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Abstract

This editorial provides an introduction to the special issue on “Lessons about intervening in accountability
ecosystems: implementation of community scorecards in Bangladesh and Uganda”. We start by describing the
rationale for this work in the two study countries. While our project, the Future Health Systems (FHS) project, had
been working over the course of more than a decade to strengthen health services, particularly for low income
households in rural areas, our teams increasingly recognized how difficult it would be to sustain service
improvements without fundamental changes to local accountabilities. Accordingly, in the final phase of the project
2016-2018, we designed, implemented and assessed community scorecard initiatives, in both Bangladesh and
Uganda, with the aim of informing the design of a scalable social accountability initiative that could fundamentally
shift the dynamics of health system accountability in favor of the poor and marginalized.

We describe the particular characteristics of our approach to this task. Specifically we (i) conducted a mapping of
accountabilities in each of the contexts so as to understand how our actions may interact with existing
accountability mechanisms (i) developed detailed theories of change that unpacked the mechanisms through
which we anticipated the community scorecards would have effect, as well as how they would be institutionalized;
and (i) monitored closely the extent of inclusion and the equity effects of the scorecards. In summarizing this
approach, we articulate the contributions made by different papers in this volume.
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Introduction

Over the past decade there has been a growing consensus
that stronger accountability mechanisms are critical for im-
proving health services and health [1-4]. While, on the one
hand, there is evidence of the significant impact that
strengthened accountability for health can have, there is
also a substantive and growing body of evidence that docu-
ments the challenges involved in strengthening accountabil-
ity, especially in terms of scaling up interventions [5, 6]
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integrating approaches into existing health systems [7-9]
and ensuring inclusiveness [8].

In 2016, a UK Department for International
Development-funded research  consortium, Future
Health Systems (FHS) had the opportunity to address
this question of social accountability through our work
program in Uganda and Bangladesh. The FHS consor-
tium was launched in 2005, and had previously piloted
community scorecards and balanced scorecards in
Afghanistan [10, 11], and conducted research on com-
munity capabilities in Uganda, India, and Bangladesh
[12]. Our prior work had demonstrated the potential for
community scorecards to enhance community capacity
to contribute to improved health services but also
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documented a number of challenges. These included en-
suring the availability of skilled facilitators who could
help to create a safe environment for participants to
openly share views, and challenges related to sustaining
the scorecards and integrating them into existing sys-
tems and structures [11]. Through their experience in
working with communities, the FHS teams in
Bangladesh and Uganda each identified a need to
strengthen local level accountability and community en-
gagement processes. For example, the Uganda team had
until that point in the project focused on developing and
implementing a package of interventions in Eastern
Uganda to strengthen maternal, neonatal and child
health services. However, the team recognized that to
mobilize community resources and sustain activities be-
yond the initial incentive schemes, local level empower-
ment and accountability interventions were required. In
Bangladesh, the FHS team intervened to improve access
to qualified healthcare for the rural poor and increase
the use of public sector health facilities in this connec-
tion. The team also recognized that without strengthen-
ing accountability for performance at the community
level, the community-based programs that government
was seeking to re-energize were going to be difficult to
sustain. In both Uganda and Bangladesh it was hoped
that strengthening local empowerment and social ac-
countability would serve to reinforce the earlier inter-
ventions by addressing pernicious health system
problems including poor attitudes of health workers,
high absenteeism, neglect of duty, and misuse of
resources.

Given the accumulating global literature about the po-
tential power of social accountability approaches, com-
bined with the views of country teams on the ground
that an approach of this nature was necessary to secure
hard fought gains, it seemed natural for the project to
address this issue. However, as we developed a project
strategy on social accountability, our team was very sen-
sitive to a number of likely challenges.

