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Scal ing Up Col laborat ive Social  Accountabi l i ty  in Complex Governance Systems: 

A Relat ional  Approach for  Evidencing Sustainabi l i ty

When social accountability interventions scale up and their sustainability depends on the 
interactions of many agents and system components, related results are rarely observable at 
the end of an intervention. The 2019 OECD Development Assistance Committee’s (OECD DAC) 
revamped evaluations criteria for assessing sustainability acknowledges that such results are 
often emergent, and should be monitored and evaluated with this in mind. It therefore emphasizes 
a turn towards assessing complex processes prospectively. It also asks evaluations to consider 
how likely it is that these results are evident at the time they are monitored or evaluated. However, 
the social accountability field continues to have gaps regarding doing this effectively in practice.

This paper presents and provides evidence from testing an innovative operational approach that 
has promising potential to support this aim - a sequential, relational rubric. This approach can 
support practitioners to monitor, evaluate and learn about the causal processes of scale up of 
social accountability interventions with an eye towards sustainability i.e.,  considering prospective 
sustainability. It is grounded in systems thinking, co-production and social learning theory, as well 
as links with collective governance and social contract theory for development.

Evidence yielded from the authors’ testing of this approach on a sample of diverse projects from 
the Global Partnership for Social Accountability (GPSA) program revealed that the alleged ‘absence 
of evidence’ dilemma of social accountability scale up is due to ill-fitting concepts and methods for 
assessment. It challenges existing assumptions and findings that claim that social accountability 
processes do not scale and are unsustainable. The authors propose that by using fit-for-purpose 
concepts and methods with a focus on social learning and compromise – also called a ‘resonance 
pathway to scale’ which this paper discusses in detail – it is possible to observe loosely coordinated 
scale up processes at work in many (but not all) social accountability interventions and identify 
tangible evidence of prospective sustainability. An important caveat is that these processes, the 
outcomes they generate, and the corresponding evidence often look qualitatively different than 
the original intervention design and predictions for scale-up at that point in time. This is because 
the process of deliberation and compromise inherent to social accountability work in dynamic 
local systems introduces changes and new conditions for uptake by diverse actors in the public 
sector, civil society, and donor institutions. 

The paper concludes that even relatively small-scale localized projects of three to five years 
with budgets of less than one million USD, across different contexts and sectors can produce 
processes and outcomes which contribute to many forms of sustainability, including via scale-
up. Furthermore, the cross-fertilization of learning and aggregation of results for scale-up across 
projects within and beyond the GPSA (and other programs) can help monitoring evaluation and 
learning (MEL) and social accountability practitioners alike to deliver on a program’s mandate. 
Doing so can also create new knowledge for the wider social accountability field that siloed 
interventions, lacking suitable concepts and methods for assessing scale-up and prospective 
sustainability, often fail to produce. The paper ends with recommendations for taking forward 
this approach and the associated benefits, implications and required investments.

Abstract 
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This paper represents a culmination of evolving learning, evidence, research and practical 
experience from the authors and the wider field of social accountability. A key source of findings and 
evidence base for the paper is from our respective work with the World Bank’s GPSA programming 
over the past decade, in partnership with civil society, the public sector, communities and citizens 
around the world. This paper reflects the contributions of numerous stakeholders engaged with the 
GPSA, especially Jeff Thindwa, Ann-Sofie Jespersen, and Aly Zulficar Rahim. We greatly appreciate 
the valuable feedback and time provided by peer reviewers Mathieu Cloutier and Tom Aston. We 
also acknowledge the work of other social accountability practitioners, researchers and evaluators 
for their contributions to social accountability work and evidence building for the wider field. This 
paper builds upon the existing evidence base to support improvements and offers insights about 
how social accountability programming can be strengthened, sustained and scaled.
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Glossary of Key Concepts

Accountability: A social relationship between a power-holder, an 
actor that performs a task such as a government official, and an 
account-holder, those for whom the task is performed or who are 
affected by it. In this social relationship the power-holder is, in 
practice, obliged to be more transparent and explain and justify 
their decisions, behaviors, trajectories, and results (answerability), 
with information and transparency. There is the possibility of 
dialogue among the parties and the account-holder can pose 
questions and ask for rectifications, remedies, corrective action or 
problem solving (accountability processes). As a result, the account-
holder can pass judgment and the power-holder can face some 
form of consequences. These consequences can be hard or soft, 
formal, and explicit or informal and implicit, sanctions in the case of 
malperformance. In other words, accountability entails a proactive 
set of processes and practices where the how – the quality of the 
social relationship between a power holder and an account holder 
– is the what (Guerzovich, 2022, drawing on Bovens et al, 2014).

Social Accountability: Processes that seek to make communities 
leading agents in their localized development story by: (1) improving 
the quality of goods and services, (2) primarily through monitoring 
and oversight of those goods and services, (3) citizens’ collective, 
rather than individual, efforts to hold power-holders (primarily 
service providers and bureaucrats, secondarily politicians) to 
account, (4) providing a concrete mechanism to rework the social 
contract and strengthen local systems, in the sense of transforming 
state-society relationships and the norms and power dynamics 
associated with them (Guerzovich and Aston, 2023).

Collaborative Social Accountability: Processes whereby civil society 
organizations and public sector institutions with decision-making 
power and public management authority at different levels across 
the institutional and service delivery chain convene to analyze a 
problem, identify citizen participation mechanisms to help solve it, 
and agree on joint actions to co-produce solutions and appropriate 
responses (Poli and Guerzovich, 2020). This is a term coined by and 
applied in all of the GPSA’s programming.

Learning: The process of creating new knowledge, insights, or 
understanding – usually about what works, what might work, or 
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what doesn’t work in advancing a given goal. This paper, and the 
resonance pathway to scale, is most interested in shared learning 
– learning that happens with others, also known as joint learning or 
social learning (Guerzovich et al, 2022 drawing on Wenger-Trayner 
and Wenger-Trayner, 2021).

Resonance Pathway to Scale: This expects social accountability 
to scale up based on deliberation, compromise, and coordinated 
collective action among diverse actors (Guerzovich et al 2022). 
The logic is that social accountability processes contribute to 
overcoming the challenges of collective action in a game theoretical 
sense (Ostrom, 1990; also see World Bank, 2017). Its main thrust 
is social learning. That means enabling a group of individuals to 
organize and work out how to make the most of a situation (e.g., 
insights learned by implementing social accountability in select 
locations) to create shared gains (e.g., using those insights to 
inform decisions in other locations) through loose coordination and 
collaboration.

Scale/scale-up:The ability of a project or program to grow its effects 
beyond its sectoral and geographic boundaries, to reach more 
people (Guerzovich and Poli, 2014).

Sustainability: When and how a project’s net benefits continue or 
be likely to continue after the end of the project (OECD DAC, 2019).

System: The interconnected set of factors (policies, practices, 
resource flows, relationships and connections, power dynamics 
and mental models) that jointly produce a development outcome 
– the whole is greater than the sum of its parts (Kania et al, 2018).

Uptake: In the context of the GPSA and this paper, these are actions 
taken by public service sector actors, policymakers, practitioners, 
and other development actors that facilitate and contribute to 
the adaptation, application, and/or sustainability of elements of 
collaborative social accountability processes (e.g., approaches, 
strategies, tools, mechanisms) and/or the application of lessons 
and insights from collaborative social accountability programming 
and evidence. This definition of uptake includes many types of 
sustainability – actual, prospective and scale-up.
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The Paper at a Glance

In 2019, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development -Development Assistance Committee 
(OECD DAC) revamped its criteria to assess interventions. This new criteria puts front and center the 
methodological challenges associated with evaluating sustainability. Sustainability is defined as “when 
and how a project’s net benefits continue or are likely to continue after the end of a project” (OECD DAC, 
2019). When sustainability results are dependent on the interactions of multiple actors and elements in a 
complex local system, they are often emergent over time, prospective in nature, and uncertain at the point 
of a project’s final evaluation. 

This paper presents an innovative operational approach – a sequential relational rubric – to monitor, evaluate 
and learn about the causal processes of scale-up, with an eye towards sustainability (i.e  considering 
prospective sustainability). Scale up – “the ability of a project or program to grow its effects beyond 
its sectoral and geographical boundaries, to reach more people” (Guerzovich and Poli, 2014) – and 
sustainability are not synonymous. However, in the social accountability field, many assessments consider 
scale-up as an essential pathway and key indicator of project sustainability. Accordingly, much of the 
relevant reviews and literature in the field have found that while many projects achieve some form of positive 
results, there is limited tangible evidence to demonstrate they have successfully scaled-up to reach more 
locations and people (see for example E-Pact Consortium, 2016). This commonly held conclusion infers that 
such projects are not sustainable, contributing to a pessimistic narrative about the potential and long-term 
impact of social accountability programming overall (Aston, 2021).   

Written for fellow monitoring evaluation and learning (MEL) practitioners working in the social accountability 
space, this paper argues that absence of evidence of sustainability to date is not evidence of absence in 
practice, nor does it equate to social accountability projects being unsustainable. Rather there is an evidence 
challenge, which lies in the ill-fitting concepts and methods that are often used to monitor and evaluate 
scale-up of social accountability projects. The authors propose that by applying fit-for-purpose concepts 
and methods that focus on social learning and compromise, it is possible to observe processes of movement 
towards scale-up. These different forms of prospective sustainability can be evidenced in a significant 
proportion of social accountability projects. The relational rubric presented and discussed herein builds 
upon and strengthens the recent theoretical proposition of the resonance pathway to scale (Guerzovich et 
al, 2022). This pathway asserts that the scale-up of many social accountability processes involves social 
learning at its core; and that such processes may occur gradually based on deliberation, compromise, and 
coordinated collective action among diverse actors. An important caveat to note is that these processes, the 
outcomes they generate, and the corresponding evidence often look qualitatively different from the design 
and predictions for scale-up of the original intervention. This is due to changes and conditions for uptake 
that emerge, both throughout a social accountability project and beyond its implementation. 

The approach presented and evidenced in this paper can support practitioners to monitor, evaluate and 
learn about the causal processes of scale-up of social accountability interventions with an eye towards 
sustainability. It is grounded in systems thinking, co-production and social learning theory, and links with 
collective governance and social contract theory for development. All these models also underscore the 
uncertainty and emergent nature of complex and relational processes, validating the need for conceptual 
and methodological approaches that sufficiency account for such dynamics.

Accordingly, the paper discusses new empirical findings and a wealth of examples yielded through the 
authors’ test of this sequential relational rubric across a sample of 15 completed projects directly supported 
by the World Bank’s Global Partnership for Social Accountability (GPSA). The GPSA’s approach to MEL at a 
portfolio (or program) level enabled the iterative development of this rubric method through quick feedback 
cycles of learning and adaptation. The paper concludes that even relatively small-scale localized projects of 

https://thegpsa.org/
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three to five years with budgets of less than one million USD, working across different contexts and sectors 
can produce processes and outcomes which contribute to many forms of sustainability, including via scale-
up. Furthermore, the cross-fertilization of learning and aggregation of results for scale-up across projects 
within and beyond the GPSA (and other programs) can help MEL and social accountability practitioners alike 
to deliver on a program’s mandate. Doing so can also create new knowledge where “the whole is greater 
than the sum of its parts” (Guerzovich, 2021b). With further testing of the rubric approach and building 
the evidence base for the resonance pathway to scale, the paper proposes that a solution for the absence 
of evidence dilemma is possible. If relevant organizations and funders commit to and invest sufficiently in 
portfolio-level MEL that is grounded in fit-for-purpose concepts and methods for assessing scale-up, then 
the narrative can shift towards prospective sustainability in its many forms, recognizing the promise of 
long-term impact from social accountability programming.

More Meaningful Monitoring and Evaluation of Relational Social Accountability 
Processes within Dynamic Local Systems

The sequential relational rubric for assessing scale-up and other forms of sustainability, and the concepts 
embedded within it, are aligned with and help to operationalize the revised OECD DAC evaluation criteria for 
sustainability (Guerzovich, 2023 and Guerzovich, 2023a). Key features of the concepts and criteria applied 
in the authors’ work, and discussed in the paper are:

 ● A systemic lens that considers how interventions fit within local systems and effect different actors. 
A systemic lens focuses on interactions of a wide range of actors in a system, rather than a narrow 
focus on the siloed actions of the project’s direct civil society implementers. This is essential to capture 
scale-up processes because they often rely on downstream actions taken by others in the systems. 
These include public sector institutions, funders, and other development agencies that adopt, adapt 
and/or sustain elements of social accountability processes in different ways after a project ends.

 ● An emphasis on prospective sustainability. During a project’s life and at its closure, it is not possible 
to have certainty about the future in a complex system (or any system). However, it is both possible 
and desirable to focus on the likelihood of sustainability, and scale-up as one form of it. Therefore, 
assessments should be based on signals for prospective sustainability and uptake, given uncertainty 
using both monitoring data from the whole project life, and triangulated evidence at the final evaluation 
stage. Emphasis on both forms of data is critical because ongoing attention to monitoring data helps 
project teams to identify, plan for and build opportunities that can support the continuation of positive 
effects of a project, from the point of its design, while also mitigating barriers and risks along the way. 

 ● A focus on function over form. Social accountability processes and their scale-up will vary widely in 
their form i.e., the tools, strategies and mechanisms selected for implementing social accountability 
work. The variance between contexts considers different perspectives, relationships, and incentives 
of the key actors who can drive scale-up in the long-term. Therefore, the forms of social accountability 
processes need to be localized to different systems of implementation. At the same time, they often 
play a similar function: improving public service delivery in a collaborative manner that includes 
communities and citizens. Discrete elements (or components) of a social accountability process will 
often be adapted and applied in many forms, rather than the whole process replicated completely. 
When evaluations look only for complete replication of a process that is the same as its original 
design, it fails to capture other forms of scale. This is not only an unrealistic expectation for social 
accountability projects, but also discounts ways that different actors can engage in more meaningful 
and responsive social accountability relationships, while also contributing to sustainable outcomes 
and scale.  
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These features are often lacking in traditional monitoring and evaluation processes, which the paper 
discusses in greater technical detail with examples. However, applying them challenges the (erroneous) 
conclusion that if we cannot evidence or demonstrate the lasting change during or right at the end of a 
project, then movement towards scale-up or other forms of sustainability are not happening and will not 
continue. When uncertainty is rife and insufficient time has elapsed to observe sustainability at work, the 
authors propose that evaluators should apply concepts and methods that can assess the conditions required 
for actual sustainability and the likelihood of prospective sustainability (rather than the certainty), in a wide 
range of different forms. 

Defining and Evidencing ‘Good Enough’ Results and ‘What Counts’

Most of the existing literature on social accountability sustainability and scale-up focuses on wholesale 
replication or complete institutionalization of social accountability processes, equating such outcomes with 
success. It thus fails to capture legitimate outcomes that include adaptation, incremental progress, fits 
and starts, and gray areas (for alternative approaches, see Integrity Action, 2020). Instead, the resonance 
pathway to scale and the relational rubric approach for assessment recognize that success depends heavily 
on the interactions between and actions of several actors within a given system and considers how these 
dynamics evolve over time to yield positive results for sustainability. But what does this look like in practice, 
and what counts? And how can we sufficiently evidence it with a MEL system and its data?

