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SUMMARY

What are the tools, experiences and lessons learnt
of community monitoring/social auditing by
beneficiaries of the provision of humanitarian aid
and basic services (in contexts where access to
internet is limited)? To the extent possible, we
would like to get an overview of incentives for
communities to participate.

Social accountability mechanisms, such as
community monitoring, aim to improve the quality
and performance of a given service or project, to
empower local communities, and to enhance citizen
participation through creating a channel for
beneficiaries to voice their concerns, provide
constructive feedback, and flag wrongdoings and
abuses.

PURPOSE
This paper will inform the next steps of the
humanitarian aid programme.
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A significant number of tools have been developed
in the last decades, ranging from the simple
suggestion box to social audit schemes and
monitoring tools that rely on technology solutions
(such as SMS notification and surveys).
Several elements need to be taken into account in
order to create a favourable environment for
communities
to
participate,
particularly
in
emergency situations. The choice of the monitoring
mechanism needs to be dependent on the
service/project monitored as well as on the specific
context, including local political and economic
power structures, potential risks, and other factors.
Community monitoring initiatives ought to have a
coherent voice and leadership to mobilise citizens,
ensure the proper implementation of the monitoring
process and to conduct the necessary advocacy. To
enable broad participation, it is essential to build
relationships of trust within the community. Trust
between citizens and the authorities monitored is
also important as it facilitates access to information
and follow-up activities.
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AN OVERVIEW
AND TOOLS

OF

CONCEPTS

weakness of accountability mechanisms that might
prevail and which are symptomatic of countries in the
midst of a crisis or conflict (Schouten 2011).

Social accountability: what and why?

Current community monitoring tools

Social accountability is understood as a form of
accountability emerging from individuals’ and civil
society actions aimed at holding public institutions to
account (UNDP 2010). Interest in this type of
accountability has gained increasing interest in
recent years since it involves non-state actors,
namely civil society. There is growing evidence that
civil society actors can make a crucial contribution to
strengthening
public
accountability,
reducing
inefficiencies, improving governance and combating
corruption, through mechanisms other than those
traditionally used such as elections (vertical
accountability) and government oversight bodies
(horizontal accountability) (Schouten 2011).

Stakeholder surveys

Social accountability can contribute to enhancing
development outcomes by strengthening the ties and
relationships
between
individuals
and
the
government (whether at the national or local level),
which has positive implications for fortifying
democratic governance. By constructing these
linkages, social accountability tools can help improve
the focus of public service delivery, monitor the
performance of the government and promote
responsive governance. Social accountability tools
can also have the benefit of stressing the needs of
and empowering the most vulnerable groups,
improving government transparency, and exposing
abuses and corruption (UNDP 2010).
In the context of humanitarian assistance, which
takes place in fragile states, conflict-afflicted states or
regions hit by natural disaster, social accountability
mechanisms can also play an important role in
ensuring efforts are designed for and reach
beneficiaries. In such situations, the often high levels
of aid, combined with the weakened traditional
accountability channels, can create opportunities for
the misappropriation and misuse of funds. Even
enforcement-based anti-corruption efforts might be
co-opted and politicised (Schouten 2011).
Most importantly, the active participation of citizens
and civil society in monitoring humanitarian aid
interventions and the delivery of basic services
presents a viable short-term solution to lack or

