
Apparently transparent
Transparency and accountability initiatives aim to combat corruption 
and inefficiency, and improve how aid is channelled. How effective are 
these initiatives, and how can their impact be measured?

Does accountability deliver?

By Rosemary McGee, fellow of the Participation, Power and Social 
Change Team at the Institute of Development Studies, UK.

T

Traditional inadequacies

The rise of transparency and accountability

summary
 

•  Transparency and accountability initiatives (T&As) aim to increase 

development effectiveness, improve the quality of governance and 

empower poor citizens.

•  Measuring the impact of these initiatives, however, is not 

straightforward.

•  More robust evidence of the impact of transparency and 

accountability initiatives is needed to ensure its survival, especially in 

the current climate of shrinking aid spending.  

•  The state of evidence could be improved by developing impact 

assessment approaches pioneered in other fields that are sensitive to 

complexity.
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Beyond the buzz
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What we can say 

Aims, claims and theories of change

Not the next logframe

At a glance: positive impact of TAIs
Participatory budgeting initiatives, as well as improving public services 

and re-directing resources to poor communities, have strengthened 

democratic processes in some cases.

In Brazil, the Participatory Budget model has expanded from the 

Workers’ Party-controlled city of Porto Alegre to about 12 major 

cities and between 250 and 2500 localities in mainly Brazil, but also in 

Latin America and scores of European municipalities. Studies show 

that participatory budgeting can increase access to a range of public 

services and redirect public spending towards poor neighbourhoods. 

Other research shows that participatory budget processes have 

helped in some cases to democratize existing civil society associations 

and spawn new ones, enhancing representation of the formerly 

excluded. They have also increased transparency and accountability 

while reducing political clientelism and manipulation.

India’s Right to Information (RTI) campaign led to new legislation 

and widespread mobilization and empowerment of constituencies to 

use information for development purposes. 

A ‘People’s Assessment’ was conducted to assess the impact of the 

RTI law. The assessment drew on the submission of 800 test cases of 

freedom of information requests, the analysis of 25,000 past 

requests, and interviews and focus groups with some 35,000 people. 

To the key question ‘Did getting the information asked for meet with 

the intended objective?’, 40% of rural and 60% of urban respondents 

replied that their objectives were fully met. 

This and other assessments of the law’s impact have revealed some 

inconsistent application of the law from state to state, but also some 

good practices such as a National RTI Helpline and the use of video 

conferencing to enable remotely located parties to participate in RTI 

hearings. The mere fact that such a mass ‘People’s Assessment’ could 

be conducted indicates that the movement to secure this new law.
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How do we know what we know? 
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Beyond the state-citizen dichotomy

More demonstrable impact 
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