While acknowledging that there are no perfect definitions and that concepts change with learning and 
practice, this paper argues that striving for ‘good enough’ is reasonable, while also being careful about 
conceptual stretching –- defined as “the distortion that occurs when a concept does not fit the new cases” 
(Collier and Mahon, 1993). The approach presented is based on the assertion from the GPSA that: a result 
is demonstrated when lessons from or elements of collaborative social accountability inform decisions and 
actions taken by the public sector and other civil society and development actors beyond an individual 
project, including after the project has ended. Such results are often associated with the uptake of selected 
element(s) of a collaborative social accountability process, rather than wholesale scale-up of it. 

The relational rubric method was developed and then tested through the assessment of the associated 
operational indicator in the GPSA Results Framework, applied across its portfolio of projects: 

“The percentage of GPSA grants in which public sector institutions and other relevant actors (e.g., the 
World Bank, other donors, civil society organizations) seek to:

i. use substantive lessons for improvements of targeted policies, processes, and mechanisms;

ii. apply or sustain elements of collaborative social accountability processes after life of the project;

iii. adapt insights from GPSA projects to scale them through programs or policies; or

iv. apply elements of collaborative social accountability processes in additional localities or sectors.”

Executive Summary
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It is important to emphasize that the ‘seek to’ part of the indicator statement is critical because the uptake 
of GPSA projects is contingent, in that it can be introduced but not sustained by the project after its closure. 

Therefore, the authors’ assessment of this GPSA result and indicator casts a wide net for ‘what counts’ for 
sustainability, including examples of scale-up. Relevant examples evidenced across the GPSA portfolio, and 
its respective projects include:

 ● Work by key stakeholders closely engaged directly in a project (i.e., public sector officials, GPSA/
World Bank project personnel, and representatives from civil society and community organizations 
and networks integrated into another public sector project or program.

 ● Public sector counterparts used lessons to inform public sector reforms and policies.

 ● Emulation by local public sector or service providers (e.g., education officials and schools) that 
observed, adopted, or adapted the collaborative social accountability process from a project.

 ● The World Bank or other funders used lessons and approaches to advise public sector or other 
development partners’ programs.

 ● The World Bank or other funders financed an adaptation of the project in the same or other sectors.

 ● Any observed or reported uptake, sustainability and/or scale-up led by other international non-
government organizations (INGOs) or civil society organizations (CSOs).

 ● The project actions and trajectory demonstrated ongoing dialogue with key actors (relevant public 
sector officials and World Bank operations staff) to move the process for potential uptake of 
collaborative social accountability processes forward.

Understanding and Incorporating a Causal Sequence

A critical part of evidencing the likelihood for scale-up and prospective sustainability is to first understand 
and then investigate the concrete and sequential steps involved in these processes. This relational rubric also 
has an innovative sequential component. It organizes relevant actions and events in a temporal order to help 
identify if and how scale-up is on the right track or not, with an eye towards prospective sustainability. Such 
sequencing can provide significant leverage and support for project teams and evaluators to causally trace 
complex change processes and produce plausible explanations when concrete outcomes are still unknown. 
The rubric uses a five-point scale based on these sequential steps, with respective criteria for each level, 
moving from none to partial to full uptake of collaborative social accountability processes.

In recognizing the reasonable limits and appropriate expectations for sustainability and scale, a score of 5 or 
100% does not equate to wholesale uptake or replication, in the context of this rubric, for the many reasons 
discussed above.1 This interpretation may be different to the use of percentages by other MEL practitioners 
and assessment methods. However, translating each level (1-5) in the rubric with a percentage score provides 
a common reference point and metric that is easily comparable and transferable across different projects and

1  As per the GPSA’s evolving Theory of Action and by design,  GPSA projects do not intend or expect to achieve wholesale 
uptake of a  col laborative social  accountabi l ity process within a  g iven sector and country of operations,  g iven the l imited 
budget and t ime-frame and their experimental  nature.  This  a l igns with the authors’ conceptions and evidence about 
what is  real ist ic  to expect for sustainabi l ity and scale-up of social  accountabi l ity programming operating in  complex 
governance systems of intersecting and continuously shift ing pol it ical ,  economic and social  dynamics of inf luence.
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No evidence of any use/application/adaptation of element(s) of or insights from a 
collaborative social accountability process by any priority stakeholders and/or public 
sector institutions. No evidence of stakeholder interest, dialogue of alignment. 

The unit of measurement for this indicator in the GPSA’s Results Framework is 0%. 
Therefore, a score of 0% would be provided for the indicator in the Results 
Framework and considered as ‘no uptake’.

SCORE

01 0%
UPTAKE

Evidence of interest by priority stakeholders and/or public sector institutions 
expressed publicly or privately about learning from a collaborative social accountability 
process in the project. 

In this instance, a score of 25% would be provided for the indicator in the GPSA’s 
Results Framework.

SCORE

02 25%
UPTAKE

Evidence that priority stakeholders and/or public sector institutions have expressed 
where to adopt, adapt and/or sustain elements or insights from a collaborative social 
accountability process and how this could be incorporated in some way into other 
operations, programs, policies (i.e., concrete entry points have been identified). 

In this instance, a score of 50% would be provided for the indicator in the GPSA’s 
Results Framework.

SCORE

03 50%
UPTAKE

Evidence of dialogue  with priority stakeholders and/or public sector institutions on 
how to adopt, adapt and/or sustain elements of the collaborative social accountability 
process in future operations, policies, or programs.  

In this instance, a score of 75% would be provided for the indicator in the GPSA’s 
Results Framework.

SCORE

04 75%
UPTAKE

Evidence of actions taken by priority stakeholders and/or public sector institutions on 
adoption, adaption and/or sustaining elements of a collaborative social accountability 
process in other operations, policies, or programs. Triangulation of data with at least 2 
sources of evidence to confirm is required. 

In this instance, a score of 100% would be provided for the indicator in the GPSA’s 
Results Framework.

SCORE

05 100%
UPTAKE

Executive Summary

Source: Adapted from Wadeson and Guerzovich, 2023

programs (for more detail on GPSA outcomes, indicators and application of the rubric, see the MERL Guide 
for GPSA Grant Partners and Consultants). Use of or adaptations of this rubric can eliminate percentages 
and adjust criteria for different levels in the scale as long as the core features of reasonable expectations 
(‘good enough’), sequential causal steps, and transferable units of measurement are still applied.

   

        2

2  The dialogue with pr ior ity stakeholders is  done by the project (e .g . ,  the project team, grant partners) .

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099801505122320146/idu0a6120cc7010c9040540a7ab09e57f78f35d9
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/099801505122320146/idu0a6120cc7010c9040540a7ab09e57f78f35d9
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Empirical Findings and Benefits to Date

After developing this relational sequential rubric, the authors tested it by systematically assessing an 
existing dataset (e.g., project reports, knowledge products, independent evaluations, official Implementation 
Completion Reports), from a sample of 15 closed GPSA projects, against the indicator presented above. This 
exercise identified numerous examples of scale-up, actual, and prospective sustainability in various forms 
from the source evidence. The breakdown of rubric scores and associated percentages from the assessed 
sample are:

The findings validated the promise of the resonance pathway to scale as well as the feasibility and 
applicability of the relational rubric approach to evidencing it, despite the experimental nature of the 
relational rubric and the limitations of the exercise. The testing enabled adaptive learning and improvements 
were made to the rubric.

The findings challenge the ‘absence of evidence’ dilemma regarding the sustainability and scale of social 
accountability work. They demonstrate that it is plausible for relatively short projects of three to five years 
with budgets of less than one million USD to contribute to actions taken by the public sector and other 
priority stakeholders to adopt, adapt and/or sustain elements of a collaborative social accountability process 
in other operations, policies, or programs, moving along a resonance pathway to scale. However, in line with 
the key features and concepts embedded in this approach, the forms found across projects were diverse 
and did not look the same, but still had similar functions. This reflects and supports the central notion that 
context-specific processes of interactions, deliberation, social learning, compromises, and loosely coordinated 
collective action manifest in various ways (forms), yet they are still coherent with and strengthen local 
dynamic systems and processes for improved public service delivery and policy (functions).

Another benefit yielded through applying this relational rubric method is its potential to help move beyond 
a siloed understanding of projects within a program or portfolio; emergent findings can foster synergies and 
cross-learning between projects and aggregate results at a higher level. In this case, the rubric’s application 
for each sample project and the aggregation of these results at the portfolio level, produced knowledge in 
a way that is not possible through evaluating projects individually without a transferable method. This 
added value contributes to the GPSA’s corporate mandate and offers a practical means for other social 
accountability programs (or related fields) to do the same.

Source: World Bank data
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Recommendations

With more testing and iteration of the relational rubric, and intentional design and 
implementation of projects and MEL systems to apply it in real-time with primary data, 
the authors propose that the evidence base for the resonance pathway to scale will grow. 
This can in turn create new knowledge and influence a shift in discourse about the potential 
long-term impact of social accountability work, challenging the ‘absence of evidence’ 
dilemma in the field. 

To meet these interlinked aims, the authors recommend that:

 » The GPSA and other funders and organizations working on social accountability make 
intentional and long-term investments in robust research and evaluation initiatives 
using the relational rubric to assess actual and prospective sustainability and scale-up, 
based on the key concepts, features and preliminary evidence presented in this paper.

 » Ensuring that funders, practitioners and evaluators hold realistic expectations for 
the success of collaborative social accountability processes and individual projects, 
recognizing the many legitimate forms of sustainability, the incremental steps 
involved, and long-term time-frames required for scale-up. 

 » Targeted selection criteria and planned sufficient resourcing of external evaluators and 
internal MEL staff with the appropriate skillsets to monitor and evaluate programming 
in this way.

 » A supportive leadership environment and sufficient investment for systematic 
assessments of scale-up and sustainability at project and program levels, repeated 
consistently over time.

.
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Introduction 
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Scale (or scale-up) is “the ability of a project or program to grow its effects beyond its sectoral and 
geographical boundaries, to reach more people” (Guerzovich and Poli, 2014). It is often referred to as 
the  Achilles’ heel of social accountability programming and various other participatory approaches 
to development. Relevant reviews and literature in the social accountability field find that while many 
interventions achieve some form of positive results, there is limited tangible evidence to demonstrate they 
have successfully scaled-up to reach more locations and people (E-Pact, 2016; Fox, 2014).  

Sustainability in the simplest terms is defined as “when and how a project’s net benefits continue or are 
likely to continue after the end of a project” (OECD DAC, 2019). While a social accountability project can 
be sustainable by yielding net benefits that continue beyond the project life without scaling-up (Guerzovich 
and Poli, 2014), many social accountability assessments consider scale-up as a key pathway and indicator 
of project sustainability (see Guerzovich, 2022c). 

While scale and sustainability are not synonymous terms, the prevailing assumption in the social 
accountability literature is that scale-up is required to evidence sustainability. The failure to scale-up by 
the end of an intervention is often assumed to suggest a lack of sustainability in the future, contributing 
to a pessimistic narrative about the potential and long-term impact of these interventions and broader 
social accountability work (Aston, 2021). These pessimistic and ill-fitting assessments of the potential 
of social accountability processes conceptualize and evaluate scale with an eye towards sustainability 
(i.e., considering prospective sustainability) in simplistic and unrealistic terms. The traditional evaluation 
approach found in the current evidence base often reflects scenarios in which social accountability processes 
will look qualitatively the same from their design to the end of an intervention, and the expected changes 
are expressed quantitatively.

The first diagram in Figure 1 illustrates this assumption as a ’scale-up transmission belt’ by showing a gray 
ring that enters a black box and then produces bigger or more replicated gray rings. Yet, when the changes 
interventions seeks to make are complex and contingent on many others actors in a system who bring 
with them their own circumstances and agendas, what happens inside the black box is critical to informing 
the expectations for and assessment of results. Inside the black box, the causal path towards scale-up is 
rarely linear while the results to which they contribute are diverse, as illustrated in the second diagram in 
Figure 1: Comparing Expectations of Outcomes for Social Accountability Scale-up in Complex Governance 
Systems. To adequately understand and assess this phenomena requires a different approach to gauge 
whether projects are on the right track towards meeting their goals for complex change, and the potential 
for benefits to continue and evolve in the longer-term (Haldrup, 2020). 
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Black
Box

Traditional Expectations

Process Outcomes for scale with an eye 
towards sustainability 

Social Accountability

Resonance Pathway Relational Expectations

Process Outcomes for scale with an eye 
towards sustainability 

Social Accountability

Figure 1: Comparing Expectations of Outcomes for Social Accountability Scale-up in 
Complex Governance Systems

This paper is aligned with and builds upon other salient factors emerging in both evaluation and social 
accountability fields: the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development - Development 
Assistance Committee’s (OECD DAC) revamped evaluation criteria to assess sustainability of interventions 
(OECD DAC, 2019); the lively debate about how to connect (Patton, 2020) and apply (Kania et al, 2018) 
this within a systems thinking lens; and literature about co-production and social learning (Ostrom, 1990; 
Doin et al 2012; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2021). These all provide useful stepping stones for 
re-thinking, defining and developing fit-for-purpose concepts and methods for evaluating complex change 
processes both within and beyond the social accountability space. However, there is a dearth of operational 
and transferable approaches to put this cutting-edge thinking into practice.

To help address the challenges of monitoring and evaluating the scale-up and sustainability of complex 
change processes both conceptually and operationally, this paper presents an innovative method developed 
for this purpose - a relational rubric. Using the evidence from applying this method to a sample of social 

Source: Own elaboration
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Scenario 1: Actors such as the mayor of a different village, the person responsible for an education 
region, a bureaucrat in a national ministry and a staffer in a different donor agency are not directly 
implementing the social accountability process of a given civil society-led intervention. They may have 
awareness or some engagement at different points. They will often look at the lessons emerging from 
the implementation of a social accountability process. They will also consider what value it can add to 
the work they are doing in different locations or sectors in the system. Due to their different roles and 
interests within the local system, they will bring in new perspectives and considerations. Therefore if 
and when they decide to scale up the social accountability process, their version of the process and its 
scale-up will often be an adaptation of the original design; this is an emergent outcome rather than one 
that could be accurately anticipated at design. The resulting process will take on new properties, with 
some components taken up, and others changed or dropped. This happens as part of the deliberation and 
compromises needed to enable the scale-up for sustainability of a given social accountability process.

Scenario 2: A civil society group implementing a social accountability process finds out that a ministry 
may incorporate parts of its process, but will only accept to focus on some aspects and integrate 
some new protocols. This would be a form of scale-up which could reach many locations because of the 
ministry’s role within the system. An alternative would be to multiply facilitators that can effectively 
implement a social accountability process. From a handful of committed and experienced professionals 
hired by a civil society group to hundreds, hired by another public or civic organization to reach new 
locations. This would be a huge task, and without compromise on the process between the designers and 
implementers (the civil society group and professionals) and other actors who can facilitate scale-up, it 
is unlikely that the ministry would choose to scale-up the social accountability process.5

Introduct ion

accountability projects, the paper explores whether and how social accountability processes and the emerging 
insights support scale-up during and beyond a project life; how these results can be better evidenced through 
individual projects; and how they can be aggregated upwards to provide more comprehensive knowledge 
about the sustainability of social accountability programming.

