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Abstract

Background and Objective: Social accountability, a crucial dimension of
governance, significantly impacts people’s satisfaction and the overall
performance of health systems. Despite increased attention to this concept in
recent years, a common understanding of its dimensions within health
governance remains elusive. This research aims to analyze social accountability
in the context of health governance, identifying its prerequisites and outcomes.
Materials and Methods: The present study was conducted using the concept
analysis method based on the Walker and Avant model. A total of 25 scientific
articles related to social accountability in health governance, spanning the
period from 2010 to 2023, were reviewed.

Results: Social accountability in health governance can be defined as a
technique or strategy in which citizens actively participate and receive
information—either directly or indirectly—about the actions or inaction taken
by health system officials. Citizens pose questions, and these officials respond
within their authority. Based on their judgment, people can either encourage or
punish them. To effectively implement social accountability at the governance
level, several prerequisites deserve attention. Social accountability yields
positive results across various levels of Service Providers, Society, and
Governance.

Conclusion: Social accountability in health system governance depends on the
demands of the general public. Increasing health literacy and empowering the
community to exercise its rights will improve social accountability in the health
system. Therefore, it is suggested that health policymakers, in addition to
making officials accountable, pay attention to creating skills and opportunities
for public demand.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Good governance is recognized as a fundamental pillar
for strengthening health systems and improving public
sector performance. Among the various dimensions of
good governance, accountability has consistently been
one of the most critical mechanisms for enhancing
transparency, responsiveness, equity, and public trust.
Over the past two decades, the concept of social
accountability has attracted increasing attention from
policymakers, international organizations, and
researchers due to its role in strengthening state-citizen
interaction, improving health system performance,
enhancing transparency, reducing corruption, and
promoting public participation. In the health sector,
social accountability is acknowledged as an effective
strategy for improving service quality, increasing
equity, empowering communities, and enhancing the
legitimacy of health institutions.

Despite the widespread use of this concept, there is no
consensus regarding its definition, dimensions, and
boundaries. Literature reviews indicate that social
accountability is often used interchangeably with
concepts, such as accountability, answerability,
responsibility, responsiveness, and social
responsibility. This conceptual ambiguity has hindered
the development of theoretical knowledge and the
design of effective implementation mechanisms for
establishing social accountability within health
systems. Furthermore, while numerous studies have
examined various dimensions of accountability, few
have systematically analyzed social accountability
within the context of health governance.

Clarifying this concept is significant, as recent
governance reforms have increasingly relied on citizen
participation and participatory  decision-making.
Without a clear understanding of social accountability,
accountability mechanisms may be limited to
government reporting, thereby overlooking the active
role of citizens in monitoring, evaluating, and
influencing public decisions. Therefore, a precise
conceptual clarification is essential for developing
evidence-based policies and strengthening health
governance.

Accordingly, this study aimed to analyze the concept of
social accountability in health governance, identify its
defining characteristics, antecedents, consequences,
and empirical manifestations, and provide an
operational definition. This research aimed to provide a
foundation for future studies, the formulation of health
policies, and the design of effective social
accountability mechanisms.

Materials and Methods

This study used the Walker and Avant method of
concept analysis, a well-known approach in health and
nursing sciences for clarifying complex and evolving
concepts. The analysis was conducted in eight steps:
selecting the concept, determining the aims of the
analysis, examining the uses of the concept, identifying
defining attributes, constructing model and related
cases, identifying antecedents and consequences, and

defining empirical referents.

To collect evidence, a comprehensive search was
conducted in international databases (Scopus, Web of
Science, PubMed, Google Scholar) and Persian
databases (SID, Magiran, and Irandoc) for studies
published between 2010 and 2023. The keywords
"social accountability," "accountability," "health
governance," and "governance," along with their
Persian equivalents, were used for the search.

Initially, 242 records were identified. After removing
duplicates and screening titles and abstracts, relevant
studies were reviewed in full. Finally, 25 sources—
including scientific articles, books, and authoritative
international reports—were selected for the analysis.
Data were analyzed using the constant comparative
method to extract common patterns, define attributes,
and identify core dimensions of the concept.

Results

The analysis showed that social accountability is a
concept that goes beyond governmental accountability
or administrative accountability. It is, in fact, a
governance strategy based on continuous interaction
among citizens, civil society, and public institutions. In
this approach, citizens are not merely recipients of
health services; rather, they act as active participants
who monitor government performance, question public
decisions, assess policy implementation, and influence
the behavior and performance of public institutions
through organized collective action.