Stakeholder surveys are a questionnaire-based
quantitative tool used to measure the perceptions,
knowledge, constraints and experiences of various
stakeholders, both internal and external. This tool
solicits the feedback and observations of
organisations and individuals that affect or are
affected by a set service or project, or interact with an
organisation. The objective of stakeholder surveys is
eventually to make improvements in the delivery of
projects or services. Stakeholder surveys are often
part of a wider stakeholder engagement process
aiming to involve different groups in organisational
development to improve the effectiveness of projects
or services. This tool is increasingly used in
corporate,
government
and
non-government
organisations (PG EXCHANGE).
Stakeholder surveys have many advantages. They
serve to better inform stakeholders and gives them
an opportunity to express their opinions and influence
decision-making. Stakeholder surveys allow for
enhanced transparency, builds citizens’ trust,
strengthens accountability and responsiveness of
service providers (PG EXCHANGE).
On the down-side, stakeholder surveys are usually
quite time-consuming, which may hamper the
motivation and interest of communities, and
expensive. Service providers, local governments or
NGOs may therefore not have the capacity to
conduct such initiatives (PG EXCHANGE).
Humanitarian Response Index’ stakeholder survey
DARA, an independent organisation working to
improve
humanitarian
aid,
developed
the
Humanitarian Response Index (HRI) in 2007 to
assess how well donors apply the Good
Humanitarian Donorship (GHD) principles with the
aim of improving the quality, effectiveness,
transparency and accountability of governments’ aid.
In 2012, the organisation launched a wide
stakeholder consultation with key partners to rethink
the best way to improve the effectiveness and impact
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of humanitarian action. The subject of the survey is
the HRI and potential ways to make it a more
effective tool for a systemic improvement of
humanitarian aid.

and to advocate for improvements. In 1993, the
survey showed very low levels of satisfaction and
widespread corruption. The exercise was repeated
several times, and a decade later satisfaction had
increased by 40%.

Source: DANA, 2012
Source: International Budget Partnership, 2008

Citizen report cards

Community scorecards

Citizen report cards are a tool to engage citizens in
evaluating the quality of basic public services, such
as health care, water supply, elementary education
or public transport. This tool is a form of participatory
output/performance monitoring. These participatory
surveys allow users to provide feedback on the
performance, quality and attributes of certain
services such as availability, access, reliability,
transparency and agency responsiveness.

Community scorecards are a qualitative monitoring
tool used to assess the performance and quality of
basic services, projects or government administrative
units. Community scorecards are a type of
participatory output/performance monitoring, and
experts have distinguished community scorecards as
a hybrid of the techniques of social audit and citizen
report cards (ANSA-Africa 2010). This tool combines
the quantitative data collection technique of the
citizen report cards (the focus groups have to score
the identified service/unit) with community meetings
for citizens to be empowered to provide direct
feedback to service providers (UNDP 2010). The
service provider/unit conducts a self-evaluation that
is discussed with the project facilitators (PG
EXCHANGE). The process and recording of
scorecard results are then disseminated through the
media and the community. The follow-up process
should
be
institutionalised
to
ensure
the
implementation of the recommendations.

There are multiple objectives to citizen report cards.
They are used to identify flaws and wrongdoings
(such as bribery) in service delivery, as well as users’
dissatisfaction, and if used regularly, they can help
benchmark changes over time. Findings from this
community monitoring tool are publicised through the
media or public meetings to raise awareness and
promote transparency, accountability and integrity
(PG EXCHANGE).
Citizen report cards represent a significant
investment of time, resources and funds, which can
be a challenge. In addition, they require a certain
degree of openness from the government’s side,
along with a constructive engagement between those
monitored and the communities, so as not to create a
feeling of threat or personal attacks. Lastly, the
involvement of the media is key for disseminating
information and findings, and keeping all
stakeholders involved (PG EXCHANGE).
Public Affairs Centre
The Public Affairs Centre spearheaded citizen report
cards in the 1990s to assess the quality, integrity and
availability of basic services in the Indian city of
Bangalore. A group of citizens, that would later
become the Public Affairs Centre, used the private
sector practice of conducting client satisfaction
surveys to measure citizens’ satisfaction with public
services. The citizen report cards were used to raise
awareness of service providers’ poor performance

