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Abstract

This evidence gap map study offers the findings of extant empirical research on the effectiveness 
of social accountability in low- and middle-income countries. We focus primarily on the quantitative 
evidence of social accountability interventions. We’ve conducted electronic searches through 
12 academic databases, three systematic review databases, and 11 grey literature-based 
databases. This paper maps the evidence base for 21 interventions, divided into five categories: 
access to information, citizens’ voice and representation, governance, mobilization actions, 
and resource monitoring actions. The interventions are organized around eight main outcome 
groups: performance improvement of public and private actors/institutions, service quality, 
allocative efficiency, citizen engagement, inclusiveness, responsiveness, quality of life, and project 
knowledge and learning outcomes. We discovered 44 impact evaluations and nine systematic 
reviews of relevant interventions after conducting a systematic search. The report examines the 
trends in the evidence base and identifies the gaps. It was noted that the bulk of research has 
a similar focus on interventions based on access to information (i.e., information exchange) and 
citizen voice and representation initiatives. Regarding outcomes, almost all studies appear to be 
primarily focused on service quality and public and private actors’ performance. Furthermore, 
there is also a strong focus on the lower-middle-income nations from a geographical perspective. 
There are also substantial limitations in terms of demographics, with the majority of the studies 
being concentrated in rural areas.
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1.	 Introduction

1.1.	 Background

According to a 2019 International Monetary 
Fund report, reducing corruption in all 
nations may have resulted in a 1.25% rise 
in the global GDP. That is, with adequate 
regulation and accountability, a total of one 
trillion dollars could have been recovered in 
lost tax revenues (Mauro, et al. 2019).

Social accountability can act as a well-
suited tool for regulating corruption. Thus, 
in economies that lose millions and billions 
of dollars each year due to corruption, 
improving social accountability can be 
hugely beneficial.

Social accountability is an evolving umbrella 
category that includes citizen monitoring 
of public and private sector performances, 
user-centered public information access and 
dissemination systems, public complaint and 
grievance redress mechanisms, and citizen 
participation in resource allocation decision 
making (Fox, 2015). Joshi (2017) defines 
social accountability (SA) as “a subset of 
accountability more broadly comprised... of 
citizens’ continual collective engagement 
with public institutions for accountability in 
the provision of public goods.” Furthermore, 
Lodenstein et al. (2013) discusses about 
social accountability from two angles in his 
systematic review, stating it as, “...strategies, 
processes, or interventions in which citizens 
voice their views on the quality of services 
or the performance of service providers 
or policymakers, who are then asked to 
respond to citizens and account for their 
actions and decisions.” According to 

the “Institutional Economic Perspective,” 
SA serves as a “complementary” to the 
administration, which focuses on the 
“regulatory mechanism of monitoring.” 
Apart from that, SA can also be defined 
by broader development tendencies such 
as “participatory government.” Based on 
these perspectives, the expected outcomes 
of the SA initiatives include “reduction in 
corruption; better governance and policy 
design; enhanced voice, empowerment, 
and citizenship of marginalized groups; 
responsiveness of service providers and 
policymakers to citizens’ demands, and, 
ultimately, the achievement of rights, health, 
and developmental outcomes” (Lodenstein 
et al, 2013). 

Granvionnet et al. (2015) presented a chart 
on the outcomes of social accountability, 
(Figure 1.1). The authors explain whether 
or not SA works is particularly tough 
to understand due to the complexity of 
the outcomes. They further elaborate 
that it is difficult to predict it’s success 
without examining the evidence on the 
various dimensions of SA interactions, 
the underlying context, and the difficulties 
in capturing the effects for some of the 
most complicated outcomes of social 
accountability. These complicated potential 
outcomes of SA include, “benefits in the 
state (better governance), state-society 
relationships (increased legitimacy), and 
society (improved provision of public goods), 
as well as instrumental benefits (improved 
provision of public goods) and institutional 
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benefits (state building)”. The value 
attributed to its outcomes influences the 
perceptions of whether SA as a mechanism 
works or not (Granvionnet et al. 2015).

Social accountability involves incorporating 
citizens and communities into forms of 
administration so that the choices and 
behaviours of citizens and organizations 
in power are made public and can be 
addressed. To meet the growing demand 
for accountability and transparency, several 
multi-stakeholder initiatives have been 

launched to strengthen public information 
disclosure. These initiatives establish a 
foundation for empowering civil society 
organizations to use data and collaborate 
with governments to achieve better 
development outcomes. Actors including 
government agencies, various community 
platforms, political leaders, and donor 
organizations have been implementing 
a wide range of initiatives to bring these 
changes. They employ a variety of informal 
and formal tactics in the form of assistance 
to formal and informal groups.

Figure 1.1. Adopted from Granvionner et al. (2015)

1.2.	 Social accountability interventions in low-and middle-income 
countries

In low- and middle-income countries, the 
majority or a large share of the population 
belong to poor, vulnerable, and marginalized 
groups. Social accountability can be crucial 
in ensuring that these groups receive 
necessary social security and are not 
deprived of their rights. Research indicates 
that, when compared to other regions, social 
accountability programs in Asia, particularly 
in the South and South-East, have a 
considerably higher level of community 

participation and involvement (World Bank, 
2007). 

Governance and accountability in 
developing countries have come into 
greater focus in recent years. There is a 
growing need for identifying and promoting 
approaches towards building accountability 
that rely on civic engagement. Because 
social accountability encompasses an ever-
expanding range of concepts and distinct 
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practices, they must be identified, analyzed, 
and studied.

An evidence and gap map (EGM) on 
the effectiveness of social accountability 
interventions in low- and middle-income 
countries will inform users about the scope 
and quality of the evidence base for these 
interventions. It will guide users, with high-
quality evidence, in strategy and program 
development. It will also inform researchers, 
policymakers, and donors about the areas 
where high-quality evidence is lacking 
and identify gaps that needs to be filled 
with evidence synthesis and new studies, 
providing a strategic, policy-oriented 
approach to the research agenda. 

1.3.	 What is evidence and a  
gap map?

Mapping the evidence in an existing area 
is a relatively new approach that has been 
used since the early 2000s (Saran et al., 
2018). EGMs are “evidence collections” 
that provide a visual overview of existing 
and continuing impact evaluations and 
systematic reviews on any region or issue 
(Snilstveit et al., 2013, p. 3). By mapping the 
studies on a framework, they make existing 
evidence on that topic more accessible to 
researchers, policymakers, and research 
commissioners (White et al., 2020).

Evidence and gap map (EGM), a systematic 
evidence synthesis, is developed through 
the following systematic stages:

•	 Development of a framework that 
includes stakeholder participation 

•	 Use of a pre-defined search method to 
identify the existing evidence 

•	 Assessment of the evidence’s quality 

•	 Analysis of the data to calculate the 
size of the evidence and the gap 

•	 Presentation of the findings and map in 
a user-friendly format

1.4.	 Objectives

In broader terms, the goal of the EGM to 
identify, map, and describe existing empirical 
evidence on the effectiveness of social 
accountability interventions in low and 
middle-income countries. Specifically, the 
EGM will answer the following questions:

•	 What is the size and quality of the 
evidence base of social accountability 
interventions in low- and middle-
income countries?

•	 Where is the high-quality evidence 
which can be used to inform strategy 
and program development?

•	 Where are the gaps in evidence that 
can be filled with new studies and 
interventions?

1.5.	 Overall methodological 
approach

In 2010, the Institute of Development 
Studies (IDS) performed a study 
to investigate the ‘impact of social 
accountability’ interventions and discovered 
that there was essentially no ‘meta literature’ 
on their impact and effectiveness, and 
that the existing literature were unevenly 
distributed among interventions, study 
designs and other factors (McGee et al, 
2011). Furthermore, the literature was 
primarily theoretical, with unspecified 
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assumptions and little investigation on 
the impact and effectiveness on the 
ground interventions (Boydell et al., 2014). 
As a result, we focus primarily on the 
quantitative evidence of social accountability 
interventions to comprehend the gap and 
learn more about the available experimental 
data.

