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ON STIMULATING CITIZEN ACTIVISM 

Samuel Paul 

Organising collective action by ordinary citizens is not an easy task. It explains 

why such interventions occur so infrequently, and are difficult to sustain. ―People 

Power‖ in the Philippines, or the recent large scale protests led by monks in 

Myanmar are rare examples of collective citizen action. Ordinary people are busy 

with earning a livelihood and supporting their families. It is costly for them to give 

their time and energies to public issues when they have more important priorities 

and are unsure that they will benefit from such public participation. It is when a 

public crisis or cause that affects their survival or deeply held values that they 

will join together to tackle the problem. A second reason why some people may 

not engage in collective action is because they believe that they will anyway 

benefit from what others try to achieve through collective action. This is the ―free 

rider‖ phenomenon that is often observed in the public arena in many societies. 

The benefits of ―public goods‖ cannot be restricted to just those who may have led 

the campaigns to create them. A small group may have worked hard to get a new 

road in their village, but others will also be able to use the road. The incentive to 

engage in collective action then tends to be weak because of this spill over effect. 

A third reason that applies especially to developing countries is the wide 

prevalence of ignorance among large segments of the population and the 

difficulties in reaching and communicating with them. For those who organise 

collective action, this can act as a disincentive.  If the costs are prohibitive, large 

scale citizen action may not emerge at all. 

The examples of citizen action discussed in this paper do not pertain to major 

political or national crises. Our focus is on cities and other local areas where it is 

a bit easier to organise collective action. But even in these smaller spatial units, 

collective action will not emerge unless several conditions are met. The most 

important among these is severity of the problem faced by the people. It is when 

an initiative addresses issues of great concern to the people that they can be 

stimulated to come together for joint action. The ―citizen report cards‖ of 

Bangalore presented below meets this criterion. The compactness of a spatial unit 

such as a town or city makes communication and organisation also more 

manageable. In the following pages, a short account of how civic activism was 
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generated in Bangalore will be presented. The lessons of this experience and their 

implications  are also summarised. 

In most developing countries, the provision of essential public services to the 

people is the responsibility of government. Monopoly in services often results in 

inefficiency and non-responsiveness that in turn causes much public 

dissatisfaction. In this context, consumers of the services have no recourse to 

market alternatives. As citizens, however, they can demand better performance 

from government agencies if they are strongly motivated and organised. But 

someone or a group has to lead this initiative. In fact, this is what happened in 

Bangalore where an innovative tool for making such demands was created and 

later named the ―citizen report card.‖ A civil society initiative undertaken over the 

past decade in Bangalore, India, shows the potential of this tool for collective civic 

action and increased public accountability. 

A report card grades a service provider based on feedback from the users of its 

services. Services can be rated on different dimensions and the ratings compared 

across agencies. This is made possible by the participation of large numbers of 

citizens who are users of various public services through the survey methodology. 

The dissemination of the ratings through the media and public meetings can be 

used to stimulate agency leaders to improve their services, thus substituting for 

pressures from a competitive market for services. Report cards, reinforced by 

advocacy campaigns carried out by civil society groups and the media, provide a 

tool for increasing and targeting pressures for reform. 

The Bangalore experience, with three successive report card initiatives in 1994, 

1999, and 2003, shows that success can take time. The first report card, in 1994, 

gave very low ratings to all the major service providers of the city, creating a sense 

of shame through public exposure of the problems. But it did not make an 

immediate impact on service improvement, as only a few of the providers 

acknowledged their problems and took corrective action. The second report card, 

in 1999, showed that limited improvement had occurred in some services. The 

third report card, in 2003, revealed substantial improvement in almost all the 

service providers. There was not only a significant increase in citizen satisfaction 

with the services, but also some decline in corruption. 

