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Chapter 20

Dealing with complexity in a realist synthesis: community
accountability and empowerment initiatives

Gill Westhorp, Bill Walker, Patricia Rogers

Community accountability and empowerment interventions — like many interventions in international
development — are complex in nature. They are inserted into diverse contexts; they attempt to
achieve different goals; they work in different ways; they are affected by a wide variety of factors at
national, sub-national and local levels; and effective interventions are responsive and adaptive. This
chapter presents the methodology and findings of a review study on this topic using a realist
synthesis approach, which is particularly suited to address complexity issues. The chapter begins with
an overview of the review in terms of its scope, processes and findings. It then analyses the review in
terms of Pawson’s VICTORE framework to demonstrate the complexity of the review topic, how
complexity was reflected in the findings, and how the methodology of realist synthesis helped us to
manage and deal with complexity. We then discuss how the findings from a realist synthesis can
assist in dealing with the complexities of policy and program management in the real world.

1. Introduction

Realist evaluation (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) and realist synthesis (Pawson, 2006) were developed to
assist policy makers and program staff to find pathways through complexity — specifically, to develop
and test usable theory about complex and varied interventions applied across multiple contexts. One
of the central ideas is that understanding how and why something works, or does not, in particular
contexts can assist with practical decision-making: whether to use a particular kind of program in a
particular situation; how to adapt a program to a particular context; and so on. But if complication
and complexity are the norm in social programs (Rogers, 2008, Westhorp, 2012, Westhorp, 2013),
how exactly does realist synthesis address this? Can it in fact deal with the complication and
complexity of real programs and real decisions? And how might practitioners and policy makers
actually use the results? This chapter explores these questions through the lens of a recently
completed realist review' of community accountability and empowerment initiatives.

2. Overview of the review

Review Methodology

Realist review (or realist synthesis) is a type of systematic review of existing evidence, grounded in a
realist philosophy of science (Pawson, 2006). It is theory-based and seeks to infuse every step of the
review process with theory. The RAMESES standards for realist reviews (Wong et al., 2013) make it
clear, for example, that a realist review:
- examines not a program but an aspect of program theory;
- seeks to answer ‘realist questions’- not whether a program works overall, but for whom, to
what extent, in which respects, in what contexts, and through what mechanisms;
- uses iterative search strategies that relate to program theory, rather than a single front-end
search strategy based on search terms;

1 . . . . .
‘Realist review’ is another label for a realist synthesis.



- uses inclusion and exclusion criteria of relevance (i.e. relevance to program theory), and
rigour (i.e. the aspects of the primary text that will be used in the review are of sufficient
quality to support the conclusions which will be drawn from them in the review). Realist
reviews do not include or exclude texts on the basis of research design (e.g. RCT or quasi-
experimental design);

- involves a synthesis which refines elements of theory, rather than aggregating outcomes
data;

- produces an improved program theory.

For reasons that are explained below, this was more a ‘theory-building’ review than a ‘theory-
testing’ review.’

Background to the review

Since the 1990s, community accountability and empowerment interventions (CAEls) have been
advocated as a way to improve educational outcomes by improving the quality of educational
services and participation by students and families. CAEls seek to increase the ability of communities
to hold governments, funders, bureaucracies and service providers accountable to them for the
provision of services and opportunities that meet basic rights. Community accountability can also
involve questioning the standards to which public organizations are held, and the extent to which
these are responsive to community needs. ‘Voice’ is therefore important — processes for the
community to express their preferences, opinions and views. Changing accountability structures
involves changing power relationships, and so power is also critical (Walker, 2009). Key elements of
accountability include transparency of decision-making, answerability, enforceability and the ability
to sanction (Rocha Menocal and Sharma, 2008, pp. 5-6).

The review identified four different types of initiatives related to community accountability in
education. Specific accountability interventions, including community scorecards, citizen report
cards, text-book monitoring, and monitoring of teacher attendance, have been designed to address
specific problems and operate, at least in part, at the local level. Decentralisation may be relevant to
community accountability and empowerment because it empowers local communities directly, or
because it establishes a context in which it is easier for local communities to hold (closer) levels of
government to account. School-based management is a particular form of decentralisation in which
various decision-making powers and forms of budgetary control are devolved to school level. Types
of school-based management in which parents hold control, or share control with school staff, may
strengthen accountability of staff to communities. Community schools are a relatively common
response to shortages of education provision, often involve significant control by community
members, and are sometimes integrated into government strategies for expanding education access
and improving accountability.

While there have been examples of positive results from some of these initiatives, overall research
and evaluation of community accountability and empowerment initiatives has found mixed results
(Ringold et al., 2012; Joshi, 2013). This review therefore sought to understand more about how and
why various strategies work differently in different contexts. It focused on the primary education
sector and on accountability at the local level.

It had previously been argued that community accountability and empowerment interventions
improve educational outcomes by improving the quality of educational services and the
participation of students and families in education. However, there had been no agreement about

’See Chapter 9 for a discussion on different review and synthesis approaches.



what is meant by ‘community accountability’ or ‘community empowerment’ in relation to education.
The range of interventions which might affect accountability and empowerment was broad and
evidence of impacts was mixed. This set of circumstances — contested understandings and mixed
evidence - is by no means uncommon in international development. It provided part of the rationale
for undertaking a realist review.

Negotiating the boundaries of the review

The review was contracted by DFID as part of a joint call with the Australian aid agency (AusAID, now
part of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade), and the International Initiative for Impact
Evaluation (31E). The initial call for proposals framed the research question in terms of a
dichotomous question: ‘Do community accountability and empowerment initiatives improve
education outcomes, especially for the poor, in low and middle income countries?’. Given the state
of knowledge in the area, we proposed a revised research question and a realist review
methodology to answer it: ‘Under what circumstances does enhancing community accountability
and empowerment improve education outcomes, particularly for the poor?’