Using the EGM method, we aim to map the 
studies within our framework of interventions 
and outcomes (Appendix 4) to make the 
evidence more accessible for policymakers 
and researchers. The map will also define 
the gaps in existing literatures within the 
framework. The final map, which will be 
available on the Campbell Collaboration 
website, will allow users to explore the 
materials in an interactive interface.

1.6.	 Report structure

The report includes the following sections: 
abstract, background, methods, results, 

and a conclusion. The background section 
introduces the paper by briefly describing 
social accountability and the evidence 
gap map. In the methods section, we 
present a theory of change (Fig. 1) for 
this EGM and provide information about 
our framework and the intervention and 
outcome categories. In this section, we also 
present the detailed search strategy and the 
methods of including or excluding studies 
and describe how data is extracted from the 
included studies. 

The results section presents the number of 
studies retrieved from our database search 
and provides an overview of the types of 
studies by intervention, outcome, and other 
filters used. The conclusion provides a 
detailed account of policy implications for 
decision makers and highlights the key areas 
for future research. Any changes made 
between the protocol and this report are 
reported accordingly.



10  |  BIGD RESEARCH REPORT

Effectiveness of Social Accountability Interventions in Low and Middle-income Countries: An Evidence Gap Map

2.	 Scope 

2.1.	 What is included in the map?

Our EGM focuses on a wide range of 
interventions on social accountability. 
Because the scope of social accountability 
is constantly expanding, we have done our 
best to ensure that our framework includes 
the new interventions and outcomes in 
addition to the traditional ones. 

Our goal was to map impact evaluations and 
systematic reviews of social accountability 
interventions relevant to our conceptual 
framework (Figure 1). However, to keep the 
evidence map concise, the study could not 
cover all social accountability interventions. 
The included interventions within our 
framework are listed in Appendix 1. 

The map includes only published or ongoing 
quantitative evaluations and systematic 
reviews (Appendix 4). While qualitative 
studies are highly valuable for identifying why 
interventions did or did not work, they are 
outside the scope of this map. 

2.2.	 Conceptual framework

To identify our intervention and outcome 
categories, we employed a well-known 
conceptual framework. We drew on 
existing literature and collaborated with 
subject matter experts to create a concrete 
structure. To generate the framework, we 
followed the following steps:

•	 Brainstorming workshop: During this 
session, the research team identified 
potential intervention and outcome 
categories. 

•	 Stakeholder engagement: We shared 
the primary framework with the subject 
matter specialists to get their feedback. 

•	 Developing tools: After updating the 
framework, we developed a coding 
tool, search strategy, and eligibility 
criteria.

•	 Framework testing: The coding tool 
was tested on the framework with 10 
studies after refining the framework 
based on the comments of the experts. 

The notion of social accountability is 
always changing. The notion entails a wide 
variety of initiatives aimed at increasing the 
power of citizen. It covers a wide range 
of topics, including information access, 
public participation and representation, 
governance, mobilization, and resource 
monitoring. The interventions are intended 
to bring about diverse outcomes (table 1) 
such as service quality, responsiveness, 
and knowledge and learning from the 
intervention. So, the authors developed 
a blended framework, based on major 
interventions and outcomes, to construct 
the map. Figure 1 shows how social 
accountability interventions affect changes—
greater information and transparency leads 
to greater awareness among citizen, which 
leads to increased citizen engagement and 
action, which prompt decision-makers to 
react to the increased scrutiny, ultimately 
leading to a more inclusive society. Implicit 
assumptions that should be considered 
include: interventions change individuals’ 
attitudes and values, which then bring about 
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changes in programs, and resources are 
available to address citizen concerns. This 
has been developed based on the causal 

map and literature by Itad (2016), Franko et 
al. (2018), Joshi (2014) and Fox (2015). 

Figure 2.1. Conceptual framework for social accountability interventions 

Source: Itad (2016), Franko et al (2018), Joshi (2014)
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2.3.	 Selection of interventions

We did a rigorous review of relevant literature 
to prepared the preliminary list of recurring 
interventions which achieved or aimed to 
achieve social accountability outcomes. 
However, it was still a broad radius to cover, 
hence through a series of discussions, the 
list of interventions was distilled to five main 
categories—access to information, citizens’ 

voice and representation, governance, 
mobilization actions, and resource monitoring 
actions. The main categories were further 
divided into sub-categories. We included 
all interventions that fell within the five main 
categories and within our scope of work and 
defined each of them as sub-categories. The 
definitions of the intervention categories is 
listed in a table in the Appendix (Appendix 1). 

Table 2.1.   Intervention categories and sub-categories

Intervention Intervention sub-category

1. Access to information •	 Information sharing through media
•	 Information sharing to targeted audience
•	 Service/citizen charters
•	 Freedom of information initiative/Right to information

2. Citizen’s voice and 
representation

•	 Forums/town hall meetings
•	 Capacity building of civil society organizations (CSO)/ community 

based organisations (CBO)
•	 Community score cards/ Citizens report cards/ social audits/citizen 

feedback
•	 Social movements
•	 Use of public interest litigation (PIL)
•	 Grievance redress mechanisms

3. Governance •	 Local agencies and committees
•	 Co-governance
•	 Networked governance

4. Mobilization Actions •	 Information campaigns
•	 Social mobilization campaigns
•	 Participation in parent teacher association (PTA)

5. Resource monitoring 
actions

•	 Resource allocation and management
•	 Participatory budget formulation
•	 Participatory budget analysis
•	 Public expenditure tracking surveys (PETS)
•	 Monitoring contracting and procurement processes
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2.4.	 Selection of outcome

A list of recurring outcomes was generated 
from relevant literature. Following a 
similar process as mentioned earlier, the 
intermediate outcomes were categorized 
into eight divisions. The categories are: 
performance improvement of public and 

private institutions, service quality, allocative 
efficiency, citizen engagement, inclusion, 
responsiveness, quality of life, and knowledge 
and learning from the intervention. The 
definition of the outcome categories is 
provided in a table in the Appendix  
(Appendix 2). 

Table 2.2.   Outcome categories and sub-categories

Outcome Outcome sub-category

1 Performance improvement 
of public and private actors/
institutions

•	 Increased transparency
•	 Reduced corruption
•	 Public confidence or trust in politicians or institutions
•	 Quality/effectiveness of government and institutions
•	 Answerability

2 Service quality •	 Efficiency of service delivery
•	 Service utilization
•	 Service providers’ absenteeism
•	 Citizen/user satisfaction

3 Allocative efficiency •	 Budget formulation
•	 Budget utilization
•	 Resource allocation

4 Citizen engagement •	 State-society relations/ government-citizen linkages
•	 Channels for engagement and negotiation
•	 Meetings and forums
•	 Participation/attendance

5 Inclusion •	 Targeting efficiency in program design
•	 Marginal group representation in policy formulation
•	 Marginal group oversight in policy implementation

6 Responsiveness •	 Responsiveness of service providers to citizen’s needs/
demand

•	 Grievance redressed
•	 Policy influence/changes

7 Quality of life •	 Overall well-being and quality of life
•	 Health outcomes
•	 Social outcome
•	 Education outcomes
•	 Economic empowerment

8 Knowledge and learning outcomes 
from intervention

•	 Refined SA interventions
•	 Increased sustainability
•	 Replication or scaling up
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3. Methods

3.1.	 Selection criterion

Our EGM focused on capturing the available 
experimental evidence on the effectiveness of 
social accountability interventions in low- and 
middle-income countries. However, the EGM 
was narrowed down to fit into our scope 
as well as to enable its visual represent in 
a map. With this target, we identified a few 
inclusion and exclusion criteria for screening 
the literature, as follows:
 
Inclusion criteria

1.	 Studies that include primary 
and systematic reviews of the 
effectiveness of social accountability

2.	 Studies published after the year 2000
3.	 Experimental studies, pre-post 

outcome measurements, non-
experimental designs with or without 
comparison group 

4.	 Studies focusing on LMICs
5.	 Studies that are either completed or 

ongoing
6.	 Journal articles, as well as grey 

literatures

Exclusion criteria

1.	 Studies that are not focusing on 
LMICs

2.	 Studies before the year of 2000
3.	 Studies that are not in English 

language
4.	 Studies that are qualitative 

1	 MeSH (Medical Subject Heading) is the standardized vocabulary or keywords maintained by the US National 
Library of Medicine, according to PubMed’s advanced search features.

