actors interested in redefining their relationship to disempowered stakeholders. 

Some of the examples that are frequently shown to illustrate cases of downward accountability refer to situations in which certain elements of an accountability relation are missing. This is the case, for example, of many humanitarian NGOs or of social organizations that provide specific services to the poor or to populations affected by some natural disaster or war.  In such situations, there has been no delegation of power from the constituencies that are the subject of the intervention to the organization that is implementing the services or programs.  Not only are not the basic conditions of an accountability relationship present (exchange among two actors one of whom holds rights of superior authority, autonomy of the account holder, etc.) but we are frequently confronted with a situation that is the very opposite of an ideal accountability relationship: it is the NGO or multilateral agency which is clearly in a power position while the targets of their intervention not only lack equal standing but too often stand in a relationship of extreme dependency in regards to the material goods or services that the organization provides. In those cases in which the exchange stops short of being an exchange between equals (and even least an exchange where the target of the accountability mechanism are autonomously exerting rights of superior authority) the interactions cannot be fully framed as an exercise of accountability. It might contribute to develop a much need feedback from the targeted populations or might help to develop mechanisms of organizational self-evaluation, yet they cannot yet be technically considered an accountability relation.   
How to construct a favorable context for the flourishing of downward accountability? As with representative relations, NGOs or international organizations can contribute to foster a more conducive social, cultural and institutional environment for social accountability actors to emerge. Briefly stated, the building of social accountability mechanisms demands a previous process of empowerment of the actors who would be mainly responsible for carrying it out the controlling role.  Fostering a language and a culture of rights in which accountability discourses and demands can eventually emerged is perhaps the initial step to take. Social accountability can only grow in a rights-based culture and thus presuppose a right-based approach to developmental policies. Establishing incentives for the emergence of self-sustaining forms of autonomous organizations that can act as external controllers and provide independent voice outlets is the second step. As we have argued, the exercise of social accountability requires the building of a basic societal infrastructure of watchdog organizations and movements. Lastly, it is important to build a facilitating institutional environment that could ease public access to information and that would provide social actors with some sanctioning power that could enable them to exert pressure for social or international organizations to perform
. Access to information, the building of institutionalized participatory arenas of interaction between civic actors and the organization officials, the establishment of some form of sanctioning mechanism is crucial for the proper workings of social accountability tools.
The building of social accountability mechanisms can thus follow two different roads: it can be the product of autonomous initiatives from below of actors who view themselves as carriers of rights or can be promoted by more powerful actors from above that are interested in the building of a social and institutional environment to exercise accountability. Of course social accountability can not be exercised if there are no empowered and autonomous social actors. Yet, international organizations and NGOs can play an important role at creating the preconditions for the emergence of such actors through education, through the building of civic capacities, and through the creation of institutional tools to leverage power relations, providing voice and sanctioning power to previously ignored social actors.  The building of social accountability mechanisms should be seen as an important tool for the promotion of a rights-based approach to development for it will not only allow officials to gain important insights on the impact of their decisions and policies on the people they directly affect but more importantly, would serve to trigger process of mutual learning and synergy between developmental actors and the communities in which they operate.  
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