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“Social accountability” means a set of concrete experiments in which ordinary people—including very poor people in developing countries—assess their own governments’ performance. These experiments are part of a broader effort to enhance economic and social development by strengthening civil society and civic engagement. Here I argue that civic engagement should be an integral part of development. Ordinary people have a right to participate in deliberations about development goals and to contribute their own energies and talents. It is less clear that social accountability processes will enhance efficiency, which is their stated purpose. Often, the argument for social accountability seems to be that the state ought to deliver services fairly and efficiently, and civil society has a useful role in monitoring the state’s performance. I propose an alternative argument. Citizens (members of a community) should work in various ways to define and address common problems. Some citizens happen to work for the state; some belong to voluntary associations; and some are unaffiliated. They all owe a measure of accountability to one another. The moment at which the state is held accountable to a voluntary civic association is most useful if it takes place within a much richer context of collaboration and civic work that blurs the lines between state and society and develops the civic skills of everyone, including the youngest generation.
Background 

Since the 1980s, scholars have paid renewed attention to civil society: i.e., voluntary associations and the norms of cooperation and trust that accompany them. It was civil society in the form of dissident groups, churches, and unions that defeated Leninist states in Russia and Eastern Europe. It was also within civil society that the Women’s Movement and other powerful social forces arose in the West and achieved major victories. Meanwhile, the quality of civil society in a nation or a neighborhood seems correlated with its economic wellbeing, political resiliency, and even the quality of its schools.
 A large body of literature, including influential works by James Coleman in sociology, Robert Putnam in political science, James C. Scott in anthropology, and Jean Cohen, Andrew Arato, and Joshua Cohen in political theory, has drawn attention to the importance of civil society and the public’s role in a democracy. Some of this research is empirical, finding links between civic engagement and various social outcomes, such as peace and prosperity. And some of the research is normative or philosophical, arguing that people have the right to participate or that political legitimacy depends on participation (regardless of the outcomes).
The members of the World Bank are “countries,” which really means governments. Governments provide the Bank’s funds and receive its direct loans. However, the World Bank has recognized the importance of civil society since the 1990s. Its publications acknowledge the value of organized and serious efforts to include citizens in the planning, implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of development work. “Citizenship” is defined in the 2007 World Development Report as membership in a community, which brings obligations of active participation.
 In this and other Bank documents, active citizenship is described as a path to greater equity, less inefficiency and corruption, less conflict, and therefore more effective and durable policies. The idea is that citizens who participate will be more diverse and representative than government officials are, and their interests will be better aligned with the stated goals of development (because they need good services and they cannot profit from corruption). Also, citizens who have been consulted about policies and programs may be more likely to support them and less likely to undermine them. These are basically instrumental reasons for civic engagement: engagement is seen as a means to other goods.
The Bank’s Participation and Civic Engagement group categorizes its work under four headings. The phrase “Enabling Environment for Civic Engagement” means the conditions that will allow non-governmental organizations and associations to help with development. “Participatory Monitoring and Evaluation” means helping the recipients of development projects to participate in assessing them. The Bank states that this means treating recipients not only as sources of information (e.g., by interviewing or surveying them), but as active participants who can advocate their own values and interests. “Participation at Project, Program & Policy Level” means involving “stakeholders” in setting priorities for development, which may not only make the priorities fairer, but also increase the odds that policies will be sustainable because they have durable public support. 

The category that I address in this paper is “social accountability,” which James M. Ackerman defines as follows. In general, he writes, “accountability” means a “pro-active process by which public officials inform about and justify their plans of action, their behavior and results and are sanctioned accordingly.”
 In other words, when there is accountability, true and important information about the performance of the government is disclosed in ways that have consequences (rewards or punishments) for government officials. Social accountability is a particular way to achieve accountability. It relies not on bureaucratic or legal checks, nor on market mechanisms, but “on civic engagement.” “It is ordinary citizens and/or civil society organizations who participate directly or indirectly in exacting accountability.”

