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Executive summary
Accountability is often credited as playing a crucial role in
establishing and maintaining legitimacy between citizens
and states, contributing to more responsive allocation of
public resources, reducing corruption, and improving the
quality of public goods and services. Despite this potential,
the evidence on how to effectively promote stronger
accountability relationships and improved governance and
development outcomes is limited. Moreover, accountability
challenges can be particularly acute in fragile and conflictaffected states.
This report provides a problem-focused synthesis
of evidence for the DFID-funded Implementation and
Analysis in Action of Accountability Programme (IAAAP).
It also offers a review of factors that influence the use
of evidence to inform development policy and practice,
and on flexible and adaptive programming. Assembling
evidence and using adaptation to respond to it are two
pathways through which IAAAP aims to enhance the
ability of citizens in Somalia, Somaliland and Puntland to
hold governance institutions to account.
Accountability refers to the ‘processes, norms and
structures that require [power-holders] to answer for
their actions to another actor, and/or suffer some sanction
if the performance is judged to be below the relevant
standard’ (Grant and MacArthur, 2008: 1). Underlying
accountability processes are norms about who can exercise
power by what means and who has the right to hold
those in power to account. These norms typically refer to
relationships between citizens and the state, but can also
include non-state and international actors, who may be
particularly influential in fragile and conflict-affected states
(FCAS). Therefore in empirical studies, it is important
to specify the actors involved, as well as the direction,
formality and nature of accountability claims.
Evidence on donor-funded accountability initiatives
has been characterised by reliance on ‘untested normative
assumptions and under-specified relationships between
mechanisms and outcomes’ (Gaventa and McGee, 2013:
11). Evidence has been particularly weak on the role
of accountability programming in the longer trajectory
of citizen-state relationships, impact beyond particular
interventions, the contribution of non-state actors, and
understanding the potential negative effects. There is
greater evidence for initiatives prompting short-term
behavioural and process changes, some examples of
policy change, mixed evidence regarding improvements
to the quality and accessibility of services, social capital,

community cohesion and collective action, and very little
evidence on broader measures of human wellbeing.
Studies have highlighted the importance of initial
conditions and context – particularly basic political
and civil rights, and checks and balances on power – in
determining which objectives are feasible and desirable,
which accountability mechanisms are appropriate, and
the extent and types of changes observed (Earle and Scott,
2010; Devarajan et al., 2011; Gaventa and McGee, 2013;
Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). While others have highlighted
the importance of working with both rights-holders and
duty-bearers who have authority over decision-making,
operating across state-society divides and linking
traditional accountability mechanisms (i.e. inspections,
audits) or sanctions with collective action among citizens
(McNeil and Malena 2010; Bruns et al., 2011; Joshi and
Houtzager, 2012; Joshi, 2013; Gaventa and McGee, 2013;
Molina et al., 2013; Fox, 2014; Grandvoinnet, 2015).
These findings raise particular challenges for
accountability initiatives in fragile settings with limited
state capacity, institutional instability and corruption, low
levels of social cohesion, and the lack of a widely agreed
and credible social contract between citizens and the state.
These conditions have implications for state and non-state
actors’ motivations, the nature and strength of civil society
movements, citizen expectations of the state, willingness to
question authority, and protection from reprisal. A lack of
trust in public institutions and ruling elites, and experience
of the state as a source of conflict or oppression may result
in citizen disengagement from formal accountability and
redress processes, or use of alternative channels such as
patron-client ties. Civil society itself may be fragmented
into a range of groups and interests, and ‘community’
associations may be captured by local elites who do not
represent their members’ needs and, in some cases, use
them to exploit vulnerable groups, particularly women.
Social accountability programming in fragile states
is often dominated by community-driven development/
reconstruction programmes, and accountability for
services through community management committees or
participatory needs assessment and planning. Participatory
budgeting and public hearings or social audit processes
have been less commonly applied in FCAS contexts. The
limited evidence base on these initiatives suggests that
community-driven development can improve infrastructure
and service quality, provided there are efforts to build local
management capacity and clear mechanisms for downward
accountability. However, community-driven development
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may also exacerbate group-based grievances if not properly
managed to ensure effective participation.
These studies highlight that effective accountability
programming in fragile settings often takes place across
state-civil society boundaries, at a local level, and in an
inclusive and collaborative rather than confrontational
way. Programmes also need to consider informal power
relations and the role of non-state actors, who often have
considerable power and legitimacy in such settings.
Issues of Gender Equity and Social Inclusion (GESI) are
frequently not given enough focus, both in accountability
interventions or the research surrounding them. This has
resulted in a considerable evidence gap. Major barriers
to improving accountability to women and marginalised
groups include the availability and relevance of evidence
to these groups, and the tendency of actors to reinforce
existing power relations. Women also face a particular risk
of backlash for challenging social norms and seeking to
hold men to account.
Overcoming these barriers to inclusion requires
collective action, building alliances and working in
politically and socially smart ways to engage with whole
communities, including men, boys and those in positions of
authority. The creation of new platforms for engagement,
the use of participatory approaches and working with
civil society groups can be useful approaches to engaging
marginalised groups. However, there are no guarantees that
these will be inclusive spaces and women, in particular,
need support to encourage engagement.
In addition to lessons from previous accountability
and inclusion initiatives, IAAAP can learn from the
growing body of evidence on individual, interpersonal,
organisational, institutional and external factors which
facilitate or discourage the use of evidence. While evidence
has the potential to inform practice and policy-making,
the ideal of evidence-based policy is more often absent
than present. Evidence itself is not neutral, and its

1. See for example: www.doingdevelopmentdifferently.com
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production is itself a political process. As shown in this
review, evidence rarely gives a single answer and can often
provide conflicting insights, leaving substantial room
for other factors to shape conclusions at the research to
policy interface. In fragile settings, findings may often be
more debatable due to the lack of data and access; while
evidence use can be constrained by lack of clear processes
or expertise to commission and engage with research by
government and societal actors and organisations.
Evidence is more likely to be used when it is clear,
available, accessible and relevant to decision-makers, when
the process of identifying evidence needs and generating
evidence is collaborative, and when there is trust and
interaction between those producing and using the
evidence. Political, psychological, cultural and institutional
factors are particularly influential.
Calls for evidence-based and experiential learning
and for flexible and adaptive programming are not new,
but these approaches have re-emerged as prominent in
development discourse.1 Adaptive approaches may be
particularly relevant when a lack of knowledge may
contribute to uncertainty: when the conditions in which
a programme is to operate are inadequately understood
(contextual complexity); when the pathways by which the
objectives desired might be reached are unknown (causal
complexity); and when there is a high likelihood that
important contextual or causal conditions may change
quickly (volatility). Frameworks such as the Knowledge,
Policy and Power (KPP) approach can help practitioners
identify opportunities to increase the likelihood that
evidence will be used and to further embed an adaptive
approach in particular settings. Despite increased attention
to adaptive programming, there is relatively little evidence
linking these approaches to development outcomes.
Therefore, documenting IAAAP processes and outcomes
will make an important contribution to the field.

1. Introduction
Accountability is often credited as playing a crucial role in
establishing and maintaining legitimacy between citizens
and states, contributing to more effective and responsive
allocation of public resources, reducing corruption,
and improving the quality of public goods and services.
As a result, accountability programming has become
increasingly prominent in recent decades. However,
the evidence on the impact of these various forms of
interventions is mixed (Gaventa and McGee, 2013).
Accountability challenges are particularly acute in
the kinds of contexts referred to as fragile and conflictaffected states (FCAS). In such settings, the state has weak
capacity and influence, and lacks legitimacy; at the same
time, society may be fragmented, and lack organisational
capabilities to call the state to account. An estimated
1.5 billion people live in these contexts. The challenge
of improving institutional quality in these contexts has
become such a central concern that some scholars have
asked whether the state-building efforts of recent decades
represent ‘a new development paradigm’ (Marquette
and Beswick, 2011). This emphasis on state fragility has
been reflected in aid flows. Official overseas development
assistance (ODA) from Development Assistance Committee
(DAC) countries to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) list of fragile states
nearly doubled per capita between 2000 and 2015. The 50
countries on the 2015 OECD fragile states list account for
more than half of all ODA since 2007 (OECD, 2015: 22).
However, orthodox approaches to state-building and
governance in fragile settings tend to focus on ‘institutional
reconstruction’ and capacity development over other social
foundations (Lemay-Hébert and Mathieu, 2014: 232).
Accountability is typically included within the broader
rubric of legitimate and inclusive politics in state-building
frameworks, which is an approach that tends to emphasise
political and horizontal forms of accountability (OECD,
2011; IDPS, 2011). This emphasis on capacity and services
functions is reflected in ODA spending in fragile states
across the five Peace and Statebuilding Goals of the New
Deal: in 2012, of all ODA to 50 fragile states, only 4%
was classed as for ‘legitimate politics’, 1.4% for security,
and 3.1% for justice, compared with 45.4% for economic
foundations and services (OECD, 2015, 68; Hingorani,
2015a).
That said, there are many efforts to promote
accountability in fragile settings. In particular, an emphasis
on social accountability initiatives has been posited to
compensate for the deficiencies of state capacity, or provide

Box 1: IAAAP’s Main Hypothesis
A robust evidence base that effectively informs the
public, civil society, Somali administrations and
development actors will influence institutions and
governance processes, supporting Somali citizens in
their efforts to hold government more accountable’
(IAAAP Theory of Change Report, August 2016).

a basis for building them up (Malena et al., 2004). The
DFID-funded Implementation and Analysis in Action of
Accountability Programme (IAAAP), implemented by Mott
MacDonald, aims to enhance the ability of Somali citizens
to hold governance institutions to account. Central to the
programme design is a ‘learning by doing’ approach that
seeks to contribute to and learn from a robust evidence
base, and to use evidence in adapting
accountability interventions to become more effective
(Box 1).
This report contributes to this evidence base. It offers
a useable synthesis of evidence from previous studies on
accountability and donor-funded accountability initiatives,
with a particular focus on fragile states; factors influencing
the use of evidence to inform development policy and
practice; and flexible and adaptive programming. It is
not an exhaustive systematic review; rather, it aims to
be problem and programme-focused – guided by the
objectives, programme theory and activities of the IAAAP.
Therefore, the primary audience are IAAAP partners
and stakeholders, who are familiar with governance
programming and have a deep understanding of the
contexts in which IAAAP is working. The paper aims
to also have wider application and interest among the
development community engaged in accountability
programming, particularly in fragile contexts.

