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Have we stalled when it comes to 
context? 

If you’ve worked in the transparency and
accountability field for long enough you
will probably have sat in meetings and
presentations and read how-to notes that
all ended with the same message: context1
matters. And, like us, you might ask yourself:
‘OK, context matters, but now what?’

A debate has been going on for some time
now over the role of context in transparency
and accountability programmes. Strategies,
operations, and research in the T/A field tend
to relate – often implicitly – to one of the
following two approaches:

• Either: success will come from the
discovery of generalizable best practices and
their implementation at scale across di!erent
contexts;

• Or: interventions are entirely contextspecific
and need to be conceived of and
designed on a case-by-case basis.
Yet this sort of thinking seems to have
reached its limit. As Archon Fung and Steve
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The challenge is big – do we really need to build 

a solution from scatch? 

Often we think that we are the first or only ones 

to confront a problem. Yet the debate about 

context has many older incarnations in the field 

of governance and beyond.  In economic devel-

opment, for example, scholars and practitioners 

have engaged in significant debate over a set of 

best practices from the 1990s that became known 

as the ‘Washington Consensus.’  While some of the 

debate that unfolded has focused on whether or 

not the Washington Consensus was the right set 

of best practices, others have taken the view that 

successful economic development policies are not 

generalizable but rather need to be tailored to 

the local economic and political context (e.g. Ro-

drik 2008). For more on the debate around best 

practice versus best fit in the governance field in 

particular, see here.  While there is still much work 

to be done in tackling the issue of context in 

transparency and accountability programmes, we 

can avoid reinventing the wheel by paying atten-

tion to debates and insights that have come before 

in different, but related areas of work. 

DICTIONARY:

1.  Context: For practical purposes, we 
understand context as the array of 
factors that are outside the control 
of those designing, implementing, 
or evaluating a strategy, tactic, or 
intervention. We presume that the 
factors that make up the context 
can be unpacked and systematically 
analysed. For a deeper  dive into 
context and contexual political 
analysis see the Oxford Handbook on 
Contextual Political Analysis.

Kosack noted in a recent literature review, the 

state of the art is frustrating. 

Most smart decision-makers and 
implementers we come across know that 
there are no ‘magic bullets’ that work 
across all contexts. Yet we can still learn 
from each others’ experiences, if not to get 
things completely right, at least to minimize 
the risk of things going wrong. Doing so 
requires some guidance as to what went right 

•  To make progress on the 'context matters' discussion, we need to move beyond 
general statements while still learning from our collective experiences to improve 
practice

•  A promising approach is systematic comparative research across cases that explores 
the interaction between interventions and selected contextual factors to understand 
how and why things worked (or did not) to understand how and why things worked 
(or did not)

http://www.iie.com/publications/papers/williamson0204.pdf
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/8494.html
http://press.princeton.edu/titles/8494.html
http://www.institutions-africa.org/filestream/20121024-appp-synthesis-report-development-as-a-collective-action-problem
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/The_Oxford_Handbook_of_Contextual_Politi.html?id=jCeDng_in8gC&redir_esc=y
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/The_Oxford_Handbook_of_Contextual_Politi.html?id=jCeDng_in8gC&redir_esc=y
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/130801_T4D_Blog_part2.pdf
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What are ‘types’ and ‘typologies?’  

According to Collier et al., a ‘type’ is simply ‘an 
analytic category’,  one that may or may not be 
‘situated in and defined by a typology.’   A typol-
ogy is ‘an organized system of types that breaks 
down an overarching concept into component 
dimensions and types.’  Among other uses, Col-
lier et al note that typologies can be useful for 
‘delineating a subset of cases’ and ‘synthesizing 
findings.’ (For more from Collier et al on how 
types and typologies can be usefully put to work, 
see here and here.)

Typologies can help us figure out which cases 
certain findings apply to and therefore when it 
is appropriate to apply lessons from one case to 
another.  Our view is similar to Brian Levy's, who 
has said that ‘we have no intention to suggest that, 
by grouping countries into categories, one can 
summarize the whole of any country's develop-
ment evolution. The point is not to replace ‘one 
size fits all’, faith-based development prescription, 
with a simplistic ‘four sizes fits all’ pluralism 
... we need to keep our minds open. But I am 
hopeful that the distinctions among the categories 
are sufficiently vivid that they can help us move 
beyond the analytical defeatism implied by ‘every 
country is unique’ (see here). We are not calling 
for types and categorizations for their own stake 
or on any terms, but when they add conceptual, 
methodological, or other value to our goals.

