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Executive Summary

Between July and September, 2010, our small research team examined seven cases of technology interventions that attempt to increase accountability of public and private organizations through transparency strategies. Based largely on the prior work done by the Global Voices technology for transparency team, we sought cases that seemed to successfully enhance accountability, that were relatively mature, and that took place in many different political contexts.

These are the cases that we examined:

	Case
	Location
	Issue
	Field Visit Dates

	Cidade Democratica
	Sao Paulo, Brazil
	Citizen participation in local government
	August 8-12

	Reclamos
	Santiago, Chile
	Consumer complaints
	August 13-19

	Budget Tracking Tool
	Nairobi, Kenya
	Budget monitoring
	August 22-27

	Ushahidi & Uchaguzi
	Nairobi, Kenya
	Election monitoring
	August 22-27

	Mumbai Votes
	Mumbai, India
	Legislative Agenda 
	August 2-9

	Kiirti (Ushahidi)
	Bangalore, India
	Complaint Resolution
	August 9-13

	Fair Play Alliance
	Bratislava, Slovakia 
	Watchdog, Citizen Journalist, Advocacy
	August 13-19


Three Categories of Technology Interventions

Though we only examined seven cases, these cases can be grouped into three categories that may be of more general utility.

· The first category consists of “home run” cases in which a technological intervention almost by itself produces increases in accountability because it unleashes latent individuals desires by allowing them to take significant actions that were previously impossible absent the technology. This image, or type, is perhaps the most common mental paradigm for technological change more generally. Only one of our cases — Reclamos in Chile — fit this pattern. We feel that such “home run” opportunities for technological intervention are exceedingly rare.

· A second and more common category consists of interventions that compliment traditional media efforts — especially investigative journalism — by making information about politicians, other officials, or governmental activities generally available. This strategy is to improve accountability by improving the quality of the public sphere. The two examples that fit this pattern are Mumbai Votes and the Fair Play Alliance. The success of these efforts depends upon the information collected being taken up by journalists or political campaigns and eventually valuable and actionable to voters.

· Our third and largest category consists of technological interventions that are tailored to advance the very specific agendas of particular non-governmental or governmental organizations by amplifying their capabilities and strategies. Cidade Democratica, the Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool, Uchaguzi, and Kiirti all fit this pattern. In this category, success depends upon the successful marriage between particular technologies and the capabilities and efficacy of particular organizations that seek to utilize them. We feel that most of the action in technology for accountability will lie in this third category.

What Kinds of Users?

In discussions of technological interventions for accountability and participation, it is often presumed that ICT decentralizes, and that the principal users of these platforms are individuals. We find that is not the case. Instead, it is useful to differentiate between:

· “mass” users such as citizens, consumers, residents of neighborhoods

· “organizational” users such as journalists, non-governmental organizations, governments, and corporations. 

To the extent that these platforms increase accountability, only two did so through chains of action in which the ICT interventions provided information that was then used by “mass” users: Reclamos and Mumbai Votes.

The other platforms, and even Mumbai Votes and Reclamos, were successful when various more centralized “organizational” users acted upon the information made available.

· Journalists figured largely in Fair Play Alliance, Mumbai Votes, and Reclamos.

· NGOs were primary users for the Budget Tracking Tool, Cidade Democratica, Fair Play Alliance, Kiirti, and Uchaguzi.

· Government was a user, at least indirectly, in Cidade Democratica, Fair Play Alliance, and Uchaguzi.

Context & Technology

We urge those who consider technological interventions to pay greater attention to the social-political context in which a technological intervention is meant increase accountability. In particular, four questions about context are particularly important:

· What are motives and incentives of potential users of the technology platform? For issues concerning public accountability, mass users often lack the incentives to acquire and act on information about corruption and malfeasance, or even about budget misallocations (except in hyper-local instances such as the MKSS is villages in Rajasthan) whereas organized users such as journalists and reform NGOs may be highly motivated to acquire and act on this information.

· What are the capabilities of motivated users? Technological platforms should be tailored to the capabilities of potential users. SMS is better than the web when Internet penetration is low. Kiirti failed to find many NGOs with the capability to utilize their platform.

· Does an ICT intervention reinforce the strategy of potential users? NGOs deploy particular strategies, and some ICT intervention may or may not fit with them. For example, the Carter Center’s report on the utility of Ushahidi platforms notes the difficulty of combining crowd-sourced reports with professional election monitoring standards.

· Which organizations are efficacious with respect to an accountability problem? Progress on accountability requires an organization or coalition to possess the authority or resources to affect that problem. ICT helps when it is attached to such efficacious entities. For example, the most successful Kiirti deployment involves a transportation authority with the regulatory power to sanction auto-rickshaw drivers. Uchaguzi is effective in part because it worked with election regulatory bodies in Kenya.

Recommendations

· Funders should focus energies on the second and third category of intervention. The greatest opportunities seem to be in the third category of amplifying NGO and governmental strategies of accountability. The second category — improving public sphere efforts — is also important but doing so effectively requires a deep knowledge of the context for journalism and political campaigning in a place.

· The first category of “home runs” is difficult to identity and opportunities are rare.

· In the second category, ICT interventions succeed when they serve as (i) highly credible sources of information that is of (ii) high interest and utility to (iii) journalists and political and advocacy campaigns.

· Interventions in the third category are more likely to succeed when those who create the technology are embedded in local NGO networks so that they understand the motivations and strategies of organized users and can tailor their efforts to fit organized users.

· An accurate diagnosis of context and theory of action is critical to the success of technology for transparency interventions, but these interventions frequently get both the diagnosis and the theory of action wrong. It is therefore important for those who fund and support technological transparency interventions to help tech entrepreneurs and activists by pressing them to

· Lay out (i) what their initial assessment of the context is, (ii) what information the ICT platform will provide and who will provide it, (iii) who will use that information and why, and (iv) how that use will result in gains for accountability.

· Periodically revise their contextual assessment and theory of action. In all of our cases, organizations that were successful evolved because they responded to errors in their initial theories of action.

· That said, funders should not impose particular assessments or theories on NGOs or tech entrepreneurs. NGOs are generally better situated to make these difficult assessments.

Table of Contents


1. Introduction
3
Context and Technology
3
Centralized vs. Decentralized Logics
3
Evolution: Learning to Harness Context
3
2. Cases and Research Methods
3
Case Study Methods
3
3. A Socio-Political Perspective on Technological Interventions
3
Socio-Political Context
3
Organizational Strategy
3
Technological Design
3
4. Transparency Action Cycle
3
5. Information Providers and Users
3
Decentralized Users for Service and Product Accountability
3
Centralized Intermediaries for Political Accountability
3
6. Evolution and Strategic Learning
3
Needs & Interests
3
User Motivation
3
Capacity
3
Efficacy
3
7. Conclusions
3
8. Recommendations
3
Focus on Interventions with Incremental Ambitions, not Revolutionary Change
3
Public Sphere Efforts Should Strive Toward Credibility and Media Partnership
3
Socially Embedded Designers
3
Highly Explicit and Iterated Diagnoses and Theories of Change
3
Don’t Micro-Manage or Second Guess
3



1. Introduction

The wave of activity from civil society organizations, philanthropic organizations, social entrepreneurs, international organizations, journalists, and even governments themselves around accountability, corruption, political responsiveness, bureaucratic malfeasance, and corporate social responsibility seems to have been steadily increasing since at least the 1980s. Then, as now, these efforts for the most part deploy time-honored methods of social mobilization, media exposure, transparency generally, and legal reform. Lately, however, those struggling for accountability have availed themselves of a range of information and communication technologies. Though these technologies offer much promise, it is fair to say that the coming of ICT has not ushered a sea-change in the direction of increasing accountability. No one can deny, however, that ICT will continue to play an important role, and perhaps increasingly so, in struggles for accountability and transparency around the world. 