1.1. Overview of the Implementation
and Analysis in Action of Accountability
Programme (IAAAP)
The overall aim of the IAAAP is to enhance the ability of
Somali citizens to hold governance institutions to account.
It seeks to achieve this aim by working across five key
elements of the accountability context, as described in
programme documents:
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Figure 1: IAAAP Higher Level Results Framework

IAAP higher
hypotheses

IAAAP Impact
Somali citizens more able to hold government accountable

IAAAP higher
level
assumptions

Outcome
Provide a more robust evidence base, supporting high quality interventions that can effectively inform the public, civil
society and Somali Administrations to support more accountable institutions and processes

IAAAP higher
level risks

IAAP medium
level
hypotheses

Output 1
Evidence for more
accountable institutions and
improved collective action

Output 2
Initiatives for more
accountable institutions and improved collective
action

IAAAP medium
level
assumptions

IAAAP medium
level risks

Source: IAAAP Theory of Change Report, August 2016

1. Spoiler economy: The identification and initiation of
longer-term development trajectories (through actions,
processes or institutions) that shift a ‘spoiler’ economy of
instability to the benefit of the public interest, as part of a
sense and culture of public goods—without which there
can be no seriousness of purpose about governance.
2. Rights-holders: The development of means and avenues
for Somali citizens to pursue accountability, seek redress,
and effect means and avenues for addressing accountability
‘spoilers’.
3. Champions: The identification and empowerment of
champions of accountability in Somalia and associated
actors to maintain momentum of IAAAP results over the
long term.
4. Duty-bearers: The assistance to ‘governance institutions’
in shifting from defensively responding to accountability
crises to better managing accountability responsibilities
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and to fulfil the obligations of governance towards the
Somali public—which can mitigate a perpetual crisis mode.
5. International engagement in accountability: The
fostering of international engagement in facilitating greater
accountability in Somalia, including the identification of
meaningful entry points, mechanisms for delivery, and
potentially effective means of leverage; and actions that
support mutual accountability between the international
community, including aid, and the Somali population.
There are two broad pathways from outcome to impact in
the Theory of Change adopted by the IAAAP programme.
The first channel is that the availability of quality evidence
will influence relevant actors, institutions and practices in
Somalia to improve accountability. The second channel
is that new evidence or linking existing evidence to
programming will result in more effective accountability
interventions, and that the learning generated by these
will shape ongoing efforts to be more effective. The
programme’s results framework reflects these two

pathways in its Theory of Change hypotheses (See Figure
1). In full, the two output statements for IAAAP (2016) are
as follows:2
•• Output 1: ‘robust evidence produced to support
effective, replicable and scalable interventions that
support more accountable institutions and improved
collective action that are gender and vulnerability
sensitive’; and
•• Output 2: ‘informed interventions around voice and
accountability are continued, scaled up, or eliminated
based on evidence that can support more accountable
institutions and improved collective action that are
gender and vulnerability sensitive’.

1.2.

Structure of the report

The paper addresses IAAAP’s two broad pathways
of change by synthesising evidence related to initiatives
aimed at supporting accountability in fragile settings,
and then turning to evidence about the generation and
use of evidence to shape policy and adapt and improve
programming. The paper proceeds by introducing
the concept of accountability and some of its key
underpinnings in Section 2.

It then reviews evidence on donor-funded initiatives to
support accountability in general, finding that programme
outcomes are heavily mediated by context, and that
isolated approaches that do not connect supply and
demand (i.e. work with both rights-holders and dutybearers) are less likely to be effective (Section 3). After
that, it examines the particular challenges to accountability
in FCAS, where important contextual enablers such as
state capacity, legitimacy, social cohesion, organisational
capacity and stability are more likely to be absent. The
experience of accountability programming in fragile
settings reflects these observations. It highlights the
importance of considering a wider range of actors involved
in accountability relationships and reaching across statesociety divides in a constructive, inclusive manner (Sections
4 and 5).
The subsequent sections of the paper (Sections 6 and
7) relate to the second pathway of change. They identify
factors found to facilitate and hinder the use of evidence
in policy and programming, before reviewing some
implications for using evidence to guide programming
through the use of flexible and adaptive approaches.
In each section of the paper, a series of implications or
hypotheses for IAAAP are highlighted, and these are
addressed in subsequent studies of evidence arising from
IAAAP.

2. These pathways correspond to ‘Main Hypothesis’ 2 and 1 respectively, in the IAAAP Theory of Change Report (August 2016).
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2. Understanding
accountability
There are many reasons to try to strengthen accountability.
Accountability can be a value in itself: it militates against
the concentration and abuse of power and can promote
civic virtues and substantive or procedural norms such as
justice and honesty. In some circumstances, accountability
processes can serve as a means of public catharsis, as in
truth and reconciliation commissions (Rubenstein, 2007;
Bovens, 2007). Accountability is also seen as a means
to other desirable outcomes: improving the quality and
effectiveness of institutions of governance, which could in
turn lead to improved resource allocation and enhanced
delivery of public goods and services; while empowerment
could also lead to social and political arrangements that
better favour the poor (World Bank, 2004; Bovens, 2007;
McNeil and Malena, 2010; Malena et al., 2004).
Figure 2 highlights a number of possible benefits of
strengthened state-society accountability. It makes a
distinction between those that are more immediate or
instrumental, and those that purport longer-term changes.
As will be seen in Section 3, changes of the former type
are relatively more common in the evidence base than the
latter (Grandvoinnet et al., 2015).
Fox (2015) argues that thinking on accountability
has been shaped by four broad conceptual frameworks:
principal-agent models, short and long routes to
accountability, supply and demand side accountability,
and the distinction between horizontal and vertical
accountability. Each of these approaches has its strengths
and weaknesses, and highlight different aspects of
accountability relationships.
In general, accountability refers to the ‘processes, norms
and structures that require [power-holders] to answer for

their actions to another actor, and/or suffer some sanction
if the performance is judged to be below the relevant
standard’ (Grant and MacArthur, 2008: 1). This particular
definition – and most understandings of accountability –
incorporate four key elements (Moore and Teskey, 2006;
Schedler, 1999 reprinted in Joshi and Houtzager, 2012;
Bovens, 2007):
1. Standards: which define the behaviour expected of
power-holders, and thus the criteria by which they will be
judged;
2. Assessment: which evaluates the extent to which powerholders have met these standards;
3. Answerability: a process by which power-holders are
required to explain and justify their activities, outcomes
and/or procedures; and
4. Sanctions: a process in which power-holders are
punished when they fail to meet the standards expected
of them.
Underlying accountability processes are norms that
establish who can exercise power by what means and who
has the right to hold those in power to account (Grant
and Keohane, 2005). As such, standard accountability
models often refer to relationships between citizens and
the state or among state organisations. For example, in
representative democracies, citizens hold political leaders
to account through periodic elections, and bureaucrats
design and deliver public services with oversight by
political leaders (vertical accountability). While judiciaries
and other organisations such as electoral or human rights
commissions support accountability in these processes

Figure 2: Potential impacts of improved accountability
Type

State

State-society
relationships

Social actors

Instrumental

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•
•

Reduced corruption
Responsive public
officials
Better policy design
Good governance

Institutional
Source: Grandvoinnet, Aslam, and Raha 2015, 58.
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•
•
•
•

Institutional channels
for interaction
Trust
Legitimacy
Statebuilding
Democratic deepening

Improved provision of public goods
Empowered citizens
Social cohesion
Inclusive social norms

(horizontal accountability) (Joshi and Houtzager, 2012).
Social accountability captures more direct or short routes
of accountability between citizens and the makers of policy
and providers of services – for example, via initiatives
like budget transparency, or connecting citizens and civil
society through participation and feedback mechanisms.
Although much of the focus of the literature is on
citizen-state interactions, accountability relationships can,
of course, also exist among many different types of actors.
This recognition is of particular significance in contexts
where state structures are incapable, non-responsive, or
even absent – where ‘limited statehood’ or ‘hybrid’ forms
of governance prevail (Boege et al., 2008; Risse, 2012).
In line with this reality, IAAAP refers to ‘rights-holders’
and ‘duty-bearers’ rather than simply citizen and state.
Indeed, the IAAAP programme aims to understand and
strengthen accountability relationships between Somalis,
including but not limited to those between civil society and
state institutions. Its scope also extends to non-state and
international actors who hold considerable power and rely
on difference sources of legitimacy.
Accountability relationships can be further complicated
when development assistance or other forms of external
intervention are present. Rubenstein (2007) discusses two
types of ‘surrogate’ accountability that incorporate the
multi-level relationships in international development.
First-order surrogate accountability takes place when
a third party sanctions a power-holder on behalf of
rights-holders but the rights-holders cannot sanction the
third party that is intervening. For example, an NGO
sanctioning the World Bank on behalf of displaced
communities, or another government sanctioning the
Somali government on behalf of Somali citizens. Secondorder surrogate accountability adds another layer – when
citizens sanction their government for its performance as
a surrogate itself; for example, when UK citizens act to
sanction their government for its performance promoting
accountability in another country, on behalf of the other
country’s citizens.

2.1.

Dimensions and forms of accountability

Accountability relationships therefore vary and can
be characterised across a number of dimensions (Malena
et al., 2004; Bovens, 2007; E. Grant and MacArthur,
2008). In general, the different dimensions of an
accountability relationship specify the actors involved,
the nature of accountability claims, the direction of the
accountability, and the aspects of the relationship such
as its formality or the sanctions involved (See Box 2).
Moreover, accountability can apply at different phases in
the policy process. from policy-making (as in participatory
budgeting), or monitoring of implementation (as in
report cards), and may focus on specific tools or broader
processes (Joshi and Houtzager, 2012).

These different dimensions yield a variety of
configurations and forms of accountability. This has
generated a plethora of terms, which are not always used
consistently. For example, hierarchical or supervisory
accountability may illuminate top-down bureaucratic
means, while market or social accountabilities signal
social processes. There are many other terms in use (Grant
and Keohane, 2005; Lindberg, 2009; Brinkerhoff, 2001;
Edwards and Hulme, 1996; Knutsen and Brower, 2010;
Rubenstein, 2007).
Any effort to bring order to a complex universe of
relationships is bound to proliferate descriptive categories.
The key point is that while there may be common
theoretical foundations to effective accountability
relationships, the actors and spheres are very diverse.
Generic discussions of accountability are of limited
value unless accompanied by detailed consideration of
the accountability system in its various dimensions. For
example, is the accountability between state and citizens,
or among non-state actors? Is it managed by informal
norms and sanctions, or through laws and courts? Is the
arena in which the accountability takes place primarily
local, national, or transnational?
In each of these circumstances, the opportunities,
challenges, and effective ways to influence a given
accountability relationship will vary. By adopting a
‘portfolio’ model of interventions to better understand
a range of different accountability relationships, and an
adaptive approach to building on these, programmes
with a theory of change (ToC) like that of IAAAP can
help contextualise and find openings for accountability
improvements.