This success was the result of multiple factors. On the demand side, the report 

cards and attendant media publicity led to public ―glare,‖ or heightened public 

attention to service problems. This triggered a response on the supply side, as the 

state government set up a new public-private partnership forum to help the 

service providers upgrade their services and improve responsiveness. The political 

support and commitment of the chief minister of Karnataka state, of which 
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Bangalore is the capital, was an important factor. The innovative practices 

introduced by the partnership forum, the proactive role of external catalysts such 

as the media and  civil society groups , and the learning that came from the 

experiments initiated by the different players all contributed to the better 

performance of the city’s service providers. 

A History of the Initiative, 1993–2003 

During 1993–94, a small group of citizens in Bangalore prepared a report card on 

the public services in their city, based on feedback from the users of these 

services. The reason for this unusual initiative was the dismal state of essential 

services in the city and the public perception that government was on the whole 

indifferent to this problem. The report card initiators hoped that their effort would 

stimulate citizens to demand greater public accountability from the service 

providers, or, at a minimum, give wider publicity to the problem. 

Bangalore in 1993 was a growing industrial city with a population of over 4 

million, already becoming a hub of information technology. Yet a quarter of its 

population was poor, living mainly in slums spread throughout the city. As in 

other Indian cities, residents depended on several public agencies established by 

the state government for their essential services. Thus the city’s municipal 

corporation provided roads, street lights, and garbage removal, while another 

agency supplied electricity. Water, transport, telecommunications, health care, 

and urban land and housing were the responsibility of other large public service 

providers. 

In this context, the small citizens’ group in Bangalore, which I led, decided to 

launch a survey to gather feedback on public services. The methodology was to 

tap into the knowledge and experience of the users of services in a neutral and 

professional manner. It was the pooling and analysis of this information that 

formed the basis for the collective civic action. What we generated was a form of 

―collective feedback‖ of citizens on a set of essential services. The survey was 

carried out by a supportive market research firm, with survey costs met through 

local donations. 

Survey development began with an assessment of service-related problems 

through focus group discussions. Structured questionnaires were then designed 

and pre tested to ensure their relevance and suitability for field-level interviews. 

The survey covered nearly 1,200 households, with one questionnaire for general 

households (mainly middle-class) and another for slum households (mainly low-

income). In both cases the objectives were to find out (a) how satisfactory were the 

public services from the users’ perspective, (b) which aspects of the services were 
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satisfactory and which were not, and (c) the direct and indirect costs incurred by 

users for these services. Satisfaction was measured on a scale of 1 to 7, and 

ratings for the different dimensions of services were aggregated to yield averages. 

Trained investigators conducted the field interviews. The results obtained from 

analysis of the data were used to rate the different service providers in terms of 

quality of service, corruption, and overall user satisfaction. A structured 

summary of these ratings for all agencies involved was called the ―citizen report 

card on public services.‖ 

A report card can help to improve public services in three ways, all of which came 

into play in the Bangalore experience. First of all, when the government’s own 

monitoring is weak or incomplete, efforts to track service delivery from a user 

perspective can help compensate for this deficiency. A report card can thus serve 

as a benchmarking exercise. When it is repeated after a year or two, both the 

government and citizens can see whether things are improving or not, and take 

action accordingly. Second, a report card can create a ―glare effect.‖ When the 

results are publicized, the performance of service providers becomes widely 

known to one and all, bringing shame to an agency whose ratings are bad and, 

ideally, motivating that agency to perform better. This effect, of course, will work 

only in settings where there is freedom of the press and a relatively open society. 

Third, report cards can motivate organized civic groups to be proactive in 

demanding greater accountability from service providers. They may, for example, 

engage in dialogue with the agencies on ways to improve services, propose reform 

options, and promote public awareness about the needed remedies. 

Bangalore’s first report card in 1994 revealed several interesting patterns (Paul 

1995). In the set of middle-income households, satisfaction levels did not exceed 

25 per cent for any of the seven service providers covered. Dissatisfaction levels 

were very high among these respondents, reaching 65 per cent in the case of the 

Bangalore Development Authority. Satisfaction with staff behaviour in the seven 

agencies averaged only 25 per cent. 