First, we were very aware that any social accountability
intervention would not be implemented in a vacuum,
but would likely be layered upon multiple strata of
power and accountability relations within the health sys-
tem [13], as well as prior projects that had also sought
to intervene in accountability relationships. Health sys-
tems are embedded within broader social structures, and
typically reflect the prevailing power relations in society.
While sometimes such structures might work to im-
prove the health and welfare of the most marginalized,
often they do not. So it was likely that any initiative that
we supported might conflict with existing power struc-
tures and accountabilities - either formal or informal.
Accordingly, if not well conceived, our interventions
could undermine our end goal by potentially
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strengthening accountability relationships that were not
broadly supportive of equitable health services.

Second, as already noted, recent literature has under-
scored the difficulties of institutionalizing new measures
to promote accountability within health systems. These
include logistical challenges involved in taking to scale a
complex package of interventions that needs tailoring to
different communities; ensuring financial support for so-
cial accountability programs beyond the end of donor-
supported projects; sustaining community engagement
and enthusiasm given multiple other demands upon
community time; and ensuring the political acceptability
of an approach that is ultimately seeking to engender a
more equitable balance in power between the disadvan-
taged and the privileged. This latter point about the pol-
itical acceptability of social accountability measures is
key. Without support from political elites, it will likely
be challenging to acquire the necessary resources (finan-
cial and human) to institutionalize a social accountability
initiative within government. While multiple efforts have
been made to scale up social accountability measures
outside of government, these (with a few exceptions)
also struggle to sustain themselves due to a lack of ac-
cess to a steady source of support [6]. Further, it has
been convincingly argued that without reinforcement
and support from higher levels of government, social ac-
countability schemes are unlikely to work well [14].

Third, and finally, FHS had a central focus on equity.
A question that we were very concerned about centered
on the degree to which social accountability approaches
promoted equity and inclusiveness, versus giving voice
to a stratum of society who were already relatively privi-
leged. There is much that is still poorly understood
about this question. For example, while one study in
India that explicitly sought to assess involvement of
more marginalized populations in social accountability
initiatives concluded that bureaucratic and language bar-
riers typically worked to exclude the most marginal pop-
ulations, the authors also noted that it was nonetheless
possible that these instruments worked in the interest of
these marginalized populations, even if they did not dir-
ectly participate [15]. Another paper, reviewing the ex-
perience of the large non-governmental organization
CARE, noted that while social accountability initiatives
strive for diverse participation, evidence on inclusiveness
and equity is thin [16].

The FHS approach to social accountability

The work reported in this supplement was conducted as
part of a 2 year pilot project for community scorecards
in Bangladesh and Uganda. At the time of planning this
work, we hoped that the communities would be able to
sustain the interventions on their own or that there
would be follow-on funding that would allow the teams
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in these sites to scale up the interventions developed
through this formative work, and evaluate their impact
on services and equity. Sadly, this has not been the case,
however from the start we approached the design, im-
plementation and assessment of these initiatives as if
their primary purpose was to inform the design of a scal-
able social accountability initiative that could fundamen-
tally shift the dynamics of health system accountability
in favor of poor and marginalized people. To this end,
there were a number of defining characteristics of our
approach.

From the start of the project, we had a purposeful
awareness to both formal and informal relationships in
the accountability ecosystems in both countries. As part
of our planning processes, and prior to any intervention
work in the two countries, we conducted a mapping of
accountabilities using a tool adapted from Brinkerhoff
that described the capacity that different actors had to
demand information of each other, impose sanctions on
each other, or supply information [17]. In both countries
these mappings emphasized the existing complex net-
works of accountabilities, and also prompted long dis-
cussions among the research teams seeking to parse out
formal accountabilities from informal norms. This
process also helped to identify which stakeholders it
would be critical to bring to the table in order to ensure
buy in for the proposed initiative [18].