Box 2: Dimensions of accountability relationships
••
••
••
••
••

••
••
••
••

••

Who is held to account?
To whom are they accountable?
What is the basis of this authority?
About what is account to be rendered (i.e.
finances, procedures, products)?
What is the direction of the relationship (i.e.
vertical vs. horizontal, upward or downward,
external or internal)?
How much control do different actors have?
How formal is the relationship?
How conflictual is the relationship?
At what phase(s) of the policy process are
actors held to account? (i.e. policy formulation,
implementation, monitoring)
What are the sanctions involved?
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3. Impact and
outcomes of donorfunded accountability
programmes
Despite the potential of accountability initiatives, the
empirical evidence substantiating these ambitious impacts
is nascent and quite limited. Recent reviews devote at least
as much text to describing the limitations of the evidence
as they do to synthesising results (Earle and Scott, 2010;
Joshi and Houtzager, 2012; Gaventa and McGee, 2013;
Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). Typically, studies are focused
on the effectiveness of initiatives at achieving proximate or
instrumental transparency and accountability goals rather
than further development and governance impacts. This is,
partly, due to challenges of attribution.
There is greater evidence for initiatives prompting
short-term behavioural and process changes. For example,
there is evidence of accountability initiatives promoting
creation of spaces for citizen engagement, greater access
to government information by citizens and empowerment
of local voices through enhanced civil society confidence,
awareness of rights, capacity, skills and agency (Claasen
and Alpín-Lardiés, 2010; McNeil and Malena, 2010; Joshi,
2013; Goodwin and Maru, 2014; Gaventa and McGee,
2013). There are some examples of policy change, such as
more pro-poor budgeting and greater state responsiveness
to citizens’ needs, and mixed evidence regarding quality
and accessibility of services, social capital, community
cohesion and collective action (Fox and Brown, 1998;
Rocha Menocal and Sharma, 2008; McNeil and Malena,
2010; Wong, 2012; Joshi, 2013; Alexander et al., 2013).
There is generally little evidence on the broader impact on
human wellbeing, such as improvement to indices in the
Millennium Development Goals. Though some evidence
points to improvements in test scores and health status
(Molina, 2013). It will be of great interest to see if these
long-term changes are addressed through the adoption of
Sustainable Development Goal 16 on inclusive institutions.
A 2013 review of evaluations of transparency and
accountability initiatives concluded that much of the
available evidence is reliant on ‘untested normative
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assumptions and under-specified relationships between
mechanisms and outcomes’ (Gaventa and McGee, 2013:
11). The same review notes that evidence is weakest on
the role of accountability programming in the longer
trajectory of citizen-state relationships, impact beyond
particular interventions, the contribution of non-state
actors, and on understanding the potential negative effects
of accountability programming. Gaventa and Barrett
(2010) document a range of negative outcomes arising
from citizen engagement programmes as part of their
comparative analysis of case studies, finding that these
unintended consequences made up a quarter of the total
outcomes.
International actors, networks, processes and standards,
including bilateral, multilateral and private donors,
transnational advocacy coalitions, trade relations and
global standards have been identified as serving facilitating,
constraining and harmful roles (Keck and Sikkink, 1998;
McNeil and Malena, 2010; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015).
Although there is evidence that such initiatives have been
able to promote some of the necessary conditions for
accountability in these areas, there is less evidence of these
initiatives supporting the emergence of fully functioning
accountability systems.
Across these studies, three findings are particularly
salient. First, initial conditions and context are very
important in determining which objectives are feasible
and desirable, which accountability mechanisms are
appropriate, and the extent and types of changes observed
(Earle and Scott, 2010; Devarajan et al., 2011; Gaventa
and McGee, 2013; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). Studies
highlight the importance of strong governance mechanisms
in facilitating accountability. This includes a democratic
political regime, basic political and civil rights, freedom
of association, checks and balances on power, political
and elite competition, decentralised power, strong legal
frameworks, a low tolerance for corruption, and an

independent, diversified and active media (Brinkerhoff,
2001; Malena et al., 2004; McNeil and Malena, 2010;
Gaventa and McGee, 2013; Joshi, 2013; Grandvoinnet
et al., 2015). Given that many of these factors are absent
in fragile settings, expectations for many accountability
initiatives are unrealistic and rely on the assumed effects
of transparency and accountability on both direct and
indirect pathways to development outcomes (Rocha
Menocal and Sharma, 2008: 55–56).
Second, an emphasis on citizen voice and transparency
is typically insufficient to generate lasting change.
Accountability initiatives have been shown to be more
successful when they work with both duty-bearers and
rights-holders, operate across state-society divides and
are able to link vertical accountability with collective
action among citizens. Real and sustainable change to
accountability systems may require the ability to trigger
traditional accountability mechanisms (i.e. inspections,
audits) or sanctions, the existence of relationships with
duty-bearers who have authority over decision-making,
and links to collective action strategies such as litigation,
electoral pressure or protest movements (McNeil and
Malena, 2010; Bruns et al., 2011; Joshi and Houtzager,
2012; Joshi, 2013; Gaventa and McGee, 2013; Molina
et al., 2013; Fox, 2014; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015).
Furthermore, they need to become embedded or
institutionalised within existing organisations and systems
if they are to be sustained after an externally-funded
initiative ends.
Third, and finally, studies find that issues of Gender
Equity and Social Inclusion (GESI) are often not given
enough focus, both in accountability interventions
and the research surrounding them. Many studies lack
disaggregated data and gender and social exclusion
analysis, resulting in a major evidence gap on
understanding the barriers to, and drivers of, improved
accountability. For example, the DFID Strengthening
Action Against Corruption Ghana (STAAC-Ghana)
Business Case noted a lack of empirical research on
gender and corruption. In 2009, Denmark’s development
cooperation agency undertook a gender analysis of
corruption in Uganda, which found a lack of sexdisaggregated data, making it difficult to understanding
the potential of gender-sensitive programming (DFID,
2014). Evaluations of international non-governmental
organisation empowerment and accountability work have

found a tendency towards ‘power blindness’ in much of
this programming, highlighting a clear need for more, and
better, social and power analysis (Shutt and McGee, 2013).
This is part of a broader challenge, where political
economy analyses that inform programming rarely
consider or apply a gender or exclusion lens (Combaz,
2014) and tend to privilege ‘elite-driven incentives,
structures and actors’ (Valters et al., 2016). Stakeholder
mappings often begin and end by mapping the most
significant power holders, and men dominate these
positions (GADN, 2015). A further issue is that exclusion
and gender can often be conflated with women. For
example, in Somalia, reviews stress both that gender
issues should not be limited or expressed as involving only
women, and that youth and minority or excluded clan
groupings form important segments of populations that
face marginalisation (The IDL Group, 2013: C8:2-5).
The three overarching findings are discussed in greater
detail in Section 4 on accountability programming in
FCAS.

Box 3: Key points and implications for IAAAP
Initial conditions and contexts influence which
objectives are feasible and the extent of change
possible. Increasing citizen voice and transparency
alone is typically insufficient to generate lasting
change. Gender equity and social inclusion is often
overlooked in accountability interventions and
research.
Changes are more likely to be evident where
contextual factors may be more supportive, such as
in Somaliland and Puntland rather than in Somalia; in projects where accountability relationships
between duty-bearers and rights-holders exist to
be built upon; or where both rights-holders and
duty-bearers are part of the intervention.
Across the projects and the three regions, it is
important to ask how existing accountability relationships vary, and how these contextual factors
are reflected in the interventions. It is also important to understand how interventions may address
the roles of both duty-bearers and rights-holders,
and particularly potentially excluded groups of
rights-holders.
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4. Challenges to
accountability in fragile
and conflict-affected
contexts
The three findings presented in Section 3 – the importance
of context, need for integrated approaches and neglect of
gender and social inclusion – raise particular challenges
for accountability initiatives in fragile and conflict-affected
settings. These settings represent a wide range of conditions
and circumstances, but share characteristics of limited
state capacity, low social cohesion, and weak relations
between state and society.3 Fragility suggests governance
arrangements that are unable – or at risk of failing – to
effectively manage conflict and shocks. This implies a
weak or absent political settlement, in the sense of stable
relations particularly among elites for managing violence
and building the state legitimacy connecting those elites to
the rest of the population (Booth, 2015b: 1; Mcloughlin,
2011: 10). Indeed, a thorough review on accountability
‘entry points’ in Somalia prepared before the design of
IAAAP highlighted that ‘[p]ast and current episodes of
violence, the perception of state formation as a zero-sum
game and subsequent low levels of trust between groups
limits the prospects for an inclusive, sustainable political
settlement’ (The IDL Group, 2013: C6:3).
In such settings there are low levels of social cohesion
and trust that undermine the foundations on which
collective action and organisation around accountability
might be built (World Bank, 2011: 8-12). Informal
institutions and processes – always important – may
dominate formal ones, and state-centred understandings
of accountability are therefore likely to miss important
or potential accountability relationships. Moreover, high
levels of external aid may serve to undermine domestic
accountability (Schouten, 2011: 1).

These conditions have implications for state and
non-state actors’ motivations, citizen expectations of the
state, willingness to question authority, and the nature
and strength of civil society movements. In such settings,
certain background conditions and capacities that may
enable accountability initiatives are more likely to be
absent, limiting the ability to work across state-society
interfaces and the strength of existing institutions to
connect with accountability efforts. Grandvoinnet et al.
(2015) highlight the fact that accountability approaches
can be particularly controversial in fragile states, as
expectations of the role and legitimacy of the state and
responsibilities of citizens will differ across social groups,
creating tensions at different levels.
In Somalia, the collapse of formal public authority
in 1991 and the looting of state assets and clan-related
contestation since has prevented the emergence of a
shared notion of public assets around which standards
of accountability might cohere. Instead, clan-based
governance extends to some degree to relations among
clans but does not provide strong expectations for
behaviour towards a central state or international actors.4
Without such contextual information, models and
approaches to accountability are more likely to fall victim
to unwarranted assumptions about the presence, absence
or nature of state-centred accountability relationships.
We now look at the implications of fragile and conflictaffected settings for programming that attempts to address
– as does the IAAAP – rights-holders, duty-bearers, and the
relationships among them.

3. We acknowledge, but do not enter into the recently revitalised debate over the nature and utility of fragile state definitions (OECD, 2015; Grävingholt et
al., 2015). Recent thinking on fragility emphasises that pockets of fragility may be found in most countries, and even fragile countries may feature more
robust institutional stability in certain subnational contexts or organisational settings (OECD, 2015).
4. IAAAP Inception Report, July 2015: 3.2.1.1.
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4.1.