The theoretical underpinnings of this relational rubric is the resonance pathway to scale, which has been 
ignored or missed by most research and evaluations in the social accountability field.3 As will be discussed 
further, the resonance pathway opens up the black box and identifies the many forms of results to which 
localized social accountability processes contribute. It also accounts for what can happen when stakeholders 
that were not involved in their design and/or implementation of such processes, encounter learning and 
insights that emerge from them. Accordingly, this paper conceptualizes scale-up with an eye towards 
sustainability as a gradual, sequential process of joint or social learning, deliberation, and compromise. All 
these interactions are central to support, trigger, and contribute to scale-up in ways that support adaptive 
uptake. However, these often look like loosely coordinated collective action rather than replication of an 
original model in which all forms of scale look qualitatively the same.

See Box 1 for two scenarios that illustrate these dynamics at play with examples of qualitatively diverse 
emergent outcomes that can result through a resonance pathway to scale, as also depicted in Figure 1.

Box 1: Scenarios Illustrating the Emergent Outcomes That Can Result through a Resonance 
Pathway to Scale

3  The resonance pathway to scale  introduces two important theoretical  innovations.  F irst ,  a  pathway to scale  that ref lects 
the l ived experience of many practit ioners but has been overlooked by tradit ional  schools  of thought in  the f ie ld,  which 
pr ior it ized best practices and resistance as the dr iv ing forces for scale  up and sustainabi l ity.  Second,  tradit ional  schools 
of thought have often presented their preferred pathway to change as universal ly appl icable,  despite mixed results.  The 
resonance pathway to scale  focuses on the condit ions under which it  and other models  may be better bets and their l imits 
(Guerzovich et  a l ,  2022).   Also see Aston,  2022.

5   Thank you to Thomas Aston for sharing this  example from a GPSA project.

Source: Own elaboration
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Moving beyond conceptions to practice,the authors systematically applied the relational rubric method 
on a sample of 15 closed projects directly supported by the World Bank’s Global Partnership for Social 
Accountability (GPSA). They used existing project documentation (e.g., project reports, knowledge products, 
independent evaluations, Implementation Completion Reports), as well as GPSA staff’s tacit knowledge 
and accounts to triangulate the findings. A rubric assessment was determined for each project and then 
aggregated across the sample. This new dataset identified numerous examples of scale-up, actual, and 
prospective sustainability in various forms. The resulting evidence helped to validate the resonance pathway. 
Learning from the process supported testing and improvement of the rubric.

The exercise revealed that absence of evidence about social accountability scale-up to date does not equate 
to evidence of absence in practice, nor does it equate to social accountability processes being unsustainable. 
Rather, the core problem is one of ill-fitting concepts and methods for assessment of social accountability 
processes and outcomes. Such processes and outcomes may be familiar to practitioners but are only 
observable and evidenced when monitoring and evaluation of interventions captures systemic processes 
at work between different actors, as the relational rubric does. This relational rubric also has an innovative 
sequential component. It organizes relevant actions and events in a temporal order to help identify if and how 
scale-up is on the right track, with an eye towards prospective sustainability. Such sequencing can provide 
significant leverage and support for project teams and evaluators to enable them to causally trace complex 
change processes and produce plausible explanations when concrete outcomes are still unknown. The 
approach also has points of contact with other theories and frameworks that focus on dynamic relationships, 
such as collective governance (World Bank Group, 2017) and social contract theory for development (Cloutier, 
2021), as well as key literature in social science focused on researching and causally explaining complex 
phenomena (including Pierson, 2004; Guerzovich, 2022a).  

This paper is targeted primarily for monitoring, evaluation and learning (MEL), and social accountability 
practitioners interested in or grappling with how to better assess and evidence sustainability and scale-up 
of specific projects. It also provides a practical means to aggregate that evidence at the program level, in 
order to demonstrate higher-level impact, enable comparisons, and build testable hypotheses about what 
works and in which conditions. 

The next two sections provide a brief overview of the two key building blocks of this paper.  

Section 2 explores the revised OECD DAC evaluation criteria, particularly the sustainability criteria, and the 
linkages with and relevance to the approach presented in this paper. 

Section 3 presents the resonance pathway to scale (Guerzovich et al, 2022) and its features.

Sections 4 and 5 present and justify the development of the innovative relational rubric methodology touched 
on above. It explains how such a method can effectively and practically monitor, evaluate and learn about 
how scale-up of social accountability programming happens, with a eye towards sustainability.

Section 6 presents findings from applying the relational rubric method to the GPSA sample. The examples 
and evidence demonstrate that localized projects of three to five years with budgets of less than one million 
USD can produce processes and outcomes which contribute to many forms of sustainability, including via 
scale-up, in different settings. This section will likely most interest social accountability practitioners and 
their funders.

Section 7 concludes with reflections on the promise of a shift of focus to prospective sustainability and 
the resonance pathway to scale. It proposes ways that the relational rubric approach can help the GPSA 
and potentially other practitioners and funders better design, monitor and evaluate complex, systemic 
social accountability projects and portfolios in real-time. It suggests how such learning can build new 

https://thegpsa.org/
https://thegpsa.org/
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Introduct ion

knowledge about social accountability sustainability and scale in its many forms, and challenges ill-fitting 
methodological paradigms and erroneous claims about the limited long-term value of this work. Key 
recommendations for collectively meeting these aims across the social accountability field are presented.

Annex A presents a deep dive into cross-fertilization across World Bank’s Global Partnership for Social 
Accountability and beyond. Using this approach, the program delivered on its corporate mandate by producing 
knowledge that no single project would have produced on its own.

© Dominic Chavez / World Bank. Further permission required for reuse

https://thegpsa.org/
https://thegpsa.org/
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Conditions for actual sustainability: This examines “the extent to which any positive effects generated 
by the intervention demonstrably continued for key stakeholders, including intended beneficiaries, 
after the intervention has ended. Evaluators can also examine if and how opportunities to support 
the continuation of positive effects from the intervention have been identified, anticipated and 
planned for, as well as any barriers that may have hindered the continuation of positive effects. This 
can support findings that demonstrate adaptive capacity in an intervention where it was required”.

Prospective Sustainability (or the future potential for sustainability given factors in the operating 
environment that could favor sustainability): “Examining prospective sustainability entails a slightly 
different approach. An evaluation examining the future potential for sustainability would assess 
how likely it is that any planned or current positive effects of the intervention will continue, 
usually assuming that current conditions hold. The evaluation will need to assess the stability and 
relative permanence of any positive effects realized, and conditions for their continuation, such 
as institutional sustainability, economic and financial sustainability, environmental sustainability, 
political sustainability, social sustainability and cultural sustainability”.

Source: OECD 2021, p73.

In  2017, Caroline Heider, then-Director General Evaluation at the World Bank Group argued that the time was 
ripe for the evaluation community to revisit the evaluation criteria that most development organizations use. 
She explained that “development practitioners, as much as evaluators, know that development processes 
do not follow such linear assumptions. Instead, one action might cause a number of reactions that have 
effects in rather diverse ways. Hence, we need to develop evaluation models that capture the effects 
of complexity to inform policymakers and practitioners about the actual effects of choices they make 
and actions they take” (IEG, 2017). Two years later the OECD DAC revised its evaluation criteria to assess 
interventions, taking those insights into account (OECD DAC, 2019). Of particular relevance to this paper 
and its findings is the revised sustainability criteria, as presented in Box 2. 

Box 2: OECD DAC Definitions for Sustainability Evaluation Criteria

The approach for monitoring and evaluating scale-up with an eye towards sustainability, operationalizes 
two important insights that are embedded within the revised criteria.

Firstly, the new criteria introduces a systemic lens, asking evaluators to consider how interventions fit with 
the system in which they are implemented and to what effect. A systemic lens focuses on interactions of 
a wide range of actors in a system, rather than a narrow focus on the siloed actions of the project’s direct 
civil society implementers. This lens is essential to capture scale-up processes because they often rely on 
downstream actions taken by others in the system, rather than the ongoing dependence on civil society 
actors to continue leading this work indefinitely through more interventions. These actors include public 
sector institutions, funders, and other development agencies that adopt, adapt and/or sustain elements of 
social accountability processes in different ways after a project ends. This paper illustrates the many ways 
in which different actors in a complex governance system can support, trigger, and contribute to scale-up 
in ways that strengthen local public service delivery and their respective systems. Secondly, the updated 
OECD DAC criteria provides a way out of another problem found within social accountability evaluations and 
evidence: the ‘absence of evidence versus evidence of absence’ dilemma. This often leads to the erroneous 
conclusion that if lasting change cannot be evidenced or demonstrated during or right at the end of a project, 
then movement towards scale-up or other forms of sustainability are not happening and will not continue. 
When there is high uncertainty and insufficient time has elapsed to observe tangible sustainability, evaluators 
should consider and use methods that can assess the conditions required for actual sustainability and the 
likelihood of prospective sustainability, in a wide range of different forms.

The overall methodological framework and relational rubric presented in this paper aligns with and furthers 
these concepts by integrating and building evidence for the resonance pathway to scale.
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Guerzovich et al (2022) argue that there are at least three major pathways to scale, based on their 
research and experience in the field: 

1. The replication of best practices pathway, whose main anchor is technical expertise and 
‘rigorous’ knowledge.

2. The resistance pathway, through leveraging the countervailing power of resistance to power and 
opposition.

3. The resonance pathway which seeks resonance and best fit with existing public sector efforts. 

The first two pathways are commonly assumed in the social accountability literature. However, 
practitioners’ experience often reflects the third one, the resonance pathway. Unlike the others, the 
main thrust of this pathway is social learning. The expectation here is that social accountability 
work scales-up based on deliberation, compromise, and coordinated collective action among diverse 
actors. The underpinning logic is that social accountability processes contribute to overcoming the 
challenges of collective action in a game theoretical sense (Ostrom, 1990; also see World Bank, 2017). 
That means by enabling a group of individuals to organize and work out how to make the most of a 
situation (e.g., insights learned by implementing social accountability in select locations), they can 
create shared gains (e.g., using those insights to inform decisions in other locations) through loose 
coordination and collaboration. 

Each pathway places different emphasis on the dividends derived from conflict and on the promise 
of social learning to resolve collective action problems (see Figure 2 below). 

This paper follows and builds on the work of Guerzovich et al (2022), who argue that scale is a complex, 
relational process. This is often misunderstood in social accountability literature which also fails to 
acknowledge the important role of social learning and compromise in fostering sustainable results.5 To help 
fill this evidence gap, the GPSA teamed up with World Vision and several experts and colleagues in the social 
accountability field to research and inform a theory of change focused on scale-up. This theory of change 
accounted for emergent insights, evidence, and experiences from a wide range of social accountability 
programs of the GPSA, World Vision and CARE International, amongst other partners.  

As presented in Box 3 and Figure 2, several pathways to scale in social accountability were found, including: 

1. Replication of best practices

2. Resistance

3. Resonance

This research claims that the resonance pathway has been largely ignored in literature and evaluations to 
date; this claim is further validated by this paper and the evidence of applying the relational rubric approach. 
Addressing this theoretical blind spot and evidencing how a resonance pathway works with more fit-for-
purpose ways to assess it, will enable social accountability practitioners and evaluators to fill these evidence 
gaps. It will also help change faulty narratives about the potential and limits of social accountability work.

Box 3: Pathways to Scale for Social Accountability

5  Social  learning for the purposes of this  paper and the pathways is  a  f low – or a  chain of events – that involves people 
engaging with each other and which leads to a  change in  something they care about.  See (Wenger-Trayner,  2014) .
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Figure 2: The Role of Opposition and Social Learning in Pathways to Scale for Social 
Accountability 

The resonance pathway and relational rubric method also account for how different actors in a complex 
governance system can support, trigger and contribute to scale-up in ways that strengthen local public 
service delivery and their respective local systems. This is a dynamic that existing research and evaluations 
in the field often miss when they equate social accountability scale with:

 ● An overly narrow stakeholder focus, e.g., only the implementing civil society organizations or 
community groups.

 ● An overly limited range of applicable actions, e.g., continuation of existing projects, short-term 
outputs, advocacy, and campaigning.

 ● Unrealistic expectations for ambitious results over a short time frame, e.g., ‘all-or-nothing’ dramatic 
changes, such as wholesale replication or complete institutionalization of social accountability 
processes without adaptation, incremental progress, fits and starts, and gray areas (for alternative 
approaches see Integrity Action, 2020). 

Instead, the resonance pathway and the relational rubric recognizes that social accountability scale-up 
depends on the interactions between and actions of several actors within a given system. This thinking 
also asserts that there are many discrete elements (or components) comprising a social accountability 
process. Social accountability interventions are led by civil society, but scale-up often implies negotiation 
with, adaptation and application of social accountability processes in many forms, by other actors in the 
system, rather than uptake through replication of the whole process. For example, imagine a collective social 

Source: Own elaboration
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accountability process designed, facilitated and implemented in a few schools through a funded intervention 
of a civil society group. Rather than expecting this civil society group to fund and continue their work in 
these same roles indefinitely, the learning and evidence from the intervention can inform how other actors 
within a school district can implement their own version of such a process in more schools in the future. A 
systems-thinking lens is required to recognize these nuanced dynamics at play. Due to emerging contextual 
changes and uncertainty, adaptations to a social accountability process are acknowledged to be common 
as well as potentially desirable. This supports a narrative for long-term, lasting changes that places local 
actors as the drivers at the center of their own context-specific development stories. 

Taking this view, the goal of sustainable social accountability interventions, scaled or not, should be to 
contribute towards a stronger local system that is constantly, if imperfectly, “innovating in terms of how 
people participate and how those in power are accountable to the society they serve” (Jacobstein, 2019). 
Furthermore, the GPSA’s learning and experience over the past decade reinforces that a key ingredient for 
sustainability gains in complex governance systems is the collective action of civil society, citizens and 
community groups working with public service actors to jointly organize and solve problems in a way that 
is suited to their context. Enabling and expecting adaptation to specific local spaces and over time, and the 
associated ongoing experimentation and learning, are all critical for both delivering and assessing fit-for-
context social accountability outcomes and their sustainability. 

The GPSA usually tailors its call for proposals to fit World Bank strategies in countries whose governments 
opted into the program at a given point in time. This may suggest social learning is not at work in the scale- 
up of social accountability interventions from the ground upwards. However, it is important to emphasize 
that, ultimately, these are civil society-led processes that operationalize broad parameters and seek to 
engage local bureaucrats and officials. This is different from the traditional approaches of other World 
Bank operations that are anchored in the interface between national governments and World Bank staff. 
Furthermore, the government officials at the central level who opt into the GPSA program or engage in a 
World Bank operation are not the same actors that engage in a GPSA social accountability project design 
and implementation at local levels. Even during implementation, key engaged stakeholders often change 
over the course of the project. Therefore, the uptake of social accountability processes outside of the 
boundaries of the project is often facilitated by people who were involved in the project at different stages. 
This is especially relevant in contexts of instability that experience frequent changes within government 
and civil society, whereby public service officials and civil society members often shift between roles, levels, 
and organizations. GPSA evidence shows that these actors bring specific learning, capacities, tools and 
other elements of social accountability processes with them. And that these actors apply adaptations of 
social accountability processes in their new government posts, civil society or funder organizations and/or 
require the original designers to consider and accept (or not) compromises as part of the ongoing process.

