
rights. Gender-sensitive accountability sys-
tems require, therefore, not just women’s 
participation, but also institutional reform to 
make gender equality one of the standards 
against which the performance of decision-
makers is assessed. 

Authorisation — assigning a mandate to 
representatives or to service providers — 
happens through a range of mechanisms. 
These include systems for debating interests 
and articulating these as public agendas, 
and then subjecting them to a public vote —
in short, the political process. Elected rep-
resentatives then authorise institutions such 
as the police, health services, education 
boards, road maintenance or sanitation au-
thorities to implement these mandates. Pol-
icy implementers, in turn, must report back 
to elected decision-makers on results. Their 
performance is also reviewed via reporting 
systems within the public administration hi-
erarchy. If performance is found inadequate 
or worse, service providers can – or should – 
be subjected to management sanctioning, 
including losing their jobs.2 Figure 1.1 plots 
the basics of this authorisation, assessment 
and correction cycle. 

The question “Who answers?” depends 
on who is asking and in what forum. Per-
formance review and correction processes 
can take a ‘vertical’ or ‘horizontal’ form (Fig-
ure 1.2). The electoral cycle, for instance, is 
a ‘vertical’ accountability system, enabling 
citizens periodically to demand explana-
tions from elected politicians.3 A ‘horizontal’ 
system, by contrast, involves various state 
institutions engaging in mutual scrutiny to 
correct for abuses of offi ce. For example, 
judicial institutions review the constitution-
ality of executive decisions; the public audit 
function reviews probity in public spending; 
and ombudspersons or human rights com-
missions investigate citizen’s complaints. 

One of the paradoxes of accountability 
relationships is that they put less powerful 
actors – individual citizens – in a position 
of demanding answers from more power-
ful actors. This is, in fact, the defi ning ele-
ment of democratic accountability. Since 
accountability requires transparency, scru-
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tiny of public actions, and the possibility of 
sanction for mistakes, accountability will 
be stronger in contexts in which there are 
mechanisms to enable political contestation 
and public debate. 

Precisely because democratic account-
ability reverses traditional expectations 
about who can be held to account, impor-
tant accountability mechanisms have been 
institutionalised (made routine) to ensure 

that those who have the right to demand 
explanations (rights holders) can actually 
get them from those with a formal public 
duty to supply them (duty bearers). Most 
important among these mechanisms are 
the normative foundations for accountabil-
ity – national constitutions, as well as global 
agreements on human rights such as the 
United Nations Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW). Traditional accountabil-
ity systems have considerable social legiti-
macy and staying power, however, and be-
cause of this there have been a number of 
efforts to adapt them to contemporary ex-
pectations about democratic accountabil-
ity. Box 1B shows how a traditional social 
compact system in Rwanda is being used to 
address gender-based violence.

Demand and supply of 
accountability: ‘Voice’ and 
‘Choice’ reforms
Women’s efforts to remedy their situation 
when their rights are denied have ranged 
from ‘voice’-based approaches that em-
phasise collective action, representation of 
interests, and the ability to demand change, 
to ‘choice’-based approaches that promote 
changes in the supply of responsive public 
service or fair market practices.4 As Figure 
1.3 shows, ‘voice’-based approaches seek 
to demonstrate the existence of a constitu-
ency demanding delivery on promises to 
women. ‘Voice’-based approaches seek to 
publicize accountability failures and to de-
mand accountability processes such as 
judicial investigations or legislative enquiries 
into abuses of women’s rights. 

‘Voice’-based approaches frequently 
begin in civil society, but a growing num-
ber of examples from countries across the 
world suggest that they are often taken up 
by states. Examples include consultative 
mechanisms in debating public policy (pub-
lic dialogues on poverty-reduction strate-
gies in aid-recipient countries, as shown 
in Chapter 6), user committees to preside 
over the management of public goods (for 

4 PROGRESS OF THE WORLD’S WOMEN 2008/2009

Strengthening ‘Voice’ for Better Accountability

Women engage collectively 
in articulating interests 
for clearer delegation 
and monitoring of 
decision-making

Guidelines and Resources that 

reflect the needs of women

Policy
Makers

Citizens Providers

Voic
e

Instructions

Services

FIGURE
1.3

Source: Derived from World Bank (2003).