Rights-holders

Mobilisation for collective action depends on both the
capacity of citizens and their beliefs over the likely efficacy
of their actions. Capacity can encompass a wide range
of organisational and technical skills, resources, access
to information, and relationships. Citizen willingness to
engage can be curtailed if they fear violence and coercion
from state, service providers or other powerful actors
(Schouten, 2011; Gaventa and McGee, 2013; Brinkerhoff
and Wetterberg, 2015; Fox and Brown, 1998; Malena et
al., 2004; McNeil and Malena, 2010; Ringold, 2012; Joshi,
2013; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015; Claasen and AlpínLardiés, 2010; Joshi and Houtzager, 2012). In fact, studies
highlight the need for the state to play an active role in
protecting citizens who speak out from reprisals – whether
from elements within the state or from non-state actors
– as being an important precondition for accountability
initiatives to be successful (Gaventa and Barrett, 2010;
Fox, 2015). Fragile contexts are likely to be deficient in all
these respects – capacity, willingness and protection – and
so accountability initiatives need to take account of these
limitations, for example by emphasising safe spaces for
interaction.
Moreover, civil society may be fragmented into a
range of groups and interests, undermining the ability of
groups and individuals to engage in collective action and
creating a strong possibility that spaces for participation
will reproduce existing patterns of exclusion. The lack
of representativeness of civil society groups, especially
those which emerge in response to external inducements,
can be a concern in social accountability. ‘Community’
associations may be captured by local elites who do not
represent their constituents’ needs or preferences (Mansuri
and Rao, 2013; Fox, 2014; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015).
OECD (2010) notes that a focus on gender equality in
fragile situations has only been addressed to a limited
extent.
A lack of inclusiveness can affect these groups’
credibility and their own internal accountability (McNeil
and Malena, 2010; Claasen and Alpín-Lardiés, 2010).
Vervisch et al. (2013) provide a number of striking
examples in post-conflict Burundi where elite groups
were able to dominate community-based development
programmes and, in some cases, used them to exploit
vulnerable groups, particularly women. McGee and
Kroesschell (2013) argue that there is a need to invest time
upfront in understanding the context that marginalised
actors operate in, including initial poverty mapping, actor
mapping and power mapping. This contextual knowledge
needs to be reflected in programmes to better develop the
capabilities of the poor and marginalised, and provide
elites and power holders with incentives to include poor
people’s perspectives in their decision-making.
Many studies highlight the importance of coalitions,
partnerships and multi-stakeholder alliances, both among
civil society groups as well as across different types of

actors to help overcome these challenges (McNeil and
Malena, 2010; Claasen and Alpín-Lardiés, 2010; Joshi
and Houtzager, 2012; Gaventa and McGee, 2013).
Schouten (2011) emphasises partnerships, including
across socio-economic, sector, demographic, public-private
and geographic divides. This is particularly crucial in
FCAS where within-group ties rather than across-group
dominate. Indeed, a key consideration is the ability to
identify actors that can transcend identity lines and so
build mobilisation across groups, rather than only within
them (Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). A thorough review
of demand-side accountability actors in Somalia echoes
these findings, noting that there are many accountability
actors across formal and informal, modern and traditional,
sectoral and religious divides, and with varying degrees of
identity-based focus (The IDL Group, 2013: C6:13-15).

4.2.

Duty-bearers

Regarding duty-bearers, accountability depends on the
capacity of the state and service providers to respond to
demands (Malena et al., 2004; Joshi, 2013). This capacity
is related to a set of ‘generic’ state capacities to provide
the constituent elements of accountability: standards,
assessment, answerability and sanctions.
State capacities in underdeveloped and fragile states are
hampered by limited resources, as well as mismanaged civil
services, low wages, political patronage, and corruption
(Holland, 2009). States may also lack specific institutions
of supply side accountability, such as, among others,
adequate systems for audit and expenditure tracking, weak
judiciaries and the lack of prosecutorial powers, that all
create challenges for formal accountability (Schouten,
2011; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015; Brinkerhoff and
Wetterberg, 2015). Where they exist, such mechanisms may
be dysfunctional or subverted.
Similar to civil society, neither the state, nor other
groups of duty-bearers constitute homogenous entities.
Even unwilling states will have pro-reform departments,
elements or individuals. Programmes can adopt various
strategies to try and build on or strengthen these
opportunities, or consider the roles of informal dutybearers in accountability systems alongside or in place
of the formal state. These strategies might also focus on
interfaces and interlocutors, discussed next.

4.3. State-society interfaces,
interlocutors, and champions
A number of studies emphasise the role that intermediaries
or interlocutors like the media and civil society
organisations can play in translating and communicating
information, and in activating accountability relationships
among these actors (Ringold, 2012; Gaventa and
McGee, 2013; Tembo, 2013; Tembo and Chapman,
2014; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). Related to effective
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interlocution and in support of the role of champions
and rights-holders in overcoming barriers is evidence
emphasising the use of political analysis and timing to
mobilise or build coalitions around key moments or entry
points (Malena, 2009: 7).
These approaches may positively influence the
willingness of political leaders to commit to actions over
time (political will) and the presence of allies within the
state (champions). However, internal champions can be
constrained by institutional pressures themselves (Fox and
Brown, 1998; McNeil and Malena, 2010; Claasen and
Alpín-Lardiés, 2010; Joshi and Houtzager, 2012; Gaventa
and McGee, 2013; Grandvoinnet et al., 2015). As noted
previously, attempts by communities to involve themselves
in decision-making and improve accountability are unlikely
to be successful without some local political support
for their involvement, and the possibilities of sanctions
imposed by higher levels of government (Gaventa and
McGee, 2013; Brinkerhoff and Wetterberg, 2015).
The ability of women and minority groups to demand
accountability is also limited by a range of institutional
barriers. Generally, excluded people are required to seek
redress through intermediaries that are dominated by
those with power. These tend to be men and they also
tend to be from non-marginalised groups. Research shows
that women in particular face a double hurdle to power,
with obstacles to obtaining access to decision-makers
and processes, but also in influencing them (O’Neill and
Domingo, 2016). The individuals and institutions that hold
power also frequently reinforce the existing systems of
power relations and are less supportive of empowerment
programmes or measures that reduce social discrimination
(OECD, 2007).
Accordingly, there is widespread agreement in the
literature that understanding power relationships at
the local and national level are crucial to working with
government officials (Burge, 2010). The importance
of collective action, building alliances and working in
politically and socially strategic ways (such as framing
issues to neutralise opposition and ideas) to overcome
barriers is borne out in the evidence. This evidence
emphasises working with whole communities including
men and boys, and supporting collective action for women
and excluded groups (Evans and Nambiar, 2013; O’Neill
and Domingo, 2016). However, where the interest of
male ‘champions’ is mainly an instrumental means to
other goals such as improving international reputation
or marginalising religious or traditional elites, there is
a higher risk of rhetorical commitments with no actual
change (O’Neill and Domingo, 2016). Where women
challenge existing norms they face the danger of backlash
and adverse scrutiny, which is a major risk from the
brokering role played by some accountability programmes
(George, 2003, Domingo et al., 2015; O’Neill and
Domingo, 2016).
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In more extreme circumstances, where the state
is predatory, state actors respond to incentives that
run counter to support for accountability. Citizens’
experience of the state as a source of conflict, predation
or oppression mean that they lack trust in existing
institutions and are unwilling to engage with them,
even if there are attempts to involve them in improving
accountability. These basic issues of trust can be a major
barrier to improve accountability (Gigler et al., 2014;
Brinkerhoff and Wetterberg, 2015). For example, a study
of accountability programmes in the Middle East and
North Africa highlight that citizens’ lack of trust in public
institutions and ruling elites leaves them feeling powerless
and that formal institutions are incapable of reforms or
tangible improvements (Brixi et al., 2015). Their response
is to disengage from formal accountability and redress
processes, or use alternative channels such as patron-client
ties or direct action. These strategies may allow individuals
or groups faster access to redress or resources than would
be the case through formal channels. However, these
avenues also have a corrosive effect by undermining formal
mechanisms for accountability and could even worsen
state-citizen relationships.
McGee and Kroesschell (2013) take this further, arguing
that a lack of state legitimacy – arguably a principal
defining feature of a fragile state – is a major challenge to
building accountability. However, accountability processes
are dynamic and so repeated interactions may lead to
learning on both sides, and foster improvements in statesociety relations that will have a positive impact on future
accountability attempts (Brinkerhoff and Wetterberg, 2015;
Gaventa and Barrett, 2010). Gaventa and McGee (2013)
also note the potential for progressive incremental effects
from accountability programmes across a policy cycle, with
citizens who were engaged in formulating policies being
more likely to engage in monitoring them. These findings
suggest the possibilities for accountability initiatives that
are contextually informed, gradual, and iterative.

4.4.

Role of international actors

Some scholars question altogether the assumption that the
development of inclusionary politics and accountability
can be easily or positively influenced by external actors,
as they are largely endogenous processes. Eubank (2012)
draws parallels between state formation in early modern
Europe and in Somaliland. He argues that accountable
states emerge from negotiations between autocratic
governments – who need to gather tax revenues – and
citizens, who are willing to consent to taxation only
in exchange for greater accountability. Somaliland’s
ineligibility for foreign assistance has meant that it
depends heavily on tax revenues and so citizens outside
government have a degree of leverage that allows them
to push for greater accountability. However, since much
of this tax base is trade-related, any positive effects may

still be attenuated. A related but distinct line of argument
around the endogeneity of accountability processes claims
that because Somaliland was not pressured into accepting
externally promoted political institutions, it was able to
develop arrangements that suited its circumstances through
bargaining among economic and political elites, increasing
the functionality of the institutions that emerged (Phillips,
2013).
International organisations can be an important ally for
women and excluded groups. However, in some countries,
women need to distance themselves from foreign agencies
or risk their agenda being discredited or criticised for
being driven by external influences (O’Neill and Domingo,
2016). Moreover, while donors may be aware that informal
institutions and power relations matter, they are often not
well placed to engage with them (Sharma, 2009).
Aid agencies working in fragile states face a particular
challenge in how to build systems that are appropriate,
sustainable and legitimate. DFID (2010) notes that a failure
to align with country policies and systems can undermine
attempts at state-building or result in a situation where
partner countries are more focused on accountability to
donors than they are to their own citizens. However, the
document notes that in practice, alignment with country
policy and systems is often more nominal than real – even
where governments have articulated their goals and
objectives. While alignment with national policies and
systems should be priority, governments are not always
able to provide a clear lead, particularly in conflict-affected
states. Therefore, aligning with local priorities using
a different range of approaches may be necessary and
appropriate. A related point is highlighted by McGee
and Kroesschell (2013) and U4 (2011), in that there are
considerable political sensitivities surrounding attempts to
promote accountability in sovereign states – particularly
when national or local actors may be hostile to external
actors.
These observations are reflected in the experience of the
New Deal for Fragile States, an initiative of the G7+ group
of fragile states together with the International Dialogue

Box 4: Key points and implications for IAAAP
Fragility presents particular challenges for the capacity and role of duty-bearers, rights-holders, and
the relationships between them. The state and other
duty-bearers can lack capacities to provide the
underpinnings of accountability such as sanctions
and standards, while rights-holders and civil society
may be fragmented or operating in an exclusionary landscape. The accountability of international
actors towards citizens in fragile states is, therefore,
very difficult to develop.
In such contexts, initiatives that use interlocutors,
create safe spaces for interaction, and respond to
potential champions or other opportunities may be
more effective. Building on these efforts in contextually informed, gradual and iterative ways, may
also be conducive to positive change.

on Peacebuilding and Statebuilding agreed at Busan in
2011. The New Deal proposes various mechanisms to
promote mutual accountability between donors and fragile
states. In practice, while the New Deal has led to important
advances in donor coordination (for example, through the
use of pooled funds) and visibility for support to fragile
states, there has been less impact on aligning assistance
with peace and state-building priorities and country
ownership. Indeed, participatory identification of priorities
has been hampered by the very fragility the New Deal
seeks to address (Hingorani 2015b). Assessments of the
Somalia Compact, which is the framework for New Deal
implementation, observe that it remains to be seen if the
increased visibility and donor rhetoric around coordination
and national ownership generated by the Compact can
overcome significant tensions. These tensions include those
between conflicting Somali and donor priorities, linear vs.
non-linear political processes and time horizons, and the
lack of a durable political settlement over, for example, the
federal nature of Somalia (Hearn and Zimmerman, 2014).
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5. Learning from
accountability programmes
in fragile and conflictaffected contexts
The challenges outlined in Section 4 have engendered
two broad responses in programming to promote
accountability in fragile settings.5 On the one hand,
emphasis can be placed on more integrated and strategic
interventions that move away from supply or demand
side initiatives (Fox, 2014); on the other, emphasis is
given to rebuilding trust through social accountability in
specific public service provision or limited to supporting
the enabling environment for information (Devarajan and
Khemani, 2016; World Bank, 2011).6 These approaches
are not mutually exclusive, and programming with both
emphases may be found in fragile settings.