Mechanisms for social accountability vary widely, but the Bank cites several illustrative cases. In Uganda, the government provides detailed information about how it actually spends its education funds, disseminating the data by radio and newspaper. At the same time, control over education has been somewhat decentralized. Armed with detailed information, citizens are able to demand efficient performance from their local schools. In more than 100 Brazilian cities, the municipal government empowers large, basically voluntary citizens’ councils to allocate a proportion of the municipal budget through a process called Participatory Budgeting (PB). And in Rajasthan (India), a non-governmental organization began demanding public records and holding informal public hearings to uncover waste and corruption.
 
The Link between Civic Engagement and Human Development

In emphasizing civil society and social capital, the Bank and other development agencies have recognized that countries and communities with high levels of membership in voluntary, not-for-profit associations are also highly developed; they have long life expectancies, high literacy, high wealth per capita, and effective institutions.  However, this correlation does not provide a causal theory, let alone a justification for social accountability. In fact, several causal hypotheses have been advanced, including the following (which are not mutually exclusive): 

· Economic and social development enhances civic engagement because people who have wealth and education can join groups.
· Civic engagement engenders social capital (trust and networks of cooperation), which enhances economic and social development.

· Civic engagement directly enhances human development (especially health and longevity), because socializing is psychologically rewarding and satisfying.

· Civic engagement improves the performance of government, which leads to economic and social development. This theory seems implicit in the Bank’s embrace of social accountability.
I have neither the space nor the competence to weigh these hypotheses. It is, however, useful to disaggregate “civil society” into separate institutions and human behaviors or attitudes. Various aspects of civil society bear different statistical relationships to human development, which is itself a complex amalgam of goods, including wealth, health, literacy, equality, security, freedom, and longevity. 

Thus, for example, there is a rather clear and positive correlation between voter turnout by country and the United Nations Development Programme’s Human Development Index.
 
[image: image1.emf]Voting

Albania

Algeria

Argentina

Bangladesh

Bulgaria

Chile

Croatia

Czech Republic

France

Greece

Hungary

India

Indonesia

Israel

Japan

Jordan

Korea (Rep.)

Kyrgystan

Malta

Mexico

Morocco

Nigeria

Pakistan

Peru Philippines

Poland

Russian 

Federation

Singapore

Slovakia

South Africa

Spain

Sweden

Turkey

Uganda

Ukraine

Egypt

Tanzania

United States

Venezuela

Germany, w

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

voter turnout

human development index


Although this correlation does not reveal a causal mechanism, we can see that the more developed societies are also democracies in which many people participate by means of a simple but important mechanism: the franchise. Graphs for frequency of signing petitions, participating in boycotts, and participating in demonstrations (using data from the World Values Survey) look basically similar to this graph of voting and human development.

On the other hand, the relationship between the Human Development Index and taking “local community action on issues like poverty, employment, housing, racial equality”
  is weak but negative: 
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The graph for doing “unpaid work for a political party or group” looks similar to this one. It may be that poor people resort to direct, voluntary action at the local level to compensate for the failure of larger institutions. Note that being involved in one of the social accountability programs cited by the World Bank would be an example of “local community action on issues like poverty, employment, housing, racial equality.” Such work is more likely in less developed countries, although that certainly doesn’t mean that local participation lowers development.
Finally, socializing in organized groups
 does not seem to have any statistical relationship to human development. There are clusters of highly developed and rather poor countries that show intense participation in social groups. The countries with weak participation in such groups range from poor to rich: 
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Taken together, these graphs suggest that expressions of political voice are most closely associated with human development. Membership in voluntary associations is uncorrelated with development. And local political participation has a negative statistical relationship with development, probably because poor people and people who live with ineffective governments must rely on direct action. 
The graphs shown above presume that we have an objective measure of social development (i.e., a social welfare function). If this is the case, then we may assess the efficiency or effectiveness of various institutions—specific governments, civil society associations, and markets—by measuring how they affect development. It is an empirical question whether citizens have a useful role to play in governance, either as individuals or though various kinds of organized processes. 
However, many philosophers doubt that a social welfare function can be derived from abstract and general principles. Life presents us with numerous values that conflict. Some of these values (e.g., freedom) cannot be monetized or otherwise compared to other values on a common metric. Therefore, it is necessary to deliberate about what a society should value most. 
Deliberation could involve only a small number of people, such as a legislature. Indeed, legislatures are sites of intensive discussion and bargaining among especially informed participants. However, the broader public should also discuss issues and express its views. Otherwise, the range of opinions will inevitably be too narrow and the interests of the parliament and the population will diverge. Besides, voters cannot select representatives unless they already hold explicit, self-conscious preferences for policies. And they are unlikely to hold such preferences until they engage in some measure of discussion. Finally, a formal deliberative body such as a parliament must make binding decisions that reflect only the values of the majority; and it can permit only a narrow range of participatory styles from its members. Even a unanimous vote in a legislature often obscures compromises and exclusions. In contrast, civil society is pluralist: it encompasses many separate communities and associations that can reach different conclusions about values and that can allow people to engage in various ways. In some associations, members deliberate and vote; in others, they sew quietly—but both types of group shape public goods and values.
If this pluralist/deliberative account is right, then it is not ultimately satisfactory to ask whether people need to participate in order to make governments efficient at generating social welfare, as measured by something like GNP/capita or the Human Development Index. Instead, people have a right to determine the outcomes that governments must then pursue. As Amartya Sen writes, the connections between democratic participation and social development “are not only instrumental … but also constructive. Our conceptualization of economic needs depends crucially on open public debates and discussions.”