Strengthening ‘Choice’ for Better Accountability

Po
lic

y m
an

da
tes

Enabling environment for competition

Citizens use market power to select alternative 
providers and more adequate services

Voic
e

Regulation 

Choice

Policy
Makers

Citizens

Providers
Choice

Choice

Providers

Providers

FIGURE
1.4

Source: Derived from World Bank (2003).



tiny of public actions, and the possibility of 
sanction for mistakes, accountability will 
be stronger in contexts in which there are 
mechanisms to enable political contestation 
and public debate. 

Precisely because democratic account-
ability reverses traditional expectations 
about who can be held to account, impor-
tant accountability mechanisms have been 
institutionalised (made routine) to ensure 

that those who have the right to demand 
explanations (rights holders) can actually 
get them from those with a formal public 
duty to supply them (duty bearers). Most 
important among these mechanisms are 
the normative foundations for accountabil-
ity – national constitutions, as well as global 
agreements on human rights such as the 
United Nations Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW). Traditional accountabil-
ity systems have considerable social legiti-
macy and staying power, however, and be-
cause of this there have been a number of 
efforts to adapt them to contemporary ex-
pectations about democratic accountabil-
ity. Box 1B shows how a traditional social 
compact system in Rwanda is being used to 
address gender-based violence.

Demand and supply of 
accountability: ‘Voice’ and 
‘Choice’ reforms
Women’s efforts to remedy their situation 
when their rights are denied have ranged 
from ‘voice’-based approaches that em-
phasise collective action, representation of 
interests, and the ability to demand change, 
to ‘choice’-based approaches that promote 
changes in the supply of responsive public 
service or fair market practices.4 As Figure 
1.3 shows, ‘voice’-based approaches seek 
to demonstrate the existence of a constitu-
ency demanding delivery on promises to 
women. ‘Voice’-based approaches seek to 
publicize accountability failures and to de-
mand accountability processes such as 
judicial investigations or legislative enquiries 
into abuses of women’s rights. 

‘Voice’-based approaches frequently 
begin in civil society, but a growing num-
ber of examples from countries across the 
world suggest that they are often taken up 
by states. Examples include consultative 
mechanisms in debating public policy (pub-
lic dialogues on poverty-reduction strate-
gies in aid-recipient countries, as shown 
in Chapter 6), user committees to preside 
over the management of public goods (for 

4 PROGRESS OF THE WORLD’S WOMEN 2008/2009

Strengthening ‘Voice’ for Better Accountability

Women engage collectively 
in articulating interests 
for clearer delegation 
and monitoring of 
decision-making

Guidelines and Resources that 

reflect the needs of women

Policy
Makers

Citizens Providers

Voic
e

Instructions

Services

FIGURE
1.3

Source: Derived from World Bank (2003).

Strengthening ‘Choice’ for Better Accountability

Po
lic

y m
an

da
tes

Enabling environment for competition

Citizens use market power to select alternative 
providers and more adequate services

Voic
e

Regulation 

Choice

Policy
Makers

Citizens

Providers
Choice

Choice

Providers

Providers

FIGURE
1.4

Source: Derived from World Bank (2003).



different groups of women face in asking for 
accountability. As this volume of Progress 
shows, women’s frequent disadvantage in 
using accountability systems is based on 
their subordinate status in relation to men at 
home (husbands, fathers, brothers) or men 
as decision-makers and power-holders (tra-
ditional leaders, local council members, par-
ty leaders, judges, police), which constrains 
women’s ability to assert or exercise their 
rights. This subordinate status is evident in 
data from household surveys that show that 
in many regions women have limited con-
trol over critical household decisions, such 
as those involving their own health care or 
large purchases, and face signifi cant mobil-
ity constraints, as shown in Figure 1.5.