5.1. Sequencing institutional reforms in
fragile and conflict-affected contexts
The approaches echo differences in underlying perspectives
on when, whether and how to support institutional reforms
in FCAS (Herbert, 2014). One line of argument suggests
that political liberalisation can create the conditions
for peace by reducing grievances and allowing groups a
chance to share power. However, the counterargument is
that these processes can create flashpoints and can even
increase the likelihood of violence. An evidence review
by DFID (2011) observes that some researchers view
democratic institutions and citizen engagement in FCAS
as a secondary consideration that should not distract from
the establishment of a political settlement and a durable
central state. While challenging the general validity of
‘democratic sequentialism’, Carothers (2007) admits that
a state needs minimal functional capacity and a monopoly

of force before being able to pursue pluralistic political
development. In reality, these conditions are unusual
in many fragile settings and, at least in South Central
Somalia, are absent (The IDL Group, 2013).
On the other hand, the DFID review also cites evidence
that agreements by elites at a national level may be fragile
unless they are reflected at the local level and include
a wide range of groups. Accountability mechanisms
may therefore contribute to state-building under some
circumstances – for example, in reducing the pool of
excluded actors that alternative elites can mobilise to work
against the settlement.
There may, therefore, be trade-offs between stability and
drives to create greater accountability. Schouten (2011)
similarly notes the tensions between a short-term need to
maintain stability and the long-term investment required
for building accountability and trust. In addition, there
are potentially destabilising effects of aid and foreign
involvement that can drive conflict by becoming the object
of competition or perceived exclusion.
This discourse, implicitly or explicitly, may have shaped
international action on accountability in Somalia. While
there has been considerable discussion of corruption
issues among the international community, particularly
since 2010, this attention has not been accompanied by
sustained and integrated accountability programming. The
IAAAP Inception Report argues ‘the DFID accountability
programme represents the greatest investment to date in
advancing an accountability agenda’.7
Donors and development agencies must therefore assess
the trade-offs around whether citizen engagement is the

5. The authors acknowledge unpublished work by Duncan Green on Theories of Change in accountability programming.
6. It is notable that both these perspectives are represented here by work from individuals or initiatives out of the World Bank. This illustrates the diversity
of positions on this type of programming even within organisations.
7. IAAAP Inception Report, July 2015: 3.2.1.2.
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best mechanism through which to improve service delivery
or increase trust in the state. One review of accountability
programmes suggests using an opportunistic and iterative
approach, responding to windows of opportunity when
they arise and operating on a small scale, proceeding
gradually and adapting as programme staff learn from
their interaction with the environment (Grandvoinnet et
al., 2015).

5.2.

Social accountability approaches

A range of social accountability approaches have been
implemented in FCAS, but as in studies of more stable
contexts, the evidence on their efficacy varies considerably
(Gaventa and Barrett, 2010; Gaventa and McGee,
2013; Mansuri and Rao, 2013). Social accountability
programming in fragile states is dominated by communitydriven development/reconstruction (CDD/R) programmes,
accountability for services through community
management committees (CMCs), and participatory
needs assessment and planning. There are case studies of
participatory performance monitoring (PPM) and public
expenditure tracking (PET) projects, but less prevalence of
more upstream formal participatory budgeting and public
hearings, or downstream social audit processes being
applied in FCAS contexts.
Evidence that social accountability improves the
quality and accessibility of basic services in fragile
contexts exists but is limited. It is particularly weak in
terms of improvements for women and marginalised
groups (Lynch et al., 2013; Development Research
Centre on Citizenship, Participation and Accountability
[DRCCPA], 2011). Citizen engagement through CDD
programmes or community management organisations
can improve infrastructure and service quality, provided
there are efforts to build community-level management
organisation and processes, and clear mechanisms for
downward accountability to the wider community.
Improvements in service provision have been found from
the GoBifo programme in Sierra Leone (Casey et al.,
2013), the Faisons Ensemble (Working Together) project
in Guinea (Brinkerhoff and Wetterberg, 2015); mutual
coordination committees in Yemen (Oxfam, 2013) and
community-driven reconstruction (CDR) mechanisms in
Liberia (Fearon et al., 2011). However, more mixed results
were found from the National Solidarity Programmes in
Afghanistan (Beath et al., 2013) and no impact on services
was found for the Tuungane programme in the DRC
(Humphreys et al., 2012). Other studies suggest poor or
other marginalised groups may find it even harder to access
services in conflict-affected areas (Devarajan et al., 2011).
On the other hand, if not properly managed to ensure
widespread participation, CDD/CDR projects may also
contribute to group-based grievances (Brinkerhoff et al.,
2012; Gordon, 2011). While CDD/CDR projects may have
localised impacts on cohesion, this may not necessarily

affect the levels where conflict takes place (Fearon et al.,
2011). Evidence that improvements in social cohesion
endure beyond the programme cycle, if they are achieved
at all, is also ambiguous (Fearon, 2009, 2011, Casey et al.,
2011).
Vervisch examines three CDD interventions in postconflict Burundi, categorising the local projects as private,
club, common pool or public goods, and as strategic or
non-strategic. Private goods are understood as ‘Rival
and excludable … Public goods are non-rival and nonexcludable; for example, individual use of a rural road
does not diminish its availability to others and it is difficult
to deny access. In between we find common pool (rival
but non-excludable, e.g. irrigation water) and club goods
(non-rival but excludable, e.g. mill facilities)’ (Vervisch,
2013: 163). Strategic assets support individuals to cope
with short-term needs, stress and shock situations, while
non-strategic assets provide opportunities for long-term
livelihoods. Projects that were private and strategic (e.g.
cash for work, seed credits) had a negative impact on
community relationships. Projects that were public and
non-strategic (e.g. building and improving rural roads)
had a positive impact on community relations. While
projects that were private, but non-strategic (e.g. vegetable
seeds) appear to have had no impacts. Brinkerhoff and
Wetterberg (2015) find the Faisons Ensemble (Working
Together) project in Guinea not only established some
formal transparency mechanisms (e.g. posted budget and
service fees, council meetings opened to the public) but also
improved commune level governance (e.g. internal audits
and formal procurement processes) and improved tax
collection and contributions to health centres and school
committees.
Wild et al. (2014) examined CARE’s community score
card programme in four contexts with varying state
capacity and coherence. Where states had lower capacity
and were more fragmented, impacts were generally
focused on problem solving at the local level, particularly
community involvement in construction and maintenance.
However, they did not alter working practices or
institutionalise solutions as observed in the high-capacity
states, and little evidence was found of changes in power
relations as a result of the programmes.
Social accountability approaches may have beneficial
outcomes on social cohesion and inclusion in post-conflict
scenarios through more participatory project design, better
targeting of benefits, and empowerment (Gordon, 2011;
Avdeenko and Gilligan, 2014). There is a growing body of
evidence covering countries such as Sierra Leone, Burundi
and Nepal that communities exposed to violence and civil
war may value social cohesion and community action,
potentially making CDD/CDR a useful approach (Larizza
and Glynn, 2011; Voors et al., 2010; Gilligan et al., 2011).
While in some cases these programmes have resulted in
improvements in attitudes toward women and their social
worth, there is a lack of evidence as to their long-term
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impact on women’s empowerment and there exists a strong
caveat that improvements in one sphere may not result in
empowerment in others (DFID, 2011).
Looking across 24 programme case studies from
what were classified as ‘Tier Three democracies’, some of
which are also fragile states8, Gaventa and Barrett (2010)
found evidence of both positive and negative outcomes,
even within the same cases. There were some positive
development outcomes – such as those linked to health,
water, sanitation and education – and more accountable
institutions. Negative outcomes included a range of
political, economic or social reprisals, whether from the
state or other actors.
The proportion of positive outcomes was highest
in the most democratic and least democratic tiers (at
around 85% compared to the overall average of 75%).
This suggests that accountability programmes in fragile
states do not necessarily have less impact than in other
contexts. However, the strategies used vary significantly
across the tiers. Programmes in the least democratic
category were more likely to use engagement through local
associations – such as grassroots community organisations
or neighbourhood groups (66% compared to the average
of 29%) – than to engage with social movements and
campaigns or formal participatory spaces. The analysis
also found that the local association approach was more
effective in producing positive outcomes than other forms
of engagement in fragile settings, and generally more
effective in these settings than in less fragile contexts.
This evidence echoes Schouten’s (2011: 1) conclusion
that the importance of non-state actors in fragile settings
can present opportunities as well as challenges. For
example, the review of accountability entry points in
Somalia performed in 2013 identified clan structures as
potentially playing ‘both a positive and negative role in
relation to accountability’ (The IDL Group, 2013: C6:5).
Within and Without the State is an Oxfam programme
funded by DFID from 2011-2014. The programme piloted
approaches to working with civil society that emphasised
enabling constructive engagement with duty-bearers
through encouraging mutual responsibilities in South
Sudan, Afghanistan, Yemen and the Occupied Palestinian
Territories and Israel (Oxfam, 2013). It generated a range
of positive proximate outcomes, including increased
funding for particular services, successful lobbying of
central government on NGO bills, improved engagement
and mobilisation between community and authorities;
peace hearings; and promised actions on Violence
Against Women.
Across the literature on accountability programming in
fragile settings, two key lessons emerge for these types of
contexts. First, as discussed in Section 3, civic mobilisation
and pressure may be insufficient to bring about change

