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Executive Summary 
 
The expectation that governments will be accountable to their citizens is a cornerstone of 
democracy.  As the public’s faith, trust and confidence in elected governments and public 
servants declines and traditional government-citizen accountability mechanisms have weakened, 
calls for new and improved accountability relationships signal a democracy in need of renewal.  
These calls are fuelled by, and extend to the private sector, where corporate misbehavior has led 
citizens to expect greater corporate-shareholder, corporate-government and corporate-community 
accountability. 
 
Leaders in both public and private institutions in Canada have recognized the need to improve 
their record on accountability, and a variety of initiatives are underway.   In this paper, we 
examine what Canadians are saying about accountability and offer a reference point to decision 
makers - particularly those in government - to assess whether current efforts to improve 
accountability will meet Canadians’ expectations.  We draw on the findings of four recently 
completed citizens’ dialogues conducted by the Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) on 
the future of health care, the kind of Canada Canadians want to see in the future, the Ontario 
budget strategy 2004-2008 and the long-term management of used nuclear fuel in Canada.  In 
total, the four dialogues have engaged more than 1600 randomly selected Canadians since 2002. 
   
The resounding message from our review is a re-affirmation of the role of government as 
guardian of the public interest, on the condition that citizens are given an active role in informing 
decisions and accountability is improved.   For the most part, citizens do not differentiate 
between the roles of public servants and elected officials when it comes to their expectations for 
accountability, transparency, and ethical behavior.  However, most of their comments are 
directed toward elected officials.  It is the accountability relationship between democratically 
elected representatives and citizens that is the most immediate for them and where they can 
express their views with the greatest impact. 
 
 Accountability was not seen by dialogue participants as an end in itself, but as the means for re-
establishing citizens’ trust in government.  And while no explicit definition of accountability 
emerged from the dialogues, participants’ views about accountability were inextricably linked to 
three key concepts: transparency, trust, and citizen engagement, all of which lie at the core of a 
healthy democracy. 
   
Calls for greater transparency went hand in hand with calls for accountability in all four 
dialogues and were linked to a deepening mistrust of government’s ability to manage taxpayers’ 
money efficiently and responsibly.  Citizens want to hold the reins more tightly on government 
spending; they want to know how public funds are being spent and what society is getting in 
return, and they are reluctant to pay more taxes until they have evidence that public resources are 
being properly managed.  Transparency in and of itself will not rekindle the public’s trust, but 
rather needs to be pursued with careful consideration of what types of information are needed, 
for what purposes, by whom and for whom. 
 
The public’s growing mistrust of government has prompted calls for independent oversight 
bodies to protect the public interest in a variety of areas.  Before moving down this path, 
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thoughtful consideration must be given to the implications of such organizations for 
government’s ability to strengthen its accountability relationships with citizens and for renewing 
public confidence in government.  The presence of third-party agencies has the potential to 
weaken direct government-citizen accountability in exchange for the provision of greater 
autonomy to third-party agencies.  How would independent agencies be held to account if they 
were perceived by the public as not looking after the public interest?  How would we avoid 
simply shifting or broadening the lack of trust to include these institutions as well? Who would 
they ultimately report to?  These questions must be carefully considered and discussed openly as 
future directions for improving accountability are determined, while taking very seriously the 
underlying reasons that drive calls for more trustworthy institutions.  Citizens are a key part of 
the accountability equation, and they need to be included along with elected officials, public 
servants and others in defining accountability.  We need to understand citizens’ expectations of 
the people, institutions and mechanisms that support accountability. 
 
Participants in all four dialogues asked for opportunities to become more involved in the public 
realm.  They saw this not only as their right, but their responsibility.  They are prepared to assign 
themselves a greater role in the accountability equation, which involves not only holding others 
to account through sanction and corrective measures, but actively contributing to decisions.  
Citizen engagement is not merely an input to or a product of strengthened accountability, but a 
form of accountability in its own right. 
   
Based on what Canadians in the four dialogues have said, they are not seeking direct democracy 
on specific policy issues.  They are looking for meaningful opportunities to influence decision 
making, and complement, not replace, the voices of experts and other stakeholders.  Canadians 
are no longer content to turn things over to their elected representatives for four or five years - 
they want a space between elections to give their views and advice. 
    
Citizens are also looking for accessible and credible information to support their efforts to 
contribute constructively to public policy processes.  Governments need to assess the relevance 
and quality of information they currently provide and the means by which it is made available.  
Democratic renewal initiatives currently underway at the federal level and in a number of 
provinces offer the opportunity to build into our institutions meaningful mechanisms that engage 
citizens in using this information for a purpose. 
 
Improving the public’s trust and confidence in citizen-government accountability will require 
substantial efforts and should proceed on multiple, related fronts, including being more 
transparent about how and why decisions are made, particularly around financial management. 
More meaningful involvement of citizens, on a routine basis and with a clearly established 
purpose, is also of paramount importance and needs to be supported by credible information that 
reflects reality. 
   
Citizens’ calls for improved accountability through greater transparency and citizen engagement 
are a symptom of their mistrust of officials and institutions.  Efforts to strengthen citizen-
government accountability relationships should be pursued carefully to promote governance 
arrangements that result in more rather than less trustful relationships between citizens and 
governors. 
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