The Resonance Pathway to Scale for  Social  Accountabi l i ty
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For the purposes of this paper and its findings, a system is defined as the interconnected set of 
factors (policies, practices, resource flows, relationships and connections, power dynamics and mental 
models) that jointly produce a development outcome – the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Traditionally, social accountability research and evaluation have focused on standalone interventions, 
with local systems and their components being of secondary concern. However, more recently, 
there is a growing number and diversity of schools of thought about ways of thinking and doing 
social accountability mindful of local systems. According to USAID, a local system refers to actors 
in a partner country. As these actors jointly produce an outcome, they are ’local’ to it. Development 
outcomes may occur at many levels - local systems can be national, provincial, or community-wide 
in scope. Using this approach means relying on that local system to produce desired outcomes.   

As will be discussed below, there is also evidence about how social accountability contributes towards 
stronger local systems. From the perspective of international actors, strengthening a local system 
means building up the capacities of many local actors from government, civil society, communities, 
and the private sector - and the system as a whole.

Source: Own elaboration

All these interconnected and fluid dynamics also means that scale-up is not guaranteed. The inherent 
uncertainty involved in complex governance processes and contexts also means that outcomes are likely to 
vary in form and significance, as the examples in this paper illustrate.6  The authors argue that this is why 
sustainability via a resonance pathway to scale is a legitimate framework for conceptualizing and assessing 
the outcomes of social accountability projects. And it is also necessary if relatively small projects are to 
contribute to scale-up in complex dynamic systems. Table 1 synthesizes key insights about the resonance 
pathway to scale, drawing on the final research paper as well as a series of dissemination blog posts from 
sector experts (see Guerzovich et al, 2022; Guerzovich, 2021c). These are illustrated by examples and evidence 
from the GPSA portfolio. As further unpacked in the table, resonance captures the idea of an iterative process 
of deliberation, compromise, social learning, and collective action through which scale-up happens, with fits 
and starts (see Guerzovich et al, 2022, and Aston 2022).

6  In  technical  terms it  is  possible  to assess whether scale  up (effect)  occurred via  resonance of a  social  accountabi l ity 
project (cause)  through theory-informed causal  analysis  without assuming that endogeneity is  a  problem or pre-
determines results such as isomorphic mimicry (Andrews et  a l ,  2017) .  Project design seeks to increase the chances that 
uptake happens but does not determine the results.  More general ly,  on this  issue in  social  science research design see 
Meadwel l ,  2022.

Box 4: The Role of and Contribution to Local Systems in Social Accountability Thinking 
and Practice
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Table 1: Lessons about the Resonance Pathway to Scale from the GPSA Portfolio and Learning    

Theme Lesson Examples and Evidence from the Field

A focus on the 
problem that 
needs solving

The GPSA and other social accountability practitioners’ main 
aim; focus for sustainability and scale-up; and indicators are 
centered on the relationships, norms, resource flows and other 
factors through which actors in the system can contribute to 
scale and sustainability over time, including as circumstances 
shift. This approach means that continuity of a particular civil 
society led tool, project, or even brand that may have been fit 
for solving a specific problem at a point in time is not expected. 
Instead, the insights emerging from the collaborative social 
accountability process inform other actors’ actions. This often 
entails adaptation and some renegotiation of the original 
method or tool (e.g., scorecard). This is less of a concern if the 
adaptation helps to solve the given problem.7 

In Georgia, the concrete ways through which Save the Children-
Georgia, CIVITAS, and partners contributed to implementing the 
Early and Preschool Education Law at the municipal level provided 
useful insights that were fed back into the ongoing education policy-
making process in country. Insights and relationships from the 
project were also instrumental in supporting an improved COVID-19 
pandemic response when schooling went virtual. However, providing 
insights for different kinds of problems needs different kinds of 
responses and listening to different stakeholders – in other words 
the process of uptake was subject to emergence to develop solutions 
fit for the job in each case.

A resonance 
pathway 
to scale

GPSA projects are likely to contribute to scale-up by promoting 
social learning, deliberation, compromise, and collective action. 
The resonance pathway to scale, although new to the social 
accountability theoretical evidence base, (Haldrup, 2020) 
reflects the lived experience of many practitioners (including 
but not limited to GPSA partners in Moldova, Georgia, the 
Dominican Republic, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), 
and Mongolia).

Collaborative social accountability processes in these cases 
seem to have enabled groups of individuals to organize and 
work on making the most of GPSA-funded projects to create 
shared gains beyond the project time frames and geographical 
limits. 

In Sud Kivu in DRC, insights emerged from activating Village Health 
Committees through the Cordaid-led GPSA project. These became 
useful for other donors who used lessons to inform their own 
programing –they adapted the lessons to their own organizational 
priorities and circumstances rather than pick up and fund the GSPA 
project.

7  Integrity Action (2021)  cal ls  this  a  process view of sustainabi l ity.  This  is  shared by others in  the social  accountabi l ity space.
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Theme Lesson Examples and Evidence from the Field

Resonance has 
potential when 
there is appetite 
for solving 
problems 
with others

(Guerzovich et 
al, 2022, and 
Guerzovich, 
2022b)

Scale-up via resonance seems to be possible in contexts in 
which there is some mutual appetite for stakeholders to 
solve problems with others, even if there is initial skepticism.8  
It seems to be more likely when stakeholders have prior 
experience engaging in dialogue across the state-society 
divide and the capacities and trust associated with it.9  It is 
also harder to pivot to resonance when actors have a history of 
confrontation and mistrust (Aston and Zimmer Santos, 2022).

Rudy Prawiradinata, a Senior Advisor to the Minister of National 
Development Planning in Indonesia, shared that he was considering 
how to improve frontline service delivery through citizen engagement, 
but was concerned about resistance from local authorities as well 
as raising citizens’ expectations without having the capacity to 
meet them. That is until he talked with stakeholders in communities 
where Wahana Visi implemented its Citizen Voice and Action project. 
Then, Prawiradinata realized that there were ways to use insights 
from this project to achieve his goals, by informing a component 
of another funding facility (Kompak). The work would eventually 
be adapted, funded and implemented by the Asia Foundation, 
with initial support provided from Wahana Visi but no long-term 
engagement from the organization in implementation (see Annex 
A and Kompak, 2018).

High levels 
of perceived 
opposition 
(either by 
government or 
civil society) 
need to be 
overcome 
to enable 
resonance

The GPSA identified early on that it would focus its grant-
making on targeting concrete problems that actors in specific 
countries prioritized as fertile ground for joint problem-solving 
(see GPSA, 2020). In Paraguay, for instance, it focused on 
addressing shortcomings of the country’s conditional cash 
transfers program (GPSA, 2019), while in Tajikistan it focused 
on improving community-based monitoring standards for 
the water and sanitation sector (GPSA, 2018). Tailored 
context and stakeholder engagement helped to ensure that 
barriers to collaboration would not be too high nor undermine 
possibilities for multi-stakeholder social learning, across most 
of the GPSA’s portfolio. It is important to note that there were 
instances when dialogue broke down but could be renewed (as 
reflected in the example).

The mid-term and final evaluations of the first GPSA project in the 
Dominican Republic suggests that pivots from more confrontational 
to more collaborative approaches are possible over the course of one 
project. However, behind the scenes this process was burdensome 
and risky. Organizations predisposed to open confrontation to ‘open 
a door’ continued to do so, even when the door was already opened. 
This meant that time, resources, and opportunities were lost and 
the risk of losing the trust of officials who opened the door had to 
be proactively mitigated. There were other cases where civil society 
groups considered that they were in a zero-sum game with their 
governments and walked away from the funding and the project.

8  This  skeptic ism is  one example of the factors that enable evaluators in  specif ic  projects to assume a cause-effect
relat ionship at  work in  resonance,  rather than a s ituation in  which uptake is  determined to happen by project design.

9  Organizations that have long-term trajectories in  a  s ingle  s ite often bui ld these bases in  a  project cycle  and can reap
the benefits  and raise their ambit ion in  subsequent ones.  See (Guerzovich,  2022)  on Pact’s  portfol io .
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Theme Lesson Examples and Evidence from the Field

Connectors 
can contribute 
to or hinder 
resonance

The World Bank can play multiple roles to support the 
application or adaptation of elements of GPSA projects, 
lessons and processes via resonance. For example, facilitating 
timely access to public sector actors; convening and 
brokering; informing, advising or funding public sector or other 
development partner strategies and operations by linking 
them with insights from GPSA grants (Guerzovich et al, 2020; 
Guerzovich and Poli, 2020; Green, 2017). Many GPSA grant 
partners have benefited from the support of World Bank task 
team leaders (TTLs) and country and sector teams, as they 
paved the way for sustainability and scale-up.

The 2021-2022 internal assessment of the GPSA’s results framework 
indicators (which includes a review of several GPSA project 
evaluations), highlights the importance of the role of the TTL in 
brokering entry points and linkages between GPSA projects and 
relevant public sector actors, programs and policies, to enhance the 
potential for sustainability gains. The evidence also reflected that 
when TTL project engagement and support is weaker, opportunities 
for sustainability and scale-up might have been missed or not 
leveraged to their full potential (Wadeson, 2022). GPSA project 
evaluations and documentation from projects in Kyrgyzstan, 
Morocco, Bangladesh or Ghana, suggest that when TTL interest 
wanes and World Bank teams can no longer enable social learning, 
the chain to scale-up is more likely to break down (see Mills, 2019; 
GPSA, 2019a).

Incremental 
progress 
despite fits 
and starts

The kind of systems change associated with social accountability 
sustainability and scale-up is not linear. Sustaining meaningful 
achievements over time (and seeding the conditions for them) 
depends on many actors, their relationships, and interactions 
as well as other components of the local system. Fits and 
starts in ‘resonance-style’ uptake due to systemic factors - 
such as variations in the support from World Bank teams or 
other local dynamics – are sometimes temporary, rather than 
permanent. 

Most project evaluations do not benefit from delays and 
cannot demonstrate the extent to which any positive effects 
generated by projects continue after they end, including 
ongoing influence over policy dialogue. In these cases, it is 
important that evaluators consider that gradual, complex 
transformations are more common than often assumed in the 
social accountability space (Guerzovich, 2022a). To address 
this timing problem, as recommended by the OECD DAC and 
discussed in this paper, the evaluative focus should be on a 
project’s investments in creating conditions for sustainability 
during its lifetime as well as prospective sustainability after 
it closes. This can be evidenced through specific signals (e.g., 
expressed interest, dialogue, established entry points) in the 
operating environment that could favor sustainability, and 
therefore the potential for scale-up too.

The World Bank Implementation Completion Report at the close 
of the TAME project in Mongolia noted that strong local ownership 
as well as upfront planning and investments in sustainability and 
scalability diminished risks over time (Meyanathan, 2021). When 
the independent evaluation of TAME was delayed and carried out 
months after the project’s closure, it found that the 31 Parent-
Teacher Associations established by TAME were still functioning 
and playing their roles, continuing to find ways to collectively 
solve problems at school levels. The delayed evaluation therefore 
uncovered that while the application of lessons seemed to be stalled 
at project completion, it was rekindled later. This phenomenon has 
been observed in other GPSA projects, including in Mozambique, and 
discussed in the 7th GPSA’s Global Partners’ Forum (GPSA, 2021).
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Theme Lesson Examples and Evidence from the Field

Sustainability 
and scale that 
is guided by 
localization 
in dynamic 
systems and 
focuses on 
function, 
not form

Social accountability scale happens in context, mediated 
by local actors to address local problems in context. What 
matters is not just whether the specific tools or scale-up 
processes have the same form – i.e., that they look the same 
on paper or across contexts. The very process of scale-up 
with an aim for sustainability requires adaptations to be 
effective. Therefore, the key is whether such processes function 
comparably in practice and produce similar effects. 

These processes of grounding and adapting interventions 
to local contexts and enabling the ‘continuous pursuit of 
improvement, innovation in approaches, crowding in by various 
actors’ are also associated with greater resilience in dynamic 
contexts. They often bounce back and continue to evolve and 
produce results, as opposed to attempts or expectations for 
wholesale replication and formal continuity of interventions 
that do not fit the context or fail to account for changes in 
dynamic systems (see Jacobstein, 2019; GPSA 2021a).   

An intervention where there are a strong set of pre-existing 
relationships and joint engagement practices often requires 
different levels and types of investments for facilitation  than for 
sites where the same types of groups and relationships must be 
started from scratch.10 Similarly, a government seeking to scale-
up an intervention across a country, whether in-house or by 
partnering with diverse civil society groups, often needs to consider 
organizational circumstances that may be overlooked when the 
intervention is implemented by a single civil society group (or 
assessed as if the outcome depended on a single civil society actor). 

10 This  layering phenomenon is  common across project cycles in  the social  accountabi l ity space (Guerzovich,  2022)

Resonance is not the only pathway to scale, but it seems to apply to a broad range of social accountability work analyzed by the researchers who 
defined resonance; this has also since been validated in learning sessions with others working in the field. In cases where the contextual conditions 
fail to hold, other pathways to scale may be better suited for reaching more geographic locations, sectors and ultimately people (Guerzovich, 2022b). 
These include the often referred to ‘best practice’ and ‘resistance pathways’ to scale anchored in technical expertise or pressure tactics, respectively 
(see Box 4 above).

Collectively these insights inform a nested, mid-level theory of change (see Guerzovich et al, 2022) that specifies these three identified pathways 
(resistance, best practice, and resonance) to social accountability scale-up. These helped the authors to identify where the GPSA experience may 
fit, as well as the contextual conditions under which each one may be most promising. This theory of change still merits further research to test and 
refine it. However, the relational rubric approach and assessment exercise discussed in the next sections has supported this effort by building the 
evidence base further and testing these assumptions.

Source:
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Elements of collaborative social accountability processes are taken up by public sector 
institutions and other relevant actors beyond individual GPSA projects.11  

Other relevant actors can be INGOs/CSOs, World Bank teams, funders.

Percentage of GPSA grants in which public sector institutions and other relevant 
actors seek to:

1. use substantive lessons for improvements of targeted policies, processes, and 
mechanisms;

2. apply or sustain elements of collaborative social accountability processes after 
life of the project;

3. adapt insights from GPSA projects to scale them through programs or policies; 
or

4. apply elements of collaborative social accountability processes in additional 
localities or sectors.

Note: this can be done through the government’s own reform program, donor-funded 
programs, or World Bank-financed programs.

Health sector: Number of priority stakeholders, including local hospitals, public health 
sector institution officials (central, regional, district and/or village), CSOs, and World 
Bank team that commit to applying elements of the project’s collaborative social 
accountability process in additional localities after the project ends (i.e., scale).

Education sector: The Ministry of Education uses lessons from the project’s collaborative 
social accountability process to improve the ongoing education sector policy reform.