Similarly to the citizen report cards, the community
scorecards help to map inefficient and corruptionprone public services, to raise the awareness of the
community about their rights, and to promote
responsiveness,
transparency
and
integrity.
Moreover, it creates a channel of communication
between service providers and the community,
facilitating dialogue, and ideally, building trust.
On top of the time-demanding factor, this social
accountability tool can trigger reluctance from part of
the community in its early stage because it can
appear as not providing any practical benefits.
Similarly, it can create a feeling of mistrust on the
monitored side, with an impression of being
1
“judged” . In addition, service providers or
governments might not take the results of such
monitoring initiatives and the opinion of “common
1

Information collected through interviews with practitioners
conducted in the framework of this paper.
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people” seriously. It is thus important to involve all
the stakeholders from the very beginning (PG
EXCHANGE).
Community scorecards in Rwanda
The Norwegian People’s Aid recently launched the
Public Policy Information Monitoring and Advocacy
(PPIMA) project in Rwanda, of which community
scorecards are an essential element, seen as the tool
enabling the most comprehensive community
participation and empowerment mechanism for
Rwandan citizens to hold their service providers
accountable. The pilot phase focussed on 8 villages
per district but the project should progressively be
extended to the whole country. The project is
developing
strategic
partnerships
with
key
government institution and service providers.
The community scorecard process here includes 4
steps: the Input Tracking Matrix (comparison
between official and actual data and statistics); the
actual
Community
Generated
Performance
Scorecard; the Service Providers Scorecard; and the
Interface Meeting between users and providers.
The project looks at 5 service areas (out of which
each community could choose which one(s) to focus
on): health, education, water and sanitation,
agriculture and rural infrastructure. During the pilot
phase, a large number of communities identified
water and sanitation as the sectors that needed
improvement.
Source: Norwegian People’s Aid, no date

Suggestion boxes
Suggestion boxes are a simple way to monitor the
efficiency, availability, integrity and quality of a
service. Suggestion boxes give users and
communities the opportunity to voice their concerns
and complaints regarding a particular service. This
tool is more suited for small-scale monitoring, since it
targets a specific user-group of a specific service.
Suggestion boxes allow remote or marginalised
communities to anonymously play a role in the
accountability of service providers, which is a
significant asset, especially in authoritarian contexts.

of suggestion boxes are linked to the fact that
participation is voluntary and is not controlled; there
is therefore no scientifically sound and representative
sample and there is a risk of abuse (the boxes can
be damaged or “stuffed” by cronies of the officials
2
monitored) .
Suggestion boxes in the Masindi District Education
Network, in Uganda
The Masindi District Education Network (MADEN)
established suggestion
boxes, with privacy
guarantee, in a number of primary schools.
Numerous cases of abuse and general neglect of
duty were observed, the drop-out rate was high and
facilities insufficient. The MADEN started an
advocacy child club to discuss the concerns of
children and their families, but many participants did
not feel like they could talk openly. The suggestion
boxes were introduced to offer an anonymous
alternative. The boxes plays the role of a medium of
communication between the children and the other
stakeholders: once a week, each box is officially
opened and the suggestions are read out to the
members of the club and representatives of the
school management committee. The issues raised
are then prioritised and discussed with the
management.
Source: ODI, 2012

Social Audit
Social audits are a monitoring tool that serve to verify
how projects and services are carried out and how
resources are allocated with regards to social,
environmental and community objectives. Social
audits are carried out by the beneficiaries
themselves. They bring together users and service
providers to examine the impact of a certain
project/service, comparing its expected and actual
benefits. They have a broader scope than traditional
financial audits and should be seen as a supplement.
Social audits take many forms and shapes; they can
be implemented independently by civil society or in
conjunction with the government; they can be a onetime occurrence or be implemented regularly. Social
audits need to be shaped according to the nature of
2

