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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Expanding mobile networks and falling costs could
transform communication between African citizens and
governments. So far, however, attempts to harness new
technologies to improve transparency and accountability in
Africa and elsewhere have had disappointing results. What
is going wrong? Research suggests that an important reason
for this failure is a poor understanding of technologies and
limited skills in developing and using them.
It seems that civil society organisations (CSOs) and
governments often ‘re-invent the flat tyre’: experimenting
with new tools without finding out what has been tried
(often unsuccessfully) before. They also do not follow best
practices in how to source, develop and test technologies to
ensure these are ‘fit for purpose’. Decision makers should
focus on building an effective innovation ecosystem with
better links between technologists and accountability actors
in both government and civil society to enable learning
from successes – and mistakes.
INTRODUCTION
New technologies offer new opportunities to improve
transparency, accountability and communication between
citizens and their governments. The potential of new
technologies has been recognised for more than a decade. The
Open Government Declaration, signed by 11 African states,
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Those with responsibilities in creating
the innovation ecosystem, including
funders, should focus on building a
supportive innovation ecosystem.
Funders should shift their focus
from supporting short-term pilots
to building institutions capable of
success over time, and invest in
strengthening links between initiatives
and disseminating learning resources
across the continent.
Those who are leading and managing
innovation initiatives – in government
and CSOs – should focus on getting
better and smarter at managing the
innovation cycle.
Research suggests the following ‘rules
of thumb’ will lead to better outcomes:
acknowledge what you do not know,
think twice before building a new tool,
get a second opinion, test technologies
in the field, plan for failure, budget to
iterate, and share what you learn.

claims that ‘people all around the world are demanding
more openness in government’.2 International donors
invest millions in projects aimed at citizens’ monitoring
government service delivery, making government
information more easily available through ‘open data’
portals and increasing participation in governance
processes.
In South Africa a leading anti-corruption organisation has
used online and mobile platforms to gather public votes
to contribute to the selection of the national ombudsman.
In Kenya government services such as police stations
and clinics have been mapped to identify mismatches
with needs. Collectively, these initiatives have been
labelled ‘technology for transparency and accountability’
(T4T&A) or ‘civic tech’. Increasingly, such initiatives are
reported on globally and funding has grown. Between
2013 and 2017 major international donors came together
to create a challenge fund for projects such as these,
supporting over 100 initiatives and research projects in
13 countries in Africa and Asia.
This interest is a response to dramatic changes in the
communications environment in the Global South, namely:
• expanding mobile networks in terms of geographic
coverage and speed;
• declining costs of mobile data; and
• falling costs of ‘smart’ mobile devices.
Together, these changes offer the possibility of transforming
the two-way flow of information and communication
between governments and citizens. In Africa, where
communications infrastructure has been the poorest in the
world and communications costs have been unaffordable
for the majority, this opportunity is particularly significant.
TRANSFORMATIVE CHANGE PROVES ELUSIVE
The reality is that if T4T&A were a Grade 10 learner, her
school reports over the last decade would have said: ‘Not
performing to her potential.’ Results so far have been less
than spectacular, and much less than hoped for. Global
surveys of T4T&A3 have described many interesting
initiatives but few examples of successful impact or
effectiveness at scale.

What

is not working?

At a gathering of Africans working in T4T&A in
Johannesburg in 2015, a Kenyan activist asked: ‘After
10 years of using technologies in transparency and
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accountability, why isn’t what we are doing making a
large-scale impact?’ Research has pointed to a number
of weaknesses.

Broken

links in the accountability chain

One weakness is initiatives’ untested assumptions about
the link between transparency (for example, publishing
government budget data) and accountability (citizen
groups’ using this data to hold elected representatives
accountable).

Weak

understanding of social, political contexts

Another weakness is a lack of understanding of the
anticipated users of the technologies (often citizens,
who are expected to engage via mobile phones). There
have also been questions surrounding government actors’
ability or willingness to respond to feedback from citizens.
Build it and they will come
More broadly, many initiatives have been criticised for
a ‘build it and they will come’ approach, which fails to
engage with the incentives, needs, attitudes and aptitudes
of those actors within government and among citizens
without whom no accountability process can work.
UNDERSTANDING THE WEAKNESSES OF T4T&A AS
A SOCIAL AND TECH INNOVATION PROBLEM
The social and political context of engagement with
government and non-government actors is vital for
success. Recent research in Kenya and South Africa4 –
two of the countries with the best and most widely used
mobile technology in Africa – suggests that there is an
underlying set of problems in the way T4T&A initiatives
are approaching their desired results. These problems
need to be understood and addressed if T4T&A initiatives
are to move from high potential to high performance.
The study was unusual in that it examined the processes
that organisations went through in selecting and applying
new technologies to transparency and accountability
problems. Confirming previous research, it found that the
end results often disappointed. However, it also offered
some insights into how the attitudes and approaches of
the decision makers may have led to these outcomes and
evidence-based suggestions on changes in approach.

