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While rising authoritarianism globally suggests that accountable governance is not high on the 

list of political priorities in 2025, accountability has been wielded as a reform priority for 

countries of the ‘Global South,’ including in the Pacific, for decades. It has also been 

recognised as a global priority in the Sustainable Development Framework. Internationally 

supported initiatives have variously focused on either the ‘demand’ (citizen voice) or the 

‘supply’ (government response) side of accountability,  or on explicit attempts to combine the 

two through sandwich strategies and social accountability  that focus on the relationship 

between citizens’ and leaders and the ability to hold them to account. There has also been a 

stronger focus in recent years on transparency and access to information. Yet, overall, many 

efforts to improve accountability have failed to gain traction on the ground. This has 

prompted a process of introspection within the accountability and transparency community 

to learn more purposefully from what has worked well and less well in this space.   

Here, we highlight insights and lessons from one such effort that we have been involved in at 

the Centre for Human Security and Social Change(CHSSC), based at La Trobe University in 

Australia. Over the past two years, CHSSC has been working on a  UNDP research project 

funded by the European Union (EU) that looks at accountability ecosystems in the Pacific. The 

project seeks to better understand how these ecosystems work and why, with a view to 

developing approaches that can deliver better results. As part of the project, we undertook six 

country studies, working with national researchers in the Federated States of Micronesia, 

Kiribati, Palau, Solomon Islands, Tuvalu and Vanuatu.  We also prepared a synthesis report 

that analyses the constraints and opportunities across these Pacific Island states from a 

political economy perspective, and teases out potential ways in which policymakers and 

practitioners seeking to foster accountability might work differently taking those as their 

starting point.  

One of the strategies that we have identified is the importance of designing different 

accountability approaches in different settings based on an in-depth understanding of the 

underlying political settlement. In other words, approaches to strengthening accountability 

should not look the same across all times and places. They should be different depending on 

how power operates and how power configurations evolve over time in a given setting as a 

result of negotiation and contestation among different actors. This may sound strikingly basic 

– but it seems to be largely absent from donor-supported initiatives to date.  

Shifts in the political settlement matter for accountability. As Mushtaq Khan has suggested, 

‘anticorruption is like any other law. It’s … a set of rules and how those rules are implemented 

depends on the distribution of power in society’. As the nature of the political settlement 

changes, so too do the mechanisms and processes that work to hold it to account.  

What we found in our Pacific research is that, in countries where customary authority is seen 

as having political weight as a core part of the state ( as is the case in Vanuatu and Solomon 

Islands), accountability initiatives are likely to have much more impact if they draw on the 

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2025/uphill-battle-to-safeguard-rights
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/786601468139801976/pdf/343780PAPER0Pu101OFFICIAL0USE0ONLY1.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/786601468139801976/pdf/343780PAPER0Pu101OFFICIAL0USE0ONLY1.pdf
https://2017-2020.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1861/USAID_and_the_Indo-Pacific_Transparency_Initiative_-_Fact_Sheet_June_19_2019.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://www.macfound.org/press/grantee-publications/top-down-ground-up-creating-accountability-with-sandwich-strategies
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X15000704
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/983941467996646873/public-access-to-information-for-development-a-guide-to-effective-implementation-of-right-to-information-laws
https://taicollaborative.org/opening-up-about-open-government-many-happy-returns
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/socialchange
https://www.undp.org/pacific/projects/vaka-pasifika
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/socialchange/projects/accountability-ecosystems
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/1647584/CHSSC-Report-FSM-country-study.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1589931/CHSSC-Report-Kiribati-UNDP-acccountability-ecosystems.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1629461/CHSSC-Report-_Accountability-Ecosystems_Palau-final.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1548981/CHSSC-Report-Solomon-Islands-UNDP-accountability-ecoystems.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/1548983/CHSSC-Report-Tuvalu-UNDP-accountability-ecosystems.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1548985/CHSSC-Report-Vanuatu-UNDP-accountability-ecosystems.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1653332/UNDP-Synthesis-Report_-Political-economy-of-accountability-ecosystems_Feb_2025.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1653332/UNDP-Synthesis-Report_-Political-economy-of-accountability-ecosystems_Feb_2025.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1653332/UNDP-Synthesis-Report_-Political-economy-of-accountability-ecosystems_Feb_2025.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/1653332/UNDP-Synthesis-Report_-Political-economy-of-accountability-ecosystems_Feb_2025.pdf
https://in-pursuit-of-development.simplecast.com/episodes/mushtaq-khan/transcript
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/socialchange/projects/accountability-ecosystems
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0004/1548985/CHSSC-Report-Vanuatu-UNDP-accountability-ecosystems.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1548981/CHSSC-Report-Solomon-Islands-UNDP-accountability-ecoystems.pdf
https://www.latrobe.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/1548981/CHSSC-Report-Solomon-Islands-UNDP-accountability-ecoystems.pdf