The aim of this report is to offer some new perspectives on the relationship between technology, transparency, and accountability efforts in developing countries. We intend these perspectives not as the definitive or final word on this issue — that would be an absurd claim given the state of development, paucity of prior work in this field, and the limited data and scope of this project — but rather we have several more restrained hopes. We hope that these perspectives are indeed fresh, and so will offer guidance (as well as some cautionary notes) to funders, advocates, and entrepreneurs who are beginning or extending technology-for-transparency projects. We also hope that these perspectives will serve the development of knowledge in this area in the future, in particular by directing attention to the non-technological determinants of success — and successful strategies — and to what we see as fundamental differences in the design of technologically enabled transparency projects that arise from (i) the sources of information that they seek to make transparent, (ii) the intended users of that information, and (iii) the “targets” that they seek to hold accountable or whose behavior they aim to change.

This report should be read in conjunction with important work that has been done in this area by a research team from Global Voices. That team assembled some 37 case studies in this area of technology and transparency and produced a comprehensive final report.
 We picked a small subset of seven cases to extend the field research that they had already conducted. Our cases studies are included separate as part of this project’s materials. This analytic report develops some perspectives and frameworks for thinking about technology, transparency, and accountability that are based upon inductive reflection on these cases studies and upon our prior work in the arena of transparency.

Context and Technology

Understanding the relationship between technology and context is essential to assessing the success, both short and long term, of technological transparency interventions. Rather than focusing upon the characteristics of an ICT platform or direct impacts, we urge attention to the fit between that platform, the strategies of those who use it, and the broader context in which those strategies unfold. Based upon our research, several factors should be taken into account. First, those who field ICT interventions should be very clear about the audience that they hope to reach via the integration of a specific tool or platform. Such audience may consist of mass users, government, media, political elites, or other NGOs. 

Further, a nuanced assessment of the peculiarities and needs of the targeted audience is necessary in order to draw a precise picture of the added value of the technology and the way the NGO can reach its core audience. As part of this assessment, the NGO should conceptualize the motivations and incentives of those who are supposed to contribute information and those who should consume it. It should also analyze the type of technological tools and platforms, which the specific user group will find most accessible. While the platform does not necessarily need to be organic, organic platforms which have been created with the ideal user base in mind will be the most quickly diffused and are more likely to prove effective. 

As part of this preparatory stage, the NGO should ensure that the proposed technology is part of a larger socio-political network, and identify potential partners among other civil society activists, groups, and organizations. Ideally, these partners will share the NGOs values, be willing to support its causes, and generally provide a network of support to the NGOs technological endeavors. Some of these partners should be in positions of influence (e.g., public officials) that allow them to translate technological interventions into concrete and measurable effects. Others should help the NGO to supplement and amplify the technology by providing non-technological pathways to impact. 

Centralized vs. Decentralized Logics

As part of identifying the audience that the technology targets, those fielding an ICT intervention should decide whether to rely on centralized or decentralized mechanisms. In this regard, service and product accountability platforms seem to have a different pattern of information use and collection than accountability platforms. Service accountability platforms are more likely to attract mass users, both as information providers and information consumers, since such platforms offer a redress to the immediate needs of the public and may seem to users as more efficacious than political accountability efforts. 

However, it would be a risky strategy for an NGO to solely rely on mass providers and consumers of information in the context of a political accountability platform. A safer bet would be to identify appropriate intermediaries—usually journalists or other NGOs—that can take on the leading role of providing and consuming information, and then conveying their message to mass users or to the government. Such intermediaries are likely to be more motivated and more efficacious than mass users in making a good use of a platform that offers them neutral and credible information and helps them promote their advocacy goals. 

Evolution: Learning to Harness Context

Success for an organization entails understanding what type of tools and platform a specific context need. Success has many different manifestations given the context, and thus must be judged accordingly. Success may mean full resolution of a problem or it may mean the beginning of a crucial process to engage citizenry in an unprecedented way. Part of this evolution requires actions on behalf of both the funders and founders of the NGO to ensure a flexible relationship, which is required to harness context.  Funders must be patient and realize that success may not be instantly manifested even in the most ideal marriage of context and technology. Rather success may take place through unconventional pathways and take place in some vectors while not yet in others. This does not necessarily mean a lack of success but rather may indicate that more time is needed. Even under the best of circumstances success in one area may not necessarily mean success in another. Additionally success may happen in increments and in non-congruous ways.

NGO founders should head this advice as well. NGO founders and leaders need to also be patient with success. Additionally, they must be willing to be flexible and entirely change approaches if necessary in an instance. Part of successful implementation will be realistically assessing the evolution of context.  However; given the rapidly developing nature of both internal politics structure as well as technological advances, even the most organic and well thought of platforms may need to be utterly revamped because of new, changing, on the ground realities of implementation. Intended audiences, for example, may turn out to be uninterested in using the platform even as new audiences, with different needs and objectives, appear. Partners may turn out to lack the capacity to utilize the problem, or lack the resources or influence to affect the accountability target.

Part of success will be the interplay between founders and funders realizing when to implement swift changes and when to not be discouraged by seemingly slow adaption and utilization. Funders ought to work to be less dismissive of non-traditional measures of success and founders ought to be more open to changes to their original vision and intent. Slow and discursive adaption may not always be a necessary reason to implement a new strategy.  Yet, the ideal vision for a new technology may not in reality have the most impact in a specific context once deployed.  A close and realistic relationship between founders and funders will ensure a proper dialogue to critically assess when is the right instance to make critical changes to a platform.

2. Cases and Research Methods

Our objective was to examine some of the more promising interventions in the arena of technology, transparency, and accountability with an eye toward gleaning some general patterns and provisional lessons to be drawn from the state of the art. The time and funding constraints of the project were such that we would only be able to examine half-a-dozen cases. Fortunately, as mentioned, the Global Voices group had conducted an initial scan to identify a large number of “likely suspects.” We began with the cases that they examined and discussed with them some that they knew about but did not yet have time to research. From this set, we picked seven cases using these criteria:

· Appearance of impact. This is the prime criterion. We sought experiences that seemed to increase accountability in their domain.

· Systematic nature of project (on-going effort). We sought cases that had been in operation for some time because (i) sustainability is a desiderata and (ii) we wanted to trace the history and evolution of these efforts.

· Diversity of issue areas (we sought cases that cover various issue areas such as electoral integrity, public services, corruption, and advocacy in so far as it enables civil society organizations to hold government accountable).

· Diversity of methods of information collection (we sought cases that employ both centralized (e.g. journalist, government report) collection of information and crowd-sourced collection (e.g. Ushahidi platform)
· Geographic diversity. We covered cases from Latin America, Eastern Europe, India, and Africa.
· Diversity of pathways to impact (we sought cases that vary according to the causal paths that connect information/transparency to social effect: e.g. shaming, individual self-protection, market mechanism, political mechanism, self-help and mutual aid).
Here are the cases that we examined:

	Case
	Location
	Issue
	Field Visit Dates
	URL

	Cidade Democratica
	Sao Paulo, Brazil
	Citizen participation in local government
	August 8-12
	http://www.cidadedemocratica.com.br/ 

	Reclamos
	Santiago, Chile
	Consumer complaints
	August 13-19
	http://www.reclamos.cl/ 

	Budget Tracking Tool
	Nairobi, Kenya
	Budget monitoring
	August 22-27
	http://www.opengovernance.info/BTKenya/index.php 

	Ushahidi & Uchaguzi
	Nairobi, Kenya
	Election monitoring
	August 22-27
	http://www.ushahidi.com/ 
http://uchaguzi.co.ke/ 

	Mumbai Votes
	Mumbai, India
	Legislative Agenda 
	August 2-9
	http://mumbaivotes.com/


	Kiirti (Ushahidi)
	Bangalore, India
	Complaint Resolution
	August 9-13
	http://www.kiirti.org/


	Fair Play Alliance
	Bratislava, Slovakia 
	Watchdog, Citizen Journalist, Advocacy
	August 13-19
	http://www.fair-play.sk/index_en.php



Cidade Democrática (Brazil) is a collaborative action platform that enables citizens, organizations and governmental institutions to report problems and propose solutions related to matters of concern in Brazilian cities. The idea underlying Cidade Democratica is that citizens should assume responsibility over their streets, neighborhoods, and cities, take an active part in local problem-solving, and promote political causes. The platform covers a wide range of municipal issues, from environment and health to transport, education, and planning.
Reclamos (Chile) provides an open forum for consumers to share their experience and complain about services they received from either private or public entities. The initial goal of Reclamos has been to establish a robust complaint resolution mechanism and promote a more responsible corporate and consumer culture. While this goal has not been achieved, the platform evolved into a large and vibrant community of consumers that manages to effectively put pressure on corporations and compel them change some of their practices. It is now one of the biggest user-generated content websites in Chile. 
The Budget Tracking Tool (Kenya) draws information from the Kenyan Community Development Fund and provides online budgetary data for all constituency-level development projects in Kenya. The Budget Tracking Tool automatically responds to information requests and sends via email or SMS detailed budgetary information for specific projects. The Tool is primarily oriented to established NGOs and civil groups that are active in the constituencies and capable of confronting local politicians in cases of potential corruption. 

