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I. Introduction

We conducted a systematic literature review of the research assessing the impact of 
international norms for transparency and accountability on actions taken by citizens 
and “accountability actors” to hold government accountable. For the purpose of 
this review, “accountability actors” are individuals or groups within government or 
in society, such as media or civil society organizations (CSOs), who take action to 
hold government accountable by establishing shared expectations for accountable 
performance, monitoring, and sanctioning government behavior. We focused on the 
norm-setting efforts of seven public sector multi-stakeholder initiatives: the Extractive 
Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), the Open Government Partnership (OGP), 
the Open Budget Survey (OBS), the Global Initiative for Fiscal Transparency (GIFT), 
the Construction Sector Transparency Initiative (CoST), the Medicines Transparency 
Alliance (MTA) and the Open Contracting Partnership (OCP). 

Efforts to promote international norms and standards by nature often start at the 
national level with the aim of integrating standards into national laws and policies; 
however, many initiatives also aim to reach civil society and media, and enable or 
support these accountability actors to use the information and data related to norms 
and standards to hold their governments accountable. 

The focus of this review is on evidence that these initiatives had an impact on the 
behaviors of these accountability actors, and we limit our review to published aca-
demic papers or academic working papers. Our review thus complements the 2015 
report previously commissioned by TAI on the effectiveness of governance-oriented 
multi-stakeholder initiatives (MSIs), which focused primarily on “grey literature” and 
highlighted the gap in this literature on the impact of MSIs on the actions of account-
ability actors.1 

1. Brockmyer, Brandon, and Jonathan A. Fox. "Assessing 
the Evidence: The Effectiveness and Impact of 
Governance-Oriented Multi-Stakeholder Initiatives." 
Transparency & Accountability Initiative, September 
(2015). This report discusses only three documents that 
address the question of MSI impact on accountability 
actions -- Harrison & Sagoyo (2014), Petrie (2014), and 
World Justice Project (2015). Only one of these (Harrison 

and Sagoyo 2014) is an academic paper; it is also 
included in our review.
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This memo is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the methodology used for the 
literature review. Section 3 summarizes the evidence. Finally, Section 4 concludes 
by presenting some suggestions for future research. The list of articles reviewed is 
included in Appendix A. 

Our goal was to review the evidence on the impact of international standards and 
norms on actions taken by citizens, civil society, and government actors to hold the 
government accountable. Given the focus of the 2015 MSI report on stakeholder 
interviews and “grey literature” such as non-academic papers, civil society organi-
zation reports, and blog posts,2 we undertook a systematic review of the academic 
research because it often focuses more on behavioral outcomes like accountability 
actions and assesses causal impact more explicitly.

We started with Web of Science, a large aggregator of articles published in aca-
demic journals, with inclusion being based on citation analyses and impact factors. 
Looking at papers in Web of Science ensures a minimum level of academic quality, 
but since there is sometimes a lag between the production of research papers and 
their publication in academic journals, Web of Science may not cover the most 
recent evidence. To incorporate more recent papers, we searched for papers in the 
Social Science Research Network (SSRN), a major online repository of academic 
working papers. In both cases, we searched for all papers that mentioned the name 
of each initiative, and then filtered out those that had no content relevant to our 
question. Table 1 below presents the number of papers found, and the number 
among those that were relevant, for each of the initiatives considered. 

Our experience with the taxation and accountability literature review indicates that 
although other available search engines (like Google Scholar or the repositories 
of international organizations) tend to identify a broader number of papers, these 
papers are either already covered by the Web of Science or SSRN or of significantly 
lower academic standards. Unfortunately, the quality of the papers in terms of 
believability (internal validity) and generalizability (external validity) found in Web 
of Science and SSRN on our seven initiatives of interest was already quite low, as dis-
cussed below. Therefore, we chose to focus our review only on the results stemming 
from Web of Science and SSRN.

2. Ten percent of the documents (8 out of 79) reviewed 
in the 2015 Brockmyer and Fox report were academ-
ic papers published in peer-reviewed journals. See 
Appendix A.

Our goal was to 
review the evidence 
on the impact 
of international 
standards and 
norms of actions 
taken by citizens, 
civil society, 
and government 
actors to hold 
the government 
accountable
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III. SYNTHESIS OF THE 
EVIDENCE

The 20 papers reviewed vary with respect to the initiative they cover, the country 
or countries they study, the substantive question they focus on, and the method-
ology they use. In terms of the initiative, most papers focus on either EITI or OGP. 
Substantively, none of them focus specifically on our main question, how norm-set-
ting efforts have affected the behavior of citizens and accountability actors, either 
within government or in society. Rather, the papers tend to focus on the effect of the 
initiative on governance outcomes generally (e.g. compliance with the initiatives 
protocols or measures of corruption), addressing the link between these initiatives 
and the behavior of accountability actors only insofar as it is seen as contributing to 
the broader success or failure of the initiative. 