DICTIONARY:

2. Transformatively fit: On the concept 
of transformative fit and why it 
matters, check out this. In a nutshell, 
an intervention probably needs to 
fit and harness the context to get 
a shot at success, but if it fits the 
context too much, it runs the risk of 
reproducing the status quo we are 
trying to change over time.

3. Silo-busting: The T/A field is full of 
silos, i.e. networks, organizations, 
groups, systems, processes etc. that 
operate in isolation from others. 
Taking a cue  from  Martin Tisne we 
think of silo-busting as the work that 
aims to bridge, connect, and even 
eliminate that fragmentation so that 
we work together more often.

4. Corporate governance: is defined 
by Gourevitch and Shinn as "the 
structure of power within each firm 
that determines who allocates money: 
who gets the cash flow, who allocates 
jobs, who decides on research 
and development, on mergers and 
acquisitions, on hiring and firing 
CEOs, on subcontracting to suppliers, 
on distributing dividends or buying 
back shares or investing in new 
equipment" as well as "who takes the 
blame for corruption, misuse of funds, 
or poor performance."  They note 
that different corporate governance 
outcomes reflect public policy 
choices that shape incentives.

or wrong in a concrete situation and what 
might be done similarly or differently at a 
different time or in a different place. However, 
the current debate is not getting us there.

Many of us consider that it is time to move 
this debate forward. We need to focus on 
the needs of the field, embrace the 
challenge, and take some calculated 
risks. It is difficult to find a middle ground 
that acknowledges the important role of 
context and allows for the discovery of 

Let’s not reinvent the wheel

We don’t need black and white either/or 
options, but a constructive middle ground 
that we can explore together. 
We want to innovate through bridging and 
collaboration, not build from scratch.

DID YOU KNOW THAT THIS IS AN OLD 
DEBATE IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES?
 
How about doing some silo-busting3 and 
checking out some classic articles here 
and here.

Luckily many practitioners and 
researchers are already thinking 
and acting on these issues. They have 
systematically explored concrete aspects of 
context such as sectoral dynamics (e.g. here 
and here), interactions between branches of 
government (here), the political economy 
of decentralization (here, here, and here), 
the role of electoral institutions (here), the 
media environment (here), and different 
international environments (here and here).  

http://prq.sagepub.com/content/suppl/2012/03/30/65.1.217.DC1/10.1177_1065912912437162.pdf
http://prq.sagepub.com/content/65/1/217.full.pdf+html
http://prq.sagepub.com/content/suppl/2012/03/30/65.1.217.DC1/10.1177_1065912912437162.pdf
http://blogs.worldbank.org/governance/getting-beyond-the-every-country-is-unique-mantra
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1780935
http://tisne.org/2013/04/24/why-is-the-opengov-movement-siloed/
http://dcpis.upf.edu/~raimundo-viejo/docencia/girona/Sartori.pdf
http://www.jstor.org/discover/10.2307/2010037?uid=3737864&uid=2&uid=4&sid=21102832471467
http://www.odi.org.uk/publications/7391-politics-service-delivery-aid-development-policy
http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2012/06/04/000426104_20120604131017/Rendered/PDF/692320ESW0P1250proaches0in0Projects.pdf
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1687328
http://econ.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTDEC/EXTRESEARCH/0,,contentMDK:23147785~pagePK:64165401~piPK:64165026~theSitePK:469382,00.html
http://people.duke.edu/~ew41/Research_files/rodden_wibbels_nov26_12.pdf
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/Decentralization_and_Subnational_Politic.html?id=GqScwwdqLpIC&redir_esc=y
http://authors.library.caltech.edu/2088/1/KUNbjps05.pdf
http://books.google.co.ke/books?hl=en&lr=&id=56punueI7G0C&oi=fnd&pg=RA1-PA1-IA17&dq=media+and+accountability&ots=yplPul3pFU&sig=6P_kDuWgs9UCHLulThjvS107qN0&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=media%20and%20accountability&f=false
http://politics.as.nyu.edu/docs/IO/2806/BdM_Smith_IO2009.pdf
http://www.bwpi.manchester.ac.uk/resources/Working-Papers/bwpi-wp-16912.pdf
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Do we need more research on 
context?