Women’s limited decision-making power 
within the household means that their rela-

tionship to the public sphere or the market is 
often mediated by men. Their votes may not 
refl ect their real preferences if they are voting 
according to their husbands’ wishes. They 
may not be free to use household income to 
pay for services of their choice, especially if 
they are under pressure to prioritise the needs 
of men in the household. Whether exercising 
political ‘voice’ or market ‘choice’, gendered 
mediation means women sometimes seek 
accountability ‘at one remove’ from states 
and markets, as shown in Figure 1.6.

Accountability solutions that propose 
women use political ‘voice’ or market 
‘choice’ must take this gendered mediation 
into account. Moving from ‘voice’ to infl u-
ence requires institutional changes in the 
places where public decisions are imple-
mented, from ministries of fi nance that de-
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termine resource allocation, to those shaping 
public services, to the front-line of interaction 
between citizens and states in health clinics, 
schools, agricultural extension services, or 
business licensing bureaus. If women do not 
have security, power or resources as indi-
viduals or as an organised political interest, 
they cannot hold public or private institutions 
accountable. And if they cannot demand ac-
countability as collective or individual actors, 
this experience mutes women’s voice in de-
termining collective goals. As a result, policy-
makers and providers are under-informed 
about women’s needs and preferences. 

Women’s engagement in 
accountability processes
This volume of Progress highlights innovative 
efforts that are emerging in every region to 
strengthen accountability for gender equality. 
Through gender-responsive budget analysis, 
women’s groups, ministries of fi nance and 
parliamentarians are highlighting the differ-
ential impact of public spending on services 
for women and men. Through public audits 
of local government spending, corruption is 
exposed and better controls on spending at 
the local level are identifi ed to enable women 
to benefi t from public resources. Through 
citizens’ report cards surveying the quality of 
urban public services, women and commu-
nity groups are identifying poor performance 
and demanding improvements from munici-
pal authorities in sanitation systems, street 
lighting, and public housing.

Mobilising for concrete measures to in-
crease accountability has triggered efforts to 
improve public responsiveness to women’s 
human rights. For example, in Kosovo, Sier-
ra Leone, Rwanda and Liberia, post-confl ict 
restructuring of police services has involved 
concerted efforts to recruit more women 
and to train personnel in effective responses 
to gender-based violence (see Chapter 4).6 
In the Philippines, local development coun-
cils have mandatory representation from 
civil-society organisations, to provide them 
with space to bring women’s concerns into 
local decision-making.7 Women’s efforts to 

ensure that power holders answer to them 
for actions that affect women’s rights are 
part of a global groundswell of citizen activ-
ism against impunity. 

Women’s activism is changing the way 
we understand accountability, demonstrat-
ing that women sometimes experience 
governance failures differently from men. 
An indication of this difference in perspec-
tive on accountability is refl ected in data on 
women’s and men’s perceptions of corrup-
tion in public services. (see Panel: Gender 
Differences in Perceptions of Corruption). 
A small but statistically signifi cant differ-
ence is recorded almost everywhere in the 
world: women perceive more corruption in 
public services than do men. 

Accountability to women 
must be ‘mission critical’ 
Simultaneous institutional reform at three 
levels – normative, procedural, and cultural –
is needed to improve accountability for 
meeting gender equality goals.8 
a. Normative: Sometimes the formal remit or 
mandate of an institution must be revised to 
ensure that the institutional actors answer 
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principal fund dedicated for this issue, received total contributions of $10 million from its founding in 1996 to 2004, with that total climbing to 
a committed $40 million for the period 2005-08. By comparison, the Global Fund on HIV and AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis has reached 
over $10 billion since its establishment in 2002. A telling measure of accountability will be whether the Secretary-General’s campaign target 
for the Trust Fund of reaching a minimum of US$100 million per year by 2015 will be met. 

Monitoring mechanisms must be inclusive at both national and local levels, to bring together the government, women’s and other 
civil-society organizations, experts and researchers. For example, Afghanistan established an inter-ministerial commission on violence 
against women via Presidential decree, with UNIFEM support. 

3. CULTURAL CHANGE
Empower women and girls, mobilise men and boys. Real and lasting change to end violence against women and girls needs to be 
grounded at the community level, where acts of abuse occur and where women should be able to demand their rights to justice, protec-
tion and support. Involving men and boys in actions to prevent and respond to violence against women is critical to fi nding a meaningful 
solution. A vibrant, well-informed civil society, armed with hard data, empowered with knowledge of their rights and governments’ obliga-
tions, and equipped to demand accountability is a hallmark of sustained progress. 