Some of the main challenges with regards to the use

Information collected through interviews with practitioners
conducted in the framework of this paper.
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the project or service it assesses, and many
techniques and methodologies can be used. The first
step of a social audit is the definition of the scope of
the audit and the formation of the committee of
stakeholders, followed by the gathering and analysis
of information (both official documents and
stakeholders’ experiences and perceptions). Once
findings have been reached, they need to be
disseminated through public meetings and the media.
Dialogue is facilitated by holding public meetings
bringing together community members and
authorities or service providers.
Social audits contribute to raising public awareness
about standards and rights. Communities should be
empowered to voice their concerns and point to any
noticed mismanagement or abuse. Social audits
promote transparency through communities’ requests
for information. This type of monitoring tool can help
to create a better understanding between policymakers and local communities that will further
improve the quality of services and policies (PG
EXCHANGE).
Social audits require the access to official information
and the existence of accurate public records –
communities might need technical support to collect
and analyse the necessary data, as well as financial
support (PG EXCHANGE).
Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS)
MKSS is a peasant and workers’ union in the Indian
state of Rajasthan that has become well-known for
pioneering social audits that further fed national mass
movements demanding better access to information.
In 1994, MKSS wanted to access official documents
and financial information but had to rely on informal
means to acquire these, since the country did not
have a Right to Information Act yet. Once obtained,
these documents were scrutinized by local
communities and public meetings were held to
collectively audit the accounts and reports, in
comparison to the actual wages and conditions of the
workers. Through these means, communities
managed to expose many cases of embezzlement
and misuse of public funds.
Source: Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan, no date

Public Expenditure Tracking Survey (PETS)
PETS is a “follow the money” initiative. It is a
quantitative tool that tracks the flows of public
resources (financial, human and in-kind) to assess if
they actually reach the appropriate beneficiaries. The
unit of observation is usually a service facility or local
government. PETS is a survey measuring the funds
received at each stage of the public service delivery
chain from a nation’s treasury to the service delivery
unit, where the resources are supposed to be spent.
The survey gathers information on facility
characteristics, money flows, services delivered and
accountability arrangements, among others. The
functioning of this tool is very simple; by comparing
the amount of resources allocated by the treasury
and the resources that the surveyed service delivery
units claim to have received, one can estimate how
much money was diverted or leaked. PETS differs
from traditional audits because it does not observe all
service delivery units of a particular sector, but
instead uses statistics and representative samples
(Sundet 2008).
PETS is a useful way to strengthen the accountability
of basic service providers and to ensure that the
allocated resources reach the intended beneficiaries.
It is an effective diagnostic tool for the efficiency of
service delivery and allows for the tracking of abuses.
It is complementary to other more qualitative
monitoring tools that measure perceptions and
experiences of stakeholders and users.
The first Public Expenditure Tracking Survey in
Uganda
In 1996, a team of researchers from the World Bank
developed a survey to observe whether the
resources disbursed for Ugandan primary schools
actually reached the beneficiaries. The team decided
to track disbursals and receipts of the “capitation
grant”, a sum of funds planned for school supplies,
calculated as a set amount per student. The study
concluded that the system of controls was very weak
and failed to ensure that the government funds
actually reached the schools. It found that, in 1995,
only 26% of the resources dedicated to primary
schools made it to the final beneficiaries, with some
schools not receiving any money at all.
The publication of these findings acted as a wake-up
call for the government that launched an information
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campaign, made ministries start to publish data on
financial transfers, and district headquarters and
schools post notices to inform the communities of the
receipt of funds. A PETS conducted by the World
Bank in 2002 showed that 80% of the transferred
funds were received by the schools.
Source: Sundet, 2008