Monitoring, evaluation and learning were central to
our efforts to implement the community scorecards. In
particular, we were eager to understand how and why
our intervention was working or not. Wild and Harris
[19] suggest multiple different channels through which
social accountability approaches might function includ-
ing strengthening citizens demand, increasing resour-
cing, improving information flows, creating greater top
down pressure for performance improvement, and pro-
moting collective action on the part of communities, or
potentially across communities and providers. We real-
ized that understanding which of these mechanisms was
operational, was important. Such information would
help us to adapt or trim back components of the inter-
vention that did not appear to be relevant, or strengthen
those that were weak. Early on in the project, the teams
in both Bangladesh and Uganda developed theories of
change that spelled out how their planned interventions
might impact the relationships between service providers
and communities, as well as the broader accountability
ecosystem in each setting. The paper by Kiracho et al. in
this volume [20], further considers the evidence from
Uganda on which of these mechanisms were important
in that particular context.

Alongside the routine monitoring and evaluation that
the project had planned, we also carried out a more in-
depth process documentation. This had a dual purpose.
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We wanted to understand what it took to launch these
community scorecards, and therefore the project teams
required detailed records of the type and nature of sup-
port provided and activities undertaken, so that over
time, the program structures could be reviewed, refined
and streamlined. This detailed documentation was a crit-
ical input for the costing study reported in this supple-
ment by Ssebagareka et al. [21]. The project
documentation also served a second purpose to under-
stand the implications for equity and inclusiveness.
Through these records, we kept careful track of who was
participating in the community scorecard processes
(such as consultative and interface meetings) and by ex-
tension, who was not doing so. Apolot et al. (this supple-
ment [22]) also drew upon this documentation to
consider participation in community scorecard services,
and supplemented it with interview data, so as to con-
sider how the scorecards affected one particularly mar-
ginalized group in Uganda, namely adolescent mothers.
Mahmood et al. (this supplement [23]) used this data
along with other interview data to identify the level of
participation among female and adolescent facility man-
agement group members in the scorecard process and
its impact on health service use among these marginal-
ized groups.

As the teams developed country-specific drafts of theor-
ies of change, we also pondered questions related to the
institutionalization and sustainability of our initiatives. We
recognized that full commitment to institutionalizing
these programs would affect the design decisions that we
made from the start. However, it quickly became apparent
that this commitment to institutionalization often implied
compromises. Both country teams identified implementa-
tion options that would align their initiatives with current
government priorities. In Uganda, the government was
seeking to roll out a scorecard for maternal, neonatal and
child health services. However, the model the government
was supporting did not involve community engagement.
The FHS team engaged with the Ministry of Health to ex-
plore their openness to piloting an alternative version of
the proposed scorecard, that did engage communities in
its construction and also might include measures related
to community obligations (such as early care seeking for
antenatal care). In Bangladesh, since 1996 the government
had sought to scale up a series of community clinics
across rural parts of the country to provide accessible and
community-oriented primary care services [24]. However,
these facilities remained under-utilized, and the commu-
nity committees that were intended to oversee their oper-
ations were barely functional. This created an important
opportunity to align the FHS intervention with existing
systems and recognized policy needs.

In both cases, closely aligning the FHS interventions
with government policy came with potential risks.
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Potentially it could undermine the perceived independ-
ence of the initiative, sending a signal to other stake-
holders that this was business as usual, and perhaps
deterring some sections of society from participating.
We were also apprehensive about whether government
representatives at different levels of the health care sys-
tem would take this initiative seriously, or view it as an
infringement upon their autonomy to direct health pro-
grams as they wished. Nonetheless, and as described fur-
ther in papers in this volume by Mahmood et al. [23]
and Kiracho et al. [20], we concluded that based on our
project goals, the nature of our networks in each coun-
try, and an over-riding concern with sustainability, it
made sense to pursue a strategy that aligned closely with
government policy directions from the start. Engage-
ment with civil society was further constrained by their
very minimal presence at the local level. In Uganda, for
example, we were able to identify only one small civil so-
ciety group that was already overburdened with its pri-
mary responsibilities. As we refined our theories of
change, we sought to embed constructs related to
institutionalization, scale and sustainability within them,
as a means to keep ourselves focused on these important
objectives throughout project implementation.