Thus the 1994 report card results from both middle-income and low-income 

households presented a picture of highly unsatisfactory and non responsive 

service providers in the city. The findings were widely publicized in the Bangalore 

press. Newspapers played a particularly important role in creating public 

awareness of the findings; a leading paper, the Times of India, published weekly 

features highlighting the findings about individual agencies over a period of 

months. The full report card was provided to the state government and to the 

service providers themselves. Citizen groups were invited to debate the findings 

and propose ways to deal with the problems highlighted by the report card. 
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The group of citizens responsible for the initiative did not initially plan for follow-

up beyond publication of the report card itself. But enquiries began to reach us 

on how this work, along with advocacy for reform, could be scaled up. This 

growing public interest persuaded us to establish a new non profit organization, 

the Public Affairs Centre (PAC), in Bangalore in 1994. Early activities included 

responding to requests for advice from three of the seven service providers 

covered by the report. In particular, the worst-rated agency asked PAC to assist in 

further investigating its problems and finding remedies (Paul 2002). 

Although the providers did not take immediate action to improve their services, a 

process of reform had begun. In addition to the dialogue of three agencies with 

PAC, the municipal commissioner also decided to create a joint forum for service 

providers and civil society. This served not only as an opportunity for dialogue on 

services, but also as an instrument to generate new reform ideas and 

experiments. 

In 1999 PAC prepared a second report card on Bangalore’s public services. The 

survey methodology used was essentially the same as in 1994, but the sample 

size was increased to 2,000 households. Two additional agencies were covered, 

raising the total to nine. The results showed some improvement in public 

satisfaction with most of the seven agencies that had also been rated in 1994 

(Paul and Sekhar 2000). The average satisfaction level, however, was still below 

50 per cent, even for the better-performing agencies. One disturbing finding was 

that corruption levels had increased in several agencies. The report card also 

indicated a clear link between petty corruption and inefficient service provision. 

Low-income people continued to have to make more visits to agencies to solve 

their problems than did their middle-income counterparts. Despite the limited 

progress demonstrated and the backsliding on corruption, the sequence of two 

report cards demonstrated how such phenomena could be tracked and 

highlighted through credible methods, bringing the agencies under a ―public 

scanner.‖ 

The follow-up actions in 1999 differed significantly from those in 1994. Well 

before public dissemination of the results, PAC presented mini–report cards 

individually to each of the major service providers in the city. This was followed 

by a seminar for management teams from selected agencies to exchange their 

experiences with reforms since the first report card. These deliberations, 

including agencies that had sought PAC’s help as well as those that had not, 

showed that all the agencies were engaged in efforts to improve their services in 

different ways. Finally, a public meeting was held in which the second report 

card’s findings were presented to both leaders and staff of all the service 

providers, with citizen groups and media also present. Leaders of the agencies 
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addressed the gathering and explained to the public their plans to deal with the 

problems highlighted in the report card. This event and the report card findings 

were widely covered by the news media. 

Although the 1999 report card showed only limited improvements in the city’s 

services, it was clear that several of the service providers had taken action to 

improve service quality and to respond to specific issues raised by the first report 

card. Several agencies, for example, had improved their billing procedures. In 

addition, most agencies had started joint forums with users, intended to improve 

responsiveness by staff. 

Within a few months of the second report card, the potential for greater impact 

increased dramatically when the new chief minister of Karnataka state 

announced the creation of a Bangalore Agenda Task Force (BATF) to improve the 

services and infrastructure of the city, with greater public participation. BATF 

was established as a public-private partnership involving several nonofficial and 

eminent citizens (including the present author) along with the heads of all service 

providers. In contrast to the more limited agency responses, this move by the 

chief minister ensured systemic responses across agencies. It was the first time 

that a chief minister in India had launched an initiative to improve services for a 

large city in response to citizen feedback. 