So what information is there that can help us 
figure out when and where T/A interventions 
pay off? There is no lack of research on 
transparency and accountability. Cross-
national quantitative analyses, experimental 
analyses, and individual qualitative case 
studies are (or are becoming) relatively 
abundant in the academic and policy 
literature and seem to get the bulk of 
available funding. But comparative research 
into when, where, and why interventions work 
is less common (McGee and Gaventa 2011). 

Yet comparative contextual research appears 
timely for where the field currently stands 
and where it seems to be heading. Our point 
is not to push a particular methodology for its 
own sake – we have supported and continue 
to support an ‘open’ methods approach (hat-
tip to Lily Tsai for the label). We are thinking 
in terms of bridging research and practice 

For a useful road-map, check out Simon 
O’Meally’s report and our recap of a 
recent TALEARN community conversation 
on this topic. 

We don’t need to reinvent the wheel. 
But since much of this thought and 
action is still stuck in sectoral or 
geographic silos, a wider conversation 
is needed so that we can learn from 
each other.

through theoretically informed, problem-
driven learning and research, rather than 
methods, labels, or organizationally-driven 
agendas. (For other calls in this direction, see 
here and here.) 

We choose this route because we have found 
much inspiration in research that identifies 
salient features of particular cases and 
compares how variations in context affect 
programme outcomes. 

Consider the following examples: 

• Want to understand the reasons behind 
different types of corporate governance 
outcomes4? It may be important to look at 
the types of coalitions that form in society 
among management, owners, and workers 
in different political-economic contexts 
(Gourevitch and Shinn 2005). 

• Interested in why strong access to 
information laws are adopted in some 
places but not others? Consider looking 
at the structure of the media or the 
relationship between the legislature and 
the executive (Michener 2010).

• Want to understand why disclosure rules 
are effective in some cases but not others? 
It may be worth studying the workings of 
targeted disclosure cycles (Fung, Graham, 
and Weil 2007). 

• Scratching your head about how to get 
better governance and development 
outcomes throughout the service delivery 
chain? You may need to consider the 
nature of the territorial regime and 
which level of government is responsible 
for different components of the chain 
(Guerzovich and Giraudy 2011 and Croke 

http://www.transparency-initiative.org/reports/synthesis-report-impact-and-effectiveness-of-transparency-and-accountability-initiatives
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/Resources/244362-1193949504055/Context_and_SAcc_RESOURCE_PAPER.pdf
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/putting-things-into-context-time-to-rethink-social-accountability-2
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/reports/synthesis-report-impact-and-effectiveness-of-transparency-and-accountability-initiatives
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/putting-things-into-context-time-to-rethink-social-accountability-2
http://press.princeton.edu/chapters/s8086.html
http://gregmichener.com/Dissertation.html
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/Full_Disclosure.html?id=vSJcyLQgrKcC&redir_esc=y
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/Full_Disclosure.html?id=vSJcyLQgrKcC&redir_esc=y
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1853666
http://iis-db.stanford.edu/evnts/6795/Governance_and_child_mortality_decline_in_Tanzania_and_Uganda_-_August_2011.pdf


4

2011).
• Interested in knowing whether citizen 

report cards are likely to work where you 
are? You may need to consider whether 
the political will actually exists to use the 
information to improve service delivery 
(O’Meally 2013).

These diverse examples have one thread 
in common. They come from theoretically 
grounded, careful, systematic comparisons 
across cases.  They can inform the adaptation 
of strategies and operations we are working 
on – even if they have not been formally 
‘translated’ for practitioner use. 

We are encouraged by these insights, and 
many voices in the T/A field are calling for 
more research like this, that systematically 
unpacks how different types of interventions 
interact with different elements of 
context (and allows us to accumulate 
elusive knowledge). Our colleagues at the 
Transparency for Development Project, the 
Omidyar Network, the Global Partnership 
for Social Accountability, , E-GAP and the 
International Budget Partnership, for example, 
are starting to think and work in this direction. 
They are starting to systematically compare 
methods from the social sciences to compare 
different types of T/A interventions from 
around the world and learn from their relative 
effectiveness.

The real world is tough - it needs
more contextual research

Today we often pay attention to knowledge
gaps. But generating knowledge often takes
more time and occurs more obscurely than
we realize. Often there is more work in the
pipeline than we are aware of. We think this
may be the case with research into context.