where there are systemic political and institutional factors
that mean the state cannot respond to the demands of
their citizens. Therefore, accountability programmes must
engage with government actors interested in promoting
change and must work across state-civil society boundaries.
McGee and Kroeschell (2012) focus particularly on
the need to facilitate collaboration between rights-holders
and duty-bearers, rather than adopting a confrontational
approach – particularly where there is a past history
of violence and confrontation. They argue for the
establishment of socially inclusive spaces that can allow
government-citizen interaction to discuss the performance
of service providers, but also that of the community and
community leaders. Supportive actions include promoting
an information ecosystem that allows credible, accurate
and neutral information to be accessed by all actors (e.g.
through information sharing in public hearings, local
governance assessments); civic education to improve
public understanding of the roles and responsibilities of
stakeholders; and joint state-society initiatives aimed at
building skills, monitoring and policy-building (Schouten,
2011; McGee and Kroesschell, 2012; Grandvoinnet et al.,
2015). Improving civil society capacity should, therefore,
focus not only on the ability of civil society to mobilise and
advocate, but also its capacity to engage effectively and
constructively with the state, as exemplified in the wellregarded State Accountability and Voice Initiative (SAVI) in
Nigeria (See Box 5, p23).
Opportunities for reforms focused on improving
inclusive accountability can include creating platforms,
adopting participatory approaches, or building awareness
of rights. However, these approaches do not automatically
translate to more inclusion or in women automatically
engaging in accountability processes (George, 2003). There
is broad agreement in the grey literature that opening up
spaces to women and marginalised groups will not by
default lead to participation, and that strategies need to
be developed to better support these groups: ‘Encouraging
participation in the absence of empowerment will not lead
to effective voice for the most marginalised’ (Cornwall
cited in O’Neill et al., 2007).
The second key lesson is the need to consider informal
power relations and power holders, where the formal state
is weak and non-state actors have considerable power
and legitimacy. This involves understanding the context
and world view of a range of actors, taking a flexible
approach to engagement, and working to gain their trust
and ‘buy-in’. Non-state power holders, such as traditional
and religious leaders, may also be vital to making
accountability processes credible. An important implication
of this lesson is that in fragile settings, as in others,
important relationships often take place at a local level.

8. The 24 case studies came from eight countries: Angola, Bangladesh, the Gambia, Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, Turkey and Zimbabwe.
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There are challenges to working with non-state actors.
There is a need to clearly understand who they are, their
interests, the nature and depth of their popular support,
and the extent to which engaging with them may entrench
existing structures for discrimination or exclusion. Looking
at security and justice programming, Domingo and Denney
(2012) argue that there is need for clarity of purpose as to
what the programme is trying to achieve: is it seeking to
reform the attitudes of non-state actors; to tap into nonstate mechanisms that are more effective; or to circumvent
state institutions that are ineffective or illegitimate?
These challenges and trade-offs are particularly
pertinent in relation to gender and social inclusion. A
review of evaluations of accountability programmes found
that working with groups such as social movements, trade
unions and religious organisations tended to lead to better
outcomes in engaging and empowering marginalised
groups. Moreover, if these groups were not explicitly
targeted then initiatives did not result in positive changes
for the most marginalised (Rocha Menocal and Sharma,
2009). The literature also suggests that working with civil

Box 5: Bridging the state society divide: the SAVI
programme in Nigeria
The DFID State Accountability and Voice Initiative
(SAVI) programme in Nigeria provides an example
of how to improve accountability by working with
existing systems and actors across the ‘supplydemand’ divide. The programme itself provides
low-profile support to state-level organisations
and partnerships, building their capacity to engage
constructively with government.
SAVI drew key lessons from earlier experiences
in attempting to improve accountability in Nigeria.
SAVI moved away from providing civil society
organisations with grants to focus on particular
issues, which became a strategy that locked them
into fixed and adversarial positions. Instead, the
programme focused on creating networks and
providing targeted mentoring across state and nonstate bodies to promote action on locally salient,
but politically tractable issues e.g. education, health
and state budgeting. ‘Taking the money off the
table’ helped to draw out existing organisations and
actors with a genuine interest in resolving issues
and helped to create a less adversarial approach
that broke down mistrust and lowered the risks of
engagement for politicians.
SAVI’s success is also partly rooted in the fact
that its state-level staff were all Nigerian and deeply
embedded in their state context. While the approach
to evaluation and reporting taken by DFID allowed
them considerable leverage in adapting their
approaches and strategy over time.
Source: Booth and Chambers, 2014

society organisations (CSOs) does not necessarily imply a
more gender sensitive and inclusive approach, with women
also being systematically underrepresented in most CSOs
(Jones and Pellini, 2009).
In the case of GESI, there is an additional tension regarding
whether to work with existing institutions (whether state
or non-state, formal or informal) or to create new ones. For
example, the Afghanistan National Solidarity Programme
introduced new institutions meant to support community
participation and, specifically, women’s empowerment. It
took the risk of directly challenging traditional cultural norms
and local power-holders, and faced criticism for not working
with customary village-level organisations (Unsworth, 2010).
The outcomes of this approach were varied in their impact
on participation of women, and recent research suggests they
tended to depend on the pre-existing patterns and quality of
village governance (Pain and Sturge, 2015).
International and local NGOs may also be active non-state
actors in fragile and conflict-affected settings. In the past,
NGO scholars have critiqued (I)NGOs for their orientation
towards upward and external accountability to donors,
relative to internal and downward/outward accountability
to their members and the communities they aim to benefit
(Edwards and Hulme, 1996; Najam, 1996; Ebrahim, 2003a,
2003b, 2005; Kilby, 2006; O’Dwyer and Unerman, 2007;
Knutsen and Brower, 2010; Brunt and McCourt, 2012). In
Somalia, there is strong evidence that international actors
are particularly viewed as responding to their own or home
countries’ interests over those of communities in Somalia
(The IDL Group, 2013: C11:1-2).

Box 6: Key points and implications for IAAAP
In fragile and conflict affected settings,
accountability initiatives may be more feasible
and effective when they are targeted at the local
level, where they use collaborative rather than
confrontational approaches, where they deal with
public goods rather than private goods and strategic
assets that generate rents, and where they help
people address short term needs. Initiatives must
also consider informal power relations and the role
of non-state actors.
Changes are more likely to be evident for
projects working at the local level, that involve
non-state duty-bearers – particularly in Somalia –
and when dealing with public rather than private
goods. It is important to understand if projects
are aiming to change attitudes and behaviours of
formal or informal duty-bearers, or identify nonstate alternatives as a substitution for ineffective or
illegitimate state institutions to measure progress.
Are there linkages between formal and informal
duty-bearers that are changing, or between local
and national governance? Are informal duty-bearers
engaged in ways that may reduce social exclusion?
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6. The role of evidence
in shaping policy and
programmes
Emerging approaches to development, governance, and
accountability programming give an important place to
the role of evidence in influencing both policy and shaping
programming. The IAAAP aims to support the generation
and use of such evidence. It is therefore important to
examine what is known about the ways evidence could and

does operate, particularly under fragile conditions. We use
here a broad definition of evidence, encompassing research,
process and practice knowledge (i.e. knowledge that is
from experience of practice in a particular field), and
citizen knowledge (i.e. evidence derived from people, both

Table 1. Key barriers identified in secondary reviews
Barriers
Limited channels exist for policy makers and researchers to interact; there is a ‘gulf’ between researchers and decision makers (Orton et al. 2011); there are
problems with engagement, collaboration or communication between stakeholders or there is inadequate dissemination (Clar et al. 2011)
Research is not relevant for decision making, clear, presented in an appropriate format, or reliable. (Oliver, Innvar, et al. 2014; Orton et al. 2011)
Research is not available or accessible to decision makers. (Oliver, Innvar, et al. 2014)
Organisational systems and support structures do not encourage use of research evidence in decision making (Newman 2014; Oliver, Innvar, et al. 2014)
Lack of time and opportunity to use research (this is also an organisational factor). (Oliver, Innvar, et al. 2014; Newman 2014)
Low capacity to understand and use research evidence. Evidence suggests that although capacity gaps may be more extreme in low-income contexts they exist
in high income contexts too. (Newman 2014; Orton et al. 2011; Oliver, Innvar, et al. 2014)
Lack of resources, funding and investment in EIPM processes (Clar et al. 2011)
High staff turnover undermines systematic use of evidence (Clar et al. 2011; Liverani et al. 2013)
Institutional barriers to use of research evidence, e.g. relating to the nature of political systems and the political nature of specific issues (Newman 2014; Liverani
et al. 2013)
Source: Punton, 2016, p38-39

Table 2: Key enablers identified in secondary reviews
Barriers
Trust, interaction and collaboration between researchers and policy-makers. (Clar et al., 2011; Oliver et al., 2014; Orton et al., 2011). Research is presented
clearly and presented through tailored dissemination efforts (Newman, 2014). Interactive approaches and partnerships, knowledge brokering and exchange
(Liverani et al., 2013).
Research is clear, relevant for decision-making and reliable (Oliver, Innvar, et al., 2014; Wallace et al., 2012)
Research is available and accessible to decision-makers. (Oliver, Innvar, et al., 2014)
Organisational processes and systems encourage or enforce decision-makers to consider and apply evidence. (Newman, 2014; Orton et al., 2011)
Charismatic leadership, high-level or local champions, commitment and support (Clar et al., 2011)

Source: Punton, 2016, p38-39
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as individuals and in collective form) (Broadbent, 2012;
Jones, 2009 and 2011).
While evidence has the potential to inform practice
and policy-making, the ideal of evidence-based policy is
more often absent than present. Evidence is one of many
influences on policy-making (Jones, 2009; Langer et al.,
2016; Young, 2005). Moreover, evidence itself is not
neutral. Producing evidence is a political process from start
to finish, and the political context significantly shapes the
form that policy linked to research will take (Young, 2005;
Jones et al., 2013). As is clear from the previous sections,
evidence rarely gives a single answer, particularly when
analysing context-dependent and complex interactions.
In such cases, evidence may exist in large volumes and
even if it does not, there are often conflicting insights,
leaving substantial room for other factors to shape
conclusions at the research to policy interface (du Toit,
2012). In developing countries, it has been observed that
the relationship between evidence, policy and practice is
particularly shaped by: highly political contexts, problems
of research supply, external interference, and the strengths
or weaknesses of civil society as a key player (Young,
2005).