2	 Hand searching refers to a manual page-by-page inspection of the entire contents of a database or a journal to 
identify all qualifying papers

5.	 Studies that do not include any of the 
inclusion criteria

These criteria are provided in detail in the 
Appendix 4, along with the screening tool for 
including and excluding studies in  
Appendix 5.

3.2.	 Methods of search, 
screening, and data 
extraction

The team developed a detailed search 
strategy with the combination of free text 
terms, keywords and MeSH terms1 based 
on the relevant umbrella terminologies. 
The strategy was later approved by 
the information specialist at Campbell 
Collaboration. The detailed search string 
along with the keywords for the search 
strategies are provided in Appendix 6. 
With the search string, we conducted a 
comprehensive search, using web-based 
search engines, academic databases, 
websites of specialist organizations, as 
well as websites containing grey literature. 
However, due to lack of resources and time, it 
was not possible to conduct a snowball and 
hand search2. The list of databases searched 
electronically for this EGM are noted below:
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Table 3.1. The list of databases

Types of databases Databases

Academic •	 JSTOR
•	 Scopus
•	 The National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER)
•	 Social Science Research Network (SSRN)
•	 Emerald Insight
•	 Taylor and Francis

Bibliographic •	 PubMed 
•	 International Bibliography of Social Sciences (IBSS) 
•	 ProQuest 
•	 Web of Science 
•	 IDEAS via RePEc (Research Papers in Economics)

Systematic review •	 3ie Systematic Review Databases 
•	 Campbell Collaboration 
•	 Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 

International organization •	 Action Aid
•	 CARE
•	 International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI)
•	 International Labor Organization (ILO)
•	 International Organization for Migration (IOM)
•	 Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA)
•	 International Rescue Committee (IRC)
•	 International Red Cross
•	 Save the children
•	 UNDP
•	 UN Economic and Social Council UNESCO
•	 UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre
•	 United Nations Population Fund
•	 United States Agency for International Development (USAID)
•	 Who Global Library 
•	 World Bank Group (WBG)
•	 World Food Programme

Grey literature •	 Google Scholar
•	 Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab (J-PAL)
•	 Concern Worldwide Division for Social Policy & Development
•	 Child Fund International
•	 Department for International Development (DFID)

•	 Gates Foundation
•	 GreyNet International
•	 Global Partnership for Social Accountability (GPSA)
•	 International Center for Research on Women (ICRW)
•	 Institute of Development Studies (IDS)
•	 IPC-IG (Working papers)
•	 London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) 
•	 Medecins Sans Frontières
•	 Opengrey
•	 Project Concern
•	 RAND Corporation
•	 University Research Co.
•	 World for World Organization
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All records extracted from the searches were 
imported to Eppi Reviewer3. The title and 
abstract of each study were double screened 
by four reviewers, divided in two groups. For 
the full text-screening, the included records 
from the title and abstract screening, were 
equally divided among the two groups. Any 
form of disagreement between two reviewers 
was reconciled by a third reviewer. However, 
any questions and problems were resolved 
through group discussion among the team. 
For data extraction, a single coder coded all 
the filters, and the coding of data was verified 
by the experts at Campbell Collaboration. 
Three reviewers were assigned for data 
extraction, one of whom had to screen 
records from both the groups. Finally, a fourth 
reviewer screened all of the record extracted 
by the three reviewers for the final review. 
The final data was analysed using descriptive 
statistics. 

3.3.	 Presenting the map

The results are presented in an interactive 
map. The map is represented in a matrix, 
with the intervention categories listed 
vertically and outcome categories horizontally. 
The final records are displayed in the matrix 
as circles of different colours.  We appraised 
the confidence—the extent of our confidence 
that the estimates are correct—of findings 
of systematic reviews. On the map, the 
confidence levels of the studies are indicated 
in colours, the higher confidence studies in 
green, the medium confidence studies in 
yellow, and the low confidence studies in 
red4. Impact evaluations are represented with 
blue colour. Users can also filter the data 
by the variables including region, country, 
population, and study design. This enables 
the users to retrieve evidence more efficiently. 
The filters and their definitions are provided in 
the table below:

Filter34 Definition

Region This filter identifies studies based on the geographic region where the 
interventions were implemented, within low- and middle-income countries, 
as defined by the World Bank.

Country This filter allows users to find evidence from a specific low- and middle-in-
come country, as defined by the World Bank

Population This filter enables users to identify studies that contain specific results for 
specific groups of population: rural and urban, adult and youth, children, 
women and girls, elderly (> 65), people with existing or a history of mental 
illness, people with complex needs or dual diagnoses, LGBTQ community, 
survivors of domestic violence or abuse, people with disabilities, migrants, 
and indigenous people. 

Study design Using the list of study designs in Appendix (Appendix 3), this filter allows 
users to discover studies that used a particular study design.

3	 EPPI-Reviewer is a web-based software for managing and analyzing data for use in research synthesis.
4	 High: We are very confident in the evidence supporting the recommendation. Further research is very unlikely to 

change the estimates of effect.
	 Moderate: We are moderately confident in the evidence supporting the recommendation. Further research could 

have an important impact, which may change the estimates of effect.
	 Low: We have only low confidence in the evidence supporting the recommendation. Further research is very likely 

to have an important impact, which is likely to change the estimate of effect.
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4.	 Results

4.1.	 Studies identified, search results, and the volume  
of the evidence base

Our search and screening flow chart is 
shown in the PRISMA5 diagram (Figure 
4.1). The initial strategic search following 
the strategy recorded 5,641 studies. The 
records were uploaded in Eppi reviewer, 
and 374 duplicates were identified and 
removed by the software. Title and abstracts 
were screened for 5,267 records. Following 
that, 1,225 records were eligible for full-
text screening. The full-text screening 
was conducted as per the screening tool 
mentioned in the method sections. Only 53 
studies met our inclusion. Of them, 44 were 
impact evaluations, and nine were systematic 
reviews. 

One of the main reasons for exclusion was 
the study design; 704 records were excluded 
on this criterion. As mentioned before, this 
EGM compiled evidence that was quantitative 
in nature and was either an impact evaluation 
or a systematic review. Studies that did 
not meet this criterion, i.e., those that were 
theoretical in nature or included qualitative 
analysis, were excluded. 

While many studies appeared to be on 
social accountability during the first-stage 
screening, a full-text screening revealed that 
the discussed subject matter was similar, 
but not identical, to social accountability, 
for example, studies on corporate social 
responsibility or social responsibility.  So, 
an additional 374 records were excluded 

5	 PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) is a set of evidence-based ele-
ments for reporting in systematic reviews and meta-analyses.

from the remaining remaining studies, which 
were either impact evaluations or systematic 
reviews. One hundred and thirty studies were 
excluded for not meeting the eligibility criteria 
of the region. Sixty-eight records were not 
about any of the listed interventions of the 
designed framework. For 38 studies, the 
team could not access the full text online. 
Thirty-two studies were excluded as they 
were conducted before the proposed timeline 
for this EGM. Since the team did not have 
a language expert/translator, eight studies 
of different languages were also excluded. 
Finally, six studies are still ongoing, hence full 
texts for those were not yet available. 