In 2003, PAC launched the third citizen report card in Bangalore. The findings 
were presented at a BATF Summit meeting attended by the Chief Minister, other 

ministers, and a large number of citizens. For the first time, the report card gave 
high marks to most agencies, a big improvement from the ratings of 1994 and 

1999. Public satisfaction with the services, staff conduct, and problem incidence  
showed a significant rise. Even corruption levels had come down somewhat. Many 

factors seem to have contributed to this positive outcome. It is useful to examine 
them in some detail. 

The drivers of change in Bangalore can be divided into two categories. On the one 

hand, demand-side factors such as citizen and media pressure sparked and 

sustained the change. This required the context of an open democratic society 

with institutionalized tolerance of dissent and debate. On the other hand, supply-

side factors, in the form of government action to implement reforms, were also 

indispensable. The government response made possible the interaction between 

citizens and agencies that led to positive outcomes in improvement of services. 

Factors Contributing to Success 

In the decade-long report card experience in Bangalore, it is possible to identify 

three factors on the demand side that worked together to sustain pressure for 
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change. Most important were the report cards themselves and advocacy by a 

diverse network of civil society groups. These were reinforced by media attention 

and by public meetings. These factors operated both in sequence and 

interactively. Thus the first report card stimulated media publicity as well as civil 

society activism. By the time of the second report card, civic groups and the 

Public Affairs Centre were working together to maximize their joint impact. 

The Glare Effect of Citizen Report Cards 

The Bangalore report cards exerted pressure on the city’s service providers in 

three ways. First, by providing focused information on performance from the 

perspective of citizens, the reports put the agencies under a public scanner. Such 

information was new to them, and as much of it was negative, it had the effect of 

shaming the poor performers. Evidence from the corporate world shows that 

measuring and quantifying work and outputs tends to make organizations pay 

more attention to what is being measured. Something similar seems to have 

happened in the Bangalore service agencies. The chairman of the Bangalore 

Development Authority (BDA) recalled his reaction after the first report card gave 

his agency a low rating: ―For the first time, there was a feedback from the public 

on the performance of agencies. My curiosity was triggered by the fact that in the 

rankings the report card assigned to the various agencies, I found the BDA had 

got the first rank from the bottom. I thought I should do something about this.‖1 

A similar motivation is evident in the initiative some agencies took after the first 

report card to contact PAC for its advice and assistance to improve services. 

Public agencies tend to be sensitive to adverse publicity, especially in a 

democracy. 

Second, interagency comparisons seem to have worked as a surrogate for market 

competition.2 Although each service provider is a monopoly within its distinctive 

area of activity, the report card sets up a competitive arena by permitting 

interagency comparison of common attributes. Users, the media, and civil society 

groups see delays, bribery, and no responsiveness as negative features in any 

service provider. The fact that the chairmen of some of the agencies called PAC to 

find out where they stood in the second report card before its findings were 

released shows that organizations do pay attention to how the public views them. 

Third, it appears that some agency chairmen, at least, saw the report card as an 

aid in their efforts to reform their agencies. Although the feedback on their 

agencies was initially negative, these leaders took a positive view of the exercise. 

They used the findings to goad their colleagues to take action to improve services. 

It is important to note that the report card was not a one-time initiative ending 

with the dissemination of findings. Rather, the first report card was followed up 
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by two more within 10 years, and by ongoing advocacy for more responsive and 

efficient agencies. 

 

 

Demand Pressure through Civil Society Groups 

The report cards helped stimulate complementary public advocacy work, with the 

two factors together having a cumulative impact on the government and citizens 

of Bangalore. This advocacy, spearheaded by PAC, was carried out through a 

network of civic groups and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) in the city. 

The number of such groups increased significantly in the period following the first 

report card. Only about 20 were active in 1994; by 2000, their number exceeded 

200. Not all of them were dynamic groups. Even so, many did participate in the 

campaigns and meetings organized by PAC, adding to the public pressure on 

service providers. 