This argument supports what the World Bank calls “Participation at Project, Program & Policy Level.” Members of a community ought to decide on its goals. All the graphs presented above are irrelevant, because human development (shown on the y-axis) cannot even be defined legitimately without public participation. 
Often, citizens are at their most impressive when they deliberate about values. Their perspectives and diverse values are assets in that kind of conversation. Citizens are sometimes less impressive when they try to assess implementation, which can be a highly complex business. Heidi Gantwerk, who designs and runs processes for public participation in the United States and Canada, says that officials and experts can easily “poke holes” in citizens’ reports when the topics are technical; but they are impressed by citizens’ deliberations about values and goals.
 

Perhaps it makes the most sense to involve citizens in the evaluation and assessment of governments’ performance when the same citizens have already helped to set public priorities, values, and goals. It means little to select goals if administrators then waste or steal money or distort the purpose of state programs through subtle decisions at the implementation phase. At a meeting in Porto Alegre in 2004, Jose Benedito de Oliveira said:

At the current time, there is no monitoring and control by the citizens [after Participatory Budgeting establishes budgets]. Even if monitoring processes were enhanced, the people are still not part of the implementation processes of the projects that they have demanded to be prioritized. Moreover, PB councils have not yet received any financial statements on the budgets for the implementation of the projects prioritized through the PB. The only information they as citizens get is the official newspaper that lists down all the projects prioritized from the PB processes for the fiscal year of the government, with estimated amounts of the costs of each project are. But the order in which these projects are implemented, if at all, is a decision for the city government to make, independently of the citizens themselves. Therefore it is important to ask what decisions are really deliberated on by the citizens at different points in the PB process, and at different points in carrying out and implementing these citizen decisions.
  
De Oliveira has observed that decisions about values and goals arise in the course of administration, not only at the planning phase. Therefore, citizens must continue to participate in the setting of values while policies are implemented.

Tying accountability to “public work”

At the heart of the social accountability experiments is the flow of information from governments to citizens. Participants in these experiments are like jurors: they learn what is actually going on inside the state and make judgments that have consequences. In the case of PB in Brazil, the best analogy may be legislatures rather than juries, for participants in PB (acting rather like legislators) allocate resources after deliberating.

It seems implausible that large and representative groups of citizens will consistently volunteer to act like jurors or legislators. Accountability creates a public good (efficient government); but time and effort are private goods. Usually, when people must give up private goods to generate public goods, there is weak participation. Voting presents the same dilemma (in countries where it is voluntary); but voting is quick and easy compared to conducting a social audit or producing a citizens’ report card, which require not only time and effort, but also learning and experience. Most real juries are compulsory; most real legislators are paid for their services. These incentives address collective-action problems and produce reasonably representative bodies. If social accountability processes are voluntary and unpaid, there is a serious risk that the few who participate will seek private goods for themselves: corrupt or clientalistic benefits from the state.
  