4.2.	 Characteristics of the 
evidence base

4.2.1.	Studies by intervention and 
outcome types

We present the aggregate map by 
intervention category and outcomes. We find 
that studies in access to information, citizen’s 
voice and representation, performance 
improvement of public and private actors, 
and institutions and service quality dominate 
the available evidence base.
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Figure 4.1.	 PRISMA diagram of strategic search

5641 records identified through 
database searching

5267 records screened at title 
and abstract screening phase

1225 included and eligible for 
full text screening

53 records are included based 
on full-text screening

44 Impact 
Evaluation

9 Systematic 
review

Excluded on:
Study design- 704
Evidence -374
Region-130
Intervention-68
Inaccessible records-38
Timeline pre-2000- 32
Language - 8
Incomplete studies-6

4042 records excluded based 
on their titles and abstracts

374 duplicates 
removed



Table 4.1.	 Studies by intervention and outcome types

Performance improvement 
of public and private actors/

institutions

Service 
Quality

Allocative 
Efficiency

Citizen 
Engagement

Inclusion Responsive-
ness

Quality of 
life

Knowledge and 
Learning Outcomes 

Access to 
information

21 21 3 13 2 7 15 4

Citizen’s voice and 
representation

28 34 1 19 2 10 21 3

Governance 7 8 0 6 0 3 7 1

Mobilization 
actions

10 6 1 9 1 3 7 0

Resource 
Monitoring actions

4 5 2 4 2 0 3 1
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4.2.2.	Studies by intervention and 
outcome coverage

Figure 4.2 presents the distribution of 
the included studies according to the 
intervention categories of the proposed 
framework. The most popular category 
among the interventions is citizens’ voice 
and representation. Thirty studies among 
the included ones were on community 
scorecards/social audits/citizen report card 
type interventions. Twenty-two studies 

experimented with capacity building of civil 
society organizations or groups. Furthermore, 
about 40 studies experimented with 
interventions within the access to information 
category. Fewer studies are included in the 
intervention categories such as resource 
mobilization actions and governance. There 
are studies on these interventions that are 
mostly theoretical or based on qualitative 
designs; however, very few studies that 
conducted impact evaluations on these 
intervention categories could be located.

Figure 4.2.	 Number of included studies by intervention type*

*As some studies have multiple interventions, the total of the distribution for this figure is greater than 53. 
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Figure 4.3 presents the distribution of the 
outcome categories that are reported by the 
included studies. The outcome distribution 
shows that most of the studies were able 
to achieve the outcomes of service quality 
and performance improvement of public 
and private actors’ categories. In the service 
quality category, the most reported outcomes 
are the efficiency of service delivery, service 
utilization, and citizen satisfaction. In the 

performance improvement category, most 
studies reported public confidence or trust 
in politicians or institutions, and the quality 
and effectiveness of the government and 
institutions. Many studies have concentrated 
on improving service quality and related 
outcomes, whilst others have tried to 
examine the outcome related to participation, 
attendance, and health outcomes, as well as 
the responsiveness of service providers.

Figure 4.3.	 Number of included studies by outcome type*

**As some studies have multiple interventions, the total of the distribution for this figure is greater than 53. 
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4.2.3.	 Geographical coverage by 
intervention 

Most of the studies (n=28) focused on lower-
middle-income countries, among which 
Uganda had the highest numbers of studies 

(n=13). Apart from Uganda, India, Indonesia, 
and Tanzania also had a good number of 
studies. Twenty studies focused on low-
income countries. Only six impact evaluations 
(n=6) were included from upper-middle-
income countries. 
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Figure 4.4.	 Number of included studies by the study region
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Figure 4.5.	 Frequency of the number of included studies by region

The next figure represents the study 
distribution by region and by the intervention 
categories. As mentioned earlier, most of 
the included studies were about community 
scorecards/citizens report cards/social 
audits; 19 of them were from low-income 
nations, followed by 16 from lower-middle-
income countries. However, the intervention 
sub-category, capacity building of civil society 

organizations or groups, is mostly found to 
be undertaken in the lower-middle-income 
region (n=15), and nine were undertaken in 
low-income countries. The case is similar 
for information sharing through the targeted 
audience as well: nine countries were from 
low-income countries and 11 were from 
lower-middle income countries. 
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Figure 4.6.	 Distribution of interventions among study regions
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4.2.4	 Characteristic of evidence by 
study design

Among the 53 included studies, 30 were 
randomized control trials while six were non-
experimental and eight were before versus after 
design. As mentioned before, nine systematic 
reviews were included in this EGM (Figure 
4.7). Figure 4.8 shows the distribution of study 
design by intervention categories. Among 
the 30 studies conducted on community 

scorecard/social audit/citizens’ report cards, 
14 were RCTs, and four were other types 
of impact evaluation. This intervention was 
reported in eight systematic reviews as well. 
Another popular intervention is capacity 
building of civil society organisation (CSO). 
Twelve out of 22 studies that experimented on 
this intervention are RCTs. Twenty studies are 
on information sharing to targeted audiences, 
among which 15 are RCTs. Eleven are RCTs 
on information sharing through media. 
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Figure 4.7.	 Number of included studies by 
study design
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4.2.5. 	 Studies by population

Thirty per cent of these studies are conducted 
in rural settings, while 19% are in urban 
settings. Fifty-one per cent were either 
systematic reviews or did not report their 
location clearly (Figure 4.9). Most studies focus 
on adults or youth in general (89%). A quarter 
of the studies focus on women and girls, 
whereas 23% focus on children. Number of 
studies on the elderly, people with disabilities, 
mental illness, or indigenous people are very 
low. (Figure 4.10).
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Figure 4.8.	 Intervention categories by study design
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Figure 4.9.	  Number of included studies 
by population
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studies cover multiple sub-population.

4.2.6.	 Trend in the number of publications

The number of publications of intervention studies 
is mostly upward trending since 2004. Among the 
recorded years, most studies are published in the 
year 2020. However, 2021 has a smaller number 
of studies published (Figure 4.11). The publication 
of studies on RCT design is also upward trending; 
6 RCTs can be identified from 2020 compared to 
the 1 in 2004. On the other hand, before 2013, 
there are no systematic reviews identified on 
social accountability intervention (Figure 4.12).

Figure 4.10.	 Number of included studies by sub-population
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Figure 4.11.	 Number of included studies by year
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Figure 4.12.	 Distribution of the study design among the publication year



28  |  BIGD RESEARCH REPORT

Effectiveness of Social Accountability Interventions in Low and Middle-income Countries: An Evidence Gap Map

4.2.7.	 Frequency of Systematic 
reviews by quality

The nine included systematic reviews were 
subjected to an assessment of review quality. 
To assess the quality, a standard AMSTAR 
26 checklist was employed. According to the 
AMSTAR 2 checklist, 33% of the systematic 
reviews are high quality, which means 33% 
of reviews have none or only one critical 
weakness. Sixty-seven per cent of the 
reviews are of a moderate quality, implying 
that 67% of the reviews have more than one 
weakness but few critical flaws. The 

6	AMSTAR 2 is a critical assessment tool for systematic reviews of healthcare interventions that incorporate either 
randomized or nonrandomized research, or both

whole AMSTAR 2 checklist can be found in 
Appendix 7.

Figure 4.13.	 Quality ranking of included SR
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5.	 Gaps in evidence and synthesis according 
to main findings

The key conclusion of this EGM is that there 
are only a few evidence-based studies within 
the scope of this EGM. This EGM’s scope 
is restricted in the sense that it excludes 
theoretical and qualitative studies, and in 
terms of quantitative and impact evaluation 
design, the evidence base is limited. 
Moreover, according to consultants and 
specialists in social accountability research, 
evidence-based social accountability studies 
started becoming prevalent only after 2000. 
Which is why, we noticed a considerable 
increase in the publication of impact 
evaluations since 2011, except for 2012 and 
2017, there. However, only 53 studies have 
been identified that fell under the scope of 
this EGM. After analysing the findings, some 
gaps were identified in primary research and 
evidence synthesis.