The network included two types of organizations. Neighbourhood groups called 

residents’ associations focus on one part of the city but have a direct interest in 

the performance of all the service providers. Citywide NGOs focus on specific civic 

or service-related issues. Both kinds of organizations participated in public 

meetings and seminars where report cards or other civic issues were discussed. 

These meetings engaged the service providers in active public dialogues, in 

contrast to the closed personal meetings with officials that previously were 

customary in all agencies. Some service providers, such as the electricity board, 

the water and sanitation board, and even the police, subsequently organized their 

own forums, inviting civil society groups for dialogue. As a result, interactions 

between organized civic groups and the service providers grew significantly. 

Civic advocacy increased the stimulus for reform and responsiveness on the part 

of the service providers. This was already evident in 1999. After a public meeting 

held in Bangalore in connection with the second report card, a leading 

newspaper, the Times of India, said in an editorial: ―PAC, in creating this forum, 

has opened doors, even windows, for a healthy tête-à-tête with our service 

providers. The honesty on display was remarkable . . . this is the spirit of 

democracy in action. Civil society working in tandem with government for the 

greater good of all‖ (November 8, 1999). 

In addition to such meetings, several NGOs have made distinctive contributions 

by carrying out citywide campaigns on specific issues. These campaigns, in most 

cases assisted by partnership with PAC, have served to strengthen the city’s 
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―social capital.‖ One NGO undertook advocacy work linked to property tax reform. 

Another examined the municipal budget and engaged the city corporation in a 

debate on service efficiency and public expenditure. A third worked on the 

improvement of solid waste management.3 

Reinforcement of Pressure by the Media 

The print media in Bangalore played an unusual role by adding their weight to 

the pressure for better services. In 1994 the newspapers did little more than 

publicise the negative findings of the report card or other similar critical 

assessments. Investigative reports on civic issues were few and far between. 

Subsequently, however, the newspapers began to take a much more proactive 

role. 

After deciding to devote more space to public service problems and related civic 

issues, several newspapers sought PAC’s advice and technical support for special 

features. One newspaper began a series of reports on the different wards of the 

city, highlighting their problems and focusing on their elected council members. 

Another leading newspaper even took the initiative to organize meetings in 

different parts of the city at which citizens were invited to voice their local 

problems in the presence of senior officials from a selected group of public 

agencies. A large number of public officials thus were exposed to the issues of the 

localities and pressed to respond with answers. These meetings received much 

publicity in the newspaper, as did the remedial actions taken subsequently. This 

public process clearly put increased pressure on the agencies to be more 

transparent and accountable and to deliver on their promises. 

The Bangalore report cards were the first to be initiated by PAC. But there have 

been many other applications of this tool in Bangalore as well as in other parts of 

India and in other countries (Paul 2002). One case of special relevance to the poor 

was PAC’s report card on the maternity hospitals for poor women in Bangalore. 

Its findings led to systematic advocacy work by several NGOs and ultimately to 

the adoption of important reforms in the management of these hospitals that have 

benefited low-income mothers and children (Paul 2002; Gopakumar 2005). More 

recently, PAC has launched new fora for citizen action such as the Coalition 

Against Corruption, and Right to Information Group that function in Bangalore in 

partnership with several  other NGOs. 

Lessons Learned 

When a government and its service providers are non responsive or perform 

poorly, civil society has the responsibility to demand greater accountability. 
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Report cards in conjunction with advocacy can then become a tool to stimulate 

government and its service agencies to respond to the systemic problems being 

experienced by the people. Although there is no guarantee of effective responses, 

since that also depends on agency responsiveness and on the political 

commitment of government authorities, the Bangalore report cards show the 

potential for dramatic improvements. The diagnostic value of this tool for agency 

leaders themselves, combined with the glare effect of public attention, can create 

strong pressures for greater responsiveness. 