The

technologies are not working

In the 38 T4T&A initiatives studied, researchers found
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that fewer than one-quarter of the managers were happy
with the technologies they had chosen or developed. In
almost half of the cases the target audience also failed
to use these technologies on the scale anticipated. Many
subsequently considered or chose alternative tools.
Most of them had learnt from the experience, and
identified problems in the way they had gone about
selecting, developing and using the technologies they
chose. One said,5
We had no major challenges [in selecting the technology]. But, when we used it, that’s when we found out
the challenges.

Very few participants said that, in a similar situation,
they would go about choosing technologies in the same
manner again. Among the changes they would make, they
mentioned doing more user research, finding more tools
to compare, and devoting more resources to engage with
the tools’ intended users.
Some comments from the study are revealing:
Maybe if we already knew the tools and how they
worked, we could have made better choices the first
time around about which platform [to use, or have
chosen] a different tool.

And,
We really feel like we need more information to make
good decisions [next time]. Data that actually is
focused on the target community: what kinds of forms
of technology are there, what’s really used, what for.
That would really help us.

T4A

innovators are re-inventing the flat tyre

One surprising finding was how often organisations built
or commissioned their own digital tools from scratch. Out
of the 38 cases studied, 21 had built their own custom
tools from scratch – often without researching whether
an existing one would do the job. Those who took this
approach ran up against many challenges – extra costs;
extensive delays; difficulties in managing technical
suppliers or partners; and disappointment when tools
failed to meet expectations or were not widely used. This
inclination to invent a new technology was especially
surprising given that most of the organisations studied
were not ‘tech’ organisations and were not experienced,
skilled or knowledgeable in developing or applying new
technologies.

Getting

help did not always help

Many organisations that did not have significant technical
expertise did seek technical help. This often meant
sourcing a service provider. However, many found the
relationships with these service providers difficult and,
ultimately, unsuccessful. One reason for this may have
been that as clients, the organisations were unable to
provide the right information to brief the providers and
were not knowledgeable enough about the technical
development process to ask the right questions. One said,
Well, how do I put this? Me and technology, we just
don’t get along. But I was supposed to lead this project.
So actually, the leading criterion for me, was to get a
provider who could make my life extremely easy, so I
didn’t have to plan out and operate everything.

MOVING FROM HIGH POTENTIAL TO HIGH
PERFORMANCE
Based on the evidence from the South African and Kenyan
study and previous reviews, if T4T&A initiatives are to
improve their performance they need to improve their
capability to innovate.
Innovation is difficult for any organisation. It is not always
easy to choose between the many available technologies.
Differences are not transparent. The effects of those
differences and their relevance to an initiative’s aims may
be uncertain. It may not be clear how the introduction
of new technologies into existing transparency and
accountability processes affects those processes. So any
attempt at improving outcomes needs to start with the
recognition that getting better at innovation is going to
take time and effort.
The good news is that there is plenty of evidence from
practice and research on the conditions required for
innovation to succeed.

Commit

to learning

Organisations that embark on T4T&A initiatives should
start by recognising what they do not know and what
they need to know to succeed. Evidence suggests that
these knowledge gaps fall into three broad categories:
understanding technologies (eg, what is available, what
they can and cannot do); understanding the actors
involved in the T4T&A process (including knowledge
of their digital and mobile practices and competencies);
and understanding the accountability processes (what
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aspects of these processes are susceptible to change and
intervention, how changes in these processes might be
expected to produce outcomes, and why).
A commitment to learning, and to applying that learning,
also implies a longer-term perspective on any particular
initiative – that it should help to strengthen the capabilities
and capacities of the organisation and be applied in new
(and hopefully more successful) initiatives in the future.

Innovation

is a process, not an event

Thomas Edison famously discovered 10 000 ways of how
not to make a light bulb before he discovered the one that
worked. All the best practice models currently employed
in software development emphasise that it is an iterative
process. The first version is never the final version. Google,
the world’s most successful search engine, included the
qualifier ‘beta’ on its landing page until only a few years
ago. Following this best practice requires planning and
budgeting, something many T4T&A initiatives and their
funders do not do.

You

improve outcomes, innovators working in CSOs or
government need to change how they work, by adopting
best practices in social and technological innovation.
At the same time, those with decision-making power in
the wider innovation ecosystem, including donors and
governments, need to change their models of support.
These changes require an understanding that innovation
is a long-term process that involves a commitment to
learning and improvement within organisations and
between organisations. Currently, there appears to be too
much focus on a product-based search for inventions.
ENDNOTES
1
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do not need to invent something new to achieve

transformative innovation

Inventors have a high tolerance for risk-taking and
failure. This tolerance is not one that most governments
and CSOs share in their institutional cultures. But
innovation, even transformational innovation, does not
have to involve inventing new technologies. It can entail
using existing technologies in new ways or new spaces.

Building

communities of learning and practice

Successful tech innovation often takes place not within
isolated institutions but within innovation networks or
communities. In many parts of the world you can find
physical collaboration spaces, or areas of cities where
tech innovation is taking place. In these communities
information and experiences are shared through formal
and informal interaction. If T4T&A is going to develop
and improve, much stronger networks capable of sharing
learning, expertise and experience need to emerge at
local, national and international levels.
CONCLUSION
Research continues to show that the potential of applying
new communication and information technologies to
improve transparency and accountability and extend
participation in governance is not being reached. To
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