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“We are off course because of unmet commitments, inadequate resources and a lack of 

focus and accountability.” 

United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon 

 

“Perhaps the most important transformative shift is towards a new spirit of solidarity, 

cooperation, and mutual accountability that must underpin the post-2015 agenda.” 

High-level Panel of Eminent Persons on the post 2015 Development Agenda 

 

 

“Addressing inequities must be embedded throughout the post-2015 development agenda. 

The agenda should inspire every society to look beyond national averages, and commit to 

the rights of every person, female and male, young and old ― no matter where they live ― 

to have the same opportunity to live a healthy, fulfilling life. [And the agenda should] … 

enable…citizens to hold leaders and decision-makers accountable for doing so. 

Anthony Lake, UNICEF Executive Director (Copenhagen 2/13) 
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1. Accountability in the Post-2015 Development Agenda  

Discussion on the post-2015 development agenda is wide-ranging, multi-faceted and 

passionate, but central to all stakeholders is the demand for much greater accountability of 

states to their citizens, of global institutions to states, of wealthy countries to poorer 

countries and of this generation to the next generation. It was a demand that surfaced 

repeatedly among the million-strong ordinary citizens who participated in the ‘World We 

Want’ consultations for the post-2015 agenda. Behind this call for accountability is the 

collective realisation that expanding human agency and dignity, not increasing economic 

growth, is the central purpose of development; as such men, women and children have a 

right to voice and demand fulfilment of their claims. As concerns claims of children, 

fulfilment of their rights is an obligation not only of the state, but of the community and the 

family, who collectively have a duty to children in both public and private realms.  

This paper aims to develop an accountability framework that clarifies the concept, 

mechanisms and instruments of accountability to rights-holders, while examining how one 

particular type of accountability, social accountability, can help advance children’s rights in 

development programmes. Social, or citizen-led, accountability has particular relevance for 

advancing the realisation of children’s rights in view of its potential for reducing corruption, 

improving service quality and increasing empowerment, (McGee and Gaventa 2010: 21). As 

social accountability is a mechanism that helps remove barriers to service access and 

quality, it can serve to extend the opportunities for rights-fulfilling services to groups of 

children and families who may otherwise have been excluded, and thus advance equity.  

2. What do we mean by accountability from a child rights perspective? 

A cornerstone of human rights law and hence the fundamental mission to promote the 

rights of every child, everywhere is accountability, or in its simplest terms, the ability to 

ensure that those charged with protecting and fulfilling child rights actually do what they 

are supposed to do, and if they do not or cannot, children and their representatives have 

some recourse. Accountability and the rule of law is a central principle of the human rights-

based approach to programming (HRBAP), along with principles of non-discrimination, 

participation and indivisibility.    

Essential to an effective accountability process is the existence of remedies or sanctions, so 

that when duties are not fulfilled or standards are not met, something happens and citizens’ 

claims are honoured. In formal terms, the four elements of the accountability relationship 

(Joshi 2010: 2) are: 

 Setting standards of performance and indicators to measure it 

 Obtaining information about action taken to meet those standards 

 Judgements about the adequacy of actions vs. standards, and  

 Imposition of sanctions for unsatisfactory performance 
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There are two faces to the accountability coin: on one face of the coin state/duty-bearer 

supply of enabling environment, social services and transparent processes for realising child 

rights, and on the other, children/citizen/right-holders demand, engagement and 

participation in ensuring the supply effectively meets the established standard. In the 

absence of demand, citizen participation and engagement, the best possible supply of 

services to protect and fulfil children’s rights will not manage to produce the ambitious child 

survival and development outcomes to which the international community committed, both 

through the MDGs and post-2015 agenda, and through the implementation of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child.   

By strengthening accountability, in principle, the gap between the supply of services and 

equitable outcomes for children can be closed, as the demand side of the equation is 

bolstered. By empowering children, their representatives and citizen groups with 

information to demand and obtain the services they have a right to expect, accountability 

shifts the balance toward greater equity in opportunities.   

In this context, UNICEF is convening a two-day workshop on March 3-4, 2014 in London with 

social accountability researchers, practitioners and child rights experts to examine the 

potential of innovative social accountability initiatives to achieve more equitable, 

sustainable progress towards fulfilling children’s rights. In particular, the purpose of the 

London meeting is to examine experiences and the conditions under which the 

accountability principle is realised in practice. 