Many T/A researchers and practitioners 
are realizing that they will not deliver 
successful interventions unless they get 
‘how-to’ decisions right in dynamic, 
complex contexts. This has implications 

What do you 
think of Duncan 

Green's suggestion for 
Twaweza? Map the results 
of its current work on a 
2x2 diagram (individual 

action -> collective action 
interventions ; state - 
civil society driven 

interventions) to push its 
learning and action 

forward. 

for thinking about research questions and 
designs that will be relevant today and in the 
future. 

For example:

• Many of the examples mentioned here 
show that contextual factors can help or 
hinder agents in getting the outcomes 
they want. However, ingenuity in adapting 
to different types of structures makes 
agents more able to effect change (see e.g. 
Guerzovich 2010). Over time, this ingenuity 
can reshape the context itself. So both 
context and agency matter – let’s not get 
stuck in another round of structural vs. 
agency-based explanations.  

• Let’s focus on figuring out how and why 
interventions work in some places and at 
some times and not others. That is, the 
relationship between ‘causal mechanisms5' 
and contextual elements. What aspects 
of the context affect whether a particular 
theory of change works as expectedw? 

For examples of this kind of analysis in the 
field see here, here, here, and here. 
For more food for thought see the note on 
the next page.

DICTIONARY:

5. One way to understand a causal 
mechanism, such as policy feedback 
effects or coordination, is as a 
portable concept that defines 
those delimited classes of events 
that change relationships among 
specified sets of elements in identical 
or closely similar ways over a variety 
of situations (Tilly and Goodin 2006; 
see also see Elster 1989, Hall 2003, 
and Hedstrom 2008).

6. A collective action problem is a 
situation in which there are multiple 
individuals who would benefit from 
a certain action, but the associated 
cost makes it unlikely that any one 
individual can or will undertake it 
on their own. Mancur Olson has 
been influential in suggesting 
that individuals in any group 
that is attempting collectively 
to provide a public good (those 
that are not excludable from any 
individual whether they participate 
in its production or not) will have 
incentives to take a ‘free ride’ on 
the efforts of others, consuming the 
good but not contributing to it. If 
all individuals act according to this 
incentive, the public good will not be 
produced (see Olson 1965).

http://iis-db.stanford.edu/evnts/6795/Governance_and_child_mortality_decline_in_Tanzania_and_Uganda_-_August_2011.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTSOCIALDEVELOPMENT/Resources/244362-1193949504055/Context_and_SAcc_RESOURCE_PAPER.pdf
http://r4d.org/about-us/press-room/r4d-and-harvard-kennedy-school-awarded-81-million-research-government-accountabi
http://www.omidyar.com/initiatives/government-transparency
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/CSO/0,,contentMDK:23017716~pagePK:220503~piPK:220476~theSitePK:228717,00.html
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/TOPICS/CSO/0,,contentMDK:23017716~pagePK:220503~piPK:220476~theSitePK:228717,00.html
http://e-gap.org/
http://internationalbudget.org/
http://internationalbudget.org/
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=16205
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=16205
http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=16205
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1599606
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/reports/impact-case-studies-from-middle-income-and-developing-countries
http://ccs.infospace.com/ClickHandler.ashx?du=www.opensocietyfoundations.org%2f...%2finternational-anticorruption...&ru=http%3a%2f%2fwww.opensocietyfoundations.org%2fsites%2fdefault%2ffiles%2finternational-anticorruption-conventions-20120426.pdf&ld=20131011&ap=1&app=1&c=iminenty.ar.other&s=iminenty&coi=771&cop=main-title&euip=190.31.78.120&npp=1&p=0&pp=0&pvaid=a0ce274d93764f19961e222e9fcd5c97&ep=1&mid=9&en=ruvvcZBKxnaGK6dTFevxMVDB%2fc%2bqYx%2b14s1SaqI0jhU%3d&hash=A3F577C4229A9D7C1935C08A2DB71391
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/Strategic-Dilemmas-Context-FG-SR.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Florencia/Downloads/Guerzovich, M. Florencia, Building Accountability: The Politics of Anticorruption (April 27, 2010). Available at SSRN: http:/ssrn.com/abstract=1599606
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/The_Oxford_Handbook_of_Contextual_Politi.html?id=jCeDng_in8gC&redir_esc=y
http://www.arkiv.certec.lth.se/kk/dokument/nutsandbolts.pdf
http://books.google.co.ke/books?hl=en&lr=&id=oT86uvC8KBEC&oi=fnd&pg=PA373&dq=peter+hall+2003&ots=rTr-SrgMwO&sig=ChnktJfgmEP8EE7z3U0OcC6ab80&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=peter%20hall%202003&f=false
http://www.cabdyn.ox.ac.uk/complexity_PDFs/Publications_2009/Studying%20Mechanisms%20to%20Strengthen%20Causal%20Inferences%20in%20Quantitative%20Research.pdf
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/The_Logic_of_Collective_Action.html?id=jzTeOLtf7_wC&redir_esc=y
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We are acting now, join us!