Uchaguzi (Kenya) monitored the 2010 constitutional referendum in Kenya. The platform tagged on a map reports on the mood of the community or with regard to election violations. Reports were sent via SMS by citizens and trained referendum observers, verified, and communicated to public authorities. Due to the collaborative and trust-based relations with Uchaguzi, the government responded the majority of these reports. 
Mumbai Votes (India) tracks the behavior of leaders, from all levels of governance, both as they run for office and once they are in office.  Through using both online and offline mechanisms, Mumbai Votes creates transparency for governance year round by positing that citizens need information about their officials not only during election cycles but also through an officials’ career. Mumbai Votes primarily utilizes a website including social media outlets. 

Kiirti (India) is a platform, which is aimed to facilitate complaint resolution from citizens.  Kiirti aims to be a tool which NGO’s can adapt to their specific needs and which would allow a technologically advanced Ushahidi platform to be used effectively by many different NGOs even those lacking technological capabilities. Kiirti has established web based reporting, as well as digitized phone reporting, and is SMS enabled. 

Fair Play Alliance (Slovakia) is an advocacy and citizen watchdog organization that uses technology to aggregate large databases and communicate campaigns and information effectively to citizens, journalists, and governments. Fair Play Alliance’s main database has recently undergone a renovation and is now entirely Open Source, Open Data, and more accessible. Fair Play Alliance runs specific advocacy campaigns utilized new media and technological innovations to reach a wide audience.
Kiirti and Uchaguzi comprise an in depth case study of Ushahidi and reflect the transformation it underwent after its initial launch during the violent escalation of the Kenyan elections.   
Case Study Methods

The case study method reflects a broad utilization of technological innovation in a multi-dimensional context.  The cases were picked because of their potential efficacy, topical and geographic diversity, and wide range of causal pathways. 

Once the strongest set of cases was selected among, the Global Voices researchers who had conducted interviews of these NGOs were contacted.  Then each NGO founder was contacted to contextualize the development of the platform and the socio-political context. The founders provided their own theory of impact, which then informed, though not exclusively, determined the pathways studied.  Because each of these NGOs utilizes different actors for both input and output of information, different actors needed to be contacted for interviews in each case.  Outlining a potential set of actors to interview included verifying and analyzing the NGOs own theory of change, but also examining the holes and positing alternative pathways, which the NGOs have overlooked.  Part of assessing the alternative pathways of change involves an in-depth study of the socio-political factors in a specific country as well as the history and trajectory of the specific platform’s utilization in similar areas. 

Once the NGO’s theory of change, as well as our alternative potential avenues of change was organized, the specific actors were contacted for in person interviews to take place during the individual field visits.  These interviewers were scheduled as far in advance of the field visit as possible to try to assemble an intense schedule, which could maximize efficacies of time within the given country. Preparations for interviews include familiarization with historical and current political structures as well as an understanding of how each actor fits into the given mechanism of action by learning about the background of the given individual. 

Field research aims to make each interviewee as comfortable as possible in order to facilitate an accurate portrayal of the NGOs impact.  The interviews were both informal and well structured to understand 1) the relationship of the individual to the NGO 2) the individual actor’s insights into the impact and functions of the NGO 3) the individual’s personal thoughts and opinions in relation to the NGO as a direct function of the individual’s position within the broader structure of society. 

3. A Socio-Political Perspective on Technological Interventions

It is by now commonplace to acknowledge the importance of context — of social and political factors — in determining the success or failure of technological interventions that aim to produce public good. We revisit this platitude now for three reasons. First, many of those who repeat this slogan nevertheless act as if they do not really believe it. The discourse is full of claims that the proliferation of some particular technology such as crowd-sourcing or mobile phones—or even ICT generally—will have profound positive effects regardless of socio-political context.

Second, the slogan is compatible with many different accounts of how socio-political context affects the success of technological interventions. On one common interpretation, certain social factors are more or less favorable to the success of technological interventions: robust civil society, independent media, literacy, or ICT infrastructure are commonly cited. Kentaro Toyoma has offered a fascinating account in which he argues that ICT interventions do not generally add public value to an existing situation, but rather multiply factors and aims that are already part of the underlying social context. So, for example, the effect of an intervention might be to propagate inequality, domination, or social exclusion. In this report, we do not interrogate social context at such a general level of abstraction or at large scale. Instead, we articulate a more fine-grained account that connects particular aspects of a social-context to the technical design choices and organizational strategies that those who pursue technological innovations have made. The purpose of this project-level analysis is to help understand the sources of success and failure at the organizational level. Later in the report, we will offer some generalizations about socio-political factors, but they relate to designs and strategies rather than to a kind blanket relationship such “X social factor makes ICT interventions more/less likely to work.”

Third, the claim that context is important is underspecified. What elements of socio-political context we should be attentive to and why? In this analysis, we focus on six particular elements of social context: needs, motives, capacities, efficacy, organization, and resistance. Each of these elements conditions the extent to which the platforms and organizational strategies that we have examined produce the outcomes desired by the advocates and entrepreneurs we interviewed.

Generally, then, we agree that social context is important. The importance of socio-political context for this analysis lies in its relationship to two other concepts: the strategies that an organization pursues to increase accountability and technological designs that it hopes will enable communication, the collection of information, its dissemination, mobilization, and collective action in the service of accountability. Of these factors, context ought to occupy the greatest “mind-share”, followed by organizational strategy, and then finally by platform considerations. Of these three factors, a particular accountability project controls the design of the platform and its organizational strategy, but not the socio-political context. That is part of the definition of context (though a project may seek changes in the context—the development of civil society or the diffusion of civic motivations—in the medium or long term).

Figure 1. Context, Strategy, and Technology
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Consider these three elements of our socio-political perspective in turn.

Socio-Political Context

The socio-political context is clearly critical to the success of any technological intervention for accountability. This is because:

A technological intervention aims to alter particular outcomes (e.g. the prevalence of corruption, the performance of public officials, the responsiveness of legislatures, bureaucracies, or corporations) by better enabling individuals or organization to act on active or latent motivations in ways that increase the sort of accountability sought by the intervention.

Whether or not an intervention is successful in this endeavor depends upon elements of the socio-political context in which the intervention occurs. We focus upon six elements in particular.

First, what needs and interests exist in a context? What needs that are most urgent, especially for those who are meant to act on the information provided by a technological intervention? Many interventions fail because they suppose that their audience has particular needs that individuals themselves do not consider particularly urgent or a priority.

Second, what are the motives and incentives — of potential users, intermediaries, or targets (the individuals or organizations from whom accountability is demanded)? It may be that an intervention has targeted a real need — for example the need for less corrupt or rapacious officials — but that the motives and incentives of would-be users are insufficient to cause them to behave differently. The classic case is a collective action problem. We might all have an interest in unseating a corrupt official, but we cannot do so unless we act together and circumstances are such that it is irrational for any particular one of us to act alone (because we may suffer punishment, lack confidence that others will join, and so on). The most familiar form of this problem is the “prisoner’s dilemma,” but there are many different kinds of collective action problems.

Third, what are the informational and technological capabilities of potential users of information in the socio-political context. Capabilities can depend upon factors such as technological infrastructure — the penetration and availability of Internet connected devices and mobile phones, for example — or upon the character of intermediary organizations from who individuals take their political or consumer queues and who interpret more complex information for mass consumers, or upon individual-level factors such as literacy rates and information search and consumption habits.