3. Types, Roles and Instruments of Social Accountability for Children’s Rights 

There are several types of inter-related accountability mechanisms; the realm of formal 

accountability consists of four types, each with different time-frames and capacity for 

enforcement: judicial accountability, quasi-judicial accountability, political accountability, 

and administrative accountability (OHCHR 2013: v). The primary informal mechanism is 

social accountability, which, in addition to generally having the shortest time-frame from 

measuring performance to remedy, is also closest to oversight of service delivery and 

demand. For optimum implementation of the CRC, all forms of accountability are necessary; 

however, at the London meeting and in this paper, we will look specifically at social 

accountability approaches to realising children’s rights. 

Social Accountability   

The engagement of citizen groups, children and their representatives in overseeing 

government conduct and is the central feature of social accountability: 

“Social accountability can be defined as an approach towards building accountability 

that relies on civic engagement, i.e., in which it is ordinary citizens and/or civil society 

organisations who participate directly or indirectly in exacting accountability. 

Mechanisms of social accountability can be initiated and supported by the state, 
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citizens or both, but very often they are demand-driven and operate from the 

bottom-up.” (Malena et al. 2004: 3) 

Social accountability at the local level serves to address the service supply and demand 

determinants of child-rights outcomes and is also consistent with the obligation that, to 

fulfil child rights, services be: 

 available in sufficient quantity for all children in the  country;  

 accessible physically, financially and without discrimination, including by providing; 
essential information in an accessible language; 

 acceptable culturally ethically; 

 with good quality treatments, training, equipment, care. 

(CRC General Comment 15: paras 112-116) 

Social accountability depends on and is led by citizen participation in monitoring 

government efforts to fulfil their human rights obligations and their stated commitments; 

when those efforts fall short, social accountability enables citizens to obtain recourse of 

some kind. Ideally, citizens and service providers work collaboratively with the shared 

objective of closing the gap between the supply and demand for quality services, and 

redressing service failures. 

Yet some service failures, if due to corruption, or to violation of the law or code of conduct 

for public servants, cannot be address by collaboration alone. For that reason, social 

accountability has been found to have more impact when the recourse to performance 

failures is tied to systems of formal judicial or administrative accountability (Joshi 2010: 12;  

OHCHR 2013: 45; McGee and Gaventa 2011: 23). Some consider that social accountability 

best achieves its impact when civil society is able to create alliances and leverage the power 

of horizontal accountability actors, or internal reformers in the legislative, judicial or 

executive branches (Fox 2008, in McGee and Gaventa 2011). 

 

Community complaint mechanism in Zambia 

In Zambia, where the National Water and Sanitation Council (NWASCO)  is attempting to heighten its presence 

in low-income areas serviced by water utilities while promoting non-adversarial conflict resolution between 

consumers and service providers. To that end, it has created a number of Water Watch Groups (WWGs) 

throughout the country. Comprised of water users, WWGs are voluntary associations that monitor the effect of 

national policies at the local level, as well as water quality, interruption of service and billing on behalf of the 

Council. However, their primary function is to foster dialogue between consumers and service providers by 

following up on consumer complaints and even acting as arbitrators in on-going conflicts. In cases where the 

WWGs fail to resolve the dispute, they refer the matter to NWASCO, who assesses the complaint and, if 

necessary, either penalises the service provider or publicises the infraction. The WWGs succeeded in managing 

over 50,000 complaints between 2004 and 2005 alone, and reports indicate a much-improved relationship 

between service providers and consumers. 

Source:  de Albuquerque 2013: 195 
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Social accountability and children’s participation 

In ratifying the CRC, states become accountable to fulfil children’s rights, including the right 

of children to be heard and to participate in decisions that affect them. Yet because of their 

political, cultural and social status, children are precluded from direct participation in many 

public processes of accountability, and unlike women, the poor and other marginalised 

groups who participate, must count on ‘third parties’ (adults) as intermediaries. 

Consultation with children in social accountability processes serves as a proxy for their 

direct involvement, giving them a voice through, for example, children’s parliaments, school 

councils, municipal child councils and the like, although ensuring the voice and 

representation of marginalised children is challenging. Children’s participation in social 

accountability is both a right today and an investment in citizen engagement tomorrow, 

requiring adults as intermediaries to build and facilitate children’s capacity to seek, analyse 

and use information on the duty-bearer performance they want to monitor, and to interface 

with the adult world when presenting their findings, asking for and obtaining accountability. 

Child-responsive social accountability thus ‘faces a compounded challenge because it relies 

on redrawing two layers of unequal relationships: between children and adults, and 

between state and society.’ (IRC 2013, p.22).  