Indicator

Examples

Through its 2020 updated Theory of Action and Results Framework, the GPSA provided a formal starting 
point to systematically evidence the resonance pathway in GPSA projects. It included a specific medium to 
long-term outcome and indicator on uptake, to assess the many forms of sustainability, specially via scale-
up (see Table 2 below). As discussed, success for the GPSA is demonstrated when lessons from or elements 
of collaborative social accountability inform decisions and actions taken by the public sector and other civil 
society and development actors beyond an individual project, including after the project has ended. This 
result is often associated with the uptake of selected element(s) of a collaborative social accountability 
process, rather than complete replication or scale-up of the entire process (wholesale). Such expectations 
are unrealistic given the scope, budget, and time-frame of GPSA projects (and many social accountability 
projects in general). It is also important to emphasize that collaborative social accountability processes do 
not equate to specific tools or capacity development nor are these the only elements that the GPSA seeks for 
uptake by other actors. While these are important components that can be sustained and scaled based on 
a GPSA project experience, a social accountability process is much broader, encompassing many elements 
and examples of ‘what counts’ for sustainability. This section and Box 5 unpack this in further detail. 

Table 2: The GPSA’s Results Framework Outcome and Indicator on Uptake (i.e., Sustainability 
and Scale)

11   Language related to social  learning should be integrated into future revis ions of this  GPSA Results Framework outcome 
and indicator,  the MERL Guide,  and this  rubric .  The GPSA and its  MERL framework are always evolving based on learning 
and evidence.

Outcome

Source: Adapted from Wadeson and Guerzovich, 2023
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During the lifetime of a project and at its closure, it is not possible to have certainty about the future in 
a complex system (or any system). However, it is both possible and desirable to focus on the likelihood of 
sustainability, and therefore scale-up as one form of it. As per the revised OECD DAC criteria and guidance, 
related assessments should focus more on signals for prospective sustainability and uptake, such as 
whether a project has been moving along a sequence of steps that can contribute to scale-up, even after 
project closure. Due to the sequential nature, monitoring data from the whole project life, and triangulated 
evidence at the final evaluation stage are both critical. Furthermore, ongoing attention to monitoring data 
helps project teams to identify, plan for and build opportunities that can support the continuation of positive 
effects of a project, from the point of its design, while also mitigating barriers and risks along the way.

For example, the mid-term evaluation of TAME project in Mongolia suggests that relevant and effective 
monitoring, evaluation and learning for action can help projects to more systematically anticipate and 
integrate specific elements to enhance the prospect for uptake in the future. This intentional practice and 
foresight can also preempt discontinuity in uptake processes after project closure. 

The GPSA’s internal monitoring, evaluation, reporting and learning (MERL) system and recently published 
MERL Guide (Wadeson and Guerzovich, 2023) have built this focus into the indicator and its respective 
assessment approach. The ‘seek to’ is a key part of this indicator statement and also operationalizes the 
OECD DAC’s guidance. The uptake of elements of collaborative social accountability processes facilitated 
through GPSA projects is contingent, in that it can be introduced but not sustained by the project after 
its closure. The key to evidencing the likelihood is to investigate if concrete steps have been taken by the 
project, such as: ongoing dialogue with relevant public sector officials and World Bank operations staff over 
time; identifying potential entry points where elements of the project’s collaborative social accountability 
process can live and grow in future; and the steps stakeholders take to compromise and to leverage those 
points. This could be through substantive practical forms via another program or reflected in government 
policy changes or reforms. 

Using this relational rubric for measuring the conditions and likelihood prospective sustainability, 
relationships, associated capacities (especially adaptation) and systemic factors are at the core of evidencing 
scale-up with an eye towards sustainability in the GPSA model, as in other innovative indicators used in the 
social accountability field.12  The project trajectory should ideally demonstrate that this has been an ongoing 
process from the onset, driving the potential for uptake forward, and course correcting as required, based 
on solid learning and evidence. Accordingly, the relational rubric is designed to support projects to monitor 
and evaluate this process and the associated causal sequence of events. 

Resonance, as explained above, captures characteristics of scale-up of social accountability (non-linear 
and emergent, multi-dimensional, the product of multi-directional interactions) entailing processes that 
often look different in various local systems. They are contingent on localized relationships, social learning 
processes, and give and take among other factors. This requires a shared understanding about what 
constitutes progress and success to ensure measurement of what is intended (i.e., construct validity). 
Therefore, it’s critical that evaluative judgments are transparent and clearly understood. 

Rubrics, which are a form of qualitative scale to denote levels of performance and support assessment, 
explain what the standard means and clarify the reasoning behind an assessment. They are a useful 
instrument to deal with the challenge of assessment of a relational pathway such as resonance. As social 
accountability evaluator Tom Aston has argued, rubrics “provide a harness but not a straitjacket for 
assessing complex change and they help stakeholders build a shared understanding of what success 
looks like” (Aston, 2021).

12   For example,  Pact monitors the social  capital  of organizations as key to sustainabi l ity and Integrity Action implemented 
an iterative approach to monitor sustainabi l ity.  For other approaches see Guerzovich,  2022.
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Figure 3 introduces the five-point relational rubric13 that the authors developed to transparently assess the 
many possible outcomes for sustainability, including via scale-up, in line with the resonance pathway and 
the GPSA’s Theory of Action.14 It was tested across a sample of 15 projects supported by the GPSA. It will 
be used for current and future GPSA projects and to aggregate and compare results at the portfolio level 
across time. It is important to note that this rubric can be applied at different stages of a project, not just at 
the final evaluation, for example, to monitor prospective sustainability throughout the project or for ex-post 
reviews, by slightly adapting the language in the rubric to clarify the timing.15

13   To learn more about the rubric  and guidance for its  appl ication during both monitoring and evaluation phases,  see 
Wadeson and Guerzovich,  2023.

14   This  rubric  was specif ical ly designed for assessing the evaluation cr iter ia  of sustainabi l ity as conceived by this  paper, 
not for other evaluation cr iter ia  (e .g . ,  OECD DAC cr iter ia  of effectiveness,  impact) .  I f addit ional  cr iter ia  are part  of a 
MEL system or specif ic  evaluation,  then other suitable evaluative tools  and methods would be needed to complement the 
rubric .

15   For example,  a  GPSA internal  learning exercise in  2022 col lected long-term results from a sample of c losed GPSA projects 
(unpubl ished) .  The sample included 14 of the 15 projects used for the init ia l  rubric  test and f indings presented in this 
paper.

A Relat ional  Rubric to Evidence Sustainabi l i ty 

and the Resonance Pathway to Scale



Scal ing Up Col laborat ive Social  Accountabi l i ty  in Complex Governance Systems: 

A Relat ional  Approach for  Evidencing Sustainabi l i ty

36

Figure 3: Sustainability Relational Rubric Levels with Criteria 

Source: Adapted from Wadeson and Guerzovich, 2023
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While presenting empirical findings of results is always a key priority and interest, the process that enables 
evidencing them is also important to explain, because the ‘what is the how’. Previous theoretical and 
methodological choices have created blind spots that pre-empted useful and fit-for-purpose evidence for 
sustainability and scale-up of social accountability work. This section provides a range of partly overlapping 
considerations associated with the definition and application of this rubric to address challenges and 
misconceptions and to provide more guidance. 

A politically minded, relational rubric: Throughout the life of GPSA projects, grant partners seek 
to create buy-in and demonstrate the value of collaborative social accountability processes to 
a range of relevant actors who can support or directly ensure downstream uptake which often 
calls for repeat interactions and embracing compromises. In doing so, these actors often develop 
a stake and ownership in the process, becoming more capable and likely to promote collaborative 
social accountability. As a result, they may actively seek opportunities for scale whether through 
new or existing policies or programs or to apply insights and lessons in new localities and sectors. 
These actors also play insider influencing roles, inaccessible to many CSOs due to common power 
asymmetries. As such, they can better identify where uptake and partial adoption or adaptation 
of collaborative social accountability processes are possible, and effectively support scale-up for 
long-term sustainability. Achieving this requires strong political acumen, relationship building 
skills, and access on the part of grant partners.

If relevant actors are invested, they may choose to put their own ‘stamp’ on a collaborative social 
accountability process or adapt it with an iterated model when scaling, so that it resonates with 
their own perspective and place in the system. This product of deliberation, compromise and 
loosely coordinated action is considered a success in the GPSA’s Theory of Action. Such a case 
would be a strong example of impact, even if the project’s specific contribution is less visible, and 
the form of the process looks quite different than what it was during the project. 

Identify logical sequencing and incremental steps: The expectation and existing evidence points 
to the tendency of scale-up to be incremental. A critical element of enabling this is the project’s 
efforts to engage and find avenues for sustainability should take place throughout the project life, 
not just at the end. GPSA learning over time has shown that there is often a certain sequence of 
events associated with uptake for scale-up. There is a long tradition in comparative institutional 
and political analysis to study ’cases’ that are decomposed into a sequence of events and whose 
“causal claims rest upon the inferences derived from the analysis and comparison of those 
sequences” (Falleti and Mahoney, 2015). This ’comparative sequential’ method, which “can 
and must encompass more specific methods of cross-case analysis and within-case analysis,” 
informed the development of the relational rubric.16   

The rubric established a logical sequence of events to be pro-actively driven by a project to 
enhance the likelihood of sustainability, including scale-up. Its performance levels are directly 
related to each stage in this sequence. This starts from no evidence of any interest expressed, 
dialogue with or actions taken by relevant priority stakeholders regarding sustainability and 
scale of the social accountability process. It then moves through a chain of increasing levels of 
interest, identification, dialogue, and actions, requiring sufficient supporting evidence or insights 
for substantiation. (of element(s) or insights from a collaborative social accountability process 
by any priority stakeholders or institutions). It sets out concrete, observable steps that could be 
causally linked to a project’s efforts, evidencing its contribution.

In this way, the relational rubric is designed to help project teams and evaluators to effectively 
trace and evidence the sequential steps that often play out in a causal manner. This specificity 
and ongoing evidence collection also supports project teams to make informed course-corrections 
when projects are not on track.  

16   Process tracing informed our approach to theory bui lding and testing theory within cases,  whi le  a  transferabi l ity lens, 
grounded in s imple matching tools  and other methodologies,  was used for meaningful  aggregation and comparison of 
complex portfol ios.  On the former,  see Section 4;  on the latter see Wadeson et  a l ,  2020.
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Define reasonable limits for the rubric scores and criteria: The 1-5 scale in the rubric provides 
criteria to guide scoring of the indicator with a sequential logic, where each step is assumed to be a 
steppingstone to the next. Each numerical score corresponds to a percentage, with all percentages 
above zero representing different degrees of partial uptake. However, full uptake is not included as 
this is unrealistic. Setting this limit ensures a realistic ambition for projects and their assessments. 
By design, the GPSA does not expect that individual and relatively small-scale projects will lead 
to sustainable collaborative social accountability processes in the form of complete adoption, 
continuation, replication and/or extensive scale-up. 

Ensure realistic expectations for scores and expect uncertain, emergent effects: A score of 2 or 3 
reflects a positive outcome. A score of 4 or 5 would be regarded as a significant success, but also 
one that is quite challenging to achieve within the time-frame and scope of most GPSA projects 
– which makes it important to judge the direction of travel in context. Expectations should be 
tempered given the timescale and resources of a given grant as well as the nature of progress - 
often incremental. For example, it could be reasonable to celebrate a score of 2 earlier in a project 
but to expect a 3 or 4 by its end.    

Scale-up is an experimental and highly contingent result, it requires difficult changes to result 
from the interactions of multiple stakeholders and momentum to be maintained (although often 
with stops and starts) over time-frames that are usually longer than a project cycle. Focusing on 
‘ideal’ results can obscure learning about plausible, partial results, which had been identified by 
the GPSA community as most relevant to learning and course-correction. The relational rubric is 
designed to guide monitoring and evaluation practice in a more realistic and fit-for-purpose way 
considering partial uptake of specific elements with modifications as ‘success’ to be evidenced, 
learned from, and shared. It is therefore important to cast a wide net on different potential 
outcomes for sustainability in a range of different forms as success is manifested in diverse ways. 
Box 5 provides examples of ‘what counts’ and what should not be considered as evidence of scale-
up, based on GPSA learning and evidence, and the findings of this exercise.

Focus the relational rubric explicitly on processes and functions, not tools (see Wadeson, 2020): 
As previously discussed, scale-up happens in context. It is mediated by local actors who seek to 
address local problems suited to their given locality and sector. The process brings together unique 
combinations of stakeholders, dynamics, norms, perspectives, and experiences, amongst other 
variables. Therefore, these processes will vary widely in their form between contexts to be locally 
relevant. As a result, the specific form the exchange takes or the design of specific components of 
the process is far less important than the way the process is meaningfully adapted to the context 
to support deliberation, compromises and, eventually, coordinated action.

For example, an evaluation of GPSA projects in Malawi explains that when teachers who 
participated in social accountability processes were transferred to new schools, they “inspired 
by the project activities became harbingers of the social accountability initiatives … at their new 
schools. Similarly, the [primary education advisors] in targeted zones had participated in capacity 
building initiatives on social accountability principles and practices and observed them at work in 
the targeted schools. They took the messages to non-project schools within their zones through 
their advisory roles” (Chingaipe et al, 2022).17

In different Malawian schools, the transferred teachers and primary education advisors look 
different, as do their specific activities, but they are playing the same role of supporting uptake of 
lessons beyond the initial sites of project implementation. This result seems to have been obtained 

17  This  evaluation was concluded after the init ia l  testing of the rubric ,  but further val idates the f indings of this  note.
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in other GPSA projects not included in this initial rubric testing.18 In other projects, government 
authorities or World Bank staff performed this function and paved the way to scale, as will be 
discussed more in the next section.  

Focusing on function over form starts by defining standard but broad concepts, such as uptake, 
sustainability and scale-up with an eye towards sustainability. In many projects, GPSA stakeholders 
defined both old and new concepts together, considering emergent practices, evaluations as well 
as research in the sector. Their aim was to craft clear, explicit definitions to support common 
understanding about what exactly the GPSA intends to measure and learn about collectively, before 
determining the ‘how’. Such definitions are also important to support the transfer of key ideas to 
different project contexts more easily, and to ensure similar dynamics are being assessed (i.e., 
construct validity). This isn’t meant to prescribe, but rather to ensure consistency while consistently 
drawing on multi-directional learning and dialogue with partners on the ground and evaluators 
(such as discussed in Annex A). While there are no perfect definitions and concepts that can evolve 
with learning and practice, striving for ‘good enough’ is reasonable, while also being careful about 
conceptual stretching.19 

Functional equivalent indicators are key: After concepts are defined for common understanding, 
establishing a set of core indicators to operationalize these concepts is important, with specific 
guidance on what is (and is not) essential to document, monitor and evaluate across projects. This 
enables aggregation and comparison at the program level for richer more systematic evidence and 
learning over time. These indicators should be linked to the theory of action or theory of change of a 
given program, articulating how and when change is expected to happen on the pathway to scale.  

While these indicators will be localized to each project, they should be standardized in a few ways. 
This includes using the same units of measurement and representing the same core concepts and 
assumptions for how change is expected to happen over time. These are referred to as ‘functional 
equivalents’ - akin to the expression ‘comparing apples to apples’. Ensuring functional equivalents 
enables reliable comparison across projects in different geographies and sectors and also allows 
for aggregation at the program level (see Wadeson and Guerzovich, 2023). The expectation is 
that with more comparable data, the appropriate conditions and time horizons for impact can be 
identified in realistic terms, based on a broad range of examples of ‘what counts’ for success. For 
the GPSA, this means that key concepts and elements (including practices, approaches, tools, and 
mechanisms) involved in collaborative social accountability processes are consistently defined 
and represented by the role (function) they are expected to play rather than by their exact form. 
The forms they take across GPSA projects may look different in practice, as they should since 
they need to be adapted and localized to the project context (Wadeson and Guerzovich, 2023). 
 It is important to note that the process of clarifying concepts and ensuring functional equivalents 
often requires dedicated MEL staff and external evaluators to work directly with project teams to 
build this understanding and practical capacity. The level of effort depends on how much project 
teams will be directly involved in the MEL of a project (the degree of participation).