One solution would be to pay or otherwise reward a broad sample of the population to participate. It is not clear that such policies would be sustainable or could avoid their own forms of corruption. However, there is another way to approach the problem. After all, people—certainly including very poor people—voluntarily contribute immense amounts of time, energy, and money to civil society.
 They voluntarily build institutions and associations, maintain facilities, teach and coach the young, serve the needy, and create free performances and works of art. These activities are not analogous to jury service, which is all about information and judgment. They are much closer to work, albeit work that is voluntary, unpaid, and relatively satisfying. 

Perhaps creative, collaborative, voluntary work attracts some people because of its intrinsic, expressive, and social benefits. We could interpret people’s willingness to participate in certain forms of social accountability in the same way. For example, Community Scorecards in Malawi allow villagers to “judge the performance of their local health center” and offer “suggestions for improvement.” 
  This does not sound like a mere matter of assessing the performance of a state institution. It sounds more like an effort to improve health in the community in partnership with a local institution. I can easily imagine that devising and implementing the Scorecard also led residents to change their personal behavior and support the clinic with time or goods. 
Likewise, Brazilians involved in PB can be seen not merely as holding the government accountable, but as working to build schools, paved roads, clinics, and other facilities in their communities. Assessment of state action is just a moment in a bigger process. Gianpaolo Baiocchi observes that the meetings officially devoted to Orçamento Particapativo [OP]—the name for PB in Porto Alegre—are also opportunities for “broad discussion of community affairs, and much of the agenda is usually filled with discussion of mundane items such as broken pipes, rude bus drivers, and problems at the public health clinic.”
 It would be surprising if those discussions never led to direct action such as fixing pipes, chiding bus drivers, and creating associations to work with the clinic. Baiocchi finds: “The greatest impact of [PB] in Nordeste [a district in Porto Alegre] has been the explosion of new neighborhood associations. Most community activists in the district today trace their history in community involvement to the OP.”
 Even participants, like Ana, who only participate in the OP forums and not in any other civic associations, gain a “sense of the ‘public’ … from having worked collectively to make decisions throughout the year and from developing a sense of belonging to a community of others with similar needs or problems.”

Social accountability processes should not be separated from other opportunities for “public work.”
 States should encourage citizens to teach and serve others and build and maintain public facilities. Social accountability processes should not be seen (or advertised) simply as opportunities to review the performance of the state, but also as chances to build things, solve problems, and improve services.

Implicit in some of the literature on social accountability is a clear distinction between the government and citizens. The government administers; citizens review or evaluate. The government employs officials and experts; citizens give time as volunteers or amateurs. This distinction can be overdrawn. Government officials are also citizens and should be encouraged to see themselves as such. Citizens may have expertise; in fact, all human beings are experts at least about the condition of their own lives. Most issues are addressed simultaneously by the state and other institutions. The discussions that occur within political bodies and bureaucracies are influenced by broader conversations; private associations often receive state funds. Biaocchi notes (and celebrates) “the blurring of lines between the OP and civil society.”

Thus it may be better to say that communities work on issues, and there are roles for the state, private associations, and citizens (some of whom happen to work for the government). Everyone owes some measure of accountability to everyone else, and everyone’s work is welcome and potentially important. Mechanisms for social accountability, such as citizens’ report cards and public expenditure tracking surveys, are just part of the community’s overall work.
Locus of power

Even when the lines between state and civil society are “blurred,” power is concentrated somewhere. Some social accountability processes are launched by a law or by a state policy. Others bubble up from grassroots organizations. Some processes have substantial, formal powers. Some have limited official powers, such as the right to allocate a small proportion of the municipal budget (as in PB). And some have only the power of persuasion and publicity.

These differences surely matter. When a process originates from a state decision (as in Porto Alegre, where the Workers’ Party municipal government launched PB), decision-makers can design it to serve their interests and can choose to end it. On the other hand, because there is a tangible link to the government, citizens’ discussions are likely to have some impact on policy. When a process is created by grassroots organizations, the process is independent and is more difficult for the state to manipulate. However, grassroots organizations may or may not be representative of various sectors of the community, and they may or may not be able to sustain their efforts or influence policy. 