As mentioned before, the size of the 
evidence for this EGM is small. As a result, 
the frequency of the interventions covered is 
unevenly distributed. The majority of studies 
are focused on similar types of interventions. 
The popularity of access to information 
(i.e., information sharing) and citizens’ 
voice and representation interventions 
outnumbers the other categories. Whereas, 
in theory, the other interventions such as 
participatory budget formulation, participatory 
budget analysis, and so on, appear to 
be more widely studied, most involved 
qualitative studies. The scarcity of practical 
implications of such interventions may be 
due to the complexity of implementing 
those interventions in the field, as well as 
methodological obstacles.

Very few key outcomes have been widely 
assessed among the outcome categories. 
Quality of life (except for health outcomes), 
inclusion, responsiveness in terms of policy 
influence/changes, and allocative efficiency 
are all important criteria that have rarely 
been studied. Almost all studies appear to 
focus primarily on service quality and the 
performance of public and private actors. 
Delivering outcomes such as policy influence, 
allocative efficiency, and inclusion requires 
specific interventions that are purely relevant 
to these issues. And, as previously said, there 
is a gap in interventions stemming from the 
bias towards only a few specific interventions 
that have been studied and included in the 
EGM.

Geographical region-wise, most studies 
are concentrated on lower-middle-income 
countries. Some studies cover the low-
income and the upper-middle-income 
countries, but the majority covers only 
Uganda. Therefore, a clear gap in the region-
wise geographical diversity is also prominent.
There are significant restrictions in population 
and sub-population interests as well. The 
majority of the studies are focused on the 
rural sector. Weak social accountability is 
also a prominent issue in urban areas, but 
there have been few impact evaluations 
focused on this sector. In low- and middle-
income countries, the focus on marginalized 
populations such as women, children, and 
the elderly are also limited. Interventional 
SA research on people with disabilities and 
mental illnesses are also very limited.
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6.	 Author’s Conclusion

There are two primary components to 
focus on during this evidence gap mapping 
exercise:

•	 Facilitate access to and use of 
research on the effectiveness of social 
accountability interventions through 
an online interactive visualization of 
the map and an accompanying list of 
references; and

•	 Identify priority areas for systematic 
reviews and impact evaluations for 
social accountability.

As findings of this evidence map suggest, 
there are only a few significant numbers of 
impact evaluations and systematic reviews 
from which learnings and conclusions could 
be drawn. There thus remain considerable 
gaps in the evidence for social accountability 
interventions in low and middle-income 
countries. Since this map is confined to 
identifying and describing the evidence base 
of included studies, it is not a systematic 
review and does not synthesize the evidence 
as such; hence, the map also does not make 
conclusions about the effectiveness of the 
interventions covered. For this evidence 
gap map, we identify preliminary future 
indicators that will contribute to the progress 
and enhancement of social accountability 
intervention research.

We identified 44 impact evaluations and 9 
systematic reviews published since 2000, 
with an upward trend in impact evaluations, 
but a large gap in systematic reviews. As a 
result, with a rapidly growing evidence base 
in impact evaluations alongside a shortage 

of systematic reviews, it is critical to take 
stock before investing in additional research 
to ensure that resources are directed toward 
addressing both gaps and requirements in 
our understanding of these interventions.

We find that implications can be sorted 
in terms of two distinct sets of audience: 
researchers and practitioners, as detailed in 
the following subsections.

6.1.	 Implications for research 
and scholarship

As mentioned earlier the map identifies 
several gaps in the evidence base and 
highlights the lack of reviews and the 
methodological shortcomings in most of 
the existing reviews. Hence, some of the 
implications for future research are as follows:

•	 Substantial initiatives are required to 
bring key funders and researchers 
in social accountability together to 
identify the priority areas for research 
with insufficient evidence synthesis.

•	 Interventions related to the 
participatory budget formulation, 
participatory budget analysis, 
governance, and social mobilization 
campaigns should be studied in future 
research.

•	 To fill the important gaps in this sector, 
more studies should assess the 
impact of interventions on inclusion, 
policy influences, budget formulation 
and utilization, service provider 
absenteeism. 
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•	 The geographical base of evidence 
needs to be broadened; the majority of 
investigations are all focused on Sub-
Saharan Africa.

6.2.	 Implications for practice and 
policy

Given that the major finding is that there are 
areas of a substantial gap in evidence, it may 
seem there are not many implications for 
policy and practice.
 
From a donor perspective, the EGM 
outlines important areas where further 

study, particularly on specific kinds of social 
accountability interventions, is needed, as 
well as areas where evidence synthesis 
could be conducted. These two areas are 
discussed in previous sections. Other than 
that, there is a significant opportunity for 
donors, governments, and other partners to 
collaborate in supporting and implementing 
more quantitative evidence of various social 
accountability interventions to improve our 
understanding of what works and what does 
not appear to work in this area.
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Appendix

Appendix 1.	 Definition of the intervention categories

Intervention 
Categories

Definitions Sources

1 Access to information

Information 
sharing through 
media

Information sharing through media where 
media is defined as mass media, digital media 
(internet and mobile). The tools includes: media 
reports, investigative journalism e.g. reports 
by newspapers on crimes, online information 
database, online application for information, 
posts by online bloggers

UNDP (2012). Social 
Accountability in a 
Changing Region-Actors 
and Mechanisms

Information 
sharing to 
targeted audience

This means dissemination of information to a 
specific audience. It includes: public/community 
dissemination of information on audit, funding 
etc., information dissemination workshop on 
citizen rights, educational trainings

Fox, J. A. (2015). Social 
accountability: what does 
the evidence really say? 
World Development, 72, 
346-361

Service/citizen 
charters

Public document that sets out basic information 
on the services provided, the standards of service 
that customers can expect from an organisation, 
and how to make complaints or suggestions for 
improvement

OECD, Löffer E, Parrado 
S, Zmeskal T (2007). 
Improving customer 
orientation through 
service charters. A 
handbook for improving 
quality of public 
services. OECD/Ministry 
of Interior the Czech 
Republic/Governance 
International, Paris

Freedom of 
information 
initiative/Right to 
information

Policy initiatives to advance new, modify or 
reform existing transparency and access to 
information legislation or regulations (national, 
state/provincial, municipal, sector)

GPSA Note 2: 
Responsive and Multi-
pronged strategies, 
Hazell, Robert, and Ben 
Worthy. “Impact of FOI 
on central government.” 
Constitution Unit, 
University College 
London (2009).

2 Citizens voice and representation

Forums/town 

hall meetings

Regularly held platforms for public representatives 
to meet with ordinary citizens to share information 
or receive input.

Tembo, F., 2013. 
Rethinking Social 
Accountability in Africa: 
Lessons from the 
Mwananchi Programme. 
UK AID.
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Intervention 
Categories

Definitions Sources

Capacity 
building of Civil 
society groups/
organizations 
(CSO)/ CBOs

Civil society refers to the space for collective 
action around shared interests, purposes and 
values, generally distinct from government 
and commercial actors. Civil society includes 
charities, development NGOs, community 
groups, women’s organizations, faith-based 
organizations, professional associations, trade 
unions, social movements, coalitions and 
advocacy groups, village health committees

Defined by the authors, 
based on consultation 
with experts and 
stakeholders

Community score 
cards/ Citizens 
report cards/ 
social audits/
citizen feedback

This area includes performance monitoring 
mechanisms. Community scorecards are 
designed and applied by the service providers 
and service users, with the central objective to 
make decisions and develop action plans, the 
best terrain for the application of which is 
the community level. Citizen report cards are 
run by professional NGOs and consulting firms, 
and are oriented principally towards providing 
and disseminating information on public opinion. 
A social audit usually records and interprets 
the experience of the clients or citizens the 
organizational entity is meant to service.

Ackerman, J.M. (2005). 
Social Accountability 
in the Public Sector: A 
Conceptual Discussion. 
Social Development 
Papers, no. 82. The 
World Bank.