Following consultation with the funding body, the foci for the review were agreed to be: low and
middle-income countries (LMIC); primary school education, because one of the Millennium
Development Goals is to achieve universal primary education; a focus on girls and on marginalised
populations, because they are frequently disadvantaged in relation to education; public (that is,
government-provided) education, because that is most directly within the capacity of governments
to affect; interventions that have, as their primary intention, to improve accountability of
governments and education-service providers to communities, because these were the primary
mechanisms of interest in the review question; and interventions that entail local-level participation
or implementation, because the focus of the question was on community-level accountability and
empowerment.

These agreements, along with the key terms ‘community accountability’ and ‘empowerment’, set
the conceptual boundaries for the review. Setting conceptual boundaries is important, not just from
a pragmatic point of view but also from a complexity theory perspective. Complexity theory is a
member of the family of open systems theories, and open systems theories recognise that in reality,
systems do not have neat edges. It is, therefore, necessary for the analyst to draw conceptual
boundaries around ‘the system under consideration’ and to determine what is considered to be ‘in’
and what is ‘out’ in each case (Midgley,2000; Cabrera et al., 2008). This same principle is reflected in
the RAMESES standards for realist review:

Because a realist synthesis may generate a large number of avenues that might be explored
and explained, and because resources and timescale are invariably finite, the expectation is
that the review must be ‘contained’ by progressively focusing both its breadth (how wide an
area?) and depth (how much detail?). (Wong et al., 2013, p. 6)

Even with these parameters established, the scope remained broad and the potential for complexity
remained high. Just as one indicator: there were over 100 low and middle income countries in scope
for the review, each with different histories, cultures, sources of disadvantage, education systems,
education reforms, existing accountability relationships and so on.

Program theory — at least in principle — provides a way through such complexities. It provides a focus
for what questions to ask, what data to extract, how to analyse and interpret the data, and how to
explain the different patterns of outcomes. Realist program theory, with its particular focus on
causal processes and the features of context necessary for their operation, provides a particular lens
for doing so.



Logistics of the review

An initial literature review had informed the development of the initial proposal. After acceptance
of the research proposal, a protocol for the review was developed, describing its aims and rationale,
definitional and conceptual issues, and the policy and practice background, and outlining the
proposed methods to be used to search for and review studies, and to extract and synthesise
evidence. The protocol was revised in response to peer review and feedback from the funding
agency and then formally published (Westhorp et al., 2012).

Search strategies involved a combination of keyword searches in numerous databases; document
searches of relevant websites; keyword and targeted searches using Google Scholar; snowballing of
references of included documents and consultation with End User group members®. Checking
reference lists identified many additional sources that had not been captured through the database
and website searches. In fact, of the 268 documents included after initially screening, only 46
(17.2%) were identified through the original Boolean search strategy; of those, only 28 were
eventually included in the review. This is consistent with previous studies, which found traditional
searches to be a relatively poor basis for theory-based reviews (Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005). The
search process continued throughout the review.

21,000 documents were initially identified. These were reduced to 140 documents using inclusion
and exclusion criteria. Inclusion criteria related to the agreed foci for the review: education sector
interventions that sought to improve accountability of governments and education-service providers
to communities; in low and middle-income countries; including a focus on girls and on marginalised
populations; and, entailing local-level participation or implementation. Studies could be included for
addressing any of these elements”. Texts in English and published after 1995 were included.
Exclusion criteria were being outside the agreed foci for the review or insufficient quality. Quality
assessment did not refer to a hierarchy of designs and all types of empirical studies were eligible for
inclusion. Coded studies included formal research and evaluations, various types of case studies,
RCTs, comparative analyses, and quasi-experimental studies.

Studies outside the agreed foci for the review or of insufficient quality were excluded. In keeping
with the RAMESES standards for realist review, the quality assessment was done at the level of
specific claims rather than entire studies. Material was reviewed by two team members, who
conferred as required to make judgements about the trustworthiness of data within reports,
referring documents to one of the lead investigators for discussion where they had doubts.

Included documents fell into two groups. The first comprised 30 ‘core’ studies, which met inclusion
criteria and provided interim or education outcomes data. Of these, sixteen studies provided
evidence of impacts on student learning itself, in India, Indonesia, Uganda, Kenya, El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Nicaragua. Many of these studies also reported intermediate outcomes. Another 14
studies provided evidence of intermediate education outcomes such as enrolment, attendance, or
reduced corruption. The second group of around 110 documents provided evidence in relation to
particular mechanisms or features of context.

* End User groups comprise people who may use the end product of a funded review — for example, policy and
program personnel, not necessarily from the funding agency.

* Realist reviews do not have to be constricted to studies within particular program areas but there was more
material within the education domain than could be managed in the available resources. It was not feasible to
include material from other domains.



Originally, we had intended to use NVivo to code materials and we had developed a detailed coding
framework to provide consistency across the review team. In practice, given the diversity of material
and the theory-building nature of the task, this proved simply too cumbersome to use. Instead we
developed a set of data extraction templates tailored to the particular review.

The final version of the report, after revisions in response to peer review and feedback from the
funding agency, summarised the evidence for intermediate outcomes and student-learning
outcomes from the included studies and presented significant theory development in terms of the
causal mechanisms by which these interventions worked, the contexts in which they worked, and
the relationships between accountability and empowerment (Westhorp et al., 2014).