Public hearings
Public hearings are formal meetings at the
community level during which local officials and
community members get an opportunity to exchange
information, views and concerns about the affairs of
the community. These meetings generally concern
the community’s budget and its management. Public
hearings are open to the public, as the name of the
tool indicates, and represent a useful venue for
citizens to voice their opinions and complaints, and
for public officials to get a better understanding of the
community. It is important for this type of event to be
successful in order to conduct a broad advertisement
in the community to ensure the best participation and
inclusion possible. The discussions need a set of
defined ground rules as well as an impartial facilitator
to guide the debates. The discussion should be
captured in a report to ensure proper follow-up of
actions, such as monitoring of implementation of
commitments and holding officials to account, among
others. (World Bank).
Poverty Forums in Liberia
To encourage citizens to play a bigger role in the
shaping and monitoring of public services, the Center
for Transparency and Accountability in Liberia
(CENTAL) formed Poverty Watch Councils
composed of community members with diverse
backgrounds, and trained them on corruption and
governance issues. These councils are responsible
for organising Poverty Forums, which are public
hearings bringing together the authorities, service
providers and communities for open discussions.
Representatives from the health, education, justice
and infrastructure sectors give presentations on
recent development work and responded to people’s
concerns.
These public hearings help fill the information gap on
a wide range of topics, informing people about their
rights, and empower citizens to hold their leaders

accountable.
Source: Transparency International, 2012

Community radio
Community radios are not a social accountability tool
per se, but they can play a crucial role as an effective
means to disseminate information and facilitate the
implementation of other community monitoring
initiatives.
A community radio channel differs from other forms
of broadcasting as it is a not-for-profit initiative. It is
owned and managed by a community (geographical
or thematic). A community radio is an interactive
means of communication that gives listeners many
opportunities to participate. This channel of
communication is particularly suited for illiterate
individuals and copes with specific local issues in
local languages. Programs should reflect the special
interests and needs of the community.
Community radio in Mozambique
The Center for Public Integrity (CIP) initiated a
dialogue with a number of districts in Mozambique to
encourage citizens to speak up and hold public
officials to account. The organisation worked with
locally nominated activists to gather information
about abuses and mismanagement of basic services
that was then broadcasted via community radio
programmes. The activists interviewed people about
their perception of corruption in public services and
service providers and public officials could respond to
these concerns from the radio studio. The community
radio followed-up on the pledges made by local
officials, leading to better dialogue and service
improvements.
Source: Transparency International, 2012

Citizen’s charter
Similarly to the community radio, the citizen’s charter
is not necessarily a social accountability tool but a
means for the successful implementation of various
accountability initiatives.
A citizen's charter is a document that informs
communities about the entitlements they have as
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users of a public service; the procedures and costs of
the service; the standards to expect for a service
(time-frame and quality); and solutions available for
non-adherence to standards. A citizen’s charter is a
way to better inform citizens about their rights,
empowering them to hold leaders to account and to
pressure service providers to improve their
performance. Knowing the standards in place is an
essential prerequisite to monitor and assess the
quality of a service.
A citizen’s charter is not only a document, it is also
the process by which information is disseminated and
awareness is raised. A citizen’s charter can be
produced following the sharing of community
scorecard
results,
reflecting
state-society
collaboration
and
contributing
to
improved
3
accountability, buy-in and trust .

ICT-based monitoring
New Information and Communication Technology
(ICTs) are increasingly seen by governments as well
as activists and civil society as an important tool to
promote transparency and accountability as well as
to identify and reduce corruption. ICTs, in the form of
websites, mobile phones and applications, among
others, have been used to facilitate the access to
official information, to monitor the efficiency and
integrity of social services, and to render financial
information more transparent. ICTs can be used to
facilitate the tracking of revenue flows and financing,
to map aid and budget data, to report problems and
abuses, and to facilitate communication and
dissemination of information. ICTs allow for real-time
information exchange and collection, and give the
opportunity to individuals in remote areas to voice
their concerns. However, such technologies can be
costly and they rely on internet or mobile phone
penetration, which can be low in certain regions.
Using ICTs to report corruption and
mismanagement
Reporting on water point breakdowns