A fourth consideration is efficacy. Suppose a transparency intervention targets problem of accountability, corruption, unresponsiveness, or misbehavior, who are the individual or organizational actors who have the authority or resources to address that problem? As we shall see, the set of efficacious actors can include voters or consumers acting in concert, media organizations, government agencies, and NGOs. In order to succeed, the intervention must provide information or enable communication that — at some point down the causal chain — causes those efficacious actors to take action. 

Fifth, organizations often play a critical role in these cases as the principal users of the information provided by a technological intervention, interpreters of that information (in the case of financial information in the developed countries, for example, the main users of that information are seldom individual investors, but rather professional financial analysts, journalists, and institutional investors), or as the agents who act on that information in order to enforce accountability and behavioral change upon the “targets” (malfeasant officials, corporations, or agencies).

Finally, it is important to be attentive to the sources of resistance that can hamper technological innovations for accountability. Resistance can take obvious forms, such as refusing to provide relevant information or distorting it, sabotaging the organizations that provide the information, or attacking those who attempt to act on it. More subtle forms of resistance including “gaming” the intervention by changing behavior so that a transparency system no longer registers a target as unresponsive, unaccountable or corrupt without affecting the underlying problem (for example, a company might change the formulation of its products to chemicals that are equally noxious, but that are not on a transparency intervention’s monitoring list).

Organizational Strategy

In light of these elements of context, we can think of an organization that mounts a technological intervention for accountability as having at least two critical propositions in its strategy.

The first is a descriptive empirical proposition about these elements of context. What are the most urgent needs in its context? What are the motives of would-be users? Who are the individuals and organizations that can affect the problem that it seeks to address? What will be the sources of active or passive resistance to be overcome, if any?

The second is a causal empirical proposition about who will use (and/or provide) information in a tech-transparency effort, how that information will change their behavior, and how the behavioral change will affect the “targets” and ultimately help address the larger problems of unaccountability, irresponsiveness, or corruption that motivate the intervention in the first place. We call this causal proposition the action cycle and elaborate it below.

An intervention can fail because its descriptive or causal propositions are false, or because it fails to execute its strategy in ways that engage the elements of a true causal proposition.

There is a third, normative, proposition that is important, but that we shall not examine in this report. If an organization’s descriptive and causal propositions are correct, and its strategy thus produces the intended effects, why will those effects be publically or socially valuable? As we shall see, for example, some technological platforms that aim to serve civil society organizations may exacerbate underlying inequalities to the extent that non-governmental organizations imperfectly mirror the needs in society (e.g. NGOs for the homeless may be weaker than environmental NGOs, though homelessness is more urgent in some social context).

Technological Design

Finally, the success or impact of a technological intervention relies upon the design of its ICT platform. There isn’t much to say at this strategic level of abstraction (as opposed to a technical or tactical level) about what makes a good platform design, other than referring to somewhat tautologically to the elements of context and strategy just discussed. An effective platform must provide valuable, accessible, and actionable information to an audience who will use that information in ways that cause efficacious actors (either themselves or others) to act in ways that address the accountability problems that motivate the intervention. Stated in this way, the central value of crowd-sourced or wiki platforms is that they sometime collect information that is more valuable than other, centralized methods.

4. Transparency Action Cycle

Drawing from prior work,
 we posit that all of the steps of an “action cycle” must be in place for a technological transparency intervention to yield substantive outcomes. Simply placing information in the public domain does not guarantee that it will be used or used wisely. Peoples’ responses to information are inseparable from their interests, desires, resources, cognitive capacities, and social contexts.  Due to these and other factors, individuals and organizations may ignore information, misunderstand it, or misuse it. Whether and how new information is used to further public objectives depends upon its incorporation into complex chains of comprehension, action, and response.

In transparency systems, those chains of actions and response have two primary actors: those whose behavior must change to increase accountability responsiveness (targets), and those who receive the new information produced by transparency policies and whose choices policy makers hope to improve (users). These information disclosers and users are typically connected in an action cycle (see Figure X below).

Figure 2. The Action Cycle
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This diagram is meant to capture the way in which users and intervention targets are linked through an action cycle that conceptually begins with the collection and provision of information by a technological transparency platform. Users draw on information that they find relevant which affects their perceptions about the official, organization, service, product, or outcome of concern and in turn informs their actions or behavior (for example, journalists may discover the criminal record of a politician and decide to cover that fact, voters may decide to cast their vote for an opponent). This shift in user behavior may also entail changes in the behavior of other actors in this system who have the power to affect the intervention target (voters, law enforcement authorities). If the target (in this case a public official) responds in ways that help solve the problem (by losing an election or cleaning up his act), the information system should register this change, thus completing our action cycle.

The first stage in this analysis is to identify the primary users of information produced by an intervention. In some cases, the primary users of the information are citizens themselves — as in the local public meetings organized by the MKSS in Rajasthan. More commonly, however, we anticipate that the main users of this information will be domestic civil society organizations — advocacy groups or user associations — to advance associational purposes such as accountability, equity, access, or service quality. Second, how does the content of relevant information and the way in which it is provide mesh — or conflict — with the capabilities and habits of users? Records that are kept in paper files only in a country’s capital, for example, are less accessible than digitized records that are accessible through the Internet (at least for those who are digitally enabled). From the point of view of an education policy group or a health advocacy organization, budgets that are disaggregated by sector and place are far more useful than aggregated budgets. The aim of many technological interventions is to provide information that is (i) otherwise unavailable, and/or (ii) is more compatible with the search routines of intended users.
Third, what does information allow users to do that they wouldn’t otherwise be able to do? What actions and strategies do they pursue because they possess information that they would otherwise be unable to pursue? Sometimes, budget information allows civil society organizations and other stakeholders to pinpoint the points in the chain of public action and implementation where funds leak out — particular agencies, points in contracting, or even corrupt individuals. Information is often itself a political resource that enables advocacy groups to strengthen their case in the public arena of media and constituents.

Fourth, why do the “targets” of user action respond to the initiatives and actions of users organizations? For example, political elites may anticipate the shame and reputational cost among their constituencies when advocacy organizations expose inefficiency, inequality, or malfeasance. Or, the central targets may be line bureaucracies and service agencies. Here, budget information may provide ammunition that allows political masters and popular organizations to reign in bureaucratic misbehavior.  How, in other words, do the entreaties of the users of budget information figure into the political calculus of governmental actors?
Fifth, what responses are available to targets of an accountability intervention? Transparency can only be effective if the actor responsible to the bad behavior has more socially desirable alternatives that are feasible and available. If, for example, the political or fiscal survival of a bureaucracy depends upon a pattern of expenditure that activists oppose, transparency is unlikely to yield positive outcomes because the target of transparency operates in a highly constrained field. Usually, however, the range of actions available to a targeted organization is somewhat broader. Part of the challenge of each of the case studies is to characterize the range of feasible actions available to those targeted organization and to ascertain why particular options were chosen.
5. Information Providers and Users

One way to parse the cases that we examined is to map the main information providers and users for each of our six cases. Some of the strategic logic of each case follows from an examination of who is providing the information, and who is using it. The figure below shows the main categories of providers and users of information. In some cases, users are passive consumers, and in other cases they seem to act on the information that they receive from the technological transparency intervention:

	Kind of User:
	Information Providers
	Information Users

	Mass
(citizen, consumer, voter)
	Cidade Democratica

Kiirti 

Reclamos

Ushahidi & Uchaguzi

	(Cidade Democratica)

(Budget Tracking Tool)

(Fair Play Alliance) 

Mumbai Votes

Reclamos

(Ushahidi & Uchaguzi)


	Journalists
(Mainstream Media)
	Fair Play Alliance 

Mumbai Votes

Ushahidi & Uchaguzi


	Cidade Democratica
Fair Play Alliance

Mumbai Votes

Reclamos

Ushahidi & Uchaguzi

	Non-Governmental Organizations
(advocacy and civic groups)
	Cidade Democratica

Budget Tracking Tool

Ushahidi & Uchaguzi
	Budget Tracking Tool

Cidade Democratica

Fair Play Alliance

Kiirti

Ushahidi & Uchaguzi


	Government
	Budget Tracking Tool

Fair Play Alliance

Mumbai Votes


	Cidade Democratica (through intermediaries)

Fair Play Alliance 

Kiirti Ushahidi & Uchaguzi

	Corporations
	
	Reclamos

	Opinion/Thought “leaders”
	
	Cidade Democratica

Fair Play Alliance
Mumbai Votes
Ushahidi & Uchaguzi


The Budget Tracking Tool receives most of its budgetary data from the government and partially relies on data provided by partner NGOs. The Tool aggregates the information and presents it on the website in a searchable and user-friendly manner. The primary users of these data are NGOs, which request from information the Tool in order to monitor politicians and conduct social audits. The mass occasionally turns to the Budget Tracking Tool as well, but such information requests rarely translate into concrete monitoring activities.  