 

4. Remedies: How accountability achieves results 

Accountability mechanisms get their power to achieve results for children by triggering 

remedies to whatever accountability failures have been detected. Just as there are different 

accountability types, so too are there different remedies, or outcomes, for accountability 

demands.  

Redress is a remedy which achieves results by rectifying service failures, or providing 

alternatives that lead to the same level of rights fulfilment; an example would be the 

reinstatement of a mobile vaccinators service that was curtailed due to budget cuts, or the 

provision of transport that would allow mothers to bring their children to the nearest clinic 

with the same schedule. Redress is also achieved when new social services are provided to 

populations who were previously un-served or excluded. Social accountability claims most 

frequently result in redress as a remedy. 

Local Child-responsive social accountability 

 In Tanzania, child councils brought the needs of street children, child laborers and orphans to the 
attention of local government, which responded to their claims by arranging special health and education 
outreach for these excluded children, advancing equity. In Brazil, under the Municipal Seals’ accreditation 
program, children’s councils monitored and influenced the municipal budgets, holding authorities 
accountable for allocations to priority child rights programs. In those municipalities where children have had 
a role in planning and budgeting, outcomes for kids have been better. For example, the neonatal mortality 
rate—that of children younger than two months-- was reduced by 8.5%, compared to the national average of 
only 1.6%; educational enrolments and achievement were also higher in municipalities that participated in 
the Seal accreditation program.  

Source: UNICEF SOWC 2012: Page 56 
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Sanctioning or punishment of the duty-bearer responsible for the accountability failure or 

violation; an example would be an official apology, the demotion or the dismissal of the 

responsible public official, be it a minister or a school teacher, or legal action in the case the 

violation is of a criminal nature (embezzlement, rape and other acts of violence against 

right-holder). 

Compensation is a form of remedy by which the state or service provider provides monetary 

damages for harm caused by failure to meet their responsibility, for example illnesses 

contracted due to lack of vaccines or essential medications or compensation for wrongful 

death in the case of street children murdered by police. 

Guarantees of non-repetition are longer-term remedies which prevent future recurrences of 
the accountability failure, such as new or reformed legislation (i.e. strengthening the laws 
against child abuse, or requiring that all salt sold in the country be iodized), improved public 
planning and budgetary processes, additional training for service providers, institution of new 
monitoring and enforcement mechanisms and full and public disclosure of the truth (one of 
the functions of Truth and Reconciliation Commissions). (adapted from NYU 2013: 3 and Potts 
2008: 28-29) 
  

 

 

Redress and Guarantee of non-repetition in Argentina 

 

In 2007, in Asociación Civil por la Igualdad y la Justicia contra el Gobierno de Buenos Aires, residents of 
a shanty town known as Villa 31 bis sued the government of Buenos Aires after it ceased delivering 
water to the community in container trucks. Citing General Comment No. 15, as well as the principles of 
progressive realisation elaborated in General Comment No. 3, the Court recognised the right to water 
as a human right, arguing that it forms part of the rights to life, autonomy, human dignity, health, well-
being and work. The court held that, “it has been demonstrated that the right to water is an operative 
right that must be complied with without delay…”The Court ordered the city to continue providing the 
neighbourhood with water via container trucks, but also to begin work on expanding and improving the 
piped water network in that area. As of 2010, it was reported that the City had recently awarded a 
contract to begin constructing water infrastructure in the area. 

Source:  de Albuquerque 2013:  195 
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5. Social Accountability in Practice 

 

a. Mechanisms of Social Accountability 

Social accountability operates through 

citizen-led, participatory mechanisms; 

examples include community health 

committees, community school 

management committees, WASH 

management committees, citizen 

observatories, child protection committees, 

child councils, budget watchdog groups etc. 

While the form of these mechanisms will be 

very context-specific, the job of their 

volunteer members is to either establish, or 

learn, the standard of performance 

providers are responsible for, gather and 

interpret data relevant to the standard, 

judge whether performance meets 

standards, and manage a set of instruments to make their accountability demands.  

b. Capacity Development 

To carry out these accountability functions, participants need to be prepared for civic 

engagement, and have their capacity developed for building networks and coalitions, for 

collecting, analysing, using and presenting information, for dialoguing/advocating with 

government and campaigning for redress (UNDP 2013: 4). In short, without empowerment 

of its members, social accountability mechanisms cannot function; to increase the potential 

of social accountability to advance equity for children, the capacity of marginalised 

members of the community, children and their adult intermediaries must be developed and 

extra measures taken to hear their voices.  