Theory development

It became apparent very early in the review process that programs in the area of community
accountability and empowerment were generally under-theorised. Many programs referred to
accountability but most were vague about exactly how or why they expected to generate it, who
would become accountable to whom, or how it would improve education outcomes if they did.
Some reports referred to a model of accountability as requiring transparency of decision making,
answerability (the requirement to justify decisions), enforceability and the ability to sanction (Rocha
Menocal and Sharma, 2008, pp. 5-6). However, few were clear exactly which of these aspects would
be affected by their interventions. Many more referred to empowerment, but were unclear whether
this was individual or collective, psychological or political, or what the relationships between these
might be. In some cases, it appeared that programs assumed that the provision of information was
sufficient to both motivate and empower communities to hold schools, teachers and education
departments accountable. None of the reports or research reviewed clearly theorised the
relationship between accountability and empowerment.

This was problematic because realist reviews are by their nature theory-based. Our response was to
accept that the review would be more theory-building than theory-testing, and as befits a broad
question in an under-theorised area, to aim for breadth more than depth of understanding. The
review moved through six iterative components of theory development:

Development of the initial programme theory, later revised to a hierarchy of outcomes
Operationalisation of key terms ‘community accountability’ and ‘empowerment’
Development of a typology of CAl interventions

Identification of 11 causal mechanisms involved in producing outcomes of interest
Identification of 13 contexts affecting mechanisms and 30 specific propositions
Theoretical model for the relationship between empowerment and accountability
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The first piece of theory development was undertaken during development of the research protocol.
A workshop involving the research team, practitioners in accountability interventions and academics
was conducted. Results from the workshop were used to develop an initial programme theory for
the overall class of community accountability and empowerment interventions, using an expanded
hierarchy-of-outcomes format. This framework informed the development of search terms and
strategies. It was then revised during the review process. The revised hierarchy of outcomes is
shown in Figure 20.1, below.



Figure 1: Hierarchy of outcomes for community accountability and empowerment initiatives
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Source: Westhorp et al., 2014

The second component of theory development involved operationalising the two key terms of
‘community accountability’ and ‘empowerment’. During development of the research protocol, we
defined these terms. The term ‘community accountability’ was understood to refer to the ability of
communities (primarily local communities) to hold governments, funders, bureaucracies and service
providers accountable to them for the provision of services and opportunities that meet basic rights.
The term ‘empowerment’ has many definitions and is surrounded by some confusion. Underlying
these multiple meanings are long-running theoretical controversies over the nature of power. To
reflect at least some of these meanings, ‘empowerment’ was initially operationalised by slightly
adapting Friedmann’s model of empowerment (Friedmann, 1992). This resulted in a model of eight
bases of social power: spaces, surplus time over subsistence requirements, appropriate information,
knowledge and skills, financial resources, productive assets, social networks and social organisations.
These various kinds of resources are either required for communities to be able to hold authorities
and service providers to account (in realist terms, are necessary features of context), or may be
developed as a result of community accountability and empowerment interventions (in realist
terms, are outcomes of interventions which then create a new context within which accountability
interventions may operate).

During the early phases of the review, the third component of theory development was undertaken
— the development of the typology of four types of interventions relevant to community
accountability and empowerment in education that was outlined earlier.



A basic program theory for each of these types of programs was developed. This later helped in
understanding the kinds of mechanisms that might be expected to fire in particular kinds of
initiatives. There was of course a dilemma in trying to relate programme mechanisms to the four
categories of intervention. On the one hand, programmes’ purposes and activities do affect the
kinds of mechanism that might be triggered: mechanisms involve an interaction between what the
programme provides and how targets respond. On the other hand, some mechanisms fire in
multiple kinds of interventions. We addressed this dilemma in two ways: firstly, by listing the
mechanisms which we believed, on the basis of the review, were most likely to be triggered by
interventions in different categories, and secondly by identifying the features of interventions we
believed were most likely to be necessary for specific mechanisms to fire.

Our project then moved on to the meat of a realist review, identifying program mechanisms and the
features of context which affect whether and how they work. After months of detailed reading,
extracting, analysing and discussing, the fourth component of theory development was complete -
eleven proposed mechanisms, described in some detail, and with examples of each provided from
the literature. These mechanisms are summarised (in much briefer format) in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Mechanisms identified in the review

Label Description

Community members act as local data collectors for monitoring purposes,
forwarding information to another party, which has the authority to act. The
outcome of this mechanism is the action taken by the party that receives the
information.

1. Eyesand ears

2. Carrots and | Actors respond to actual application of rewards or sanctions.
sticks

3. Big brother is | Actors respond in anticipation of the application of rewards or sanctions.
watching

4. The power to | A direct, employment-based accountability relationship is established between
hire and fire a school management committee and school staff.

5. Increasing Provision of training and ‘learning by doing’ support communities to develop
community knowledge, skills, and self and collective efficacy required for other actions.
capacity

6. Elder/Council Strengthened relationships between school committees and other local
authority authorities lend credibility and authority to the school committees to take

specific actions to support education.

7. Increasing the | Local representatives develop an understanding of local issues and needs and

capacity of
local politicians

increased confidence and skill to advocate for them.

8. Mutual All parties to an agreed action plan monitor the performance of all others,
accountability | building mutual accountability.
9. Mind the gap Discrepancies between rights or entitlements and actual provision surprise or
concern local citizens, who demand change in response.
10. Our children’s | Increased understanding of and support for education motivates individual or
future collective action by parents to support children and schools.
11. It’s working! Seeing positive outcomes from an action operates as a positive feedback loop

motivating further action.

Source: Westhorp et al., 2014

The ninth mechanism, ‘Mind the Gap’, is possibly the most common intended mechanism in

information for accountability interventions.