When a process lacks formal authority, it is not as important that the participants represent the broader community. Even if they are completely self-selected, their discussions of issues and policies can be powerful means to build social capital.
 However, once a citizen body begins to act like a jury or legislature, the balance of votes has a tangible effect on budgets and policies. Then the state and interest groups have incentives to pack the body with their own followers.
 Under these conditions, a voluntary system for drawing participants may not generate representative samples, and one should consider such mechanisms as random selection. But to select participants randomly requires money. It may even be necessary to compel service to ensure high response rates (as with juries). Then the process becomes dependent on governments or other major institutions, which can manipulate it or cancel it when it generates results they dislike.
There may not be any recipe for a process that is independent, representative, influential, sustainable, and immune to external influence. But it is important to think clearly about these goals and how they trade off.  I suspect that any process will work better if it occurs in a community where diverse members have constructive opportunities to participate in other ways, too: exchanging ideas about problems and goals and contributing their own energy and resources.

Youth civic development 
Any effort to encourage broad and constructive civic engagement requires deliberate attention to young people. There are several reasons for this.
First, how we treat youth has a lifelong affect on their attitudes and behaviors, thereby affecting governance and civil society for decades to come.
 In the words of the World Development Report (2007), “Patterns of behavior endure: political participation

in adulthood is largely determined by participation in youth.”
 Sears and Levy define “the impressionable years” as the “period up to one’s late twenties, roughly.”
 During these years, some people develop lifelong identities as active, responsible, ethical participants. Others become lastingly alienated or apathetic. Many factors have been identified that can change these outcomes in adolescence: for instance, the availability of youth clubs and associations, youth voice in schools, and recruitment by political parties. On the other hand, hardly any experiences have been found to change the civic identities of adults over thirty.
 
The most likely explanation is cognitive dissonance. When you are a child, you need not have any stance toward the world of politics, government, current events, and activism. Once you enter adolescence and become aware of this world, you must form opinions about it—and about your place in it. These opinions depend in part on what opportunities you have to engage in politics and civic life as an adolescent. If you are encouraged to participate and you find it satisfying, you may develop an identity as an active, engaged, confident, responsible citizen. If you are excluded from political and civic life or treated badly therein, you may develop an identity as alienated, hostile, or passive. Once you have formed your identity as a citizen, it would require energy and effort—and cause psychological discomfort—to reevaluate. Thus people tend to remain “dyed in the wool” as citizens, except when massive political changes occur and force them to reconsider.
This means that we should be very careful to provide positive experiences of civic participation to our adolescents. Young people also have somewhat different interests than older people. They are directly affected by education policy, for example, whereas retirement is much further off. Fair social accountability processes thus require active participation by youth. This is especially important given the age distribution in many developed countries.
Including young people in civic activities requires skill and care. Merely opening the doors to youth may not draw many of them and may not allow them to participate effectively in complex processes such as PB or public expenditure tracking. Deliberations tend to be dominated by the most articulate, experienced, and informed participants and the ones with highest status.
 Youth often have the lowest status and least knowledge and experience. Just as it requires deliberate efforts to include agricultural laborers, indigenous people, racial minorities, and women in grassroots democracy, so incorporating youth voices may require deliberate steps such as holding separate discussions for youth only, creating logical pathways for young people that begin with voluntary service and end with leadership roles, reserving seats for youth, or teaching about civic participation in schools and other formal educational settings.
 People between the ages of nine and fifteen play a structured role in PB in Barra Mansa, Rio de Janeiro.

Developmental psychologists now argue that allowing young people to engage constructively in social and civil affairs is not only good for civil society; it is also good for adolescents. Those who have constructive civic roles are more motivated, learn more, and conform better to healthy social norms than their peers who have no such opportunities. This thesis—sometimes called “positive youth development”—has been vindicated in numerous longitudinal studies and some controlled experiments.
 It suggests that including young people in social accountability might be an effective way to improve their health, welfare, and human capital, while also making governance more democratic and efficient. But everything would depend on how well young people were incorporated.
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