Methodologically, we found no studies that aim to provide evidence of causal 
impact. Three of them present quantitative analyses of cross-country data, but 

Table 1. 
Number of papers found and included in the review, by initiative

Initiative Number of papers found Papers discussing 
accountability actors 

EITI (Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative) 76 10

OGP (Open Government Partnership) 9 7

CoST (Construction Sector Transparency Initiative) 4 1

OBS (Open Budget Survey) 3 1

GIFT (Global Initiative for Fiscal Transparency) 1 1

MTA (Medicines Transparency Alliance) 2 0

OCP (Open Contracting Partnership) 1 0

Total 96 20
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3. Similarly, transparency initiatives may alter norms 
about what accountability actors should do. For 
instance, these initiatives may instill an expectation 
that civil society play a greater role in scrutinizing 
government, thereby leading to greater action.

Methodologically, 
we found no 
studies that 
aim to provide 
evidence of 
causal impact 
of norm-setting 
efforts on the 
behavior of 
accountability 
actors

these studies are largely descriptive and do not employ strategies for identifying 
causal effects. Eight papers present qualitative case studies, mostly using second-
ary sources and, in three cases, using stakeholder interviews. The remaining nine 
papers are descriptive accounts of the evolution and/or impact of one of the initia-
tives in one or several countries, presenting no empirical work. 

We could not find studies with methodological rigor addressing the question of 
this review, which is: what is the evidence that efforts to promote international 
norms and standards have an effect on accountability actors? The fact that, even 
when looking at databases of relatively high-quality papers, one cannot find studies 
addressing our question directly and with some methodological rigor makes it 

impossible to conduct a standard literature review discussing effects and mecha-
nisms. Instead, here we synthesize the papers’ views on how these international 
norm-setting efforts may affect the behavior of accountability actors (mostly civil 
society organizations).

IV. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
FUTURE RESEARCH

First, researchers and practitioners working together can specify more clearly the 
hypothesized causal pathways through which international norms and standards 
could promote accountability behaviors, being specific about which actors, the 
determinants of their behaviors (motivation, ability, etc.) and the types of context in 
which they are acting. 

We suggest three broad channels through which international standards of account-
ability and transparency may influence the behavior of accountability actors. First, 
they may change accountability actors’ beliefs (i.e. norms) about what constitutes 
acceptable behavior by government, leading to greater dissatisfaction with the 
status quo and therefore greater action.3 Second, transparency initiatives may 
empower accountability actors’ with greater access to information about govern-
ment performance that can be used as a political resource to hold it to account. 
Within the framework of the EITI, for example, civil society actors can access infor-
mation about revenue in the extractive sector that can be shared with media and 
the public, allowing accountability actors to exert pressure on government when 
necessary. Lastly, by committing governments to adhere to international norms and 
standards, these initiatives may provide new institutional avenues to hold govern-
ment to account. 
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4. While many of the studies covered in this review did 
collect data from civil society organizations, stakehold-
ers, and other accountability actors, most studies relied 
on convenience samples and/or collected qualitative 
rather than quantitative data. Moreover, they tended 
to focus on accountability actors’ perceptions of gov-
ernment, rather than their efforts to hold government 
to account.

While well-grounded in theories of accountability, more work is needed to assess 
whether these channels actually function as intended on the ground. The first step, in 
our view, is to collect better data on baseline levels of awareness and accountability 
behavior in countries of interest.4 To this end, researchers could conduct surveys or 
semi-structured interviews with a broad sample of civil society organizations, media 
organizations, and other key stakeholders in a given country to assess the extent to 
which these actors are indeed i) aware of international standards initiatives; ii) able 
to access information ostensibly made available by these initiatives; iii) have chan-
nels through which they can exert pressure on government when necessary. This 
enterprise can serve as an initial step toward identifying barriers to greater action by 
accountability actors. The results of this preliminary, diagnostic research could then 
be used to identify interventions to increase accountability behavior and design 
research projects to test them. 

Another option – one that does not involve fieldwork or survey data collection 
– would be to conduct a content analysis of local newspapers to assess whether 
the adoption of international standards in a given country corresponds to greater 
discussion of the relevant issue area, as measured by topic counts. For example, after 
Ghana became compliant with the EITI in 2010, do we see an increase in the number 
of articles mentioning extractive industries? Do we see an increase in the number 
of articles mentioning extractive industries and referencing efforts by civil society to 
hold government to account? (Online databases such as AllAfrica.com or LexisNexis 
now include news sources from a broad range of countries going back several years, 
making these kinds of analyses feasible.) 

These are just a few preliminary ideas for research that could offer insight into how 
international standards for transparency and accountability influence accountability 
actors. Moving forward, researchers interested in gaining leverage on this question 
would do well to focus on particular initiatives in specific countries, and to combine 
local knowledge with more in-depth theorizing about the linkages between interna-
tional standards and accountability actors. 
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