c. Instruments of Social Accountability 

There are a range of instruments which citizens participating in the mechanism employ, 

singly or in combination, to obtain accountability. These include: 

 Collecting, publishing and disseminating data about duty-bearers performance 

(community monitoring); 

 Public Expenditure Tracking Surveys (PETS); 

 Participatory budget formulation; 

 Complaints instrument; 

Children’s Budget Clubs in Zimbabwe 

This initiative’s purpose was to increase policy-makers, 

citizens and budget-makers understanding of the impact 

budgets have on girls and boys; influence policy in favor of 

child responsive budgeting and influence budget allocation 

for OVCs; combining instruments of budget analysis, 

community scorecards and public hearings the initiative 

aimed to  secure accountability for excluded OVC’s. NANGO 

(Nat'l Association of Non-Governmental Organizations) 

facilitated the establishment of different Children's Clubs 

(CC) run by children and developed their capacity to 

engage with policy-makers. Among the outcomes: the 2007 

budget for OVCs increased by 50% and a reported increase 

in transparency and accountability.  

Source: MacNeil and Malena 2010: 124. 
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 Citizen Report Cards (similar to consumer satisfaction surveys; can include public 

opinion polls); 

 Local Government/Community Score-card (developed with service providers and 

standard of performance jointly monitored with them); 

 Public hearings and social audits, in which reports on goals and standards being 

monitored are publically presented and discussed with all stakeholders present. 

(adapted from Joshi, 2010: 9-10, NYU 2013, WB Social Accountability Sourcebook) 

Many of social accountability’s instruments gets their power from informal sanctions and 

incentives (OHCHR 2013: 44), particularly public pressure, at both national and 

local/community levels. Social media is another, increasingly potent form of both sharing 

information and increasing peer pressure. Public pressure is greatly amplified by an 

independent and active media, therefore, citizens engaged in social accountability 

mechanisms also need to use media.   

d. Evidence of Social Accountability’s Impact 

Social accountability is a relatively young field in development, and the evidence of its 

impact on its purported purposes is mixed. In a meta-study, McGee and Gaventa, following 

an extensive literature review, concluded that evidence of social accountability’s purported 

impact on governance, development outcomes and empowerment is sparse and uneven, 

and heavily context-specific. Moreover, often studies which do show impact have not 

articulated a clear theory of change, making it difficult to isolate the impact of the 

accountability mechanism from other factors (McGee and Gaventa, 2011: 18-19), including 

the factor of international development agencies’ often indispensable role. Joshi further 

specifies that the overall evidence suggests that social accountability initiatives score higher 

on effectiveness, in that they are often well implemented and reach first order goals—

complaint mechanisms are used, corruption/poor performance is exposed – but fall short of 

achieving actual impact on outcomes for rights-holders and often do not even improve the 

responsiveness of providers (Joshi 2010: 6).     
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e. Sustainability/Scale-ability of Social Accountability   

A short-coming of any analysis of social accountability in practice, is that available literature 

generally documents initiatives supported by international NGOs and donors. This presents 

two questions for analysts and practitioners: (1) is the sample of documented experiences 

biased in that indigenous social accountability initiatives are excluded, or do such initiatives 

only exist thanks to external interest and support? (2) Does the overabundance of external 

support mean that these initiatives cannot be sustained once support is withdrawn? These 

are both questions worthy of further research. Finally, the conditions under which such 

initiatives are and can be brought to scale need further research as many of the 

experiences, especially those concerning children, take place in a very specific community 

context.  

   

f. Underlying Theories of Change 

For development practitioners, there are considerable methodological challenges of 

articulating and monitoring a theory of change, and attributing improved services and 

outcomes to social accountability, or to other factors. Apart from the relevance to 

evaluation and replicability of the social accountability initiative, having a clear theory of 

change at the outset is important in order to expose assumptions that might derail the 

Community-based monitoring of Integrated Management of Childhood Illnesses (IMCI) in Malawi. 

With a focus on children aged 0–3 years, the community dialogue instrument (a form of Community Score Card) 
is a key platform for implementation of CB-ICMI. A study by the Government of Malawi, UNICEF and DFID 
observed that the instrument aimed “to maximize the enjoyment of child rights”. Community-based IMCI 
underlines the importance of iterative, transformative processes based on dialogue between health workers 
and community members. Successful implementation often requires changes in the roles of health workers and 
community members. Through dialogue, community health workers become more accountable for their 
services and more receptive to input from the community. In turn, community members may increasingly 
value, and access, the services provided. The evaluation concluded that there was plausible evidence that the 
community dialogue tool contributed to halving Malawi’s U5MR between 2000 and 2010. Not only were fewer 
children becoming sick or dying because families and community members were more able to provide quality 
care, but the community also felt empowered to demand accountability. This sense of empowerment and 
increased capacity helped community members fulfill their human rights responsibilities, and claim their 
entitlements from health providers. 