However we found extremely limited evidence that




this mechanism fires as anticipated. Rather, we theorise that information is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for changed behaviours.

In realist terms, mechanisms are causal forces or processes that generate a particular outcome. The
outcome generated by a particular mechanism can lie at any stage along an implementation chain or
at any level on a hierarchy of outcomes. It is worth noting that none of these mechanisms (when
they work) generate education outcomes per se. Rather, they generate outcomes at intermediate
levels, which then create contexts in which education outcomes are more likely to be achieved or
within which other actions can be taken. In order for the final intended outcome (in this case,
improved student learning outcomes) to be achieved, sequences of activity - necessarily involving
participation by different stakeholders — and sequences of mechanisms, each generating their own
outcome, may be required.

The next stage of theory development was therefore the fifth component of theory development -
to organise a map of some ‘causal pathways’ (sequences of activity and mechanisms) which
appeared to generate particular intermediate outcomes. Complexity theory focuses attention on
interactions and relationships between elements of systems, and on the ‘local rules’ that guide those
interactions. Pawson and Tilley’s (1997) construct of a mechanism (‘reasoning and resources’) has
interaction between the program and the decision-makers built into its very core. Unsurprisingly,
every mechanism identified in our review involves interactions between different elements of
systems. Equally unsurprisingly, local culture constructs the ‘local rules’ that guide those
interactions. There were numerous examples of parents being unwilling to monitor or supervise
teachers because they perceived teachers to be more knowledgeable or because teachers were
more powerful than themselves. As Fitriah noted (2010, pp 87-88), in Indonesia, when primary
schooling was made free, parent participation in schooling and complaints about schooling
decreased. No longer making a financial contribution, they perceived that they had lost the right
and authority to do so.

Features of context that appeared to affect the operations and outcomes of interventions were
identified through close reading of texts and sorted into 13 categories, including the broader political
and social environment, the education system, information systems, de jure (legal) and de facto
(actual) powers of local management committees, attitudes and roles of school management
committees and school staff, the capacities of local communities, school facilities, gender,
sustainability, engaging communities and enabling voice, engaging service providers and officials,
and the roles of facilitators. 30 specific propositions about the circumstances in which community
accountability and empowerment interventions are more likely to generate improved education
outcomes were developed. For example, one of the propositions focused on social norms, drawing
on evidence including the quote above about parents’ perceptions: the proposition was that
“Community-accountability and empowerment interventions are most likely to engage parents
where they take into account social norms, parent resources and parents’ intrinsic motivations.”
(Westhorp et al, 2014, p 123).

Another example focused on education assessment systems: the proposition was that “Community
accountability and empowerment interventions are more likely to generate improved learning
outcomes when there is a high-quality national system for assessment of student learning and when
assessment systems are constructed to support collective action.” (ibid p 113)

Each of the propositions was explained and supported with evidence, usually from multiple
programs and countries.



These 30 propositions might be considered the ‘direct’ answer to the overarching question for the
review (“In what circumstances do community accountability and empowerment improve education
outcomes...”). However, taken in isolation, they do not constitute a realist understanding, because a
realist view seeks to understand how context affects mechanisms (i.e. affects whether and which
mechanisms fire). While there was evidence to support the influence of each of these propositions,
at least in some contexts, there was not clear evidence to support linkages with particular
mechanisms. Consequently, the next stage of theory-building was the construction of a provisional
CMOC (Context-Mechanism-Outcome Configurations) table (Westhorp et al., 2014, Table 4). This
was developed by aligning significant features of context against mechanisms, on the basis of
evidence where it was available or on the basis of logic where it was not.

The sixth and final component of theory development was a theoretical model for the relationship
between empowerment and accountability, proposed on the basis of the findings. Each element of
the empowerment model was re-described in relation to the specific sections of the evidence that
had been reviewed. The ways in which those elements interact with elements of the accountability
model was also described. The ability to use formal theories and program theory to inform each
other is part of the rationale for realist reviews.

The CMOC table and the empowerment and accountability model constitute the revised theory that
is the intended product of a realist review. That theory remains to be tested and further refined
through future research and evaluation.

3. Applying the VICTORE framework to an analysis of the review

Pawson’s VICTORE framework (2013) is a useful way of understanding the many ways in which
programs are complex (or, some might argue, ways in which they are complicated). The VICTORE
model refers to Volitions, Implementation, Contexts, Time, Outcomes, Rivalry and Emergence (see
Chapter 5).

Volitions

The term volitions refers to participants’ motivations and reasoning. It relates closely to Pawson and
Tilley’s construct of program mechanisms as constituting some interweaving between the resources
and opportunities provided by the program and the ‘reasoning’ of participants in response.

A number of the mechanisms identified in our review operated at this level, although not all referred
to program participants per se. One example is the ‘Our children’s future’ mechanism. As parents
participate in program activities (the resource), they develop greater understanding of the value of
education for their children and of their own potential roles in contributing to education outcomes
(intermediate outcome and mechanism). Because (most) parents want the best for their children,
this increased understanding generates action to support education. Actions might be private, such
as monitoring their children’s attendance, providing school lunch, or supervising homework; or they
might be public, such as contributing to building facilities or monitoring teacher attendance. The
‘Carrots and sticks’ and ‘Big Brother is watching’ mechanisms both describe staff reasoning (i.e.
volitions) in response to incentives, either positive or negative (i.e. resources).