18  Tom Aston shared evidence to sol idify this  result  in  his  independent evaluation of a  GPSA project in  the Dominican Republ ic .
19     Mahon (1993,  845)  def ines conceptual  stretching as “the distort ion that occurs when a concept does not f it  the new 

cases.”
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Make the assessment based on triangulated evidence: Ideally this will use monitoring data from 
project teams as well as their own primary data to make a balanced and robust assessment on 
the rubric scale. While the rubric application used GPSA projects as the sample and evidence 
base, it is relevant beyond GPSA projects. Other MEL practitioners in the social accountability 
field are encouraged to help test, learn from and improve it over time. It is recommended that 
MEL practitioners who wish to apply it as intended, understand both rubrics as an assessment 
tool, and the conceptual framework for social accountability sustainability and scale-up that are 
presented in this paper.

Ensure sufficient evidence quality and range: In addition to casting a wide net for what counts, 
using the rubric to reach specific scores relies both on the quality of evidence generated by a 
monitoring and evaluation system and the range of identified examples analyzed in context. A lack 
of triangulated verifiable evidence of examples with insufficient details on why and how the uptake 
happened would not contribute to learning about what works for sustainability and scale-up of 
collaborative social accountability processes.

The use of percentages: Recognizing appropriate expectations for sustainability, a rubric score of 
5 or 100% does not equate to wholesale uptake or scale-up. Translating each level in the rubric to a 
corresponding percentage score provides a common reference point that is easily understood and 
comparable.  Each level in the scale moves sequentially from no uptake to partial uptake, to full 
uptake (while noting that full uptake does not mean total replication for the GPSA, as discussed). 
However, the use of percentages is not essential in the use or adaptation of this rubric by others. 
The criteria for each level of the scale can be adjusted, but the authors advise that the core features 
of the rubric approach and its conceptual underpinnings are maintained.

© Simone D. McCourtie / World Bank. Further permission required for reuse
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Cast the net wide to mitigate blind spots and identify hidden successes: 
The rubric embeds the same ‘detective’ approach that allowed the GPSA to uncover tacit knowledge 
about resonance to date, including actions taken as a result of lessons from collaborative social 
accountability projects, even in cases where the decision is to not pursue the recommendations as 
they were written. This means ensuring that a range of results ‘count’ positively when collected and 
analyzing data.  Examples range vastly and can include:

1. GPSA/World Bank project personnel, and representatives from civil society and community 
organizations and networks integrated into another public sector project or program.

2. Public sector counterparts used lessons to inform public sector reforms and policies.

3. Emulation by local public sector or service providers (e.g., education officials and schools) that 
observed, adopted or adapted the collaborative social accountability process from a project.

4. The World Bank or other funders used lessons and approaches to advise public sector or other 
development partners’ programs.

5. The World Bank or other funders financed an adaptation of the project in the same or other 
sectors.

6. Any observed or reported uptake, sustainability and/or scale-up led by other international non-
government organizations (INGOs) or civil society organizations (CSOs).

7. The project actions and trajectory demonstrated ongoing dialogue with key actors (relevant 
public sector officials and World Bank operations staff) to move the process for potential uptake 
of collaborative social accountability processes forward.

Be clear about the boundaries of what does not count: 
It is important to be clear about events and actions which are not applicable examples of uptake, even 
though they are sometimes claimed as such. These include: 

1. Grant partners share a report or knowledge product and invites key stakeholders to events on 
learning (an output). 

2. Grant partners meet with government, without information about follow-up or subsequent 
actions taken.

3. Grant partners run a campaign, issue documents and messaging for awareness, advocacy, etc.

4. The media disseminates the content of civil society demands for collaborative social accountability 
or related advocacy messages.

While these might be useful activities that are part of the project implementation or results in terms 
of information sharing and dissemination, they do not count as a positive instances of uptake action 
by decision makers to support sustainability and scale-up. It is the actions taken and/or the use of 
information shared which is critical for uptake and to enable sustainability and scale-up, as per the 
GPSA’s conception.

Box 5: What ‘Counts’ for Results of Uptake?

Source: Own elaboration
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The relational rubric was tested, using sample GPSA projects, to uncover whether it enables better 
understanding about whether and how the projects have scaled-up, and whether it validates the GPSA’s 
Theory of Action and the resonance pathway to scale. The test methodology is shared in Box 6.  

The first step towards testing the relational rubric was to define the criteria for a purposive sample. 
There were 30 eligible projects within the GPSA portfolio that could be considered. The sampling and 
analysis were done by a professional evaluation consultant working with the GPSA, who had not 
had involvement in any of these projects. The scope of the sample also considered the limitations on 
resources available for this initial test. The final criteria were: 

 ● Completed projects, as these would be the most likely to demonstrate potential for scale-up. 

 ● Projects with several high-quality secondary documentations covering the whole project life.

 ● Projects with external midterm and/or final evaluations and/or World Bank Implementation 
Completion Reports (ICR), because these sources often have the most detailed information and 
include independent assessments, which helps for triangulation and mitigation of bias. 

The final purposive sample of 15 projects (50 percent of the sample frame) is presented in Figure 6.

After sample selection, the application of the rubric was piloted in one project in the sample – the TWISA 
project in Tajikistan led by Oxfam. The following examples of scale-up were identified: 

1. Another CSO adopted the project’s collaborative social accountability model in other country 
locations, which were not part of the original TWISA project.

2. WHO Tajikistan used the project’s Service Performance Indicators in their project on water supply 
and sanitation services assessments and water safety plans.

3. The Swiss Development Cooperation Agency supported use of the project’s collaborative social 
accountability model by government implementing agencies that they are funding.

4. The European Commission also supported use of the project’s collaborative social accountability 
model in its other funded projects.

Evidence that supported this was sourced in the project documents:

 ● The Implementation and Completion Report provided specific details and actors demonstrating 
actions for collaborative social accountability process uptake or expressed interest/support for it.

 ● The independent final evaluation found that the project actively created synergies with other 
programs and actors that could help with uptake (scale-up/scale-out) and sustainability i.e., 
Tajikistan Water Supply and Sanitation Network, and engaged the Ombudsman presidential 
appointee.

 ● The project identified suitable policy entry points to advocate to the government for collaborative 
social accountability support i.e., the new Action Plan for Water reform signed-off by the highest 
national authority and the Ministry of Energy and Water.

 ● The project pursued avenues for long-term sustainability from the onset and throughout, not just 
at the end.

This combined and triangulated evidence resulted in a score of 5, considered as 100% uptake as per 
the rubric criteria. The rubric was then applied to the other 14 projects in the sample. The results were 
aggregated.  

Source: Own elaboration

Box 6: Testing the Relational Rubric on a GPSA Sample
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Source: Based on World Bank data
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Each of the 15 projects in the sample was deemed to achieve at least partial uptake, meeting a rubric score of 
2 (25% uptake) or more. Several examples were identified across the source documents (and in many cases, 
the final independent evaluations) and triangulated as much as possible with the data available.20

Table 3 shows the breakdown of results by rubric level.

20  The 15 projects not included in the sample did not meet the cr iter ia  for evidence avai labi l ity.   Therefore,  their potential 
sustainabi l ity is  unknown; pr imary data col lection and targeted analysis  would be required to determine this .

Test ing the Relat ional  Rubric to Better  Understand and Learn 

about Col laborat ive Social  Accountabi l i ty  Scale-up

1 or 0%
UPTAKE 0 projects

No evidence of any use/application/adaptation of element(s) No evidence of any use/application/adaptation of element(s) 
of or insights from a collaborative social accountability process of or insights from a collaborative social accountability process 
by any priority stakeholders and/or public sectorby any priority stakeholders and/or public sector institutions.  institutions. 
No evidence of stakeholder interest, dialogue of alignment No evidence of stakeholder interest, dialogue of alignment 
evidenced.evidenced.

2 or 25%
UPTAKE 2 projects

Evidence of interest by priority stakeholders and/or public 
sector institutions expressed publicly or privately about learning 
from a collaborative social accountability process in the project.

3 or 50%
UPTAKE 4 projects

Evidence that priority stakeholders and/or public sector 
institutions have expressed where to adopt, adapt and/
or sustain elements or insights from a collaborative social 
accountability process and how this could be incorporated 
in some way into other operations, programs, policies (i.e., 
concrete entry points have been identified).

4 or 75%
UPTAKE 4 projects

Evidence of dialogue with priority stakeholders and/or public 
sector institutions on how to adopt, adapt and/or sustain 
elements of the collaborative social accountability process 
in future operations, policies, or programs.

5 or 100%
UPTAKE 5 projects

Evidence of actions taken by priority stakeholders and/
or public sector institutions to adopt, adapt and/or sustain 
elements of a collaborative social accountability process in 
other operations, policies, or programs. Triangulation of data 
with at least 2 sources of evidence to confirm is required.

Relational 
Rubric Score

# of Projects 
in the Sample Relational Rubric Criteria

Table 3: Results of the Relational Rubric Testing Exercise on a Sample of 15 GPSA Projects 
in 2021  

Source: Based on World Bank data
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The exercise was limited as it did not allow for primary data collection due to time and resources available, 
but it provided good enough evidence for the purposes of testing the relational rubric. It was conducted by 
an independent consultant who was not part of the projects or the GPSA team which helped to mitigate 
bias. The relational rubric was also reviewed and tested by other evaluation experts to support inter-rater 
reliability. Testing should be continued as the rubric is used by the GPSA and others. 

The testing exercise helped to refine the relational rubric further, and surfaced the following lessons: 

It can be applied using secondary evidence. Although evaluations did not explicitly apply the rubric, 
the retrofitting of data to apply to the rubric was still possible and useful. 

It made sense, helping to build confidence in it as a fit-for-purpose method to assess sustainability 
and scale outcomes.

It provided a transferable metric to compare and aggregate these outcomes and the success of 
different GPSA projects. 

Its logic and format were easy to communicate to others (as was done at the GPSA’s 8th Annual 
Partners Forum, in the Scaling Social Accountability panel session (GPSA, 2022).

It validated the assumption about casting a wide net for what counts for success, and captured 
scale-up in the various forms that a resonance pathway can take.

It supported the GPSA’s inductive-deductive approach to theory building. 

The rubric with key evidence and lessons from using it has been presented at internal and external forums 
with positive reception from World Bank stakeholders, GPSA grant partners and evaluators outside of the 
GPSA. While there is clear promise in the process and results, the use of the relational rubric is experimental; 
it is still being tested. It has been and should continue to be updated with new evidence and learning, 
including beyond the GPSA.

The wide range of potential outcomes for sustainability criteria to be met means that scores can be 
aggregated and compared. However, what this looks like in practice will still differ vastly across projects. 
So, it is important to emphasize that when projects received the same rubric score, scale still looked very 
different. For example, four projects were given a rubric score of 3 or 50%. This means that there was 
“evidence that priority stakeholders and/or public sector institutions have expressed where to adopt, 
adapt and/or sustain elements or insights from a collaborative social accountability process and how 
this could be incorporated in some way into other operations, programs, policies (i.e., concrete entry 
points have been identified).” To meet this criterion, a wide range of examples were included from these 
four projects, such as:   

Expressions of interest from government/CSOs to use tools and guidance developed by the project 
(SEND Ghana).

Likelihood of a governance body mechanism (like a steering committee) to be used in future projects 
(SEND Ghana).

Government actors and parliament making regular requests to the lead CSO for inputs on relevant 
sector matters post-project (SEND Ghana).

Key international aid actors (GIZ, UNICEF, USAID, IRC) report use of approaches derived from the 
GPSA/CODESA experience, often after having witnessed it in the field (Cordaid DRC).
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Project managers who exited the project ended up in influential positions in other institutions and, 
when interviewed, suggested that they were using CODESA ideas in the design of large UNICEF, 
World Bank, and USAID programs (Cordaid DRC).

Evidence that GPSA/CODESA health sector experience influenced the set-up of social accountability 
mechanisms in the education sector (Cordaid DRC).

Municipalities have pledged to continue the collaborative social accountability mechanism of 
benchmarking beyond the project. Additional municipalities have expressed the will to participate 
in the established governance mechanism (Save the Children Georgia).

Social audit practices are being considered for scale-up to other districts, including nationwide, 
and to other programs of the Ministry of Social Development (CIRD Paraguay).

A World Bank Country Partnership Framework incorporated new engagements expected in social 
protection system effectiveness including social accountability mechanisms based on the project 
experience (CIRD Paraguay). 

The findings of the test exercise suggest that it is plausible to evidence the realistic contribution to scale-up 
with an eye towards sustainability of collaborative social accountability processes in projects with a duration 
of three to five years and budget of less than USD one million, provided projects are assessed with relevant 
conceptual frameworks and methodologies under qualified MEL staff and evaluators. Those methodologies 
need to be suitable for exploring and capturing actions taken by priority stakeholders and/or public sector 
institutions (to adopt, adapt and/or sustain elements of a collaborative social accountability process in other 
operations, policies, or programs) both within. This can include signals or commitments made by them during 
the project life for future scale-up. For example, in Madagascar, most participating municipalities (32 of 46) 
budgeted for the continued operation of the collaborative social accountability processes post-project and 
the expansion of the approach by new projects and areas by other development actors.21

The findings validated the assumptions of the authors and other partners that there are many potential 
outcomes and forms of scale-up (see Box 5). They also reinforced the need to look beyond numbers and 
percentages in the rubric when analyzing the data; a relational and systems lens is critical for understanding 
the ways in which the assets and learning of various local actors improve on approaches in ways beyond 
those envisioned during the project design. The potential for growth and resilience exists within these 
emergent systemic dynamics, through continuity and ongoing adaptation of social accountability processes 
suited to evolving local contexts. Transformation, thus, is not contingent on wholesale adoption of solutions 
advocated by the organizations that initially designed or piloted the solution. Adaptation, give and take, 
and social learning are essential elements that enable resonance with others holding different perspectives 
and ideas to be taken forward. It is important to review the qualitative details and narrative trajectory of 
each case to understand the nuances and vast range of how sustainability can take shape on the resonance 
pathway to scale.

An important caveat is that the longer-term trajectory for scale-up, signaled at the end of a project and often 
reflected in its final evaluation, is not a guarantee. Some processes for scale-up will stop and stall during 
and after project implementation. Others may resume after years of stalling. Systematically analyzing this 
variation can offer important insights for how to monitor and evaluate the scale-up of social accountability 
processes across different contexts.

21  See Jespersen,  2022,  explaining that some improvements pi loted by TAME have informed the Basic  Education Support 
Project (PASEB I I )  –  co-f inanced by the World Bank and the GPSA.  Also see Lekweiry and Fal isse,  2022.