We think we can move forward, if we continue 
to bust silos in a strategic, constructive way. 
We do not claim that this approach will work 
for everyone or for every decision funders 
or implementers need to make. ‘Decision-
makers’ is a very broad category: some make 
decisions about investing in a field, others 
about portfolios, others about tweaking the 
design of a concrete activity. But will this 
approach move us beyond the unsatisfactory 
status quo? Join us in helping us answer this 
question!

There are many reasons why innovation 
in this direction is more difficult and more 
rare than it should be. One is the lack of 
an organized network that links those 
who produce, fund, and use (or could use) 
context-sensitive, systematic comparative 
research on transparency and accountability. 
Practitioners rarely come together. 
Neither do they have the incentives or 
resources to work hand in hand, share 
information, and build on each others’ 
approaches. Examples of interaction 
and collaboration between researchers 
in fields that are related but distinct 
(such as this body of work) are even 
rarer. Without a ‘safe space’, incentives to 
innovate, and solid links between researchers, 
funders, and practitioners, valuable 
comparative research might not be funded, 
produced, or used in the field. 

Looking back to move forward 

Some researchers may be worried about 
the pitfalls and lack of perspective of 
old-fashioned methodologies. As one of 
our friends creatively put it: we are not 
calling for a repeat of the fashion of the 
1960s. However, we are aware that artists 
and designers often innovate by giving 
the past a new twist. We are interested in 
21st-century problems – and we are sitting 
on a pile of untheorized, untested evidence 
about big questions you care about ranging 
from development and power to different 
forms of institutions, as well as methods 
that make sense for them. So, don’t worry 
about a revival of the past, getting caught 
up in the technical specifics this early on, 
or imagining a new silver bullet! We know 
that there is a growing array of approaches 
and tools (e.g. here, here, here , and here) 
that can help us unpack causal mechanisms 
and context. 

TALEARN can take a different view to any 
individual actor. Tough, big picture problems 
like this are in its DNA. We are asking for help 
to join the dots. That’s why at TALEARN’s 
practice group on the issue of 
context, we decided to give the field 
a nudge to innovate candidly and 
collaboratively. 

TALEARN convened a series of related, partly 
overlapping meetings to delve into these 
issues on 11 and 12 November 2013 in London.  
We brought together a diverse, experienced 
group to help us shape a concrete agenda 
for action. See below for details about what 
came out of the meetings.

You may also want to catch up on 
our conversation about the impact of 
international initiatives on the ground – after 
all, international initiatives are often an 
important part of our context!

So what happened in London? 

Leni Wild and Pilar Domingo (ODI), Aranzuzu 
Guillan (U4), and Lily Tsai (MIT) kicked 
off our conversation about research into 
context. Aranzuzu, for example, discussed 
how U4 is using comparative research to 
help understand the questions of its main 
stakeholders about how and when joint work 
between supreme audit institutions and CSOs 
can strengthen accountability.

As expected, some stakeholders 
were quicker to see the relevance of 
comparative research than others. One 
colleague, who works at a donor agency, 
explained that she and her colleagues would 
find most useful research into the range of 
strategies and tactics that might help make 
politics work in different contexts. Other 
practitioners argued for in-depth research 
into particular contexts, particularly those 
most relevant to the settings in which they 
operate. This only underscores the 
challenge we have in acknowledging 
the different, yet equally valid, 
needs and priorities of different 
stakeholders. TALEARN has deliberately 
created a big tent so as to try bring 
these diverse perspectives together.