Cidade Democratica receives information from mass users — many as residents and clients of public services — and from NGOs that aim to solve some problem in their urban environment. NGOs and mass individual users may then use the information to promote their social and political causes. Journalists and opinion leaders occasionally use the information on Cidade Democratica for their work. Lastly, politicians rely on information posted on Cidade Democratica following solicitation by NGOs or as part of their campaign strategies. 

Fair Play Alliance receives information from both governments and journalists.  In the former case Fair Play Alliance requests information through the 2000 “Freedom of Information Act” (211) to receive information about politician’s finances, procurement, and public behavior.  Additionally, Fair Play Alliance has an “Open Politics” Database where politicians are encouraged to fill out a more comprehensive personal disclosure form than required from the federal election commission.  In the latter example, journalists approach Fair Play Alliance with a case they are working on and ask Fair Play Alliance to assist in the investigatory process.  In either case, the original information, which Fair Play Alliance generates, is picked up by masses, journalists, NGO’s, governments, and thought leaders.  

Kiirti receives information from mass individual users.  In the prototype, the information from citizens is then verified by an NGO, which is utilizing Kiirti to work on their specific issue.  One the information is verified the NGO works with the necessary government officials to resolve the problem and then report back to the citizens.  Thus, the information is generated by mass citizens and received by NGO, which serve as an conduit bringing the information to the governments, which should effectively resolve the complaint.  In the implementation of Kiirti to report Auto Rickshaw drivers, citizens are lodging complaints, which the Kiirti staff member is bringing directly to the Transportation Authority to resolve the citizen complains thus displacing NGOs as the prime information user.

Mumbai Votes aggregates information from government and journalists, presenting, analyzing, and contextualizing this information in credible and easily accessible comprehensive manner.  The information is then used by mass individual citizens, journalists, and thought leaders/experts in the field including by Universities. 

Reclamos receives information from mass individual users. The platform aggregates and organizes the information, which is then used by other individual users (for pressure or research purposes), journalists (for research purposes), and corporations (as a response to consumer pressure or in order to better understand consumer behavior and preferences). 

Ushahidi & Uchaguzi receives information from both mass individual users and NGOs. After the information is posted and geo-tagged on the map, it is used by the masses, journalists, NGOs, opinion leaders, and sometimes governments (in the case of Uchaguzi, but not in the case of Ushahidi). 

Decentralized Users for Service and Product Accountability

In the table above, a difference emerges between decentralized providers and users of information — what we have called mass users — on one hand, and more concentrated, organized entities such as journalists, non-governmental organizations, government organizations, and corporations (we put “thought leaders” or opinion elites in a different category).

One pattern that emerges from our admittedly small number of case studies is that technological interventions that aim toward service and product responsiveness (and by extension aim to hold accountable the public agencies and corporations responsible for those services and products) seem to more frequently rely upon more decentralized (mass) providers of information. Similarly, mass users tend to be more often primary users of information in the service and product accountability interventions.

On the information collection and provision side, one reason for this pattern may be that the problems caused by service and product accountability problems are more visible to mass users compared to political accountability issues. The most successful implementation of Kiirti, for example, collects incidents in which auto-ricksaw drivers mistreat their customers. Reclamos in Chile focuses on complaints about consumer products and services. Cidade Democratica deals with problems experienced by residents in an urban environment. All of these issues are problems that are immediately and tangibly felt and perceived as individual experiences and deprivations.

On the side of information use, two factors may help to explain why mass users are more common in the cases of service and product accountability. The first is that actual needs may be perceived as more important than some of the needs affected by the broader phenomenon of political corruption and other forms of malfeasance (correctly or not, I may be more aggrieved by a broken cell phone or high taxi bill than by a politician who is on the take). The second concerns efficacy. It may be that individual, mass users are more motivated because they feel that their actions — especially self-protective actions that involve avoiding some products or areas of poor service, what economists and political scientists call exit as contrasted with voice — have a greater chance of solving their problems for instances of service and product accountability than for political accountability.

Ushahidi and Uchaguzi are the exceptions to this general pattern, at least on the information provision side. Famously, those initiatives collect information in a crowd sourced way. It may be that the issue of election violence rises to a sufficiently high level of salience that individuals are motivated to provide the information to those technological platforms.

Centralized Intermediaries for Political Accountability

In contrast to interventions that aim to increase accountability in the realm of services and products, the interventions that aim to increase political accountability — the character or behavior of political officials whose policies have more generalized effects (spending decisions, laws and policies) — seem to rely upon more centralized users for the provision of information, but also to use that information to ultimately increase accountability and responsiveness.

Consider the information gathering side. Mumbai Votes employs students, researchers, staff, and volunteers to scrape a variety of sources — not just official records but also news stories — to centralize and aggregate information about the backgrounds of candidates for political office and the performance (compared to platforms and campaign promises) of those who are elected to office. The central informational contribution of Mumbai Votes is to collect this information, organize it into comparable and easily accessible ways, and to archive it in a credible and legitimate way. Similarly, the Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool relies upon spending information provided by the government and organizes that information for its users (predominantly NGOs). A central contribution of the Fair Play Alliance is to deploy its staff to gather information from a variety of sources that will be useful in its various accountability campaigns. Even in the case of Ushahidi and its descendent Uchaguzi, much of the information about electoral malfeasance is reported by organized NGO monitors.

These examples of much more centralized information collection that resembles the activity of journalists and think tank researchers much more than the operations of groups such as Reclamos, Kiirti, or Cidade Democratica (whose methods fit more commonly discussed crowd-sourcing and wiki methods). One reason for this difference may be that the kind of information that is useful for increasing political accountability is less accessible to mass users than information relevant to service or product encounters. The criminal records of politicians, their legislative actions, and allocations public funds are all, for example, difficult for mass users to discern.

Though not a logical necessity, it also seems that the efficacious users of information are more centralized for the political accountability interventions and for service and product interventions. To the extent that they have effects, interventions such as Mumbai Votes, the Fair Play Alliance, the Budget Tracking Tool, and even Ushahidi/Uchaguzi seem to find success because relatively centralized organizational actors — such as journalists in mainstream media and NGOs use the information that these platforms provide. While it is true that the actions of mass users — for example voters supporting an alternative candidate — NGOs and journalists often turned out to be the main users and critical political intermediaries.

The reasons for the greater role of centralized information providers and users in the political accountability cases are simply the converse of those that we find in the service and product accountability cases. Mass users may face collective action problems that create low levels of motivation to consume the political information provided by projects like the Kenyan Budget Tool or Ushahidi. For media organizations, however, such transparency projects are attractive because they make it easier for them to conduct research, provide a credible source, enable them to find leads, and so on. We see this dynamic with journalists at work strongly in the case of Mumbai Votes. Groups like the Kenyan Budget Tool and, to some extent, Cidade Democratica focus on the needs of NGOs. To the extent that they can make successful matches, NGOs are motivated to utilize information provide by transparency interventions because that information helps them advance their prior agendas by strengthening their bargaining ability, mobilizing supporters, identifying needs or priorities of constituents, or helping them to make their cases.