The implication for program evaluation and review methodology is clear, and in fact lies at the heart
of realist methodologies. Understanding the reasoning of stakeholders and participants enables
evaluators and researchers, and the stakeholders on whose behalf we work, to understand how
outcomes are or are not generated and why they vary across contexts. We noted — as have many
before us — that traditional RCTs were generally speaking poor sources of data about stakeholder



reasoning, that qualitative data can be a rich source of understanding, and that the few theory-
based evaluations we found were particularly strong.

For example, Lieberman et al. (2012) reported on the first phase of the Uwezo initiative in Kenya, a
two-phase project to provide information to communities about how much their children are
learning and how parents might support learning. A second phase of the project will involve broad
dissemination of student assessment results and ‘stimulation of a multi-faceted national discussion
about children’s learning’ (p. 1). The programme theory is that:

[T]hese measures will empower citizens to hold their governments accountable for improving
the quality of their children’s education, and also equip them with the knowledge necessary
to contribute themselves to improving their children’s learning (Lieberman et al., 2012, p. 8).

The research systematically assessed the assumptions implicit in the theory of change for the first
phase in order to identify ‘the ways in which the treatment may have influenced outcomes—the
mechanisms’ (p. 16). They found no evidence of impact on any of the outcomes of interest from the
first phase (p. 28) but note that outcomes are not expected until the second phase. They were able
to discount implementation failure as the cause of the early lack of outcomes, but discovered
through careful testing that almost all the assumptions underpinning the program design were
incorrect.

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners

How parents, children, teachers and other key actors are or can be motivated to participate and to
exact accountability and how they reason and make choices — and who makes those choices — are
important for program outcomes. Practitioners might consider whether the mechanisms identified
in this review are likely to fire in their programs. Alternatively they may consider their own program
designs and ask practical questions: who does this program intend to do what? What would
motivate them to do so? What does the program provide that is intended to motivate them to do
so? These questions can be used as a guide to theorise mechanisms.

Implementation

Most programs have long implementation chains and involve many processes, which implies that
there are very many decision-making points. This was certainly true for most of the programs
included in our study. Constructing our hierarchy of outcomes highlighted the chain — even though
the diagram starts at the local implementation level (because of the focus of our review) and ignores
earlier stages. Three of the categories of context we identified related specifically to implementation
strategies: approaches to engaging communities and enabling voice, strategies for engaging service
providers and officials, and the roles of facilitators.

Processes of implementation were generally well-described in formal research studies but relatively
poorly described in most evaluation studies. Differences in implementation in different sites were
rarely addressed in any depth. From a realist perspective, differences in implementation can affect
the resources available to stakeholders and thus their capacity to enact change. Similarly, they can
affect the ‘reasoning’ of stakeholders and thus their motivations to participate, or to sustain
changed behaviours. Without good data about implementation, it becomes significantly harder to
ascertain ‘what matters’ about implementation, and thus to use this to inform future policy and
programs.

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners

The details of implementation — who does what, at what stage along an implementation chain, with
whom — are likely to make a significant difference to the nature of the outcomes achieved. This is
not because the activities themselves actually ‘cause’ the outcomes, but because the activities



provide resources and opportunities to which decision makers along the implementation chain
respond. Policy makers and practitioners need a clear sense of both the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ of
implementation strategies, in order to monitor whether implementation processes are generating
intended outcomes. Further, recent evidence in relation to social accountability indicates that
multiple accountability and empowerment strategies are much more successful than those involving
single tactics (Fox, 2014). This increases the ‘complicatedness’ of implementation, which in turn may
increase complexity (as more parts may interact, or different elements are affected by different
aspects of context, this may generate more differentiated patterns of outcomes). Long
implementation chains can also mean that more attention needs to be paid to sequencing of
program elements. The challenge therefore is to remain clear and focused in planning, without
expecting outcomes to follow in a linear manner.

Contexts

Contexts are a linchpin of realist analysis. The term refers to the fact that programs are by definition
implemented in existing systems and communities. More specifically, a realist approach
acknowledges that programs are implemented in multiple, open, interacting systems, and draws
attention to the fact that particular aspects of the context will have particular implications for
whether and how programs work. Pawson draws attention to some of these: program stakeholders,
relationships, institutional settings, norms, values, culture, and history amongst them. In formal
complexity theory terms, context is reflected in the ideas of sensitivity to initial conditions and
‘controlling parameters’ — features that influence whether and how systems move between
different ways of operating.

As discussed above, investigation of context was a major feature of our review. Effects of context
were rarely investigated directly in the original studies. However, the process of realist synthesis
enabled us to draw ‘nuggets of evidence’ from multiple studies to examine how and why particular
features mattered. One clear example was that of adult literacy, which appeared to have multiple
impacts on community accountability and empowerment interventions.

Where members of SMCs are not literate, it is more difficult for them to administer schools
effectively or exert influence on schools (Fuller and Rivarola, 1998, p. 39). Low parent literacy
levels also appear to impede the ability of parents to assess their children’s progress at
school and, therefore, to judge whether or not the school is operating effectively (Banerjee et
al., 2008, re: India; Blimpo and Evans, 2011, re: Gambia). Parents who can make those
assessments may be more likely to make complaints (Blimpo and Evans, 2011, p. 27) or to
intervene in school management (Gunnarsson et al. 2004, re: ten Latin American countries).
(Westhorp et al, 2014, p. 122)

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners

The diversity of contextual factors that can affect whether and how programs work has two
implications for practice. Firstly, practitioners need to think carefully about the assumptions built
into their program designs and consider whether those assumptions are in fact met in the local
context.