Ahmad, R. (2008). 
Governance, Social 
Accountability and the 
Civil Society, JOAAG, 
Vol. 3. No. 1

Social Movements Citizens raising their voice and taking actions is 
fundamental to holding the authority accountable. 
One of the 
mechanisms is social movement (Transparency 
Initiative). Social 
movements facilitate changing the political costs 
of those in power to 
adopt T&A initiatives  

Halloran, W.F. (2015). 
Mobilizing Accountability: 
Citizens, Movements 
And The State. 
Transparency Initiative

Use of Public 
interest litigation 
(PIL)

Using the mechanism of legal action for the 
enforcement of interest of the public to the court 
of law. It is a weapon by which poor, helpless 
or disabled seek judicial redress by filing an 
application to the High Court.

Walia, I. (2009, 
November 20). Public 
Interest Litigation: An 
Expression of Voice for 
the Sufferers of Silence.

Grievance redress 
mechanisms

GRMs are institutions, instruments, methods, and 
processes by which a resolution to a grievance is 
sought and provided.

Designing and 
Implementing Grievance 
Redress Mechanism 
(2010). Asian 
Development Bank. 
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Intervention 
Categories

Definitions Sources

3 Governance

Local agencies 
and committees

Setting up or strengthening local committees, 
civil society and government working together 
in an institutionalized oversight body to improve 
effectiveness of the local governance system, 
ex. health committees to improve health system 
effectiveness.

Boydell, V., & Keesbury, 
J. (2014). Social 
accountability: What 
are the lessons for 
improving family planning 
and reproductive health 
programs? 

Co-governance Co-governance entails fostering civil society 
participation and simultaneously strengthening 
state apparatus. When social protest, movements 
or consultation are insufficient, the best way to 
tap into the energy of society is through “co-
governance,” which involves inviting social actors 
to participate in the core activities of the state.

Ackerman, J. (2003). 
Co-governance for 
Accountability: Beyond 
“Exit” and “Voice”, 
University of California.

Networked 
Governance

Network governance can be termed as a 
collection of persons or institutions engaged in 
a policy dialogue that are not accountable to the 
state (although the state may have initiated the 
formation of the network and may be involved in 
directing the network); interact in an environment 
that is open and trusting thus facilitating the free 
flow of views and information within and to other 
networks; specifically targeting a policy problem.

Wilikilagi, V. (2009). What 
is Network Governance 
and its Implications 
for Public Policy 
Formulation?

4 Mobilization actions

Information 
Campaigns

Campaigns which aim to improve awareness 
of the general public of accountability of public 
services and public officials.

Defined by the authors, 
based on consultation 
with experts and 
stakeholders

Social mobilization 
campaigns

Campaigns which aim to mobilise the general 
public to improve accountability of public services 
and public officials.

Defined by the authors, 
based on consultation 
with experts and 
stakeholders

Participation in 
PTA

Mobilising collaborations between teachers and 
parents to improve accountability in the education 
sector.

In Mongolia, Parent-
Teacher Associations 
are Improving Learning 
Outcomes and School 
Transparency (2019). The 
World Bank.

5 Resource monitoring actions

Resource 
Allocation and 
Management

Public spending begins with the allocation of 
public resources for various sectors, reflective of 
the needs of the poor and marginalized involving 
natural resource management.

Defined by the authors, 
based on consultation 
with experts and 
stakeholders
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Intervention 
Categories

Definitions Sources

Participatory 
budget 
formulation

This involves direct citizen/CSO participation in 
budget formulation (i.e., in proposing projects 
and allocating funds). Participatory budget 
formulation is less common and usually occurs 
at the local level (as in over 100 municipalities in 
Brazil) 23 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.

Malena, C., Forster, R. 
and Singh, J. (2004). 
Social accountability: 
An introduction to the 
concept and emerging 
practice (No. 31042, p. 
1). The World Bank.

Participatory 
budget analysis

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.

Malena, C., Forster, R. 
and Singh, J. (2004). 
Social accountability: 
An introduction to the 
concept and emerging 
practice (No. 31042, p. 
1). The World Bank.

Public expenditure 
tracking surveys 
(PETS):

Monitoring resource flow: 
A quantitative survey of the supply side of public 
services that tracks the flow of public funds and 
material from the central government level all the 
way to frontline service providers

Koziol, M., Tolmie, C. 
(2010). Using Public 
Expenditure Tracking 
Surveys to Monitor 
Projects and Small-Scale 
Programs: A Guidebook. 
The World Bank

Monitoring 
contracting and 
procurement 
processes

Citizens monitor and “follow the money” beyond 
the budget

GPSA Note 2: 
Responsive and Multi-
pronged strategies, 
Hazell, Robert, and Ben 
Worthy. “Impact of FOI 
on central government.” 
Constitution Unit, 
University College 
London (2009).
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Appendix 2.	 Definition of the outcome categories

Outcome 
Categories

Definitions Sources

1 Performance improvement of public and private actors/institutions

Increased 
Transparency

Transparency comprises the legal, 
political, and institutional structures that 
make the decision-making process 
and actions of public and private 
actors available/accessible to citizens. 
Altogether which results in information 
disclosure/reduced information gaps 
and proper reporting. 

Finel in Ball, Carolyn. (2009). What 
Is Transparency? Public Integrity.

Reduced 
Corruption

Reduction of incidences of financial 
or administrative misreporting, 
investigations, prosecutions, convictions 
and self-reported incidences of being 
asked for a bribe and such measures of 
corruption.

Rathinam, F., Finetti, J., Snilstveit, 
B., Siddiqui, Z., Chirgwin, H., 
Appell, R., Dickens, E. and 
Gaarder, M. (2019). The Effect of 
Transparency and Accountability 
Interventions in the Extractive 
Sectors: An Evidence Gap Map. 
3ie Evidence Gap Map Report (14). 
New Delhi: International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation (3ie). Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.23846/EGM014

Public confidence 
or trust in 
politicians or 
institutions

Public’s perception of the performance 
of politicians and levels of corruption 
and transparency.

Rathinam, F., Finetti, J., Snilstveit, 
B., Siddiqui, Z., Chirgwin, H., 
Appell, R., Dickens, E. and 
Gaarder, M. (2019). The Effect of 
Transparency and Accountability 
Interventions in the Extractive 
Sectors: An Evidence Gap Map. 
3ie Evidence Gap Map Report (14). 
New Delhi: International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation (3ie). 

Quality/
effectiveness of 
government and 
institutions

Objective measures of quality and 
effectiveness of government

Rathinam, F., Finetti, J., Snilstveit, 
B., Siddiqui, Z., Chirgwin, H., 
Appell, R., Dickens, E. and 
Gaarder, M. (2019). The Effect of 
Transparency and Accountability 
Interventions in the Extractive 
Sectors: An Evidence Gap Map. 
3ie Evidence Gap Map Report (14). 
New Delhi: International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation (3ie). 

Answerability The liability to sanction or reward based 
on the actions and performance.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders
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Outcome 
Categories

Definitions Sources

2 Service Quality

Efficiency of 
service delivery

The choosing of means to provide a 
required service, with availability of 
sufficient material, timeliness, cost-
effectiveness etc.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Service Utilization It defines the means by which all 
planned activities will be delivered, and 
responsiveness in the activities will 
ensure uptake/coverage/outreach of 
services to citizens.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Service provider 
absenteeism

Absenteeism is the chronic absence 
from work or such institutions. 
Absenteeism of service providers is 
when teachers, health care providers, or 
such relevant administrators of different 
institutions are absent from their 
institute.

Absenteeism. (n.d.). Merriam 
Webster. Retrieved from 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/
dictionary/absenteeism

Citizen/user 
satisfaction

Citizen’s perception of the performances 
of the service quality and service 
providers with respect to the quality of 
basic services.