6.1. Barriers and enablers to evidence
influencing policy and programmes
A large body of literature seeks to identify factors that
discourage or support the use of evidence. Some of the
most important factors that were found in reviews of a
large number of studies are listed in Table 1 and 2.
There is also a growing awareness in the development
field of the role of politics and other contextual factors,
non-rational cognitive processes and mental models such
as categories, concepts, identities, prototypes, stereotypes,
causal narratives, and worldviews (World Bank, 2015: 62).
All these different factors can play a role in influencing
how evidence is interpreted and used.
Court and Young (2003) analysed 50 case studies
(including 10 from sub-Saharan Africa) on when, why
and how research feeds into development policy. They
concluded that while evidence quality and links between
researchers and policy-makers were clearly important,
they were not the most important factors. In fact, issues
of political context such as the extent of demand by
policy-makers and the degree of political contestation and
openness played a more dominant part in shaping the role
of research and evidence in the policy process (Court and
Young, 2003). In a similar vein, a study looking at barriers
to uptake of research findings on governance and public
services in sub-Saharan Africa emphasised the role that

Table 3: Political, psychological, cultural and institutions constraining factors on the use of evidence
Level

Key findings

Individual

Evidence may be ignored or side-lined if it counters past experience – particularly if an issue is hotly debated.
Beliefs about what counts as ‘good’ evidence can mean that useful knowledge is ignored or discounted.
Where evidence is valued, this can encourage its use to confer legitimacy on a decision.
Certain evidence findings may be viewed as ‘unacceptable’ in particular contexts and so ignored.

Interpersonal

Evidence use is influenced by the type and nature of relationships between researchers and policy-makers.
Evidence use can be influenced by the nature of relationships within government organisations.

Organisational

If evidence is promoted or valued within an organisation, this can increase individual motivation to use evidence.
Lack of time to access and appraise research partly reflects an organisation’s ‘culture’ of evidence use.
Hierarchical management of information, organisational silos and poor organisational memory can limit access to research and evidence
use.

Institutional

International donors may both promote and constrain the effective use of evidence in decision-making.
Private sector actors can exert pressure which ‘blocks’ evidence-informed decisions.
The media (and the general public) may act against the use of evidence.
Civil society may play a number of different roles, including putting pressure on government to use evidence, building momentum behind
ideas, and bringing together different forms of knowledge.
CSOs can put pressure on government actors to acknowledge or release evidence.
CSOs can help build momentum behind ideas
CSOs can play a role in bringing together the different forms of knowledge, including citizen views.
Trust appears to be an important consideration for CSO influence.
The influence of CSOs on evidence use depends on their position and role in society

Political environment
and external events

Change in the institutional environment – such as crises, regime changes, democratisation and external events – can create new
opportunities for or new barriers to evidence being used.
Levels of organisational and political decentralisation can affect use of evidence in decision-making.
Levels of democracy and the role and power of national actors outside central government can affect the use of evidence.
Source: Adapted from Punton, 2016: 41-52.
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incentives, ideologies and vested interests play in the policy
process, constraining and preventing the use of research
findings (Booth, 2011).
There are challenges in turning evidence on
accountability and related issues into action in practice for
women and marginalised groups. Studies have found, for
example, that a developed academic research community
geared to supporting evidence based policy can contribute
to raising awareness and creating evidence-based activism
to advance women’s rights (Domingo and McCullough,
2016). These links, however, depend on the ability and
capacity of marginalised groups, including women, to
access evidence and demand accountability.
The general lack of availability and low relevance
of evidence on marginalised groups are contributing
factors here. Data collection that includes these groups is
challenging, and few accountability studies are validated
or communicated in an accessible way to affected
communities due to language issues, challenges of reaching
remote areas, and dominance of other groups in research.
Reaching marginalised groups and then tailoring evidence
to enable engagement with excluded groups is therefore
crucial to strengthening their ability to influence the
agenda (O’Neil and Domingo, 2016).
There are a number of case studies that suggest
better evidence of how differential empowerment and
development outcomes can inform programmes to be
more sensitive to gender and social inclusion. Applying
a gender lens to political economy analysis (PEA) has a
number of benefits, given that obstacles to reform are
sometimes gendered, and that the informal politics of
programming can also be highly gendered (Fritz et al.,
2008, cited in Combaz, 2014). For example, the Gender
and Social Exclusion Audit conducted in 2006 in Nepal
found significant disparities across the country, and these
findings informed the design of the Local Governance
and Community Development Programme (Dom, 2012).
The approach taken was to apply minimum conditions to
local governance on social inclusion and the recruitment
of ‘social mobilisers’ to engage the most marginalised
groups, while also applying an inclusion lens to planning,
budgeting and monitoring.
Similarly, a DFID-funded Christian Aid civil society
programme fully integrated a social exclusion analysis,
which led to a number of adaptations in programme
design, including flexible assessment of exclusion issues
(Christian Aid, 2016). Examples of gender-sensitive
political economy analysis include an assessment of the
mining sector in Malawi. Here, it was found that initiatives
without explicit gender inclusion criteria had reinforced
gender norms and compensation for relocation distributed
to men. Moreover, an assessment of Family Support Units
in Sierra Leone observed the direct and opportunity costs
associated with accessing initiatives, which meant that
women were reluctant to use them (Combaz, 2014).
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The role of political and other aspects of context is
echoed in other analyses. Broadbent (2012) analysed
research use in policy debates in four African countries and
concluded the following:
•• that research was used in piecemeal ways and is often
subject to political motivations, interests and incentives
but that the ‘cherry picking’ of evidence is not limited
only to government actors;
•• international actors can have an influential role in
funding, producing and making available relevant
research;
•• narrow ‘western’ research-based evidence doesn’t take
into sufficient account the other types of knowledge
which often had a role in policy debate; and
•• each of the studied policy debates had elements
of resistance to ‘foreign’ influence, promoting the
‘ownership’ of policy issues.
There is growing primary and secondary evidence and
conceptual studies on political, psychological, cultural
and institutional factors that support or constrain the use
of research. Synthesising this evidence, Punton (2016)
describes factors that constrain the use of evidence at
five levels: individual; interpersonal; organisational;
institutional, and within the political environment and
external events. The key findings are synthesised in Table 3.

6.2. How evidence gets used in fragile
and conflict-affected contexts
There are a very limited number of studies that focus
on how research is used in fragile and conflict-affected
settings. However, it is clear that many of the common
challenges, barriers and facilitating factors mentioned
above may occur or be accentuated in fragile or postconflict situations. Some of these will include the relative
inability of state organisations to support robust policy
processes or state-society interfaces; the importance of
informal institutions and actors; and the relative weakness
of civil society, a key domain in evidence to policy systems.
In fragile environments, decision-makers are also required
to respond to fast pace events and make decisions that are
politically sensitive (Waldman, 2014).
Moreover, the lack of baseline data and access means
that findings may be less robust than those available in
more stable settings (Waldman, 2014). A study looking
at evidence-informed policy in Nepal, Peru and Serbia
concluded that specific barriers to consider included: a
lack of baseline data and technical evidence; the highly
emotional nature of governance issues related to human
rights; and the role of economic interests in blocking
reform processes particularly around corruption issues
(Jones and Pellini, 2009). Bush and Duggan (2016) point
out that even if data is available in violently divided
societies, and not destroyed or controlled, deep contextual

differences make the comparisons between cases, within
cases and across time and space challenging.
Research utilisation can be constrained by lack of clear
processes or expertise to commission, approve and engage
with research by government and social institutions (Kelly,
2016), but there is also a potentially high demand for
research. A study of UK officials’ perceptions on the use of
state-building research in three fragile contexts concluded
that research studies that ‘provide answers to something
that is dysfunctional’ had the potential to be highly
influential in a fragile context. Though it should be noted
that research was often sought and used in a selective
way and fitted afterwards to pre-existing programmes
(Waldman, 2014).
The same study also found out that informal and
formal networks between policy-makers and researchers
is one of the essential facilitators of research use. In
addition, utilising local research capacity could improve
the legitimacy of research and enhance its use by national
institutions (Waldman, 2014).

1. Awareness: Building awareness and positive attitudes
towards evidence use.
2. Agree: Building mutual understanding and agreement
on policy-relevant questions and the kind of evidence
needed to answer them.
3. Access and Communication: Providing communication
of, and access to, evidence.
4. Interact: Facilitating interactions between decisionmakers and researchers.
5. Skills: Supporting decision-makers to develop skills
accessing and making sense of evidence.
6. Structure and Process: Influencing decision-making
structures and processes.
In practice, many programmes use a combination of
these mechanisms (Breckon and Dodson, 2016), which
helps to address the issues in a more comprehensive way.

Box 7: Key points and implications for IAAAP

6.3. Strategies to assess and strengthen
evidence use
These findings suggest that international support to the
generation of evidence – as is central to the IAAAP – could
play an important role in filling in the gaps in the evidence
system in fragile contexts, such as Somalia. At the same
time, the barriers to getting that evidence into use are
significant, with many of the constraining factors identified
at various levels being particularly prominent in fragile
contexts.
IAAAP and other programmes seeking to encourage the
role of evidence in policy decision-making will therefore
need to examine closely the potential connections between
evidence and policy for Somalia. Systematically analysing
the evidence and policy interface can identify practical
suggestions for promoting policy and practice change in
a particular context (Jones et al., 2013). The Knowledge,
Policy and Power (KPP) Framework (see Figure 3, p28)
offers a way to characterise these relationships in a
particular context (Jones et al., 2013).
Central to this framework is the understanding that
in order to support the use of evidence in policy-making,
strengthening the processes of policy-making is as
important as improving the content of specific policy
issues. Power relations mediate these processes and
influence how policies are designed and implemented.
After analysing the processes and power relations in
a particular context such as Somalia, programmes like
IAAAP can identify which evidence-use and capacitybuilding strategies are best placed to promote the desired
change. These strategies exist in large quantities and
variations, and can be categorised in multiple ways. Langer,
Tripney and Gough (2016) identify six ways in which
interventions sought to enhance the use of evidence:

The production and use of evidence are political
processes. Findings may be more debatable in fragile
settings due to a lack of data, access and interaction
between evidence researchers and decision-makers.
Evidence is more likely to be used when there is
trust and collaboration between producers and
users, when it is clear, relevant, accessible and
supported by organisational systems that encourage
use. Tailoring evidence to enable engagement
of marginalised groups can help facilitate their
inclusion.
Across the programme and within individual
projects, it may be helpful to identify what
individual, interpersonal, organisational,
institutional and contextual factors facilitate and
constrain the use of evidence. In the face of these
factors, projects can use a variety of strategies to
support the use of evidence: building awareness,
agreement, expanding access and communication,
facilitating interaction, developing skills, and/or
shaping structures and processes.
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Figure 3: The knowledge, policy and power (KPP) framework

Political context
Who has the strongest voice in policy debates?
What checks and balances are in place to ensure
that weaker voices can be heard?

Actors’ interests, values and beliefs
Actors do not always act in their own self interests.
Values and belief systems affect who is seen as
credible in policy debates
Initial framing

Types of knowlegde
Considering research knowledge, citizen
knowledge and implementation knowledge, is
one type dominant? What are the implications?