Secondly, practitioners may need to undertake an analysis of the context, identifying the factors that
are most likely to affect the ways in which their programs will work, and add or tailor strategies to
suit the local conditions. Some contextual factors are ‘given’ (relatively fixed) while others are more
amenable to change, especially at community level. For example, existing community social capital
(one of the contextual factors we identified) is not a fixture but may be built before an intervention
is implemented. Some programs deliberately use a developmental phase to help build contextual
features that will support the program or limit those which may undermine it.



Time

Pawson notes that the term ‘time’ has many implications for programs: the idea of historicity (the
idea that actual history creates the specific situation in which the program operates and the program
then contributes to the history of the place or organisation), as already familiar through complexity
theory, but also the idea of program duration and the various effects of sequences of programs.
Historicity was evident in some features of context in our review, including the broader historical
context within particular countries and the evolving nature of their education systems. Sequences
of interventions were also apparent in some countries. For example in India, the Janshala
(Community Schools) program was succeeded by the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA—the Education for
All Movement), the Indian Government’s primary policy for universal primary education. Other
projects and programs took place in the context of these broader policy initiatives, both past and
present.

The issue of program duration was also significant, particularly in relation to sustainability. Previous
research had demonstrated that it can take a number of years for programmes to generate changes
of the kind that improve student learning outcomes (Patrinos et al., 2007). Successful interventions
were often those that had been sustained over a significant period, including the oft-cited
Philippines Textbook Watch programme. There was also evidence that programmes that are not
sustained are not effective. Turnover of personnel means that the impacts of training are lost; unless
new personnel are also trained, momentum and enthusiasm are lost (Evans et al., 2012, p. xii). As
our review noted, different kinds of sustainability had different contextual implications:

For some initiatives, being sustained means that policies and funding systems are sustained
(political and economic context). For others, sustainability means that capacities are
developed at the local level (local community context). This may require support and training
by external organisations over a period of time, until sufficient members of the community
are trained (implementation context). (Westhorp et al, 2014, p. 124).

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners

Pawson (2013) suggests that policy makers and practitioners should ‘map’ the major programs or
initiatives that have preceded a new initiative, and give careful consideration to the effects those
earlier programs may have on responses to the new offering. Policy makers and funders may need
to allow time (that is, provide funds over sufficient time) for development and ‘bedding down’ of
programs. In some sectors, including education, it may be many years before impacts on final
outcomes become evident and sustained effort may be required to achieve intended goals.
However, longer durations for programs also means that there is an increased chance that other
contextual factors will change, so careful monitoring and revisions of planning to adapt to changes in
context will be required.

Outcomes

In his discussion of outcomes, Pawson notes that they may be short, medium and long term; that
there may be multiple indicators for any indicator; and that outcomes do not speak for themselves
but must be interpreted.

Because it does not require aggregation of outcomes or an average effect, the selection and analysis
of evidence about outcomes is one of the areas where realist synthesis is strikingly different from
other forms of systematic review. Our use of a hierarchy of outcomes enabled us to include, arrange
and make logical sense of evidence in relation to a wide range of outcomes as successive stages in
long processes leading to improved learning outcomes.



For realists, outcomes are generated by mechanisms operating in specific contexts. A single
intervention could involve multiple mechanisms, each affected by specific aspects of context, to
produce outcomes at different levels. We demonstrated this point by developing a detailed Context-
Mechanism-Outcome Configuration (CMOC) for a single study - the Vidya Chaitanyam Project (VCP)
in Andhra Pradesh (AP), India. The project promoted collective action by a large network of mothers
already in self-help groups (SHGs), using a simple traffic-light score-card process to track several
dimensions of school quality (Galab et al., 2013). The table demonstrates many things: how earlier
stages of work generate intermediate outcomes that create new contexts in which later stages can
work; how the same mechanisms can fire for different stakeholders; and how different features of
context relate to different mechanisms.

Note that CMO tables are read ‘across and as a sentence’. Using the first line of the table below as
an example: Where education quality is known to be poor, existing self-help groups have high levels
of social capital and there is appropriate local infrastructure, participation by local officials triggers
the ‘authority’ mechanism (described elsewhere in the report), resulting in self-help groups agreeing
to address education. While each CMO configuration is shown in a separate row, they can be linked
— for example, the outcome from one CMO configuration can produce a changed context for another
CMO configuration.

Table 2: Context-Mechanism-Outcome Configuration for a single intervention (see Galab et al., 2013)

Context Mechanism Outcome

Education quality in AP is known | Authority SHGs agree to add education to
to be poor (p. 14) (A variant of Council/Elder | their agenda (implicit in
Existing self-help groups (SHGs) | authority) Clear  state- | subsequent actions)

have built up social capital over | sanctioned authority for

many years (pp. 16, 17) role of SHGs (p. 17); | State-sanctioned authority
Existing infrastructure of SMCs, | legitimation of state | structure exists (p. 17)

Village  Organisations (VOs), | authority by officials

mandal officials

regularly attending higher-
level meetings (pp. 16, 18)

VC project is designed for low-
literacy self-help-groups, using
score cards developed in
conjunction with district-level
officials, (p. 18)

Capacity building

SHGs trained to use score
cards (pp. 15,18)

Increased awareness of
rights (pp. 15,22,25)

Parents understand school quality
and how to use score cards (p18,
24)

Parents

develop capacity to

Information  campaigns  re: question both SMC and teachers
rights’
Parents understand school | Eyes and ears SMCs discuss issues raised by

quality Parents use data to ask
guestions of SMC and teachers
(pp. 25, 35)

SMCs meet regularly

Parents monitor and report
data to SMC (pp. 23,25,26)

parents using score cards showing
gaps in school quality
(pp. 22, 23, 24)

Score cards reveal gaps in school
quality (p28-30)

Parents aware of their rights
(pp. 15, 25)

Mind the gap

Parents/SMCs concerned
about gaps shown by score
cards (pp. 28-31)

Parents report the gaps to SHGs,
SMCs and District/Mandal officials
and ask questions after SMC
meetings (pp. 18, 25)

SMCs discuss issues monitored

It’s working!

