
 

 

Social Accountability: Applications and Tools 

A  variety  of  strategies  and  methods  (comprised  of  some  or  all  of  the  above  

elements)  have  been developed   to  promote  social  accountability.     In  the  

context  of  World  Bank  support  to  social accountability, key areas for the use  of 

these methods have been: (i) the preparation, implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation of poverty reduction strategies; (ii) public sector reform and public expenditure 

management processes; (iii) community-driven development projects; and (iv) sectoral 

interventions (e.g., in the areas of health, education, transport, water and sanitation).  

Among the wide range of mechanisms that can be used to build social accountability,  

those that seek to directly involve ordinary citizens in processes of allocating, 

disbursing, monitoring and evaluating the use of public resources have proved very 

effective  since  it is these  resource  flows  that put policy  into action.   The following  

is a brief description of such selected social accountability methods that have been 

used as entry points at different stages of the public policy and public expenditure 

management cycle. 

Participatory policy and budget formulation 

This involves direct citizen/CSO participation in formulating public policy and budgets 

(i.e., in proposing projects and allocating funds).   Participatory policy formulation has 

become an increasingly common trend,  particularly  with the introduction  of the 

poverty  reduction  strategies  at the national  level and community  driven development  

initiatives  at the l o c a l  level.   Participatory  budget formulation is less common  and 

usually  occurs  at the local  level  (as in over 100 municipalities  in Brazil)1   but is also 

theoretically  applicable at higher levels.   Another approach to participatory  budget 

formation is when civil society actors prepare alternative budgets (such as South 

Africa’s Women’s Budget or Canada’s Alternative  Federal  Budget)  with  a  view  to  

influencing  budget  formulation  by  expressing  citizen preferences. 

 

 

                                                           
1
 See, for example, Wagle and Shah (2003). 



 

 

Participatory policy and budget analysis 

 

Here, CSOs review budgets in order to assess whether allocations match the 

government’s announced social commitments.   This may involve analyzing the 

impact and implications  of budget allocations, demystifying  the technical  content  of 

the budget,  raising  awareness  about  budget-related  issues  and undertaking public 

education campaigns to improve budget literacy.   At the local level, whether or not 

citizens have participated in budget formulation, efforts to publicize and encourage 

debate around the contents of local budgets can serve to enhance public understanding 

of budget issues and constraints and encourage  civic  engagement  in its 

implementation  and  monitoring.    CSOs  also  play  a key  role  in reviewing, critiquing 

and building public awareness about policies in key areas such as poverty reduction, 

gender equity, environmental protection, employment and social services2. 

 

Participatory public expenditure/input tracking 

 

This  involves  citizen  groups  tracking  how  the  government  actually  spends  funds,  

with  the  aim of identifying leakages and/or bottlenecks in the flow of financial 

resources or inputs.   Typically, these groups employ the actual users or beneficiaries 

of government services (assisted by CSOs) to collect and publicly disseminate data on 

inputs and expenditures.   This approach often involves the triangulation of information  

received  from  disbursement  records  of  finance  ministries,  accounts  submitted  by  

line agencies and information obtained from independent enquiry (using, for example, 

tools like socia l audits). Information   is  disseminated   through  the  use  of  media,  

publications   and  public  meetings.     The participatory tracking of primary education 

expenditures in Uganda and the social audit techniques used under Bolivia’s social 

monitoring initiative are examples of such an approach.3 

 

 

 

                                                           
2
 See Wagle and Shah (2003). 

3
 Wagle and Shah (2003). 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: Social Accountability: Examples of Applications throughout the Public 

Policy and Budget Cycle 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Participatory performance  monitoring and evaluation 

 

This entails citizen groups or communities  monitoring the implementation  and 

performance  of public services  or projects  and evaluating  their impact,  often  

according  to indicators  they themselves  have selected.   This is achieved through the 

use of participatory  monitoring  and evaluation tools (such as community scorecards) 

and, at a more macro level, through the use of public opinion surveys, public

Participatory performance 

monitoring 

STAGES IN POLICY AND B  

C  

 

SOCIAL A  

APPLICATIONS AND T  

Policy/Budget  

 

Monitoring & Evaluation 

Participatory impact  

evaluation 

Independent policy/ 

 

Participatory public expenditure/ 

input tracking 

Participatory Policy/budget 

formulation 

Policy/Budget Preparation 

Policy/Budget Implementation 



hearings or citizens’ report cards, for example, as carried out in India and the 

Philippines.4   The findings of participatory M&E exercises are presented at interface 

meetings (where users and service providers come together to discuss the evidence 

and seek solutions) or, as in the case of citizen report cards, are publicly  disseminated  

and presented  to government  officials  to demand  accountability  and lobby for 

change. 

 
 

Early  experience  has  shown  that  each  of  these  methods  has  the  potential  to  

produce  significant operational  results (e.g., improved  performance,  the 

introduction  of corrective  measures)  as well as process outcomes (e.g., institutional,  

behavioral and relational changes).  Experience also suggests that impact is 

enhanced and synergies created when a systems approach is adopted and social 

accountability initiatives are supported at various stages throughout the public 

policy and expenditure cycle.   In the context of a social reform programmatic loan 

in Peru, for example, several of the above methods have been applied, 

accompanied by efforts to build capacity and promote an enabling environment for 

social accountability – moving toward what has been termed a social accountability 

system.5 

 

                                                           
4
 Wagle and Shah (2003). 

5
 See Felicio and John-Abraham (2004). 