For a practitioner's 
view, see Edward 

Premdas Pinto's note 
on the COPASAH 
Communique.

http://www.maxwell.syr.edu/moynihan/programs/cqrm/
http://polisci.berkeley.edu/sites/default/files/people/u3827/Understanding Process Tracing.pdf
http://books.google.co.ke/books/about/The_Oxford_Handbook_of_Contextual_Politi.html?id=jCeDng_in8gC&redir_esc=y
http://cps.sagepub.com/content/42/9/1143.short
http://imai.princeton.edu/research/files/mediationP.pdf
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/launch-cop
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/launch-cop
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/launch-cop
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/supporting-international-transparency-accountability-interventions-does-our-existing-knowledge-help
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/supporting-international-transparency-accountability-interventions-does-our-existing-knowledge-help
http://www.odi.org.uk/
http://www.u4.no/
http://web.mit.edu/polisci/people/faculty/lily-tsai.html
http://www.u4.no/publications/maximising-the-efficiency-and-impact-of-supreme-audit-institutions-through-engagement-with-other-stakeholders/
http://www.copasah.net/july---september-2013.html
http://www.copasah.net/july---september-2013.html
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At the meeting, some academics stressed 
that it is difficult to get comparative research 
right, and we agree. Yet the need is still 
there. In the absence of this type of work, 
colleagues are often forced to make 
decisions blindly or on the basis of 
marginally relevant research. The London 
meetings identified one area in which other 
TALEARN practice groups (such as the 
incentives group and methods group) can 
help the context group, and that is in bridging 
the needs of CSOs and funders with the 
know-how and concerns of researchers. What 
might be needed is comparative research 
that tries to answer questions that are more 
relevant to funders and practitioners, but will 
less certainty than academic researchers are 
used to.

Is bridging 
going both ways? Are 

colleagues commissioning, 
designing, implementing, 

and using applied and action 
research and evaluation to bring 
in theoretical, methodological 
and empirical insights from 

their academic colleagues? If we 
are interested in politics and 
political economy (and many 
of those present were), are we 

drawing enough insight 
from political science 

research? 

Lastly, with respect to incentives, the 
meeting highlighted an issue that our 
colleagues in Cape Town deemed 
the elephant in the room: what are 
our incentives for learning what 
matters for improving transparency 
and accountability strategies and 
operations? During the London meetings, 
we saw concrete requests for a new, bounded 
and comparative road to learning, but no 
strong replies. We had expected this to 
be a key challenge – those doing this kind 
of research are not well set up to fill this 
gap, and practitioners and funders have 
not helped to build bridges and incentives 
towards making it happen. 

Here are some other colleagues’ takes on the 
broader problem:

• Referring to another TA/I meeting, 
Jonathan Fox makes a similar point on 
the impact of international transparency 
and accountability interventions:  “The 
main point here is that the comparative 
method is a broad logic of inquiry within 
which quantitative and qualitative 
approaches are merely tools whose 

relevance depends on the question. Yet in 
the applied research world, this approach 
remains crowded out by the dominant 
qualitative-quantitative divide.”

• A team of evaluation experts working on 
a DFID-commission review of approaches 
and methodologies in evaluations (of 
initiatives related to violence against 
women and girls in development and 
humanitarian contexts) recently set up a 
blog to share their experiences of what are 
for them “novel” methodologies: qualitative 
comparative analysis and process tracing. 
The blog candidly captures similar hopes 
and misgivings to those discussed in our 
London meeting. In light of the political 
and technical silos that people who use 
these methods find themselves in, it is not 
surprising that the evaluators find sharing 
their experience ‘a tad scary’.

In short, we have identified a need 
to improve decision-making in 
transparency and accountability and a 
gap in the supply of knowledge to meet 
that need. We have started to unearth some 
of the ongoing reasons for this situation. It may 
be a collective action problem6 that is making 
it difficult to fill this gap. The question for 
everyone is: are we ready to take steps 
to address this failure, for instance by 
creating selective incentives7 for those 
who contribute to producing the most 
needed research? If so, who will take 
the lead?

DICTIONARY:

7. Olson proposes selective incentives as one 
way in which groups can solve the collective 
action problem. By providing specific benefits 
only to those who contribute to producing 
a public good, selective incentives increase 
the individual benefits of contributing so that 
they might outweigh the individual costs. This 
makes contributions more likely (see Olson 
1965).

http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/launch-cop
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Brief-Cape-Town-report.pdf
http://www.transparency-initiative.org/news/speaking-of-international-ta-initiatives-cso-researcher-dialogue 
http://www.evawreview.de