Test ing the Relat ional  Rubric to Better  Understand and Learn 

about Col laborat ive Social  Accountabi l i ty  Scale-up

https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/civil-society-actions-push-reforms-mauritanian-schools
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/352401647610255802/final-evaluation-of-the-transparency-of-the-mauritanian-education-budget-tome-project?deliveryName=DM157105
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Many of the assumptions at the core of the approach and findings discussed in this paper are consistent 
with a growing evidence base from broader literature on systems aware work. Commonly used evaluation 
frameworks are not compatible with the complexity and uncertainty associated with these processes and 
equate mixed results to lack of effectiveness, contributing to problematic ‘gloom and doom’ narratives in the 
social accountability field (Aston, 2021). Efforts to develop and apply relevant monitoring and evaluation 
approaches have often been seen as too complicated and dismissed or poorly prioritized. However, the 
emergence of a vibrant community of monitoring and evaluation professionals committed to developing 
methods that are well-suited to support the complex, systemic and pressing development problems of this 
era – from the climate crisis to governance failures is changing that trend. 

This paper introduced the relational rubric as part of a systematic and operational approach for monitoring 
and evaluating complex change, applied to collaborative social accountability programming. The rubric is 
consistent with the revised OECD DAC evaluation criteria for sustainability. The findings discussed show that 
systematically and causally tracking complex scale-up with an eye towards sustainability is achievable and 
not as difficult as previously imagined. While using primary evidence in real-time is highly recommended, 
the authors found that this can still be done in a meaningful way even using secondary data, long after 
project closure.

The Value of Applying a Relational Rubric Grounded in a Resonance Pathway to 
Scale

Building upon previous evaluation-action work on pathways to social accountability scale with an eye 
towards sustainability, this paper focuses on a new relational pathway - resonance. The resonance pathway 
was previously missed and seems to apply to a broad set of (but not all) social accountability interventions 
and contextual circumstances. The relational rubric helped operationalize the resonance pathway further, 
capturing the many forms of sustainability, involving scale-up through deliberation, compromise and 
coordination of diverse local actors working in complex governance systems.

As hypothesized, these emergent, multi-stakeholder processes of scale up with an eye towards sustainability 
can be as complex as the systems that they help to strengthen. Yet the rubric demonstrates that they can 
also be knowable and traceable with fit-for-purpose concepts and tools. It provides a way of uncovering 
them in a systematic way across very different projects and contexts; at both the project and portfolio-level. 
Overall, the findings of this inductive-deductive exercise validated the promise of the resonance pathway 
to scale as well as the relational rubric method for evidencing it – both of which are fit for evidencing 
incremental, transitory, piecemeal, and intermediary processes, contexts, and outcomes (Guerzovich, 2022a). 
It demonstrated that projects did move towards scale with a view towards sustainability, along a pathway 
that is coherent with and strengthens local dynamic systems.

The testing of this relational rubric also revealed that it is possible to find evidence and concrete examples of 
prospective sustainability in many forms by the time projects end. However, expectations for achievement 
and/or evidence of sustainability and scale-up during the life of most projects or directly after they end, are 
both overly ambitious and unhelpful for projects with short time frame and limited budgets (such as GPSA 
projects with average three-year durations). Therefore, the sequential logic embedded into the relational 
rubric approach focuses on and provides a practical tool to causally assess the conditions required for actual 
sustainability and the likelihood (rather than the certainty) of prospective sustainability. 
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Potential Uses of the Relational Rubric at the Project-Level

The sample data was coded retroactively using a range of independent and internal project documentation. 
However, the value and utility of the relational rubric can be increased if applied during a project, with real-
time targeted MEL to provide actionable information to support teams designing and implementing projects: 

 ● By helping them to reflect on whether they are building a viable approach to achieving (realistic) 
outcomes for sustainability and scale-up into their project implementation and strategies.

 ● To spot emergent windows of opportunity, analyze the trade-offs and compromises in different 
scenarios, and course-correct accordingly. For example, at the mid-point of a project, it is helpful to 
intentionally reflect on whether potential entry points and relationships with actors in the system 
who could support uptake have been identified and acted upon, and whether others are emerging 
following contextual changes. This can catalyze planning and actions by project teams to leverage 
during the remainder of the project, rather than considering this at end, when it is often too late, and 
teams are focused on completing implementation and project close-out.22

 ● Evidencing challenges go beyond the social accountability field and this framework can also be applied 
to projects that support other types of systems strengthening. For example, the World Bank supports 
political economy analysis and other analytical products in several contexts, however it can be quite 
difficult to measure the uptake of the resulting information that is provided to counterpart operational 
teams and partners. The relational rubric could potentially help. 23

Potential Uses of the Relational Rubric at the Portfolio Level That Can Support 
the Wider Social Accountability and MEL Fields

Beyond assessing individual projects, conceptualizing and evidencing social accountability scale-up along 
the resonance pathway with the rubric method, provides important insights about transferring the results 
of individual projects within portfolios. A portfolio-level analysis of interventions can produce insights 
greater than the sum of their parts. The interaction and iteration of multiple evaluations form the basis for 
theoretical, methodological and empirical innovations that no single project could deliver alone. In turn, this 
can support the wider social accountability field by:

 ● Helping both social accountability and MEL practitioners better understand and address the siloes 
created by project MEL that is unconnected to the wider evidence base, preventing knowledge transfer. 
The fragmentation found between locally led processes can be overcome through cross-fertilization 
of results and learning across projects. This can help build stronger theories of action and change and 
social accountability narratives, especially about scale-up and sustainability.  

 ● Fostering more meaningful comparisons and aggregation of results within an overall social accountability 
program, such as the GPSA. 

 ● Contributing to improved learning about how sustainability and scale-up happens in the broader social 
accountability field as interventions induce new interactions, innovation, and changes in local systems. 
In this sense, the relational rubric provides a useful building block to help address the ‘absence of 
evidence’ dilemma found in current erroneous assumptions and incomplete evidence related to the 
scale-up of social accountability work for long-term prospective sustainability.

22  For detai led examples and guidance on using the rubric  for monitoring,  see Wadeson and Guerzovich,  2023.
23  Thanks to Mathieu Cloutier  for  this  insight into the promise of  the rubric  method and it  could be useful  beyond social 

accountabi l ity  work,  as per  this  example about the pol it ical  economy analysis  of  the World Bank.

https://thegpsa.org/global-partnership-for-social-accountability-monitoring-evaluation-reporting-and-learning-guide-for-gpsa-grant-partners-and-consultants/
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Recommendations   

More testing and iteration of the relational rubric, alongside intentional design of 
projects and evaluations to apply it in real-time with primary data, will lead to a 
growing evidence base for the resonance pathway to scale, increase knowledge 
about social accountability scale-up, and highlight the many legitimate forms of 
sustainability outcomes. The authors propose the following recommendations to 
enable this in practice:  

Investment in targeted and robust research and evaluations to build 
on the resonance pathway and improve the rubric approach. 

The GPSA, other funders, and organizations working on social accountability 
should make intentional and long-term investments in robust research and 
evaluation initiatives using the relational rubric to continue to assess and test the 
resonance pathway to scale, based on the conceptions and preliminary evidence 
presented in this paper.24

For example, to improve inter-rater reliability and replicability of the rubric method, 
multiple independent reviewers could assess the same projects to ensure that 
the core concepts and rubric level criteria are clear and well defined enough. 
Eventually the rubric could also provide an intermediary variable in measuring 
systemic-level social accountability and impact on public sector and civil society 
capacity, independent of the limited scope of a project. To test this, research or 
evaluation exercises designed to assess mixed results in the scale-up of social 
accountability processes and related impacts should be conducted. For example, 
looking into clusters (geographic, sector- and/or relational based), connected to the 
original project, where better public service delivery and development outcomes 
have materialized from new projects and policies, programs and policy reforms.    

Understanding the complex dynamics at play and setting expectations 
accordingly. 

Ensuring realistic expectations for the success of collaborative social accountability 
processes, recognizing the many legitimate forms of sustainability, the incremental 
steps involved, the inherent mixed results associated with complex processes, and 
long-term time frames required for scale-up. 

24    The authors credit  and thank peer reviewer Mathieu Cloutier  for  these important recommendations on 
strengthening the repl icabi l ity  of  the rubric  method and enhancing its  potential  value and uses,  through the 
investment in  more targeted research and evaluation by social  accountabi l ity  funders and organizations.
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Careful evaluator selection. 

Independent evaluators need to bring the right technical skillset (methods) and a firm 
understanding of social accountability. External evaluations of social accountability 
interventions require a deep understanding and experience with social accountability 
work, as well as recognition of reasonable limits and expectations for sustainability. 
It is valuable if evaluators understand the nature of complex processes, such as 
those in a resonance pathway to scale (with social learning at its core), where 
scale-up happens through ongoing deliberation and negotiation between a wide set 
of actors, dynamics, and contextual shifts within a system. This will often result 
in non-linear processes, producing mixed results that do not look exactly like the 
original design, progressing in fits and starts over time.

Strong organizational commitment and investment. 

Project and portfolio-level monitoring and evaluation using the relational rubric 
method requires competence and a good understanding of functional equivalents 
of core concepts. This requires a sound grounding of projects in a portfolio-level 
theory of change that can be applied across diverse individual project contexts. This 
requires intentional portfolio design; qualified and long-term MEL staff embedded 
within a program; a supportive leadership environment; and sufficient investment 
for systematic assessments repeated consistently over time. 

In closing, the authors offer words of caution and advice for MEL and social 
accountability practitioners, and their respective organizations and funders. 
Applying these recommendations and the many enabling conditions can be 
challenging for MEL and social accountability practitioners, organizations, and 
funders. It requires the engagement of all stakeholders - from senior management 
to implementing staff in civil society organizations - to understand and commit to 
common concepts within a theory of change, and to monitor and evaluate a set 
of functional equivalent indicators from the project onset. This is necessary for 
reliable data and comparison over the long-term, aggregable at the portfolio level, 
and so that MEL systems can track cumulative results and impact. The nature of 
organizational restrictions, limited resources, technical criteria and continuously 
shifting political dynamics within organizations and the systems in which they 
work can make it difficult to embed these essential features. However, the findings 
in this paper are clear that the evidence and learning pay-off is worth the effort.
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Annex A: Learning about Collaborative Social Accountability Sustainability and 
Scale-up through Quick Feedback Cycles 

The conceptual framework for scale up with an eye towards sustainability and the relational rubric approach 
can apply across many projects and portfolios in the social accountability field. As explained in the main 
paper, sample of 15 projects funded by the World Bank’s GPSA was used to test and illustrate the main 
arguments and findings. 

The World Bank’s decision to establish and fund a portfolio of locally tailored and led social accountability 
projects that collectively produce value for the field (see Box 7 below), is directly linked to the challenges and 
gaps in evidencing how social accountability can be sustained and scaled. 

Box 7: The Creation of the GPSA and the World Bank’s Mandate

According to the GPSA’s Theory of Action:25 the GPSA expects to demonstrate success when elements and 
lessons of small and experimental “collaborative social accountability processes inform public sector decisions 
and actions beyond individual GPSA projects” (GPSA, 2020). The term collaborative social accountability was 
used by the GPSA to distinguish different assumptions and forms of social accountability programming which 
exist in the field, acknowledging the diversity and its own comparative advantages. The specification of how 
this process might unfold put emphasis on the relational aspects of social accountability for short-, medium-, 
and long-term results, rather than on the tools and capacities that had been central to monitoring, research, 
and evaluation, but are only small parts of what social practitioners deploying collaborative approaches do 
or contribute to the deliberation, compromise and collective action that may contribute to scale with an eye 
towards sustainability.

By 2014, the GPSA had awarded two rounds of grants. It convened 165 global partners – a diverse group of 
development agencies, international and national CSOs, private sector groups and government representatives 
from around the world alongside World Bank staff. The GPSA Secretariat invited them to reflect on the scale 
of their interventions, capturing the discussion in a GPSA learning note, which concluded: 

25  For dist inction between theory of action and theory of change,  see Tyrrel ,  2019.

In June 2012, the World Bank’s Board established the GPSA to provide grants for CSO-led social 
accountability initiatives in partnership with governments, and to foster knowledge and learning 
about social accountability in different contexts. The imperative for scale, including as a mechanism to 
support sustainability, and the field’s limited knowledge about it were both important considerations. 
The Board paper states: 

“There is a need for more robust evidence on whether and how social accountability 
approaches can be sustained, scaled up, and replicated in different sociopolitical 

settings, and how international partnerships can leverage beneficial change. Addressing 
these knowledge gaps requires learning by doing, rather than passive research.”

The challenge set out by the board was about learning across the GPSA’s portfolio, rather than from 
individual grants, and potentially connecting this learning with lessons from how scale happens across 
the broader social accountability field.  

Source: World Bank data

https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/654161606890404650/how-are-gpsa-s-partners-thinking-about-scale-and-trying-to-achieve-it
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“We discovered a range of on-the ground meanings for scale. We also uncovered that there may be 
some common challenges and similar pathways that show promise. A big ‘Aha!’ moment: in practice, our 
colleagues’ experience with scale is rarely directly associated with replication” (Guerzovich and Poli, 2014).    

This insight was partly puzzling because, at the time, the replication of best practices for particular institutional 
forms across contexts26 was widely assumed to be desirable and widely promoted in donor documents and 
governance approaches, as was noted in the World Development Report of 2017. Stakeholders’ fundraising 
strategies were telling donors what they seemed to want to hear. At the same time, the widespread assumption 
co-existed awkwardly with the mantra that ‘context-matters’. It also affected how similar interventions 
functioned in practice (Grandvoinnet, Aslam and Raha, 2015), especially as the field had not identified the 
circumstances under which the replication of specific interventions might be more favorable. 

For example, by 2014, the GPSA had received over 600 proposals for funding collaborative social accountability 
interventions. A systematic analysis of a sample revealed that only a few projects had a clear approach to scale. 
Guerzovich and Poli (2014) illustrate how a typical CSO applying for GPSA funding articulated its assumptions 
in this regard: 

“[The CSO applying for GPSA funds proposed to] implement a pilot project in a range of local settings 
[it had] identified carefully and where [it would] work with local stakeholders to ensure adoption and 
implementation. Work in these areas of primary focus [would] help [the CSO] identify best practices 
that could be replicated elsewhere in the country. However, [the CSO] realize(d) that many of the key 
decisions about the process [it] care(d) about are made at the national level – i.e., not where [the CSO 
would be] working most of the time in [the proposed] project. Hence, [the CSO] would employ advocacy 
and awareness raising activities for national decision-makers taking advantage of the national networks 
the [CSO who applied] already belongs to. These networks [would] facilitate sharing of best practices and 
lessons learned to the wider national level audience and through the media for making a strong case for 
wider adoption of the model. The final phase of the knowledge and learning component of the project 
[would] focus on advocacy at the national level for country wide adoption of the model developed by the 
project. This process of wider dissemination and advocacy [would] contribute significantly to enhancing 
the knowledge base on local government dynamics, practices and intervention needs.” 

Yet, early on, as the GPSA Secretariat’s capacity building team27  began engaging and connecting civil society 
partners, World Bank teams and public officials, other approaches and entry points to growing impact began 
to look more promising and plausible. For example, in 2015, the formative evaluation of the Good Governance 
Practices for Dominican Republic project noted that public officials were advancing actions relevant to 
the project’s work (e.g., a transparency portal, the ‘Salir del Escondite’ campaign, among others) and this 
synergy could pay off in terms of project scale (Guerzovich, 2015). Similarly, a 2017 unpublished mid-term 
review of the Transparency and Accountability in Mongolia (TAME) project identified that investing in building 
synergies between a component of TAME and the World Bank-financed Education Quality Reform Project’s 
school grants component could offer a prospective pathway to scaling and sustaining insights from the 
TAME project. But to do so, CSO partners and World Bank teams had to listen to other perspectives, reflect 
on alternative scenarios available to them, and make a choice in terms of whether they would compromise 
their original vision towards scale up or not. 