54% of the water points function properly and this
programme aims to enable communities to report on
breakdowns of water points directly to the local
authorities. The engineers responsible for the repair
receive an SMS through the partnership set up by
Maji Matone, to be able to address the problems in a
timely manner. Aggregated monthly reports are
produced and disseminated through the media.
This initiative was initially efficient in putting pressure
on local authorities and governments to be
responsive. The funding to support rural water
access has increased by 400% between 2006 and
2012. The government also committed to establish a
National Water Infrastructure Monitoring System,
based on the Maji Matone programme. However, it
has been observed that, following the initial
successful phase, individuals disengage and only few
SMSs were sent. Daraja mentioned citizens’
reluctance to report on government abuses and the
limited penetration of technology as reasons for lack
4
of sustained success .
Source: Schouten, 2012
FrontlineSMS and the flood in Pakistan
The Popular Engagement Policy Lab (PEPL),
through FrontlineSMS, used mobile phones, SMS
more specifically, to communicate with affected
communities during the humanitarian response to the
floods in Pakistan in 2011. The established
mechanism allowed communities to report on the
performance of the humanitarian aid project
managed by a Pakistani NGO called Strengthening
Participatory Organisation (SPO), sharing their
experiences of accessing shelter and food.
Picture cards, a call-back service and a numbering
system were developed to respond to the challenge
of illiteracy and adaptability of mobile phone coding
to Arabic.
Source: FrontlineSMS, 2012

The non-for-profit organisation Daraja recently
initiated a programme called Maji Matone (“raising
the water pressure”) in Tanzania. In this country, only
3

Information collected through interviews with practitioners
conducted in the framework of this paper.

4

Information collected through interviews with practitioners
conducted in the framework of this paper.
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Using ICTs for data collection
Conducting surveys through mobile phones
In Tanzania, Twaweza, a grass-roots organisation in
East Africa, launched a data collection initiative
called Sauti za Wananchi. This project uses mobile
phones to regularly collect information from citizens
about the implementation of policies and services
throughout the country, as an alternative to traditional
survey techniques that are often too costly. This
initiative gives the opportunity to citizens to express
their complaints and offers policy-makers direct
access to communities’ experiences and citizens’
views
Sauti za Wananchi uses a standard three stage
survey sampling design: in stage one, so-called
Enumeration Areas (EAs) – survey areas in rural and
urban settings defined by the Tanzania National
Bureau of Statistics – were sampled. Then all
households in the sampled EAs were listed and 10
were selected randomly. And finally, in the third
stage, one respondent was randomly chosen from all
adult household members in each selected
household.
All the information collected is made available on the
Sauti za Wananchi website. Moreover, the
programme team will aggregate the data and present
it in understandable graphs and forms, to be used by
the widest audience possible.
Source: Twaweza, 2013
Using ICTs to map aid and track revenue flows
OpenSpending and aid flows
Openspending.org
is
an
Open
Knowledge
Foundation initiative promoting open knowledge and
data, particularly regarding government budgets
through a mapping of the money flows. The aim of
Openspending.org is to help track every government
and corporate financial transaction across the world
and present it in user-friendly and engaging forms.
OpenSpending is used by the International Aid
Transparency Initiative (IATI) to map and track aid
spending in 150 countries.

This mapping and monitoring exercise publishes the
amount of aid received annually by each of the
observed countries, as well as the sector to which the
aid is allocated. It provides details about the origin of
the funds, as well as the type of aid (project-based,
budget support etc.), the type of financial flows (ODA,
private grants etc.) and the type of financing (aid
loan, grant etc.). This information is extremely
valuable for citizens and communities to monitor the
management of international aid and its quality.
Source: OpenSpending, http://openspending.org/iati