Closely related to motivation, centralized actors are also often more efficacious than mass actors in enhancing political accountability. Political campaigns and candidates, for example, may be far more sensitive and responsive to the criticisms that journalists make than to the more diffuse, harder to discern views of mass voters. We see this dynamic at work in Mumbai Votes and the Fair Play Alliance. Those who lead Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool and Cidade Democratica (as well as Kiirti, with less success) see themselves as running informational platforms that serve NGOs as primary users and so seek to provide information that will enable those NGOs (relatively centralized actors compared to mass users) to better conduct their various accountability and advocacy campaigns.

Note that centralized actors are also important in explaining the success of service and product accountability interventions. In the case of Kiirti, for example, the most successful deployment has been its enforcement of problems with auto-rickshaw providers. In this case, the main information providers are customers. However, the example succeeds because the main information user is the regulatory agency responsible for enforcing the policy. That organization possesses resources and authority that make it efficacious for this problem. 

If a central contribution of these technological transparency interventions is to gather information and make it accessible through relatively centralized means, then one interesting question is how the activities and contributions of these technological transparency interventions differ from those of traditional media organizations. Though our research offers only limited insight on this question, we offer several speculative remarks. First, we should think of technological transparency interventions as complimenting the activities of NGOs in civil society and mainstream media. Second, transparency interventions work in part by lowering the information costs for these NGOs and media organizations. Third, NGOs and journalists find these transparency interventions useful to the extent that they view them, and others view them, as neutral, legitimate, and credible, brokers of information. Fourth, though mass users may not be the most important or most frequent users of political accountability information, it may be quite important that those mass users can in principle access information from platforms like Mumbai Votes or the Kenyan Budget Tool. Because anyone can access these platforms, they are more transparent (and so potentially more credible) than, say, the usual sources and research of NGO reports or journalists. Finally, these transparency innovations typically archive information and organize it in a way that allows comparisons. Such database organization is far different from the informational organization of journalists and NGOs, and so may contribute to its credibility and utility.

One upshot of this analysis, then, is that we ought to conceptualize two different logics according to which these interventions operate: centralized and decentralized. These two logics characterize both the provision of information and its use. Centralized information use (or provision) requires very different political strategies and technological designs compared to decentralized use (or provision) of information.

6. Evolution and Strategic Learning

As laid out in section 3, the extent to which a technological transparency intervention reaches its full potential depends upon the quality of its empirical and causal propositions. Even advocates and social entrepreneurs who have lived their whole lives in some place find it difficult to accurately characterize the nature of social needs and interests, motivations and capabilities of the potential users of their information, which actors are potentially efficacious in addressing an accountability problem, and so on. Getting the causal proposition right is even more difficult than the descriptive task. 

Because it is difficult for those who mount transparency innovations to accurately know the truth of the socio-political world that they seek to transform, we can view, as pragmatists like John Dewey put it, their efforts as rebuttable hypothesis about how the world is and what sorts of information will contribute to making various actors in it accountable. Initially, it is highly unlikely that those who mount these efforts will get it just right. Therefore, the success or failure — or at least the extent to which these projects reach their potential — depends in part on the ability to of their leaders to learn what they have gotten right and wrong in their propositions and to adjust accordingly.

Consider some of the strategic propositions in our cases in light of their presumptions about their own socio-political contexts.

Needs & Interests

Each of these interventions makes a guess about the informational needs and interests of its intended audience — what they will care about. The guesses of some are remarkably accurate, others miss the mark widely. Some of those adjust their strategies in light of their errors, while others stick stubbornly to their initial suppositions.

Part of understanding needs and interests relate to the degree the given NGO works within the existing needs and interests and to degree the NGO actively shapes and molds this interests.  Fair Play Alliance has both followed the needs and interests of citizens as well as leading campaigns, which attempt to actively shape and alter citizens’ priorities.  For instance, a campaign raising awareness about judiciary nominee Harabina is widely noted by leading officials, journalists, and NGO leaders to be one of Fair Play’s most success campaigns because it brought the issue of judicial nominees into the public discourse for the first time in Slovakia.  However, Harabina was still appointed to the position in dispute.  Thus, suggesting that Fair Play elevated the place of judicial integrity on the public agenda. 

Another illustration comes from Mumbai Votes. One of the main aims of that organization is to create a kind of performance rating for politicians. What is the extent to which those who are elected to office deliver on the promises that they made while campaigning? Mumbai Votes also provides information on the character and background of candidates, including their criminal records. When asked about evidence about the effect of their intervention, one story that frequently comes up is that candidates who were highly favored to win were upset after Mumbai Votes released information about their criminal backgrounds. There is less evidence that voters (or even journalists) have responded to information about politician performance by altering their votes.
 It may be, then, that certain dimensions of candidate background — such as criminality and character — are more salient to voters (and journalists) that other dimensions — such as politician performance with regard to campaign promises or platforms. The experience of Mumbai Votes is thus one test of that organization’s presumptions about what the users of their information most want to know.

Similarly, the founders of the Chilean initiative Reclamos hoped that their effort would reveal a latent interest among consumers on one side and corporations on the other of creating more collaborative and cordial solutions to complaints about products and services that emerged. They got one quarter of this proposition right — consumers are very interested in filing complaints about bad experiences on the site. Indeed, Reclamos has nearly 800,000 unique visitors and 1,600,000 unique page visits per month and it is one the largest websites with user-generated content in Chile. However, they seem to have been dramatically mistaken in supposing that either consumers or corporations generally desire, or would be willing to engage in, trust building discussions in which corporations become more responsive to the priorities of consumers and consumers engage in collaborative problem solving with corporations to resolve common problems. Indeed, the site has turned out to be much more effective as a source of pressure for corporate accountability and for corporations to learn where public satisfaction is low. By creating this pressure, Reclamos has compelled many companies to become more responsive, but it has done so in just the way that its founders hoped to avoid — through a culture of complaint. For reasons that we discuss below, Reclamos has not reoriented itself to take advantage of this new descriptive and causal knowledge about their context.

Along similar lines, Cidade Democratica originally aimed to create an open space where anyone could develop a proposal on how to improve the urban environment, spread the idea to his or her social networks, and invest efforts in the promotion and implementation of the idea. While in theory the platform of Cidade Democratica indeed allows doing all of this, in practice, it is largely used by established civic groups and NGOs. Mass users, whose voice the platform aimed to amplify, were not sufficiently interested in urban change and political accountability and not willing to invest their efforts in promoting urban reforms via the platform. Hence, while some civic groups and NGOs enthusiastically adopted the tool and have been relying on it for their advocacy activities, the platform has not managed to attract mass users. Cidade Democratica was quick to reorient its focus when it understood this dynamic. It no longer expected mass users to independently approach the platform, but rather launched a series of “web-citizenship” seminars, targeting young Brazilians with interest in civil society and demonstrating to them how to benefit from technology to promote social goals that are important to them. 

The Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool followed this logic in a more structural away. After a thorough analysis of the needs and interests of the civil society, the founders of the Tool decided to focus their efforts on providing NGOs with precise budgetary information on development projects in their constituencies. They negotiated with the government the release of the data, organized the information on a website, and made it transparent and accessible to all (either via web or SMS). The founders understood from the outset that the service they provided would be most helpful for established NGOs and could not directly empower mass users. Hence, they are about launch Huduma—a service oriented tool that is supposed to directly interact with mass users.

In a similar fashion to Huduma, Kiirti was developed to be a tool, which NGO’s could utilize for their individual ends.  Thus, enabling NGO’s, which may not have the technological capacity to employ update to date platforms.  However, in its current Beta stage, Kiirti has seen the challenges of directly linking its success closely with other NGOs.  For instance, some of the NGO’s which Kiirti envisioned using the platform robustly are struggling to find the internal capacity and resources to publicize and or then directly deal with the complaints Kiirti would lodge.  Furthermore, not all of the NGO’s are focused on complaint resolution and therefore the Kiirti platform serves as an imperfect pairing with some NGO’s goals. Additionally, some NGO’s seem to de-value the worth of Kiirti simply because it is being offered for free in its Beta manifestation. Kiirti has been most successful to date in reporting faulty auto-rickshaw drivers and is currently working with the Transportation commission to set up direct communication.  The implementation of Kiirti on auto-rickshaws eschews the original intent of Kiirti but may prove a more tenable utilization over time suggesting that citizens may actually need more direct channels to their government – not only more robust channels to work with government intermediaries such as NGOs. 