1. Involve civic groups early in the process: The dissemination of findings 

and the follow-up advocacy work are likely to be more effective when 

concerned civil society institutions are involved from the start. In 

Bangalore, PAC itself emerged as a civil society initiative. And early 

consultations with NGOs working with the poor helped sharpen the PAC’s 

later surveys’ focus on the problems of poor households. This is important 

because many NGOs are not familiar with survey methods and analysis. 

They need to be convinced about how this new knowledge will help their 

cause. This is not to say that they need to become experts in technical 

matters. Typically, citizens and civic groups are invited to share their 

understanding of the problems and the kinds of issues they would like to 

get feedback on. They are also given an understanding of the findings and 

their implications. Their participation and support tend to become stronger 

when their understanding of the process and potential outcomes is 

enhanced. 

2. Choose the problem for collective action with utmost care: In 

Bangalore, the crisis in public service delivery was the focus. There was 

widespread dissatisfaction about public services among the people, and 

they were sufficiently concerned about it to devote their time and energies 

to demand change. If the issue was about public procurement or 

recruitment of staff in the agencies, it is doubtful that the same interest 

and commitment to action could be generated.  Disasters and major 

political crises and scandals may also energise the public to engage in 

collective action. After a while, however, their interest may peter out and 

hence the sustainability of public action  will be in doubt. In many issues of 

public governance, sustained interest and continued action are essential. 

The causes involved and the modes of action thus become extremely 

important. 

3. Strategic use of the media can strengthen collective action: 

Communicating with citizens at large is an essential part for the success of 

civic activism. Not everyone attends all events and discussions. It is the 



 

 12 

media that can take the message to the wider public. Without proper 

communication with the media, however, this cannot be accomplished. 

Media publicity has a direct impact on the policy makers and political 

leaders too. In Bangalore, the media played a key role in all these respects. 

The press, for example, saw the issue of public services as high priority, 

and they helped disseminate the report card findings and strongly pitched 

for change. At a later stage, some of the newspapers started their own 

campaign and held public meetings in different parts of the city. 

4. Credible champions are essential to sustain citizen activism: 

Spontaneous collective action may occur when people face major crises or 

disasters. But in the governance arena, where issues need to be studied 

and coalitions created, a leadership role has to be played by a person or a 

small group. This is especially true of cases where the generation of 

knowledge has to support action. The report card, for example, provided the 

kind of information that energised the public and the media to come 

together to demand change, and for the public agencies to respond. An 

important prerequisite for effective citizen action initiatives is the credibility 

of those who lead such campaigns. In the Bangalore case, the report card 

exercise was seen as impartial and independent. The conduct of the survey 

and the interpretation of its findings was done with utmost integrity. In 

general, competent and professionally managed organizations need to act 

as initiators and catalysts. These conditions apply irrespective of whether 

the initiative comes from civil society or from the government. 

5. A democratic society that permits dissent is a pre-requisite: Collective 

action by citizens to solve their problems with public agencies may not be 

feasible in all societies. Non-democratic cultures and countries may tolerate 

dissent up to a point, but clamp down on such movements when they feel 

threatened. An essential condition for the success of civic action is a society 

that is relatively open and democratic, with some respect for dissent and 

public debate. In non democratic settings such interventions can still be 

used to expose shortcomings, but mobilising the citizenry on a large scale 

may be difficult when the media, for example, is not free. Sustainable 

campaigns resulting in real improvement in public governance are unlikely 

without commitment by political leaders to listen to the people and engage 

in dialogues with them even when they demand change that may threaten 

the status quo. 
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Notes 

1 The BDA chairman was interviewed in State of India’s Public Services: Benchmarks for the 
Millennium, video documentary (Bangalore: Public Affairs Centre, 2003). 

2 Market competition has so far affected only one service provider, the Bangalore 

telecommunications agency (BSNL). Cell phones had begun to make inroads by the late 1990s. 

3 These and similar initiatives are discussed in Paul (2002). 
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