2

LESSONS
LERNT
INCENTIVES
PARTICIPATION

AND
FOR

There has been growing interest, in recent years, in
initiatives aimed at involving citizens, communities
and beneficiaries in the monitoring and assessment
of basic services or development and humanitarian
projects. In spite of the assumption that social
accountability mechanisms contribute to better
performance and quality of basic services and aidbased projects, the evidence of the positive
outcomes of community monitoring on the reduction
of mismanagement and corruption remain mostly
anecdotal due to the conceptual and methodological
challenges of such evaluations. Measuring levels of
corruption and change overtime presents challenges
in itself since it implies using a baseline for
comparison and collecting data regularly. Moreover,
the issue of attribution adds an additional level of
complexity as it is difficult to trace positive
developments back to any specific intervention
(Chêne 2012).
Studies conducted on social accountability initiatives
however increasingly tend to identify lessons learnt
and factors of success. Enhancing citizens’
knowledge about their rights and commonly accepted
standards and practices is an incentive in itself as it
empowers individuals to demand the services and
assistance they are entitled to, but it is important to
note that creating a favourable environment for
citizens to participate is essential for community
monitoring initiatives to be efficient.
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Cultural sensitivity and confidentiality

Resources and capacity

As demonstrated in this paper, there are a multitude
of community monitoring tools available, and the
development of new technologies further widens the
palette of possibilities. The first key to success is to
pick the appropriate social accountability tool, taking
into consideration the local context, the quality of
governance and the level of citizen capacity, among
others. Schouten (2011) takes the example of public
hearings, which might present a number of dangers
in a fragile context where confrontation with the
authorities can lead to violence.

Community monitoring mechanisms should include
sufficient resources and time to properly collect and
analyse the data. It is important to allow for flexibility,
whilst trying to stick to the set deadlines to avoid
frustrations. Finding a balance between efficiency
and group discussion is important (ALNAP/URD
2009)

Social accountability mechanisms ultimately aim to
improve the performance and quality of basic
services or aid projects. A clear understanding of the
purpose, objectives and importance of community
monitoring is an incentive. Citizens need to be
assured that they can provide feedback in a safe
environment; experts sometimes point to the
importance of long-term engagement and presence
on the ground of facilitators (Collaborative Learning
Projects 2011).

Leadership and coherent voice by
communities
Social accountability initiatives need the strong
mobilisation of communities and citizens, which in
turn requires a coherent voice or leadership
(Schouten 2011). To tackle this concern, experts
encourage the participation of civil society
organisations in community monitoring projects to
properly operationalise the process. Civil society
organisations should take part in these initiatives in
several ways: as part of the monitoring committees,
as resource groups providing support, and as entities
helping to collect information (National Rural Health
Mission India 2013). Community-based organisations
are commonly the facilitators of social accountability
initiatives at the local level, in charge of managing the
operations, following up on actions, mobilising and
training citizens, securing funding, and engaging with
the authorities – which often presents challenges
(Schouten 2011). It is generally accepted that to be
efficient, community monitoring mechanisms ought to
be anchored in the local context, meaning that they
should address context-specific constraints and
opportunities and be receptive to local ways and
procedures (ODI 2013).

Collecting robust evidence and systematic data is the
basis for many social accountability initiatives, and
communities need to gain the necessary expertise to
understand the information and specific obstacles
they might face. In addition, access to information is
crucial for community monitoring and often
represents an issue. A large number of countries
have yet to adopt a “right to information” law, and,
among the states who legally grant their citizens
access to information, many do not properly
implement the law. Besides the lack of political will,
governments sometimes have limited capacity to
disclose official information, which is often the case
of local governments (PG Exchange). International
transparency initiatives have shown that it is
important to support capacities on both the demand
and disclosure sides, strengthening both those
requesting information and the institutions that ought
to be transparent (Schouten 2011).