Van Ryzin, G. G. (2004, March). 
The Measurement of Overall Citizen 
Satisfaction. Retrieved from 
https://www.jstor.org/
stable/3381143?seq=1

3 Allocative Efficiency

Budget 
Formulation

Budget formulation consists of all steps, 
actions, and documentation in the 
budget process that are required or that 
properly should be taken in advance 
for the enactment of an appropriation 
bill. It includes program performance 
analysis conducted to determine where 
an activity stands at present, where it is 
going and what alternative approaches 
could be taken that could better achieve 
the objectives. The basic objectives of 
the formulation process is to provide 
a basic information for use in making 
decisions about the allocation of the 
resources toward fulfilment of goals 
and needs; and to ensure that each 
responsible party in the process has a 
satisfactory opportunity to analyze the 
information needed to make decisions.

Budget, Performance and Program 
Analysis Handbook, Volume III.

Budget Utilization Budget utilization defines the means 
by which all planned activities will be 
delivered, and responsiveness in the 
activities will create the outcome within 
the implementation period

Kathungu, R. (2016). The 
Effect of Budget Utilization on 
the Performance of County 
Governments: A Case Study of 
Eastern Kenya Region.
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Outcome 
Categories

Definitions Sources

Resource 
Allocation

Allocation of public resources including 
natural resources

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

4 Citizen Engagement

State-society 
relations/ 
government-
citizen linkages

Engagement between civil society 
actors and governmental decision 
makers. Collaboration between 
social accountability initiatives of 
the civil society actors and the state 
institutions of accountability (horizontal 
accountability)

GPSA Note 4: Picking Partners And 
Allies 
That Bolster Your Social 
Accountability Efforts

Channels for 
engagement and 
negotiation

Increased channel for engagement, 
negotiation and adjudication between 
the state and/or private sector and 
citizens, which will enable creation 
of new channels and efficient use of 
existing channels. 

Rathinam, F., Finetti, J., Snilstveit, 
B., Siddiqui, Z., Chirgwin, H., 
Appell, R., Dickens, E. and 
Gaarder, M. (2019). The Effect of 
Transparency and Accountability 
Interventions in the Extractive 
Sectors: An Evidence Gap Map. 
3ie Evidence Gap Map Report (14). 
New Delhi: International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation (3ie). Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.23846/EGM014

Meetings and 
forums

Regular use of meetings and forums to 
hold public actors socially accountable

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Participation/ 
attendance

Greater participation by citizens in 
improving social accountability of public 
officials

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

5 Inclusion

Targeting 
efficiency in 
program design: 

Identifying the underrepresented groups 
(gender, sexual, ethnic, religious, socio-
economic etc.) and assessing their 
access, capacity, limitations, opportunity 
costs etc. to target better.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Marginal group 
representation in 
policy formulation

Including or seeking to include 
underrepresented groups (gender, 
sexual, ethnic, religious, socio-economic 
etc.) in policies to enable them to use 
their skills and abilities.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Marginal group 
oversight in policy 
implementation

Participation of marginal groups in the 
oversight process as prescribed in the 
policies.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders
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Outcome 
Categories

Definitions Sources

6 Responsiveness

Responsiveness 
of service 
providers to 
citizen’s needs/
demand)

Changes in behavior of service 
providers by taking concrete action to 
improve service provision in line with 
citizens’ concerns. For example: better 
queue management.

Lodenstein, E., Dieleman, 
M., Gerretsen, B., Broerse, 
J.E.W. (2017). Health provider 
responsiveness to social 
accountability initiatives in low- and 
middle-income countries: a realist 
review, Health Policy and Planning, 
Volume 32, Issue 1. Pages 125–
140. 

Grievance 
redressed

Investigating, verifying and responding 
to citizen complaints and grievances.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Policy Influence/
Changes

Reforms or amendments in laws, acts 
etc.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

7 Quality of life

Overall well-being 
and Quality of life

Improvement in overall well-being and 
quality of life.

Waddington, H., Sonnenfeld, A., 
Finetti, J., Gaarder, M., John, D., 
& Stevenson, J. (2019). Citizen 
engagement in public services in 
low‐and middle‐income countries: 
A mixed‐methods systematic 
review of participation, inclusion, 
transparency and accountability 
(PITA) initiatives. 

Health outcomes Nutrition status, mortality rates, physical 
well-being.

Rathinam, F., Finetti, J., Snilstveit, 
B., Siddiqui, Z., Chirgwin, H., 
Appell, R., Dickens, E. and 
Gaarder, M. (2019). The Effect of 
Transparency and Accountability 
Interventions in the Extractive 
Sectors: An Evidence Gap Map. 
3ie Evidence Gap Map Report (14). 
New Delhi: International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation (3ie). Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.23846/EGM014

Social outcome Measures of happiness, empowerment, 
gender and social relations and status, 
and psychological wellbeing.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Education 
outcomes

Quality of education, there are two 
aspects: one is that students are not 
dropping out, enrolment is okay, they 
can enrol easily, and attendance is 
good. Another type of educational 
outcome is the quality of teaching in a 
classroom.  

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders
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Outcome 
Categories

Definitions Sources

Economic 
empowerment

This includes improvement in income, 
consumption, expenditure, employment, 
poverty and ownership, and access and 
rights to land.

Rathinam, F., Finetti, J., Snilstveit, 
B., Siddiqui, Z., Chirgwin, H., 
Appell, R., Dickens, E. and 
Gaarder, M. (2019). The Effect of 
Transparency and Accountability 
Interventions in the Extractive 
Sectors: An Evidence Gap Map. 
3ie Evidence Gap Map Report (14). 
New Delhi: International Initiative for 
Impact Evaluation (3ie). Available at: 
https://doi.org/10.23846/EGM014

8 Knowledge and Learning Outcomes from Project

Refined SA 
interventions

Using learning from past or current 
initiatives to refine the current or future 
SA initiatives

GPSA Note 5: Adaptive Learning

Increased 
sustainability

Using learning from past or current 
initiatives to increase likelihood of the 
sustainability of current or future SA 
initiatives e.g. through empowering local 
networks.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders

Replication or 
scaling up

Learning from a successful initiative to 
replicate or scale-up.

Defined by the authors, based 
on consultation with experts and 
stakeholders
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Appendix 3.	 Filter code for included studies

1 Study design Definitions

1.1 Systematic review Review of primary studies adopting systematic approach, which 
includes: 1) clear inclusion and exclusion criterion 2) an explicit 
search strategy 3) a systematic coding and analysis of included 
studies 4) meta- analysis (where possible)

1.2 RCT Random assignment of the intervention, including natural 
experiments

1.3 Non-experimental 
design with comparison 
group

Non-experimental studies with comparison group including 
regression-based designs (DD, RDD, IV, Matching, cohort, etc...)

1.4 Before versus after 
design

Pre-post outcome measurement with no comparison group

2 Publication status  

2.1 Completed Completed: study findings are available in a published report or 
paper. (Published does not mean in a journal but in any form of a 
complete paper, NOT conference abstract or ppt).

2.2 Ongoing The research is still in progress. There is no published paper or 
report of study findings.

3 Study region  

4 National Region

4.1 Country LMICs (as defined by the World Bank’s website: https://
datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-
bank-country-and-lending-groups)

4.2 City

5 Population

 5.1 Adults/youth

 5.2 Children

 5.3 Rural

 5.4 Urban

5.5 Women and Girls Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
women/girls.

5.6 Elderly Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
elderly (i.e. aged 65+).

5.7 People with/History of 
Mental Illness

Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
people with (or a history of) mental illness.

5.8 People with Complex 
Needs/Dual Diagnosis

Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
people with complex needs/dual diagnosis
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5.9 LGBT community Studies where the principle population group being studied identify 
as LGBT

5.10 Survivors of Domestic 
Violence/Abuse

Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
survivors of domestic violence/abuse

5.11 People with Disabilities Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
people with disabilities

5.12 Migrants Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
migrants

5.13 Indigenous people Studies where the principle population group being studied are 
ethnic groups who are the original inhabitants of a given region (first 
peoples, aboriginal peoples or native peoples).