Launch and sustain campaigns. Spearheaded by women’s movements, campaigns such as 16 Days of Activism have been instru-
mental in breaking the silence and raising awareness. UNIFEM crafted and forged the fi rst United Nations Campaign on the issue in 
Latin America and the Caribbean in the late 1990s, and has continued such efforts, including its most recent global campaign, “Say No”, 
which has garnered hundreds of thousands of signatures from individuals, partner organisations and governments.

As United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon summed up at the launch of the UNITE campaign, “Violence against women and girls 
makes its hideous imprint on every continent, country and culture. It is time to focus on the concrete actions that all of us can and must take 
to prevent and eliminate this scourge... It is time to break through the walls of silence, and make legal norms a reality in women’s lives.”viii

Violence Against Women: Reporting and Charging RatesFIGURE
A

Notes: Percentages of the cases reported to the police and percentage with charges brought (convictions by the Criminal Justice System) were calculated as percentages of all victimised women. Information includes 
physical and sexual violence, perpetrated by partners and non-partners. The original source did not provide complete information for the Philippines. *No information on the percentage of charged cases was reported 
for Philippines and Poland.

Source: Johnson, H., Ollus, N., & Nevada, S. (2007).
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the ways performance is monitored and 
measured, so that actions that benefi t 
women are recognized and rewarded. 
The combination of motivation and moni-
toring is at the core of many management 
reforms, but rarely has it been driven by 
the imperative of improved response to 
women. Women have found entry-points 
for bringing gender equality performance 
reviews into a number of contemporary 
institutional innovations to enable inclu-
sive public oversight, such as participa-
tory municipal budgeting in several Latin 
American countries, citizen participation 
in Mexico’s Federal Electoral Institute, 
and community review of policing pat-
terns in Chicago in the United States.10

• Removing Barriers and Improving Ac-
cess: Public responsiveness to women 
often requires analysing and removing 
obstacles that women may face in ac-
cessing services, market opportunities, 

or justice. Sometimes these obstacles 
are obvious, and involve compensat-
ing for the fact that some women may 
not have the time, money, education or 
mobility needed to exercise their rights 
or access services. In health systems, 
for example, developing mobile teams 
of public-health providers to work with 
low-income women in their homes helps 
overcome women’s knowledge and mo-
bility constraints. In post-confl ict recov-
ery, de-mining fi elds and water points –
instead of just main roads – improves 
women’s use of physical space.11 In rela-
tion to elections, situating polling booths 
in markets overcomes the mobility and 
time constraints women face when they 
want to vote. In the 2006 Liberian elec-
tions, for instance, UNIFEM helped wom-
en’s groups provide market women with 
transport to voter registration offi ces that 
were situated far from marketplaces.12
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Gendered Perceptions 
of Corruption by 
Region: Political, 
Judicial and Security 
Sector Institutions

FIGURE
B

Gendered Perceptions 
of Corruption by 
Region: Market-
Related Institutions

FIGURE
C

Notes: See notes in fi gure A

Source: UNIFEM analysis of Transparency International global 
corruption Barometer database (2005).

Notes: See notes in fi gure A

Source: UNIFEM analysis of Transparency International global 
corruption Barometer database (2005).

Gendered Perceptions of 
Corruption by Region: 
Service Provision Institutions

FIGURE
A

Notes: The percentages of men and women who perceived high levels of cor-
ruption was calculated considering respondents who ranked institutions as 
“very corrupt” and “extremely corrupt” (scores of 4 and 5 out of a range from 
1 to 5), or who stated that corruption affects their lives to a large extent. The 
statistical signifi cance of differences by sex was tested using a t-test of dif-
ference in means (applied to the difference in percentages). All the statistics 
at the country level are weighted using the sample weights provided in the 
original database; regional averages are weighted using population data for 
the year 2005 compiled by the UN Population Division.

Source: UNIFEM analysis of Transparency International Global Corruption 
Barometer database (2005).
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