Advocacy and communication
In the absence of legal sanctions, community
monitoring initiatives should have a clear strategy on
how to hold officials to account and how to advocate
for change. Initiatives need to be linked to other
forms and factors of accountability, such as the
media and elections (PG Exchange). The World
Bank conducted a stocktaking of social accountability
initiatives, which demonstrated that integrated
advocacy and communication strategies resulted in
greater social accountability achievements (Schouten
2011). According to practitioners, advocacy efforts
based on concrete facts coming from the local level
5
has proved to be very powerful .
Moreover, practitioners have noted that the advocacy
plan of community monitoring schemes is not only
5

Information collected through interviews with practitioners
conducted in the framework of this paper.
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essential to push for improvement but also in giving
incentives to citizens to participate. To maintain faith
in the mechanisms, it is important that communities
see that their concerns are really taken into account
and that they receive feedback. Similarly, social
accountability mechanisms are generally more
successful when the initiative comes from the
bottom-up, rather than being a donor requirement
(Collaborative Learning Projects 2011).

Sequencing, participation and trust
UNDP highlights that community monitoring often
involves a shift of power away from the groups that
traditionally made the decisions without being
questioned, which can be sensitive and challenging.
Communities and organisations initiating such
projects should be aware of the risks involved in
strengthening the voice and influence of those who
were usually marginalised and excluded from
decision-making processes (UNDP 2010). Besides
political sensitivity, communities might have strong
internal power imbalances that might reflect biased
information.
Therefore,
social
accountability
initiatives, such as public hearings, should find ways
to ensure that all voices are equally heard; experts
also advise on the disaggregation of data across age,
gender, religion, ethnicity and disability, among
others (PG Exchange).
In the context of conflict or fragility, promoting social
accountability can even fuel violence. It is thus
important to build a relationship of trust with those
who are monitored, involving them in the process
from its early stage and building channels of
communications with them. Ensuring that all
stakeholders understand the objectives and potential
gains of such initiatives facilitates access and
exchange of information, as well as advocacy
opportunities (PG Exchange). Building trust between
the public officials or service provider and the
community reduces the security risks and the
perceived threat, and could potentially encourage
citizens to take part. Providing communities with a
venue to interact with public officials, local leaders
and service providers is generally seen as a
significant motivation to participate in monitoring
activities (ODI 2013). A study conducted on a
scorecard programme in Malawi indicated that this
mechanism worked particularly well when it facilitated
collaborative spaces and forms of collective problem
solving involving different stakeholders (ODI 2011).

Moreover, experts affirm that community monitoring
initiatives are more successful when they rely on a
wide range of partners (UNDP 2010) and should
consequently integrate efforts to build trust between
various parts of the community to encourage broad
participation (PG Exchange). Relationships of trust
should ideally be built beyond the community and
those monitored to maximise chances for success,
reaching aid agencies, local governments and
members of parliament, among others. Involving
stakeholders beyond those directly affected could
offer an opportunity to streamline and integrate social
accountability into existing structures (school
curricula, farmers’ cooperatives, among others) to
6
reduce the opportunity costs .

Lesson learnt specific to humanitarian
aid
Even though many of the monitoring tools are similar,
countries in need of humanitarian aid experience
unique challenges and constraints.
A central concern regarding community participation
in emergency situations is that it takes too much
time. Practitioners however report that time pressure
does not need to be an obstacle, but that finding the
adequate intermediaries and methods to build trust
are all the more crucial. The issue of security and
safety of the population is particularly important in
emergency contexts, and humanitarian organisations
need to assess the effect of their presence and
activities on the communities and ensure that
confidentiality structures are in place to allow for
community participation.
Humanitarian crises have a considerable impact in
social structures and physical features, and can
deeply affect the ability of citizens to participate.
People might have been injured or displaced, certain
locations can become out of reach, and the
psychological trauma or social breakdown might limit
the will of citizens to participate in any community
exercise.
More detailed information to be found in
ALNAP/URD’s Factors Affecting Participation in
Humanitarian Responses.
6

Information collected through interviews with practitioners
conducted in the framework of this paper.
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“Anti-Corruption Helpdesk Answers provide
practitioners around the world with rapid ondemand briefings on corruption. Drawing on
publicly available information, the briefings
present an overview of a particular issue and
do not necessarily reflect Transparency
International’s official position.”
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