SMCs respond regularly to parents

> Community accountability interventions usually provide communities with information about their rights and
entitlements in the issue area (here ‘education’), under law and under international treaties.




Context

Mechanism

Outcome

and raised by parents (pp. 23,24)

Positive feedback loops
between parents and both
SMCs and teachers

and SHGs (pp. 21-4)

Parents gain increased capacity
and confidence to monitor,
measure and report performance
(pp. 24-6, 35)

Parents have increased capacity | Capacity building Parents guestion school
and confidence to monitor | Parents learning by doing in | performance —  directly to
measure and report school | asking questions of teachers | teachers, and via SMC (pp. 25, 26)
performance (pp. 24-6, 35) and SMCs (pp. 25, 35)

Parents guestion teacher | Big Brother is watching Improved teacher effort: Teachers
performance Teachers are aware that | attend more regularly/on time
Parents report on teacher | authority structures of | (pp. 25, 26, 28,29,31, 32)
performance to district and | SHGs, SMCs and of districts

mandal and mandals are ‘watching’

Parents report on school quality
regularly to SHGs, SMCs and
district/mandal authorities (pp.
18, 23, 24, 27)

Parent belief in value of
schooling (pp. 22, 24)
Increased parent capacity and

confidence (pp. 24-6, 35)

Capacity building

Parents trained with regard
to quality of pedagogy and
testing of students (p. 18)

Parents and students observe
improved teacher pedagogy (pp.
32, 33)

Parents and students observe
improved teacher pedagogy (pp.
32, 33)

Big brother is watching
Parents backed by authority
system and students backed
by parents (pp. 32, 33)

Teachers adopt more
inclusive/engaging teaching
methods, techniques and

materials (pp. 32, 33)

Teachers adopt more | It's working! Teachers sustain and increase use
inclusive/engaging teaching | Teachers, parents and | of inclusive/engaging teaching
methods, techniques and | students see this is working | methods, techniques and
materials (pp. 32, 33) (pp- 32, 33) materials (pp. 32, 33)
Improved student-learning
outcomes (‘A’ grades) (pp. 29, 35)
Increased learning reported by
students and parents (pp. 22, 32,
33)
Educational authorities report | It's working! Authorities support and sanction
SMCs meeting regularly, score | Education authorities see | on-going use of approaches (p. 26)
cards enhance parental | positive results

questioning, teacher effort in
response (p. 26)

Note: page numbers refer to Galab et al. (2013)
Source: Adapted from Westhorp et al., 2014, pp 59-60

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners

Practitioners in the education domain may be able to use the hierarchy of outcomes from this
review to position the outcomes they expect to generate, to consider the relationships between
earlier and later outcomes, and potentially to refine plans or consider timelines for their projects.
Practitioners in other domains could consider constructing a similar hierarchy, using domain-specific
content, to make sense of outcomes that are likely to be causally related over time.



Similarly, the CMO tables in the review may assist practitioners to identify which aspects of context
are likely to affect which mechanisms do and do not fire, and therefore which outcomes are or are
not generated. This information can be used to refine program design, to design evaluations, and/or
to explain patterns of findings in an evaluation.

Rivalry

The term rivalry in the VICTORE model refers to the fact that multiple policies and programs are
likely to operate concurrently in any policy area, some of which will be mutually reinforcing but
others of which may be competing or undermining each other. While this is undoubtedly true, we
found no evaluation studies that overtly took account of the effects of other programs in their
analysis. Few even described the wider policy context within which they operated.

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners

Program outcomes are likely to be strengthened if policy and program personnel take account of
‘rivalry’ when designing, implementing and evaluating programs. Pawson (2013) suggests mapping
surrounding policies and programs in order to understand the context for the program under
consideration (the ‘evaluand’). In evaluation terms, this helps to deal with problems of attribution -
either to avoid falsely attributing positive outcomes to the evaluand or to understand why programs
do not achieve their intended effects. We suggest that such mapping be undertaken during program
planning. If it is done then, planning can seek to build synergies between programs and/or take
account of the potential negative consequences of other policies for the evaluand.

Emergence

Pawson’s construct of emergence is that program elements interact with each other, and with
existing elements of systems, to create new elements of systems; or (in more familiar terms for
those familiar with realist evaluation) that successful programs change the contexts in which they
worked - and therefore should not necessarily be expected to continue to work. In systems theory
terms, programs might create a positive feedback loop (in which change breeds more of the same
change: success breeds success) or a negative feedback loop (in which change damps down the
intended change). We saw many examples of programs making some change to systems at the local
level, and a handful of long term program evaluations, but no rigorous studies of long term systemic
change. This might in part be a product of the kinds of studies that are funded.

The Galab et al. (2013) study referred to earlier provided a good example of feedback loops
generating changes to local systems, which we summarised as follows:

... parental action in monitoring schools appears to have been sustained by a series of
positive feedback loops in which parents saw that their collective actions were yielding
increasingly effective outcomes as measured by their own score cards. They saw that their
increased efforts as parents in encouraging their children to attend school and learn resulted
in increased school attendance and learning; their attempts to engage SMCs and teachers
garnered increasing responsiveness and, over time, generated the school-quality reforms
they sought; and their own observations, recorded in score cards verified that measures of
school quality were indeed improving over time. Further, the study claims and provides some
evidence that, over the 18 months, this project was studied, a sense of joint ownership of
school issues developed, which embraced collective problem solving and action by parents
and the school —that is, both parents, SMCs and schools believed that their efforts were
effective over the period studied (pp. 28-31, 36). (Westhorp et al, 2014, p.48-49)

Implications for community empowerment and social accountability practitioners



Some current development practices create rigid expectations about the rates at which programs
are expected to progress and tie funding disbursements to those expectations. However, the
emergent nature of these programs and the operations of positive and negative feedback loops
within them suggests that more adaptive and responsive planning and funding models might be
more effective. This in turn implies that monitoring practices should be adapted to capture emerging
outcomes — expected and unexpected, positive and negative, and including any restructuring of
systems and relationships in response to change.