Appendix 4.	 Elaborate inclusion and exclusion criteria

Include Exclude

Literature 
type

•	 Published journal articles

•	 Grey literature including technical reports 
which report quantitative data related 
to effectiveness of social accountability 
interventions

•	 Technical reports/working papers

•	 Commentary or 
conceptual papers

•	 Editorial

•	 Conference 
proceedings

•	 Qualitative studies

•	 Case studies

Study Status •	 Completed

•	 Ongoing

Study design •	 Studies on effectiveness
•	 Study designs that include quantitative data
•	 Systematic* reviews
•	 Meta-analysis/meta regressions
•	 Randomized controlled trial
•	 Modelling with empirically grounded 

parameters/econometric studies (Regression 
discontinuity, propensity score or other 
matching techniques, difference in difference)

•	 Instrumental variables
•	 Other matching designs
•	 Rigorous quasi‐experimental design/quasi‐

experimental
•	 Natural experiments
•	 Single‐subject design
•	 Analytical observational
•	 Before‐after studies
•	 Time‐series

•	 Purely qualitative 
studies
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Include Exclude

Population Low and middle-income countries

Population subgroup of interest includes: adults/
youths, children, women/girls, elderly, rural/urban and 
conflict regions

•	 Studies only on high 
income countries

•	 Systematic reviews only 
on high income countries

Interventions Studies with interventions that aim to improve social 
accountability and will include the following:

1.	 Access to information

2.	 Citizens’ voice and representation

3.	 Governance

4.	 Mobilisation actions

5.	 Resource monitoring actions

Outcomes Studies that aim to improve social accountability as an 
outcome and include following:

1.	 Performance improvement of public and 
private actors/institutions

2.	 Service Quality

3.	 Allocative efficiency

4.	 Citizen Engagement

5.	 Inclusion

6.	 Responsiveness

7.	 Quality of life

8.	 Knowledge and Learning outcomes from the 
study

Study 
Quality

Low

Medium

High

Language English Exclude studies in other 
language
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Appendix 5.	 Screening tool

1. Is the paper published after 2000? No Exclude

Yes Continue to q2

2. Is the paper in English? No Exclude

Yes Continue to q3

3 Is the paper on low and middle-income countries? No Exclude

Yes Continue to q4

4. Is there any intervention about social accountability in the paper regard-
ing access to information/ citizens’ voice/ governance/ mobilization/ 
resource allocation?

No Exclude

Yes Continue to q5

5. Is the paper a quantitative evaluation (RCT/non-experimental with com-
parison group/ before-and-after design) or a systematic review?

No Exclude

Yes Include

Appendix 6.	 Keywords for search queries are given at following table

Key concepts Free text terms

LMIC keywords Developing nations, third world, low income, poor, underdeveloped,

Middle income, emerging economies, economic development, 
industrialisation, urbanization, 

Asia, Africa, Latin America, Europe, conflict

Population key words Citizens, community, tribe, people, residents, civilian, ethnicity

Adult, elderly

Women, girls, female, gender

Youth, young, young adults, adolescents 

Children, infants, orphan,

Rural, village, suburb

Urban, city, town

District, state, division 
Migrant, refugee
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Social Accountability 
intervention keywords

Citizen engagement, voice, participation, representation, involvement, 
cooperation

Mobilisation, campaign, network, movement, communication, assimilate 

Access to information, freedom of information, right to information, media, 
online, digital

CSO, CBO, associations, agencies, NGO, informal, private, organization

Formal, public, government, state, national, authorities, administration

scorecard, report card, audit information, monitoring, evaluation, 
surveillance, assessment, governance

grievance redress, litigation, complaint, online, digital

participatory budget, resource allocation, planning, allotment, distribution, 
quota

Outcome keywords Performance, attendance, absenteeism

service quality, service delivery

quality of life, empowerment, inclusion, literacy

transparency, access, awareness, openness, fairness, compliance, 
flexibility

trust, confidence, reliance, accountability, credibility

corruption, misreporting, bribe, mismanagement, irregularities

efficiency, effectiveness, improvement

learning, experience, training, skill

Study design keywords RCT, experiment, quantitative, lab, natural, impact evaluation, 

Analysis, regression, survey, sampling, mapping

Sector keywords Education, school, parent teacher association, student attendance, student 
performance

Health, healthcare, community hospitals, health workers, mortality rate, 
reproductive health, disease

Agriculture, livestock, irrigation, cultivation

WASH, hygiene, sanitation, 

Housing, household, habitation

Political, governance, law, democratic, administration

Judicial, law, legislative

Humanitarian & disaster (COVID-19), adversity, calamity

Poverty, inequality, discrimination

Main search string: “social accountability” AND ((“transparency”) OR (“corruption”) OR (“accessibility”) OR (“government 
citizen linkages”) OR (“trust”) OR (“service quality”) OR (“efficiency”) OR (“service utilization”) OR (“citizen satisfaction”) OR (“user 
satisfaction”) OR (“public service quality”) OR (“confidence in public service”) OR (“empowerment”) OR (“electoral outcome”) 
OR (“democratic spaces”) OR (“policy influence”) OR (“efficiency”) OR (“budget utilization”) OR (“resource allocation”) OR 
(“inclusiveness”) OR (“targeting performance”) OR (“inclusive policy”) OR (“marginal group representation”) OR (“responsiveness”) 
OR (“services to user responsiveness”) OR (“attitude of officials”) OR (“health welfare”) OR (“poverty reduction”)) AND ((“citizens”) 
OR (“youth”) OR (“young people”) OR (“rural citizens”) OR (“urban citizens”) OR (“humanitarian”) OR (“tribal”) OR (“marginalized 
populations”) OR (“women”) OR (“adults”) OR (“elderly”))
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Appendix 7.	 AMSTAR 2 Table 
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Appendix 8	 EGM record log

Database Date searched Date uploaded 

Pro Quest 16/06/2021 16/06/2021

Google Scholar 16/06/2021 20/06/2021

NBER 27/06/2021 27/06/2021

3ie 05/07/2021 05/07/2021

IDEAS/ RePEc 07/07/2021 07/07/2021

Cochrane 10/07/2021 10/07/2021

Campbell Collaboration 10/07/2021 10/07/2021

JSTOR 02/06/2021 02/06/2021

SCOPUS 13/06/2021 13/06/2021

PubMed 07/06/2021 07/06/2021

WHO Global Library 08/06/2021 08/06/2021

SSRN 09/08/2021 09/08/2021

Emerald insight 29/06/2021 29/06/2021

Web of Science 29/06/2021 30/06/2021

Taylor and Francis  18/07/2021

26/07/2021

18/07/2021

26/07/2021
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Appendix 9.	 List of few excluded studies

Sl. No. Title of the study Excluded on

1 Social Accountability in Diaspora Organizations Aiding Syrian Migrants Intervention

2 An impact evaluation of information disclosure on elected representatives’ 
performance: evidence from rural and urban India

Intervention

3 The training for health equity network evaluation framework: a pilot study 
at five health professional schools

Intervention

4 Natural resource Governance and Eiti implementation in Nigeria Intervention

5 Accelerating Women’s Empowerment Through Legal Empowerment 
and Social Accountability Strategies International Development Law 
Organization (IDLO)

Intervention

6 Factors affecting the effectiveness of donor funded projects in promoting 
development in Kibera

Intervention

7 Private sector participation in the management of water supply systems in 
small settlements in the Ashanti and Brong Ahafo regions

Intervention

8 Political-economy of pension plans: Impact of institutions, gender, and 
culture

Intervention

9 The use of UTAUT to investigate the adoption of e-government in Jordan: 
a cultural perspective

Intervention

10 Factors that Influence Citizen Participation in Devolved Funds in Uasin 
Gishu County, Kenya

Intervention