Implications of our work

We will not foreshadow the findings of the individual
papers in the supplement here. Instead we reflect on
some of the findings emerging, and how these relate to
our initial hopes - and concerns - about social account-
ability approaches.

We must recognize that our research teams played
pivotal roles in the implementation of the scorecards in
both countries, an approach which highlights how
resource-intensive research-driven social accountability
endeavors, such as ours, can be. The paper by Ssebagar-
eka et al. [21] provides a clear financial account of the
costs involved in this project, and how they might have
been modified if more responsibilities were born by
health and other non-health staff on the ground, or if
the community engagement process had been less inten-
sive. In Bangladesh, where there was no comparable fi-
nancial analysis, it is still clear that considerable
resources were expended. Within the space of 10 months
and three cycles of scorecards the study team facilitated
44 meetings involving 643 participants [25]. Would it
have been possible to achieve the same outcomes with
less effort and fewer resources? Our teams have reflected
on this question. While costs would likely lower over
time as the processes involved in CSC become routin-
ized, there was general consensus that high start-up
costs, particularly for capacity building and community
sensitization, were necessary in order to be able to im-
plement the intervention effectively. Further, despite the
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best efforts of FHS country teams to build capacity, by
the end of the project, neither the Uganda or Bangladesh
teams felt fully confident that the facilitators they had
trained locally would be able to continue to lead the pro-
cesses without ongoing support from FHS. This was for
a number of reasons, including high turnover among the
facilitators, the need for refresher trainings, and the sim-
ple fact that such facilitation takes time, and there were
few local actors who had relevant facilitation skills to
start with. Further, in neither of the contexts where we
were working was there a robust civil society, and so it
was difficult to identify other actors who could guide
this process. While training and retaining skilled facilita-
tors was challenging, teams in both Bangladesh and
Uganda recognized the critical importance of facilita-
tions skills to guide sometimes difficult discussions be-
tween communities, health staff and local leaders.

Our data on the inclusivity of these schemes is partial,
but the paper by Apolot et al. [22] underscores the chal-
lenges of ensuring that community scorecard initiatives
such as this can respond effectively to needs and prefer-
ences that lie outside of the mainstream. While we be-
lieve that the structures and procedures followed by the
teams helped to ensure that poorer households within
the community at least had a seat at the table, the expe-
riences of vulnerable community sub-groups, such as ad-
olescents in Uganda, were really not addressed within
the scorecard process, and one can imagine that other
marginalized groups, particularly those who face stigma
(for example, men who have sex with men, or people liv-
ing with disability) would also be unlikely to participate
in such exercises. Recognizing the likely limitations of
community scorecard processes, and finding other, more
private ways to consult with certain stigmatized margin-
alized groups to better understand their needs and pref-
erences will be important.

While the FHS team had hoped that it would have a
longer period of time to embed these initiatives within
local systems and structures, without follow-up project
support after the 2 year pilot period, it has been challen-
ging to maintain these initiatives. Further, as reported by
Mahmood et al. [23], our initial concerns about the
likely degree of commitment local leaders would have to
social accountability initiatives was not unfounded.
Nonetheless, despite the lack of external follow-on fund-
ing the approach we adopted has led to some promising
local developments. In Bangladesh the scorecard initia-
tive has resulted in some lasting impacts within the facil-
ities where it was initiated such as observance of posted
service hours, improved and regular communication be-
tween facility management, community and the local
government representatives, continued active participa-
tion of facility committee members in management of
the facilities, and sharing of regular updates on clinic
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activities at district level meetings. At the national level,
the concerned office at the Ministry of Health and Fam-
ily Welfare now consults with the FHS Bangladesh team
in designing interventions to improve service provision
at the community clinics. The work in Uganda showed
that the key players in maternal and newborn health
were indeed willing to engage with communities in light
of the high maternal and neonatal mortality and morbid-
ity. In the district where the project was implemented,
both health and non-health leaders at the district and
local level have continued to work closely together, and
to actively engage health workers in dialogue when nega-
tive feedback is received about services.