User Motivation

Similarly, those who advance these technological interventions may suppose that users or providers of information have certain motivations only to learn that they were mistaken. Famously, Jimmy Wales began the Wikipedia project with a highly centralized vision in mind in which articles would be written and vetted by field experts. It turned out that those experts lacked the motivation, but that a much wider field of amateur contributors were unexpectedly highly motivated to write and edit articles for what became Wikipedia. Many other crowd-sourced and wiki projects fail for the opposite reason — those with the knowledge and the capacity are insufficiently motivated to contribute.

Some of the leaders of our initiatives supposed that their information technologies would find motivated users among the mass of citizens — Mumbai Votes and Ushahidi — but experience showed later that more organized and specialized users — journalists and non-governmental organizations concerned with political integrity had greater motivations to utilize the information that they provide (though mass users figure in both cases as well). That both Mumbai Votes and Uchaguzi cultivated partnerships and alliances with those users testifies to their willingness to learn and adapt. The close relationship of Cidade Democratica with established civic groups in Jundiai is another sign of this trajectory. 

Fair Play Alliance is launching a competition for the best application built upon their database which has recently been renamed Data Nest and is now entirely accessible as Open Data.  The aim is to crowd source the “best and the brightest” in the field of new media and technology to propose applications to use the data in innovative ways.  A future project of Fair Play Alliance called “Labs” aims to facilitate citizen journalist by providing a forum for citizens to work together in aggregate to raise awareness about stories and allow citizens to investigate information on their own using technology.  Fair Play Alliance aims to support these endeavors by using technology to strengthen and alter the relationship between a consumer and producer of news. 

Capacity

Another important factor concerns the extent to which the intended information providers or users in an intervention have the capacity to contribute information or to utilize it. Some aspects of capacity are technical: ICT skills and infrastructure. Other aspects of capacity are strategic and organizational; does an individual or an NGO have the wherewithal to make use of the information as a component of a broader strategy to accomplish its goals? The lack of capacity on both of these dimensions often emerged as a challenge for the cases that we examined.

Several of the interventions aimed initially to have individuals as a primary user but then later discovered that individuals lack the capacity to utilize the platform as expected. Cidade Democratica, for example, aims to be a platform to air the concerns of both individuals and NGOs. However, the platform seems to have been most useful to a set of NGOs who have the capacity to utilize it technologically and as a strategic mobilization tool. As many individual users lack the civic capacity to participate effectively, Cidade Democratica invests efforts and resources in civic education. 

For NGOs that already have a large impact through traditional mechanisms in civil society, such as mainstream press, the question arises of the capacity of the platform to expand reach.  Fair Play Alliance has used technology to transform their extensive databases into entirely Open Source and Open Data information, which can host a range of applications to be built upon it.  Fair Play Alliance also hosts successful bar camps, which bring together leading people in graphic design, technology, and public relations to harness the best talent to use technology to reach out in innovative ways, especially to the youth.  In the past election, a digital banner marking that a politician filled out Fair Play Alliance’s extensive financial disclosure form, was a way a politician could exhibit their honesty and transparency.  In both of these instances, technology is increasing Fair Play Alliance’s capacity for both innovation and outreach. 

Some of the interventions that we examine cater primarily to NGOs — such as the Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool and Kiirti in India. In both of those initiatives, organizers found that some NGOs lacked the capacity to make good use of the tools. In Kenya, one important feature of the ICT landscape is highly constrained broadband access, so the Budget Tracking Tool takes pains to provide less demanding avenues of access such as mobile SMS queries and responses. Further, in order to better accommodate the actual capacities of mass users in Kenya, the founders of the Budget Tracking Tool are now launching Huduma. Rather than tackling a specific issue such as budget allocation or election violence, Kiirti is an open-ended deployment of crowd-source mapping technology that its leader hope will be of use to many NGOs. It seems, however, that many NGOs lack capacity — in both the technical and strategic senses — to incorporate this technology into their operations.

This insufficient capacity of independent NGOs led Uchaguzi to focus its strategy on partnerships, where technology was only one part of the equation. While a technology-NGO (Ushahidi) was responsible for maintaining the digital platform and mapping election violations, a host of partner organizations were responsible for recruitment and training of monitors, advertisement, and conveying the complaints to the appropriate governmental entities. 

Efficacy

Our cases evolved in the most surprising ways on the dimension of efficacy. If these accountability interventions are to have effect, they must interact — either directly or indirectly — with actors (either mass actors or organizations) who have some ability to address the problems of accountability that they target. Often, it is quite unclear who those actors are. From this perspective, we can view the early stages of a transparency intervention as an aiming in part to identify partners or users who have abilities to increase accountability.

The leaders of Kiirti, for example, thought that their platform would be most useful and efficacious for NGOs (though they didn’t know which ones). It turns out, however, that the most widespread and effective deployment of the platform involves a consumer problem—auto-rickshaw complaints—and a governmental organization—the Transportation Authority—rather than an NGO. The Kiirti platform seems to have been very useful to the Transportation Authority, whereas it was much less useful to an array of NGOs, because the Kiirti deployment provides one missing piece a puzzle (the identities of problematic auto rickshaw drivers) that the organization lacked to advance its purposes.

Similarly, the original deployment of Ushahidi had a primarily epistemic aim: to better understand the character and extent of election violence through improved reporting and mapping. An indirect objective was no doubt to address that violence by mobilizing public and official pressure against it. The successor project Uchaguzi was much more deliberate in forming partnerships and a division of labor with NGOs with election monitoring expertise and government agencies (the Independent Interim Electoral Commission responsible for overseeing the Kenyan Constitutional referendum) in order to increase the intervention’s efficacy on both the monitoring and response dimensions.

Sometimes, the factors that make some organizations efficacious relate more to features of the environment — for example the aims and capacities of the organization relative to sources of resistance and the complexity of the organizational field. Consider, for example, the contrasting experiences of Cidade Democratica in Sao Paulo, an enormous city of ten million, and in Jundiai, a much smaller city of only 350,000. Whereas NGOs (and citizens) seem to have managed to utilize the Cidade Democratica to effectively publicize complaints, mobilize pressure, and obtain redress on several issues in Jundiai, the platform seems to have delivered fewer successes in Sao Paulo. One explanation may be that governmental decision-makers in Sao Paolo face many other sources of demand and pressure and the force of those utilizing Cidade is relatively small there compared to Jundiai. Another explanation may be that, compared to Jundiai, civic and social movement groups in Sao Paolo are more mature and better organized, and so the Cidade de Democratica platform is less valuable to them as a part of their political strategy.  

Similarly, Fair Play Alliance has been extremely successful due in part to the dearth of intellectual leadership and political instability following the Velvet Revolution.  Fair Play Alliance founder, Zuzana Wienk, is regarded with utmost authority in Slovakia and her presence within the organization has lent it a tremendous amount of credence in an atmosphere where few public leaders are trusted by citizens.  Zuzana is viewed as credible in a country where hard-hitting reporters are easily fired for revealing corporate ties and where daily newspapers are under-funded and under-staffed, lacking the resources to conduct in-depth research. In contrast to Fair Play Alliance, other NGO’s receive state funding, such as EU structural funds, which make them susceptible to potential conflict of interests constraints. In contrast, Fair Play Alliance’s funding structure as well as their commitment and resource allocation to investigative journalism enables them a large amount of credibility and efficacy.  Fair Play Alliance could not be as efficacious as a credible source if it did not receive funding from independent sources, which enable it to be objective and hard hitting. 