legitimacy and influence of these traditional actors in their efforts to hold elected officials to 

account. This dynamic was less relevant in our other cases studies, depending on context. 

Within the Federated States of Micronesia, for instance, it is relevant in the State of Yap, where 

customary authority is strong, but not relevant in the State of Pohnpei, where it is weaker.  

 

Table 1.  

 

In countries with broad-based constituencies of political support (there is greater space for 

civil society and media actors to play an effective role in accountable governance because 

there is a more direct relationship between public support and political mandates. This can 

be seen, for example, in places like Tuvalu and Kiribati (although here the challenge is of 

cultivating the small number of civil society organisations and media outlets). On the other 
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hand, where government authority has much narrower social foundations - in the sense that 

elected officials cater to the needs of a small group of supporters, as in Vanuatu - approaches 

focused on civil society are  likely to be less effective.  

While this is still work in progress, our team has begun to flesh out what different 

accountability approaches might look like across a range of political settlements in the Pacific, 

building on the work on political reform and corruption by scholars such as Khan and Tim 

Kelsall. The table below, adapted from Kelsall, aims to capture what viable approaches to 

accountability might look like depending on:  

• how power is organised (that is, whether power is concentrated or dispersed, which 

impacts the degree to which leaders can make binding decisions unilaterally or must 

act in concert with others); and  

• how broad or narrow the social foundations are (which affects the distributional goals 

of leaders and the elite commitment to inclusive development).  

The resulting potentially viable approaches to accountability are captured in each quadrant.  

 

As table 1 suggests, in contexts where social foundations are narrow and power is 

concentrated, there is little opening for engaging political elites on accountability. In these 

kinds of settings, strategies might instead focus on nurturing educative approaches, civil 

society strengthening rather than advocacy, and local level conversations on accountability 

that fly below the radar. By contrast, where social foundations remain narrow but power is 

dispersed, opportunities for civic advocacy increase. There is more leverage to support and 

learn from parts of the public service where good practice emerges,, with even some potential 

to foster pro-accountability coalitions. In contexts with broad social foundations and 

dispersed power, strategies likely to be effective shift again. Elites are incentivised to be 

responsive while they struggle to deliver. So in these settings, it could be fruitful to nurture 

pockets of institutional capacity among elites who are engaged in reform efforts, while 

working with civil society to develop more robust advocacy to hold government authorities to 

account. Finally, in contexts where social foundations are broad and power is concentrated, 

elites are likely to be more responsive and capable. This makes institutional strengthening 

approaches more feasible and investigation and prosecution more realistic. The point is that 

approaches to accountability should vary based on the nature of the political settlement.    

At a time when support for aid in general, and support to governance in particular, are under 

threat, being more precise about when different approaches to reform are likely to gain 

traction offers a tangible way of actioning the now nearly universal observation that ‘politics 

matters’. By thinking about how politics matters and how it plays out in different contexts, we 

will be better positioned to develop more relevant and effective accountability approaches 

that respond to political realities on the ground.  
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