Source: Mhango, Mvula et al.  In WHO 2013: 47-50 

Solid Waste Score Card in Kenya 

In 2005, The Kenya Alliance of Residents Associations-consortium of stakeholders, which included service 

providers, introduced a community score card on water quality, the results of which were used to promote 

dialogue and highlight right-holders’ priorities. The latter were well aware of the poor quality of their water 

and the score-card process revealed that 81% boiled water before consumption, and that the sanitation 

facilities provided were judged to be of poor quality. Redress for this situation was not discussed in the 

case, as “stakeholders are still analyzing the results of the scorecards” as of 2008. This is an example of how 

communities can lose faith in social accountability initiatives, if redress is not obtained in a timely manner. 

Source: World Sanitation Program, Citizens’ Report Card 2012, in NYU 2013:45. 
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initiative’s objective. Development practitioners embrace a theory of change that, with 

improved supply of quality services, will naturally come improved and more equitable 

outcomes for children, yet there are certainly circumstances when that theory does not hold 

up. Articulating the assumptions undergirding a theory of change, and trajectory of action 

towards an objective, both help in planning a social accountability initiative and in 

monitoring its implementation.   

This background paper, prepared for the London meeting on Social Accountability Initiatives 

for Children, has revealed findings similar to those of scholars in the field; while there is 

evidence of efficiency gains (development processes are enhanced, budgets increased, 

services improved and/or increased access of excluded children, and citizen/state dialogue 

improved), the evidence is scant that these gains translated into better or more equitable 

outcomes for children, (lower U5MR, greater school completion rates, fewer disparities and 

less abuse). Where improved outcomes are documented, it is often difficult to isolate the 

impact of social accountability from other factors that may have played a role, or to assess 

the initiative’s sustainability. Nonetheless, the demonstrated efficiency gains from social 

accountability, in extending better services to marginalised populations, do increase 

opportunities for children.  

In theory, empowering marginalised citizens, children and their representatives to monitor 

the quality of services and dialogue with public and private providers, shifts power towards 

the excluded, bolsters their voice, their access to resources, and advances equity. Although 

there is a plausible theory of change which undergirds this assertion, the evidence 

generated in this review of the literature on social accountability results neither confirms 

this theory, nor reveals the circumstances in which improved accountability leads to more 

equitable outcomes for excluded children.1. 

 

  

                                                           
1 It is interesting to note that absence of evidence extends beyond social accountability; in an extensive study 
of evidence of impact of human rights and HRBA on women’s and children’s health found that there was a 
scarcity of research, and hence of evidence, on the impact of HRBA and that “..plausibility will often be the 
most compelling and feasible level of evidence.”  (Bustreo and Hunt 2013: 14-15)  
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6. Recommendation 

Based on these findings, the London meeting in March 2014 is to be used as an opportunity 

to assess existing evidence, develop case studies, plan a global initiative to collect and 

analyse evidence focused on identifying the pre-conditions, mechanisms, instruments, 

activities, and outcomes of social accountability for children. 

Potential questions to be discussed over the course of the meeting: 

1. What are the essential preconditions for establishing a functional social 

accountability for children initiative? (i) political will, (ii) social capital, (iii) 

bureaucratic competence, (iv) small size, (v) sufficient resources, (vi) legal foundation 

and (vii) political decentralization. 

2. What elements need to be included in the initial planning of social accountability 

initiatives, to ensure that, if successful, they can be brought to scale?  

3. Of the four elements of accountability-standards, information/data, justification of 

performance and sanctions-which are essential for social accountability to function 

for children’s rights?  

4. What are the requirements for an ethical and effective participation of children and 

adolescents in social accountability initiatives? What are the challenges inherent in 

child rights’ holders’ reliance on adult intermediaries? What is the evidence of 

children’s participation in social accountability and its impact both on long-term 

systemic change, and on future citizenship? 

5. What do social accountability initiatives need to result not merely in improved 

processes and services, but in better outcomes for children? How can these 

initiatives further bridge the gap between the opportunity offered by more 

accessible, available, acceptable and quality services, and the realisation of equal 

rights for all children, everywhere?  

6. How can public monitoring of services via Information and Communication 

Technology result in accountability of duty-bearers and better outcomes for 

children?  
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