The lack of credible news, and the rise of paid journalism – whereby advertisements are disguised as real news, has also enabled the efficacy of Mumbai Votes.  A confluence of factors has eroded the legitimacy of newspapers in India.  First, newspaper circulation is on the rise in India with the expansion of the literate middle class and rising youth population.  Thus, news is increasingly being treated as a profit-driven commodity where those in charge of advertisements have more weight than editors.  Second, the enlarged influence of advertisements has created a new industry of “Paid News” whereby advertisements are subtly guised as objective news reporting.  Paid News is particularly acute during campaigns and elections.  As a result, mainstream journalists, leading intellectuals, and other NGO’s now rely upon Mumbai Voters for providing unbiased, methodologically rigorous, and objective news about candidates and politics.  Mumbai Votes may prove to be most efficacious at creating a type of institutional memory, akin to the United States’ Library of Congress, where the behavior of a candidate once in office is analyzed.  Thus providing a more robust link between a candidate and the elected official.  Mumbai Votes’ current lack of funding, with the only funding coming from the personal finances of the founder from his job as an electrical engineer with most of the information being aggregated by unpaid college volunteers, may enhance its credibility and efficacy.

Perhaps the most dramatic surprise on the efficacy dimension comes, as mentioned above, from the Chilean Reclamos intervention. Its founders had anticipated that the platform would create social value by fostering dialogue between corporations and consumers. The platform turned out to be very popular and quite effective for some consumer issues, but not at all for the reasons that the founders had hoped. Indeed, most corporations and consumers do not seem much interested in dialogue. Instead, the platform serves as a power aggregator of complaints that generates pressure on corporations — both through the popularity of the site itself and through its use by mainstream media organizations — to respond to the complaints that are articulated. Interestingly, the founders of Reclamos do not wish to pursue this newfound route to efficacy—adversarial complaint—because they do not view it as particularly valuable from a social perspective. They seek harmony between consumers and corporations, not discord. Rather than seize upon this lesson about their context—the motives of users and sources of efficacy—and adopt a new strategic orientation, the founders remain committed to their original vision of social change.

In the case of the Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool, efficacy wholly depends on intermediaries—the NGOs that request budgetary information from the tool and then rely on it for their advocacy needs. Efficacy then depends on a plethora of conditions—the socio-political awareness of the constituency, the reputation and actions of the NGO, the responsiveness of the specific constituency development fund committee, and more. 

7. Conclusions

Though we examined only seven cases, several interesting patterns of action emerge that may turn out to be more general.

First, some cases of technological intervention are almost sufficient unto themselves in that the competent implementation of the platform itself sets into motion social forces and reactions that result in increased accountability or responsiveness. To the extent that there is a paradigm in the ICT-for-governance field, this may be it. One thinks of analogies to efforts like Wikipedia, Google, or Amazon in which the technology effort — all-by-itself — produces large impacts. We believe that this paradigm is rarely realized in practice. Only one of our cases — Reclamos in Chile — had this character. It seems that there was indeed a great latent desire of consumers to register complaints about consumer experiences. Once registered, the platform made these complaints manifest and set of market and social pressures that have compelled many companies to respond. Though perhaps the dominant paradigm, we believe that the number of actual and potential interventions of this kind is exceedingly rare. Many other necessary conditions must be in place for a technological intervention to truly be the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle.

In a second and more common pattern, a technological intervention aggregates information that increases accountability by inserting itself into the public discourse of political campaigns and mass media. To operate through this channel, the technological platform usually relies upon interpretive intermediaries such as advocacy organizations and journalists. The two examples from our case studies illustrate this dynamic: the Fair Play Alliance in Slovakia and Mumbai Votes in India.

The third, perhaps most common, category entails specialized partnerships between technologists who can provide specific information and communication tools on one side and entities such as non-governmental organizations or governments whose goals would be advanced incrementally through those tools on the other. Consider how Kiirti was used by an Indian Department of Transportation as a way to identify problematic auto rickshaw drivers. That is a narrow example, but it is not in principal different from the way in which particular Kenyan NGOs — for example those focused on water or other development projects — utilize the Kenyan Budget Tracking Tool to help them tailor and pursue their advocacy and problem solving efforts. Cidade Democratica and the Uchaguzi efforts exhibit a similar pattern. Indeed, the recent report from the Carter Center that carefully examines the experience of several Ushahidi deployments is a case-in-point; the Carter Center — an NGO with extensive expertise and a very specific mission in election integrity and human rights but little technological expertise — carefully reflects upon the potential and limitations of collaborative efforts with partners who have a very specific technological expertise but little experience in election monitoring or human rights.

It may well be that the future of ICT for governance and accountability will consist for the most part not of “big bang” solutions — the Google or Wikipedia of the governance domain — but rather tens of thousands of more incremental, tailored, and harder to discern efforts in which the locally grounded but sophisticated use of leading technologies helps to provide information and facilitate communication that civil society groups and governments can use to enhance their current efforts to make government and economy more accountable and responsive.

8. Recommendations

In light of the analysis of above, we offer several recommendations for those funding and otherwise supporting technological interventions that aim to increase public or private sector accountability through transparency.

Focus on Interventions with Incremental Ambitions, not Revolutionary Change

In section seven, we identified three categories of technology interventions: (i) those that aim to become large very quickly because catalyze the latent desires and responses of hundreds of thousands of individuals (e.g. Reclamos), (ii) those that supplement mainstream media and campaign efforts to improve the quality of the public sphere (e.g. Mumbai Votes and Fair Play Alliance), and (iii) those that amplify the more narrow strategies of NGOs working to increase accountability. Funders should focus energies on the second and third category of intervention. The greatest opportunities seem to be in the third category of amplifying NGO and governmental strategies of accountability. The second category — improving public sphere efforts — is also important but doing so effectively requires a deep knowledge of the context for journalism and political campaigning in a place.

Based on an admittedly very small  base of cases, the first category of “home runs” seems to us to be very difficult to identify, and the opportunities for this sort of intervention small in number.

Public Sphere Efforts Should Strive Toward Credibility and Media Partnership

In the second category, ICT interventions succeed when they serve as (i) highly credible sources of information that is of (ii) high interest and utility to (iii) journalists and political and advocacy campaigns.

Therefore, those aiming to improve public sphere efforts should seek to establish archives of information that are highly credible — at least more credible as accurate and true — to mass publics than other available sources of information (governmental, other NGO, mainstream media). One source of this credibility may be that ICT platforms provide information that is searchable and in principle verifiable by anyone (even if relatively few mass users actually verify).

These sorts of platforms should provide the kinds of information that are likely to be of interest to journalists and be designed with journalists and other professional, organized users in mind. Though our data did not permit this analysis, future research should establish the proportion of mass users to professional users of these public sphere platforms. Our sense is that more of the users are professionals than commonly thought, and that information provided by these ICT yields effects mainly through use by professionals, rather than mass users.

Socially Embedded Designers

Interventions in the third category are more likely to succeed when those who create the technology are embedded in local NGO networks so that they understand the motivations and strategies of organized users and can tailor their efforts to fit organized users.

Therefore, funders and other supporters of technological transparency interventions should encourage platforms that are designed by, or at least whose design is heavily influenced by, indigenous leadership. In some of our examples, the principle designers were well intentioned ex-patriots with very substantial technological expertise, but who lacked an accurate sensibility of the local socio-political context. As a consequence, they mis-diagnosed needs and capabilities of potential users early on, and course corrections were later necessary.

Highly Explicit and Iterated Diagnoses and Theories of Change

An accurate diagnosis of context and theory of action is critical to the success of technology for transparency interventions, but these interventions frequently get both the diagnosis and the theory of action wrong. It is therefore important for those who fund and support technological transparency interventions to help tech entrepreneurs and activists by pressing them to

· Lay out (i) what their initial assessment of the context is, (ii) what information the ICT platform will provide and who will provide it, (iii) who will use that information and why, and (iv) how that use will result in gains for accountability.

· Periodically revise their contextual assessment and theory of action. In all of our cases, organizations that were successful evolved because they responded to errors in their initial theories of action.

Don’t Micro-Manage or Second Guess

That said, funders should not impose particular assessments or theories on NGOs or tech entrepreneurs. NGOs are generally better situated to make these difficult assessments, for the reasons relating to social embeddedness discussed out above. We did not encounter this problem of overly active funders in our examination, but we include this last caveat so that our recommendations will not be read as a suggestion for tight funder control.
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