Conclusion

The FHS experience with social accountability initiatives
reinforces much of what is already in the literature: such
initiatives are challenging to take to scale; may not in-
clude the marginalized or most vulnerable; are resource
intensive to initiate; and may be resisted by more power-
ful local stakeholders. Our experience described in the
papers in this supplement, however, also resonate with
the optimism in the literature about the power and po-
tential of social accountabilities to change quite funda-
mentally the relations between community leaders,
health care providers and communities in ways designed
to strengthen health service and build social capital
within the community. Without better accountability at
the local level, many other investments in health are
likely wasted. Frequently, the structures to support social
accountability are in place, but are badly neglected. For
these reasons, it seems as if the fight to improve social
accountability within the health system is one worth
fighting, but we need to be prepared for a long and
drawn out battle. Finally, FHS experience underscores
the need for both researchers and practitioners working
in social accountability to test approaches for customiz-
ing their interventions to what is most feasible and ef-
fective locally. While we should continue to build an
evidence base on the effectiveness of social accountabil-
ity interventions, the questions focused on implementa-
tion and scale in different specific contexts remain
important.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to acknowledge the contributions made by the full
research teams in both Bangladesh and Uganda, and also the multiple
contributions to the initiative made by the involved communities, local
authorities and health staff.

Authors’ contributions

The ideas in this manuscript derive from multiple conversations between all
authors. Sara Bennett developed the first draft of the manuscript, all authors
reviewed and contributed to the initial version, and the final version of the

text. The author(s) read and approved the final manuscript.

(2020) 19:220

Page 5 of 6

Funding
Funding for this work was provided by the UK Department for International
Development under grant number PO5683.

Availability of data and materials

Not applicable — this paper is an editorial describing the context and
content of other papers included in this special issue. It does not involve
primary data.

Ethics approval and consent to participate
This paper does not involve human subjects research and no ethical
approval was sought.

Consent for publication
Not applicable - this paper does not involve human subjects research, or
the use of cells or tissues, or details including images from individuals.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details

'Department of International Health, Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of
Public Health, 614 N Wolfe St, Baltimore, MD, USA. “Department of Health
Policy, Planning and Management, Makerere University School of Public
Health, P.O.Box 7072, Kampala, Uganda. *Health Systems and Population
Studies Division, icddr,b, 68 Shaheed Tajuddin Ahmed Sarani, Mohakhali,
Dhaka 1212, Bangladesh.

Received: 25 November 2020 Accepted: 30 November 2020
Published online: 10 December 2020

References

1. Molyneux S, et al. Community accountability at peripheral health facilities: a
review of the empirical literature and development of a conceptual
framework. Health Policy Plan. 2012;27(7):541-54.

2. Berlan D, Shiffman J. Holding health providers in developing countries
accountable to consumers: a synthesis of relevant scholarship. Health Policy
Plan. 2012;27(4):271-80.

3. Scott K, et al. Developing more participatory and accountable institutions
for health: identifying health system research priorities for the sustainable
development goal-era. Health Policy Plan. 2018;33(9):975-87.

4. McCoy DC, Hall JA, Ridge M. A systematic review of the literature for
evidence on health facility committees in low- and middle-income
countries. Health Policy Plan. 2012;27(6):449-66.

5. Boydell V, et al. Studying social accountability in the context of health
system strengthening: innovations and considerations for future work.
Health Res Policy Syst. 2019;17(1):34.

6. Schaaf M, Topp SM, Ngulube M. From favours to entitlements: community
voice and action and health service quality in Zambia. Health Policy Plan.
2017;32(6):847-59.

7. Butler N, et al. A strategic approach to social accountability: Bwalo forums
within the reproductive maternal and child health accountability ecosystem
in Malawi. BMC Health Serv Res. 2020;20(1):568.

8. Ved R, et al. Village health sanitation and nutrition committees: reflections
on strengthening community health governance at scale in India. BMJ Glob
Health. 2018;3(Suppl 3):e000681.