So far, this article has considered how features of complexity, as described in Pawson’s VICTORE
model, were manifest in our review. In the final sections of the chapter we identify the contributions
to knowledge from the review, and then turn to consider the ways in which a realist review helps
policy makers and practitioners to deal with complexity.

Summary

Despite its challenges and limitations, we believe that the review contributes to existing knowledge
in a number of important ways. It identifies the categories of intervention within which community
accountability and empowerment interventions fit. It collates the evidence for intermediate
outcomes and student-learning outcomes from the included studies. It proposes and provides
examples of 11 mechanisms through which community accountability and empowerment
interventions may work and identifies 13 categories of contextual features (representing a total of
30 elements of context, or ‘circumstances’) that affect whether and where community-
accountability and empowerment interventions work. It proposes relationships between
mechanisms and the elements of context most likely to affect them. Finally, it presents a new
conceptual model for the relationship between accountability and empowerment.

Community accountability and empowerment interventions — like many interventions in
international development - are complex in nature. They are inserted into diverse contexts; they
attempt to achieve different goals; they work in different ways; they are affected by a wide variety
of factors at national, sub-national and local levels; and effective interventions are responsive and
adaptive. Theories of change, methods of evaluation and methods of systematic review all need to
be able to take these various kinds of complexity into account. By focussing on the ‘how and why’ in
addition to the ‘what’, realist methods are amongst those that can.

Practical applications

Realist syntheses, like realist evaluations, are intended to be useful for policy and practice. Our
review provided both brief ‘main messages’ for policy makers and much more detailed advice about
using the various products that the review produced. Here we both summarise the specific guidance
from this review and extract some main messages about the value of realist synthesis for policy and
practice.

= There is credible evidence that community accountability and empowerment interventions
can contribute to improved education outcomes - in some circumstances. The programs
that had best demonstrated effectiveness seemed to have fired multiple mechanisms,
sometimes concurrently and sometimes in sequence. This often required multiple program
strategies.

0 Reviews which identify multiple mechanisms and the program strategies to which
they relate —as well as the other contextual factors necessary for the mechanisms to

fire — are likely to be useful for both policy and practice.



=  Planning of community accountability and empowerment interventions (CAEIs) should begin
with assessment of the broader social and political context to determine whether CAEls are
feasible; followed by an assessment of the education system to see whether CAEls are the
most appropriate response to local issues; and finally of community capacities to assess the
most appropriate type or design features for the intervention.
0 This broad sequence may be applicable to many other sorts of interventions.
‘Portable findings’ such as these are a feature of realist reviews.

O Realist reviews can thus frame the sorts of questions that need to be answered in
preparation for new policy or program initiatives.

= The planning process should articulate the program’s theory of change, and identify the
different elements that are required for the multiple mechanisms that are needed for
outcomes to be achieved and sustained. Programs should be designed in such a way that
they can be adapted to local contexts. Focusing on ‘what it takes for the main mechanisms
to operate here’ shifts planning from a step by step guide to action, in which ‘fidelity’ of
implementation is valued, to a more principles-based and complexity-consistent approach,
in which the “fit’ of the intervention to the local context is valued.

0 Thisis a strength of realist methodology.

= The theory of change needs to be specific about the different types of accountability
involved: who is to be held accountable, to whom and for what. Accountability
arrangements necessarily involve power, and careful attention must therefore be paid to the
nature of existing power relationships, the perceived problems in the power relationship
and how those problems contribute to poor education outcomes before design can be
attempted.

We also provided more detailed advice about the way the various ‘theory products’ of the review
might be used. For example, we proposed particular questions about mechanisms that could be
used for program planning, formative evaluation and summative evaluation. Mechanisms, however,
do not stand alone. In realist analysis, context, mechanism and outcome are inextricably linked.
CMO statements are intended to be read as a sentence: ‘In this context, that mechanism generates
these outcomes for those groups.” CMO statements provide meaningful interpretation of otherwise
inexplicable patterns of data. Our table of CMOs might be used as a starting point for planning
particular interventions; as a basis for development of more detailed or specific CMOs for particular
interventions in particular contexts; and as a basis for evaluation design.

= The new theoretical model for empowerment and accountability could be used to analyse
relevant features of the context and to desigh community accountability and empowerment
interventions.

There were of course challenges in undertaking a synthesis of this size. Not surprisingly, we found
that many studies failed to collect or report data about important aspects of the interventions we
wished to examine (see also Chapter 16). We therefore recommended that future studies should:
take account of and test the theory of change for the intervention, including variations in responses
and outcomes across contexts; identify the different mechanisms expected to operate in and
explicitly gather and make available date to better understand them, and the contexts in which they
work; seek to identify and understand barriers to engagement in CAEls and how these might be
overcome; and ensure that detailed information from studies is available to later researchers,
including access to detailed reports and data sets, to enable secondary analysis. These



recommendations are likely to be relevant in almost any field of study. The better the quality of the
evaluations, the more useful the syntheses based on them are likely to be.
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