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Where research is, and where we need it to be 

 

 

 

 

Dominant research agendas: 
• Focus on narrow theories of 

change that are  

• tactical  

• low dose and information-led 

…and find ‘mixed results’ 

• Use “fuzzy proxies” that do not 

measure what researchers claim 

• Leave out power analysis 

• Crowd out other research methods  

What is needed: 
• Research that can inform 

action-strategists’ work 

• Studies that evaluate diverse 

change strategies 

• Studies that learn from 

positive outliers (when 

accountability wins are 

achieved against all odds) 



What change strategies get the most research attention? 

 

 

Tactical approaches: 

 
• Bounded interventions 

• Citizen voice as the sole driver 

• Assumption that information provision 

alone will inspire collective action with 

sufficient power to influence public 

sector performance 

• Exclusive focus on local arenas 
 

 

Strategic approaches: 

 
• Multiple, coordinated tactics 

• Enabling environments for collective 

action, to reduce perceived risk 

• Citizen voice coordinated with 

governmental reforms that bolster 

public sector responsiveness 

• Scaling up (vertically) and across 

(horizontally) 

• Iterative, contested and therefore 

uneven processes 



Dominant research methods find ‘mixed results’ 

 Dominant research methods claim scientific validity 

(experimental impact evaluations such as RCTs, drawn from 

biomedical research) 

 Those studies have found “mixed results” in the transparency, 

participation and accountability field (including but not limited 

to health interventions….) 

 

 But the reasons for the ‘mixed results’ are related to the 

researchers’ methods and choices  



 

 

 Researchers who claim to use scientific methods prefer to assess 
simple theories of change…  

 The interventions they study are therefore: 

 Brief 

 Locally bounded (excluding multi-level approaches) 

 Rely on modest doses of information to stimulate citizen action 

 Ignore qualitative variation (more vs less voice)  

 Invisibilize variation (they seek average effects) 

 Prohibit adaptation (“learning by doing”) 

Weak interventions lead to weak outcomes 



Studies built on ‘fuzzy proxies’ have shaky foundations  

 

 

 For the convenience of researchers, RCT data is often based on 
questionable “indirect” indicators of participation, transparency, 
oversight or accountability  

 Those indicators do not always measure what researchers claim  

 Be wary of studies that assume that a few meetings or shaky local 
committees constitute actual accountability efforts 

 End result: fancy statistics that are good for publishing in scholarly 
journals – but based on bad data 



Research agendas are biased by ‘crowding out’ effects 

 Donor and academic emphasis on RCTs in the TPA field may be 
‘crowding out’ other research methods  

 

 This biases research agendas towards ‘light touch’ projects, 
‘crowding out’ the study of broader range of more strategic TPA 
innovations 

 

 Agenda-setting question: Study interventions or campaigns? 

 



Consider understudied systems change strategies 

 

 

  

1. Vertical integration 

2. Sandwich strategies 

3. Civic leadership training 

4. Legal strategies 

5. Follow the money  

6. Bolster honest public servants 



1. Vertical integration 
 

 

 

 

 How do advocates target the right level of decision-making and 
avoid “squeezing the balloon? 

 Multilevel civil society coalitions can pursue full scale monitoring of 
multiple links in service delivery supply chains 

 COPASAH affiliates have pursued VI in Peru, Guatemala, India – 
where else? 

 Comparative research is lacking (except in the Philippines – see 
G-Watch’s Going Vertical) 



 2. Sandwich strategies for state-society synergy 

 

 

 Mainstream approaches to social accountability counterpose 
“constructive” vs “adversarial” approaches 

 This may be a false dichotomy 

 Sandwich strategies for change involve openings from above 
that enable mobilization from below to challenge anti-
accountability forces 

 Partnerships between grassroots watchdogs and official 
oversight agencies create the potential for voice and teeth to 
be mutually-reinforcing  

 

 



3. Civic leadership training at scale 
 
 Leadership is a skill, it can be taught – but what 

approaches are most effective? 

 How do to organizing & consciousness-raising at scale - 
without watering it down? 

 Examples: RedSalud in Guatemala, Mitanin in India, 
PEKKA, Indonesia’s Women-Headed Family 
Empowerment movement  



4. Legal change strategies 

 

 

  

 Legal empowerment: How to build synergy between reacting to 
individual cases & advocacy initiatives that can prevent abuses? 

 Strategic litigation: When and how are favorable court decisions 
actually carried out? 

 Underlying puzzle: where the rule of law is lacking, how can the 
law still be used to protect rights? 

 How to deepen synergy between legal strategies and social 
accountability in health? 



5. “Follow the money”  
 

 

 

 Easier said than done, needs technical allies & PFM 
reforms 

 What can we learn from action strategies can connect 
technical budget tracking with activating stakeholders?  

 The International Budget Partnership’s SPARK program 
supports constituency-based engagement with 
the accountability ecosystem 



6. How to back honest public servants? 

 

 

  

 Accountability strategies need honest public servants 

 Yet those who put the public interest first can pay huge costs 

 For example, “corruption as a collective action problem” 

 What strategies can encourage and protect them?  

 Whistleblower protection (India’s law is not yet operational) 

 Unions (CHWs, as with ASHA unions in Indian states) 

 “Naming and faming” to change public expectations (e.g., 
Accountability Lab in Nepal, Liberia, etc.) 



Methods rethink #1: From correlations to “smoking guns” 

 

 

 “Scientific” research methods in SAcc rely on regression analysis & 
experiments to attribute causality 

 Yet the human rights tradition suggests an alternative approach to 
what constitutes “proof” - who did what to whom?  

 “Bearing witness” 

 “Motive, method, opportunity” (the “Sherlock Holmes” approach to 
evidence) 

 Here whistleblowers have a fundamental contribution to make - their 
insider knowledge produces unique evidence of the “smoking guns” 
needed for accountability claims 



Methods rethink #2: Put variation up front 

 

 

 Accountability is hard, even the most promising change 
initiatives have uneven and incomplete impacts 

 What can we learn from exceptions and partial progress? 

 The positive outlier approach seeks to identify and explain 
breakthroughs - where citizens achieved accountability 
gains despite strong forces working against them.  

 Goal: To learn about the how and why of progress, to inform 
strategies for the diffusion of effective approaches 



Looking forward…. big picture questions 

 

  How can our action agendas inform research agendas? 

 

 How can our research agendas inform action? 

 

 How do we study change strategies – in practical ways, at 

what scale, with what methods…? 



 

 

Thank you!  
 

Questions/comments? 
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