Knowledge intermediaries
How people and organisations work at the
intersection of knowledge and policy has
implications for how knowledge is
taken up and used.
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effectively at the
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Source: Jones et al, 2013
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7. The role of learning,
and flexible and
adaptive approaches in
development programming
The second – and it might be argued a principal – pathway
to change specified in the IAAAP Theory of Change is that
the evidence gained from analysis and programme activities
is able to shape accountability interventions for success.
The identification of information and evidence is not
enough for this to take place – it must be accompanied by
learning: knowledge needs to be used to change practice.
Calls for this kind of learning-based flexible and
adaptive programming are not new; but, attention to
these approaches has become increasingly widespread in
recent years. For example, the Problem-Driven Iterative
Adaptation model, the thinking and working politically
community of practice, and practitioners of ‘politicallysavvy and locally-led’ initiatives (Pritchett et al., 2012;
Andrews, 2013; Booth, 2015a; Booth and Unsworth,
2014). The IAAAP has been designed to reflect these
ambitions, with its recognition of volatility, its emphasis
on political economy analysis, its reliance on bottom-up
sourcing of initiatives, and its intention of ‘continuously
updating’ its ToC.9
Despite this enthusiasm, turning the ambition to work
in this way into a reality presents a range of challenges.
At the outset, it is important for programmes to recognise
the variety of learning that needs to take place. For
example, one may consider different ways in which a lack
of knowledge may contribute to uncertainty and need
to be addressed through learning. The first is contextual
complexity, in which the conditions a programme is to
operate are inadequately understood. The second is causal
complexity, in which the pathways that the objectives
desired might be reached are unknown. Finally, there is
simple volatility, the likelihood that important contextual
or causal conditions may change quickly. In response to
these forms of uncertainty, one can distinguish between

9. IAAAP Inception Report, July 2015: 4.1.

flexibility (the ability to adjust to volatility – that is,
unexpected changes in the situation) and adaptability (the
ability to gather and respond to new information about
the contextual or causal reality in which one is operating)
(Booth, 2016; Valters et al., 2016: 7). Supporting
accountability in Somalia is an activity that exhibits all of
these forms of uncertainty.
In this respect, a programme such as IAAAP must
operate in a way that enables multiple forms of learning
and flexibility and/or adaptation. A recent discussion
paper of learning in accountability programmes makes
clear that distinct processes may be needed to ensure
‘contextual learning’ that is focused on the place and
time. This works alongside ‘operational learning’, that
informs understanding of the problem to be addressed
and what may or may not work as well as ‘evaluative’ and
‘experiential learning’, that helps understand progress and
can be used to refine programme theories of change and
action (Brock et al., 2016).
Enabling such diverse forms of learning requires
programmes to reflect learning objectives throughout
actions, design, management and culture. Synthesising
recent experience on trying to ‘put learning at the
centre’ of programmes, an ODI report offers four levels
– i) Analytical foundations; ii) Design for learning; iii)
Adaptive management; and iv) Monitoring, evaluation
and learning systems – across which programmes should
consider learning (Valters et al., 2016). These areas
can be used as a diagnostic guide to help identify how
programmes can embed such an approach.
Analytical foundations include the problemidentification process that drives a programme, the way
political economy analysis is implemented and used, the
role played by the ToC, and the place of research in a
programme. One element of these approaches is to try and
build interventions and action around issues and problems
that have local salience among key actors – finding areas
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of work with potential ‘traction’. In fragile settings, such
a process may be further complicated by the diversity of
actors involved, and questions around ‘who’ or ‘how’ to
determine areas of action that are ‘locally-led’ (Denney and
Domingo, 2015: 9-10).
A second aspect underpinning projects – more or
less universally – is some form of political economy
analysis. In reviewing roughly seven years of experience in
providing political economy analysis support and training,
practitioners have raised some key lessons and concerns.
These include addressing the ‘problem of uptake’ by which
political economy analysis focused on context, is often
difficult to tie to programming options and thus, may
not enable the adaptability required for programmes to
later respond to complexity. Such issues may be, in part,
overcome by ensuring political economy analyses work
is iterated, problem-focused, and integrated with both
programme activities and structured use of theories of
change as a learning tool (Booth et al., 2016).
In turn, this implies that theories of change, themselves
need to be oriented towards learning, rather than static
statements of assumptions. The strength of theories of
change is that they make explicit important understandings
and assumptions underpinning programmes. However,
they can suffer from being driven from the top-down
by programme leadership, remaining overly static, and
leading programmes to seek evidence to validate the theory
rather than ‘searching’ more broadly (Valters, 2015). In
response, it is important to promote inclusive and dynamic
uses of theories of change, including through regular
reflection processes such as the ‘strategy testing’ described
by the Asia Foundation in relation to some of its adaptive
programmes (Ladner, 2015). Such processes may vary in
their procedures, participants, and periodicity, but it is
important that they happen regularly and in a manner that
encourages open and critical reflection that typically can be
lost during regular reporting processes.
Beyond these programmatic processes, there is a wider
role for research to fill in the gaps in evidence. These
should include action research that draws out the learning
arising from ongoing programme activities. In this way,
research is a key contributor to ‘double-loop’ learning that
focuses on questioning deeper assumptions about why and
what the programme intends to do (Valters et al., 2016:
8). Research activities may also be particularly important
in programmes structured around multiple projects, where
increasing knowledge, learning and impact may require
attention and funding for knowledge production above
and beyond individual projects (Buffardi and Hearn, 2015:
14).
Design for learning involves structuring programme
activities consciously in order to elicit new evidence and
knowledge, and then capturing that. This design level is
related to ensuring that the different forms of uncertainty
described in this report can be tackled. Broadly speaking,
learning by doing happens in two ways.
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One approach, which might be called parallel learning
involves trying multiple approaches to tackle a problem
and then documenting the different processes and
outcomes. This process can be highly formalised so as to
highlight different possible assumptions through conscious
design, as in a model called ‘structured experiential
learning’ by Pritchett and others (Pritchett et al., 2013). It
can also involve looser portfolio type approaches through
making a group of so-called ‘small bets’. Such an approach
within a broader programme framework can be well suited
to answer “what works for who under what conditions”.
By contrast, sequential learning can be understood
as designing programmes to ensure a single process is
documented, lessons captured, and adjustments made
along the way. This kind of process is closely related to
the previous discussion of the use of theories of change
and action in dynamic and learning oriented ways – in the
words of one recent report, using them as ‘compass not
map’ (Valters, 2015: 11-12).
Adaptive management means that the programme
and the workings of its key organisations are structured
in a way that enables changes to happen in response to
new information. Particular attention is needed on how
contracting and decision-making are structured and
managed to allow for – and more importantly, incentivise –
learning and adaptation. Learning cannot be an add-on – it
needs to be integrated through organisations. In reflecting
on its experience, Mercy Corps expresses these needs
across several domains. They point to organisational
factors such as leadership and culture, the kinds of skills
emphasised in recruitment processes, tools and processes
for making decisions, and broader enabling factors such as
the authorising environment (MercyCorps, n.d.).
In general, what is needed are means to allow for
effective management while opening up space for much
more process-based approaches through ‘structured
flexibility’ (Brinkerhoff and Ingle 1989). In this view,
planning and analytic tools and processes can be used, but
should be oriented towards recognising uncertainty and
responding to feedback.
Monitoring, evaluation and learning systems are
powerful sources of incentives within programmes,
and need to incentivise learning and adaptation. Due
to their role in promoting internal accountability,
results frameworks can often drag attempts at adaptive
programming back to a focus on pre-determined inputs
or outputs, if they are not carefully focused on outcomes
while reflecting the mechanisms for learning described
above. However, there need not be ‘incompatibility’ in
these functions if accountability is oriented towards
‘strategic accountability’ that emphasises clarity over
higher level objectives, and flexibility in the means to
achieve them (Guijt, 2010). In addition, results frameworks
can incorporate elements of accountability for learning
itself by specifying learning objectives in place or alongside
more traditional elements of results.

Box 8: Key points and implications for IAAAP
Programmes that involve multiple interventions require a clear elaboration of the underlying analytical
foundations: how they relate to locally salient issues and integrate problem-focused political economy analyses
with programme activities and theories of change. Sequential and/or parallel learning and adaptive management
do not imply a lack of structure; rather, they require processes and incentives for documenting lessons and
changing practices.
IAAAP can facilitate adaptation within and across projects by establishing processes and incentives for
documenting new knowledge, linking it to accountability problems the initiative is trying to address and using it to
update the PEAs and theory of change; and if management structures allow for adjustments to take place. IAAAP
can advance their own and others’ understanding about adaptive programming by asking and documenting: what
has happened differently than expected? What has changed in the theory of change at project and programme
levels? How does this information shape programme and project decision-making?
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8. Conclusion
IAAAP aims to strengthen the evidence base to effectively
inform the public, civil society, Somali administrations
and development actors. In turn, this aims to influence
institutions and governance processes in supporting
Somali citizens in their efforts to hold government more
accountable. By sharing experiences across and beyond the
programme, IAAAP has the potential to make substantial
contributions to the limited literature in fragile settings on
what factors facilitate and constrain the use of evidence,
and the establishment of more accountable relationships
between rights-holders and formal and informal
duty-bearers. Documenting learning and subsequent
programme adaptations can help refine the understanding
of the problems limiting accountability between Somali
governance institutions and citizens, and identify and
test new potential pathways of change. The variation in
the programme across different geographic and political
areas, groups of rights-holders and duty-bearers, types
of evidence, and types of interventions offers a unique
opportunity for various forms of learning.
This synthesis of existing research highlights the
mixed record of donor-funded accountability initiatives,
with particular challenges in fragile and conflict affected
settings. These studies suggest that IAAAP is more
likely to see change in more conducive contexts that
uphold basic political and civil rights (i.e. more likely
in Somaliland and Puntland than in Somalia, and in
particular jurisdictions within these regions more than
others); where accountability relationships between
duty-bearers and rights-holders are already established
(i.e. elected officials and citizens); when projects include
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substantial involvement of duty-bearers (both informal and
formal) and not simply rights-holders; when interlocutors
or intermediation are used effectively; at a more local level;
when they use collaborative rather than confrontational
approaches; and when dealing with public goods rather
than private goods and strategic assets.
Existing research on the use of evidence to inform policy
suggests that IAAAP is more likely to see change when:
there is trust and interaction between knowledge producers
and users; evidence is clear, relevant, accessible and
supported by organisational systems that encourage use;
and when it is tailored to and conducted with marginalised
groups. Finally, adaptive programming is more feasible
when: there are processes and incentives for documenting
new knowledge, linking it to core accountability problems
the initiative is trying to address and using it to update
PEA and the IAAAP ToC; and if management structures
allow for adjustments to take place.
These factors identify processes and indicators that
accountability programmes like IAAAP can incorporate
into its management and monitoring and evaluation
systems. They can also help to temper expectations about
the extent and types of changes that can be reasonably
expected in different settings. That said, given the
substantial variability of previous experiences, and the
hypothesis-driven, experimental nature of IAAAP, these
factors represent propositions to be further tested during
the programme. These results can in turn help to shape
adaptation of programmes like IAAAP, and more broadly
contribute to the limited literature on evidence and
accountability in fragile settings.
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