The GPSA team took note of these insights and began connecting the dots, using available resources to 
continue experimenting, gathering evidence and reflecting on additional knowledge from practice, and 
adaptive course-corrections. Moments to pause and reflect with grant project teams and annual grant 
partners’ meetings, among others, helped sharpen the focus of GPSA’s approach to scale. The parameters 
of this emergent approach to scale were integrated into specific projects, subsequent calls for proposals 
and reporting templates (Poli and Guerzovich, 2020a).

26  This  pathway to scale  “assumes that technical  experts who produce knowledge can determine the unique form of social 
accountabi l ity mechanisms that work and then use their authority and knowledge to promote cross-context convergence 
( i .e . ,  scale  up)  towards those arrangements” (Guerzovich et  a l  2022).

27  On the GPSA’s capacity bui lding approach during this  period see Pol i  and Guerzovich,  2020.
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These emergent insights about how project teams build a road towards scale-up prospectively and 
emergently in practice, focused on function. This means “identifying the systems and functions which need to 
be in place in order to support an ongoing process of state-citizen interaction around a particular problem 
or problem area.” These diverged from some grant partners’ and evaluators’ expectations that the GPSA 
or a government would fund the continuity or expansion of a project’s exact form i.e., a technology, a tool, 
a standard.28  Scale-up with an eye towards sustainability can be wholesale or partial happening gradually 
or immediately. Sometimes our expectations of transformative, wholesale change, mean that evaluators 
and practitioners fail to identify and document how more incremental change happens in practice over time 
(Guerzovich, 2022a). Scale-up can also be done effectively by others outside of government (e.g., CSOs/
INGOs, donors, World Bank teams). In fact, grant partners later reflected that holding on to assumptions 
that CSOs would be funded on an ongoing basis to implement the same approaches in more sites or that 
their advocacy would enable wholesale uptake by national authorities could divert attention from more 
promising pathways to scale, and result in missed opportunities for scale-up. Furthermore, such misplaced, 
or unrealistic expectations often led to undue disappointment or a failure to celebrate successes that were 
happening in practice. This also perpetuated the misinformed narrative about social accountability failure 
regarding scale. 

When the team reflected on the evaluation of Wahana Visi’s Citizen Voice and Action for Government 
Accountability and Improved Services: Maternal, Newborn, Infant and Child Health Services project in 
Indonesia, they confirmed that quick feedback loops are taking place at project and portfolio levels. Although 
this was insufficient to account for how scale happens in practice, the evaluation provided important insights 
to steer future GPSA evaluations towards an adaptive learning approach, as well as more generally for the 
GPSA’s monitoring and evaluation system for the whole program (see Box 8).

At the same time, the Indonesian evaluation focused on the role of civil society and, thus, did not go far 
enough. While it found that advocacy was not charting the pathway scale, it did not theorize nor look into 
how processes that were unfolding beyond civil society were triggering actions that could have done so. 
In Box 8 below, there is no straight line between civil society advocates and national authorities; rather 
multidirectional flows connect each actor’s work. The flows connecting actors entail give and take, social 
learning and collective action within and across sites, rather than replication of best practices or the 
exercise of civil society’s countervailing power. For instance, World Bank teams and documentation had 
complementary information about their work with government counterparts and other development partners 
which helped to spread lessons even wider. These lessons seem to have found their way into more policy 
dialogues and programming decisions than the evaluation suggested, including inspiring national officials 
to incentivize other public officials, funders and civil society groups to consider and adapt insights from the 
Wahana Visi project into their own work (Poli and Guerzovich, 2019; GPSA, 2016; authors interviews with 
stakeholders and GPSA documentation).

28  On the dist inction between form and function,  see Integrity Action (2020)
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The evaluation of the GPSA-sponsored project in Indonesia delivered by grant partner Wahana Visi was 
the first in the social accountability field to systematically identify how collaborative social accountability 
can shift power asymmetries and strengthen health systems Figure 7 below synthesizes the findings 
(World Bank Group, 2007).  It was a breakthrough from traditional approaches to evaluating social 
accountability for at least three reasons:

1. It provided concrete evidence about the ways in which social accountability projects, which 
seemingly focused on producing more responsive service delivery, were producing systemic 
effects that are critical to support local systems strengthening and transformation after the end 
of a particular project. This viewpoint stands in contrast to widespread positions in the field that 
projects are limited to short-term effects, while long-term organic processes deliver long-term 
systemic transformations.29 

2. It helped GPSA partners and other organizations to highlight the work social accountability 
interventions are already doing to strengthen systems and produce more concrete knowledge 
about these systemic, but often implicit effects, on state-society relationships. When research 
and evaluations sought wholesale normative transformations of power relationships as well as 
short term production of transparency or other results, they omitted this important aspect of the 
work. It was unclear whether this was the result of an absence of evidence or evidence of absence. 
Conversely, when research and evaluations began explicitly asking about systemic effects, they 
found this effect which is valued by practitioners and communities alike. For example, J.B. Falisse 
and colleagues conducted independent evaluations of GPSA and non-GPSA projects in DRC. In 
the latter they reflected that: 

“The real thread running through achievements … is that the (collaborative social 
accountability) approach seems to allow the construction of a dialogue between parties 
that used to speak little (or not at all) to each other and an improvement in the relationship 
between the population, providers and the governmental side … There are two ways (not 
necessarily opposed) to consider this renewed dialogue: either as a means to achieve the 
achievements described below or as an end in itself … but let us emphasize here that dialogue 
is something that communities, providers, and authorities celebrate as an achievement in itself” 
 (Falisse et al, nd; see also Falisse et al, 2019). 

As stakeholders in the field spotted the blind spot, prioritized learning about these effects and 
began to ask questions about them, the absence of evidence and the possibility to address it 
became clearer.30

3. The Wahana Visi evaluation developed a methodology to trace and make causal claims about 
the concrete mechanisms which connect the facilities on the frontline to other sites of decision-
making, informing collective action and social learning that stakeholders use beyond the frontline. 
The initial insights about these connections had more in common with the mid-term reviews of 
the GPSA Dominican Republic and Mongolia projects, than with the assumptions explored by the 
evaluation or those included in many of the funding proposals submitted to the GPSA.

29  For a  synthesis  of these two posit ions,  see Nelson et  a l ,  2022.
30  For other evaluations that add to the body of evidence see Guerzovich,  2022.

Box 8: Using Evaluation to Advance Knowledge About the Effects of Social Accountability
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Figure 7: The Creation of the GPSA and the World Bank’s Mandate

Therefore, a theoretical gap still needed to be addressed by systematically exploring what seemed to be 
happening in Indonesia, Mongolia, and the Dominican Republic. Following the learning gained from the 
Wahana Visi evaluation, the GPSA team agreed with a series of grant partners to ask more direct questions 
about pathways to scale, encouraging evaluators to explicitly think prospectively about scale, looking beyond 
civil society’s direct action. Increasing investments in opening the black box could potentially help surface 
plausible connections between the GPSA’s project efforts and government actors and actions at different 
levels, as well as with the World Bank and other donors. The investment in using case-based causal analysis 
to conduct evaluations and produced inferences that could travel (under certain conditions) to other cases 
paid off.31  Evaluation findings further validated the assumption that something important was missing in 
the mainstream alternative theories of change about social accountability scale-up – whether it be those 
grounded in replication of best practice, those that betted on CSO’s adversarial countervailing power, or the 
hybrid reflected in applications for funding to the GPSA. The first evaluation of this set for the My School 
project in Moldova (‘Scoala Mea’) explicitly asked whether the project had influenced policy through the 
World Bank Group’s Country Management Office’s dialogue with the government. The evaluation found that 
“the project provided information on World Bank operations in Moldova and the dialogue and strategies in 
the education sector to a relatively large extent” (Costachi et al, 2018).  Without asking and assessing this 

31  On the r igor and potential  of this  use of cases for causal  analysis  see World Bank Group,  2023

Source: Guerzovich 2022, adapted from Ball and Westhorp (2018)
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directly, this vital finding and evidence for contribution to the project’s scale (and therefore sustainability) 
might have gone unnoticed. 

The GPSA team then shared the Moldovan findings with independent evaluators of other projects. Some 
accepted the challenge to use this new lens to inform their own assessments. Theoretical and methodological 
cross-fertilization across the portfolio helped uncover how change was happening across projects as well as 
the localization of the pathway in specific contexts. For example, the GPSA-funded public sector finance and 
budgeting project led by CSO SEND-Ghana was assessed as unlikely to be replicated in full in more districts 
due to financial constraints and competing prioritizations. However, the final evaluation identified three 
processes that were the mostly likely for the government to use (i.e., prospective sustainability): a multi-actor 
steering committee format to oversee citizen-public sector engagement on budgeting; an adapted spinoff of 
the project’s dashboard for citizen engagement on public sector budgeting;32 and the project’s learning and 
insights to help monitor other World Bank projects. It also identified the government and its parliament’s 
new expectation and demand for SEND-Ghana’s future technical inputs into these processes – all of which 
require give and take from those involved (Mills, 2019). Furthermore, in the DRC, the GPSA-funded health 
sector project led by Cordaid informed other development partners’ programming. This was facilitated by 
local citizens who are redeploying collective action learned from the GPSA project towards other efforts to 
improve local health services delivery by working with local government and other relevant stakeholders, 
listening to multiple perspectives, and reaching adaptive compromises to move forward (World Bank Group, 
2020).  

The evaluations of the Moldova, Ghana and DRC projects were uncovering significant but previously ignored 
results. Collectively, these evaluations provided new, valuable data to specify how collaborative social 
accountability operated and which results should be prioritized to better understand and inform approaches 
for evidencing sustainability and scale-up. Consequently, emerging insights informed the next iteration of 
the GPSA’s Theory of Action and its monitoring, evaluation, and learning processes. At the same time, the 
GPSA also revamped its Results Framework outcomes and indicators and began developing fit-for-purpose 
MEL approaches that could help it to better understand how the results of individual projects ‘added up’ and 
contributed to wider impact and learning for the social accountability field. This was also necessary to test 
the assumptions in its Theory of Action and validate the logic of the expected short to long-term results, at 
the program level. This challenge is discussed in Box 9 below.

Encouragingly, these initial findings were further validated by subsequent GPSA project evaluations. For 
example, the final evaluation of the Improved Social Accountability for Bettering Preschool Quality in Georgia 
project made a positive assessment of its interventions’ sustainability. Tangible results were a combination 
of strong ownership (including by stakeholders in municipalities); direct references in the Government’s draft 
Education Strategy; the transfer of learning to a new World Bank operation; and that civil society partners 
now had a seat at the table of the country’s education governance.33

32  The Dashboard was an ICT interactive social  accountabi l ity platform for c it izens to report or raise concerns with state 
actors at  the distr ict  and national  levels .  The intention was to enable c it izen to give the government feedback in real 
t ime.

33  “From the perspective of social  accountabi l ity,  the intangible  results of strengthening relat ionships,  experiences gained 
in col laborative action,  and improved agency on the part  of project benefic iar ies and local  stakeholders,  are l ikely to 
continue after the project completion.”  (Ecorys,  2020) 
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The GPSA’s grantmaking instrument funds individual projects for civil society organizations to lead 
responses to local public service delivery and policy problems that may benefit from collaborative 
problem-solving amongst citizens, civil society, and the public sector. The GPSA invested US$50 
million (and over $6 million in parallel funding) in a portfolio of 51 grants for CSO-led collaborative 
social accountability initiatives in 34 countries and a range of public service sectors such as health, 
education, governance, social protection, water, agriculture, and public finance, between 2012 
and 2022. As per its Theory of Action, “The nature of the GPSA’s grant-making is to make small 
experimental investments with the potential for scale-up and sustainability. When elements and 
lessons of collaborative social accountability processes inform public sector decisions and actions 
beyond individual GPSA projects, the GPSA demonstrates success.”

A portfolio-based approach like this one also acts as a ripe platform for strategic learning for action 
across these complementary experimental interventions. The GPSA was set up with portfolio-level 
ambitions namely contributing to field learning about collaborative social accountability. However, 
as all projects are also localized to fit their unique context and relatively small scale in nature, it can 
be challenging to compare and aggregate evidence at this higher level, to understand whether the 
combined efforts of all the projects contribute to something that is greater than the sum of their 
parts. Comparing diverse results and aggregating them in a fit-for-purpose and meaningful way is 
difficult, especially considering all the diverse forms that scale and sustainability can take, as well as 
mixed results.

This challenge is not unique to the GPSA - many funders and organizations in the transparency, 
participation and accountability sector (and other development fields) have long been grappling with 
this challenge. As more organizations are focused on complex, system-level transformations, more 
civil society organizations and funders are seeking ways to solve this evidence and evidencing gap. The 
GPSA has been tackling this over the past few years with several connected efforts including a revised 
Theory of Action and Results Framework of 2020 and moving towards a harmonized Monitoring, 
Evaluation, Reporting and Learning (MERL) System with specific indicators and methods for projects 
to use and feed into their results and learning to enable portfolio level analysis, including additive 
effects in terms of the development of the system. This includes the approach discussed in this note 
about evidencing scale, sustainability, and uptake of collaborative social accountability processes.

Box 9: Greater Than the Sum of Its Parts? The Challenge of Evidencing Impact at the 
Portfolio Level

Source: Own elaboration

https://oxfamapps.org/fp2p/an-evidence-base-for-hope-a-new-research-project
https://medium.com/@undp.innovation/rethinking-monitoring-and-evaluation-in-complex-systems-when-learning-is-a-result-in-itself-3d1fc90d22fc


63

Despite these advances in learning and evidence about scale-up, a few following key related questions 
remained. Ways to address these are discussed in the main paper. 

i) Could the insights from these and other GPSA projects produce lessons about a whole that was 
more than the sum of the parts (see Box 9 above)?

ii) How did this Theory of Action fit into a broader understanding of how change happens within 
collaborative social accountability processes?   

iii) Is this emerging understanding also applicable to explain the results of the swath of other social 
accountability programming?34

iv) If so, could the GPSA be on track to produce and consolidate learning by doing that delivered on 
the World Bank’s Board mandate to contribute towards “more robust evidence on whether and 
how social accountability approaches can be sustained, scaled up, and replicated in different 
sociopolitical settings, and how international partnerships can leverage beneficial change”? 

34  This  paper explores how new data informed the GPSA’s work.  Insights from GPSA team members and partners are 
cross-fert i l ized through working with other organizations and partners.  Arguably then the GPSA’s modest investments 
in  thought leadership,  through writ ing,  as wel l  as convening events spi l l  overed beyond its  own programing.  However, 
tracing that contribution is  beyond the scope of this  paper.  For examples of cross-fert i l ization beyond the GPSA portfol io , 
see (Jacobstein,  2022;  Guerzovich and Gondo,  2022;  Guerzovich et  a l ,  2017;  Guerzovich,  2022c)
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