9. Danhoundo G, Nasiri K, Wiktorowicz ME. Improving social accountability
processes in the health sector in sub-Saharan Africa: a systematic review.
BMC Public Health. 2018;18(1):497.

10. Peters DH, et al. A balanced scorecard for health services in Afghanistan.
Bull World Health Organ. 2007,85(2):146-51.

11. Edward A, et al. Enhancing governance and health system accountability for
people centered healthcare: an exploratory study of community scorecards
in Afghanistan. BMC Health Serv Res. 2015;15:299.

12. George AS, et al. Unlocking community capabilities across health systems in
low- and middle-income countries: lessons learned from research and
reflective practice. BMC Health Serv Res. 2016;16(Suppl 7):631.

13. Cleary SM, Molyneux S, Gilson L. Resources, attitudes and culture: an
understanding of the factors that influence the functioning of
accountability mechanisms in primary health care settings. BMC Health Serv
Res. 2013;13:320.



Bennett et al. International Journal for Equity in Health

22.

23.

24.

25.

(2020) 19:220

Fox JA. Social accountability: what does the evidence really say? World Dev.
2015;72:346-61.

Feruglio F, Nisbett N. The challenges of institutionalizing community-level
social accountability mechanisms for health and nutrition: a qualitative
study in Odisha, India. BMC Health Serv Res. 2018;18(1):788.

Gullo S, Galavotti C, Altman L. A review of CARE's community score card
experience and evidence. Health Policy Plan. 2016;31(10):1467-78.
Brinkerhoff DW. Accountability and health systems: toward conceptual
clarity and policy relevance. Health Policy Plan. 2004;19(6):371-9.

Hoque S, Hossain A, Mahmood SS. Accountability in health service delivery:
A community scorecard exploration in rural Bangladesh. , in FHS Research
Brief No. 8. Dhaka: icddr,b; 2018.

Wild L, Harris D. The Political Economy of Community Scorecards in Malawi.
London: Overseas Development Institute; 2011.

Ekirapa Kiracho E, Apolot R, Paina L. Implementation of the community
scorecard: Facilitators, barriers and lessons learned about implementation
from the Ugandan experience. Int J Equity Health. 2020;19:145.
Ssebagareka A, et al. Estimating the Cost of Implementing a Facility and
Community Score Card to Improve Utilization and Quality of Maternal and
Newborn Care Services in a Rural District in Uganda. Int J Equity Health.
Forthcoming.

Apolot RR, et al. Maternal Health challenges experienced by adolescents;
could community score cards address them? A case study of Kibuku
District- Uganda. Int J Equity Health. 2020:19:191.

Mahmood SS, et al. Feasibility, Acceptability and Initial Outcome Of
Implementing Community Scorecard To Monitor Community Level Public
Health Facilities: Experience From Rural Bangladesh. Int J Equity Health.
Forthcoming 2020:19:155.

El Arifeen S, et al. Community-based approaches and partnerships:
innovations in health-service delivery in Bangladesh. Lancet. 2013;382(9909):
2012-26.

Hanifi SMA, et al. Do community scorecards affect utilisation of health
services in community clinics: Experience from a pilot study in rural
Bangladesh. Int J Equity Health. 2020;19:149.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Page 6 of 6

Ready to submit your research? Choose BMC and benefit from:

e fast, convenient online submission

o thorough peer review by experienced researchers in your field

 rapid publication on acceptance

o support for research data, including large and complex data types

e gold Open Access which fosters wider collaboration and increased citations
e maximum visibility for your research: over 100M website views per year

K BMC

At BMC, research is always in progress.

Learn more biomedcentral.com/submissions




	Abstract
	Introduction
	The FHS approach to social accountability
	Implications of our work
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Authors’ contributions
	Funding
	Availability of data and materials
	Ethics approval and consent to participate
	Consent for publication
	Competing interests
	Author details
	References
	Publisher’s Note