The literature review showed that the main defining
attributes of social accountability include informed and
active citizen participation, access to reliable and
transparent information, the ability to raise questions
and make demands, accountability of officials,
continuous dialogue between the government and
society, the simultaneous use of formal and informal
accountability mechanisms, and the existence of
incentives or enforcement measures that can influence
the performance of officials. Together, these features
show that social accountability is a dynamic,
participatory, and two-way process and should not be
viewed merely as an administrative or supervisory
mechanism.

The analysis also showed that the realization of social
accountability depends on a set of structural, political,
and social conditions. The main antecedents identified
in the literature included political commitment by the
government, transparent governance structures, a
strong civil society, independent media, free access to
information, institutional capacity, public trust, citizen
awareness, appropriate legal frameworks, and real
opportunities for public participation. These conditions
provide the necessary foundation for the effective
functioning of social accountability mechanisms.

The consequences of social accountability could also
be classified at three levels.

At the level of health service delivery, social
accountability leads to improved service quality,
greater managerial accountability, greater
transparency, reduced corruption, better resource
allocation, increased efficiency and effectiveness of
health interventions, and greater attention to health
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equity. It also encourages healthcare organizations to
be more accountable to the needs and expectations of
patients and the community.

At the community level, social accountability increases
public trust, empowers citizens, strengthens social
capital, expands civic participation, supports citizens'
rights, and improves the relationship between society
and government institutions. It also creates the
conditions for sustained public participation in health
governance.

At the governance level, this concept contributes to
greater legitimacy of public institutions, stronger
democracy, improved evidence-informed
policymaking, increased transparency, better balance in
power relations between the government and citizens,
and ultimately sustainable development. Therefore,
social accountability is not merely a monitoring tool,
but also a strategy for improving the performance of
public institutions and strengthening health system
governance.

Based on the findings of this analysis, social
accountability in health governance can be defined as
follows:

"Social accountability is a governance strategy through
which informed and engaged citizens, either directly or
through intermediary institutions, such as non-
governmental organizations, professional associations,
media, elected representatives, and other oversight
bodies, question the actions or inactions of
policymakers, managers, and healthcare providers.
Public officials, within the scope of their legal authority
and responsibilities, are expected to respond, and
citizens can influence governance processes through
social, political, or legal mechanisms by encouraging
desirable performance or demanding corrective
action.”

This definition shows that social accountability is not
merely a one-way obligation in the part of the
government to provide explanations. Rather, it is a
continuous and two-way process in which both the
government and citizens play active roles. Unlike
administrative accountability, social accountability
requires genuine citizen participation and mechanisms
that can translate public demands into improvements in
performance and governance decision-making.
Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that social
accountability must be distinguished from concepts,
such as responsiveness, responsibility, answerability,

and organizational accountability. While
"responsiveness" is a necessary component of social
accountability, it is insufficient on its own. In addition
to officials’ responsiveness, social accountability
requires active citizen participation, transparency,
public oversight, performance evaluation, and the
genuine ability of citizens to influence the decisions
and behaviors of those in authority.

Furthermore, the results indicate a shift in governance
paradigms from hierarchical, state-centric models to
participatory models, in which citizens have evolved
from passive service recipients to central actors in
governance. Within this framework, accountability is
viewed as a shared responsibility among the state,
health organizations, civil society, professional
associations, the media, and citizens.

The primary theoretical contribution of this study is the
integration of fragmented perspectives on social
accountability into a coherent conceptual framework
for its application in health governance. By identifying
the defining characteristics, antecedents, consequences,
and empirical manifestations of this concept, this study
reduces existing ambiguities and provides a foundation
for further theoretical and empirical research.
Additionally, the clear distinction between social
accountability and related concepts can contribute to
greater integration within governance studies and the
development of standardized measurement tools.
Conclusion

This concept analysis demonstrates that social
accountability is a fundamental pillar of health
governance. Its realization requires informed and
empowered citizens, transparent institutions, political
commitment, open access to information, independent
media, appropriate legal frameworks, institutional
capacity, and genuine opportunities for public
participation.

The operational definition provided in this study
establishes a theoretical framework for future research,
the development of measurement tools, the evaluation
of social accountability interventions, and the
formulation of evidence-based policies in health
governance. Furthermore, it can assist policymakers,
health system managers, and researchers in designing
participatory governance mechanisms, promoting
transparency, enhancing public trust, reducing
corruption, strengthening citizen engagement, and
ultimately improving health system performance and
legitimacy.
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