Editorial

Introduction

There is an increasing demand for accountability especially social
accountability in all sectors and medical education is no different.
The need for accountability in health sector (medical education,
health systems and other stakeholders including communities) has
been emphasized by the World Health Organization in its Goal of
“Health for all. [1]

The World Bank defines accountability as the obligation of
authorities / organizations to account for or take responsibility for
their actions. [2] The term social accountability refers to the
involvement of the civic society in the execution of this obligation
by organizations. Social accountability has been recognized as an
important mechanism for improving governance, stimulating
development and encouraging empowerment.

The World Health Organization in 1995 defined social accountability
for medical schools as “the obligation to direct their (medical
schools) education, research, and service activities towards
addressing the priority health concerns of the community, region,
and/or nation they have a mandate to serve. The priority health
concerns are to be identified jointly by governments, health care
organizations, health professionals and the public”. [3]

Medical Schools and Social Accountability:

Medical schools are an important stakeholder for improving the
health of the community and the WHO statement on social
accountability further strengthens this role of medical schools.
Medical schools are responsible for producing competent doctors
who can provide quality services and meet the health care needs of
the community they serve in. This is reflected in the WHO definition
of medical education which states that; “It (medical education) is the
art and science of preparing future medical graduates to function
properly in the society and influencing the environment in which
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these graduates will work, to the greatest satisfaction of the health
consumers, the health authorities, and the graduates themselves”. [3]
Medical schools may differ in ways in which they respond to this call
of social obligation.

The terms social responsibility, social responsiveness and social
accountability are being used currently to grade medical schools with
respect to social accountability. Charles Boelen et al introduced the
social obligation scale (Table-1) which provides a scale to assess
medical schools in this regard. [4]

Table 1: Social Obligation Scale

Responsibility Responsiveness  Accountability
Social needs Implicitly Explicitly Anticipatively
identified
Institutional Defined by faculty  Inspired from data  Defined with society
objectives
Educational Community oriented Community based ~ Contextualized
programs

Quality of graduates Good pracfitioners Meeting criteria ~ Health system
professionalism  change agents

Focus of evaluation Process Qutcome Impact
Assessors Internal External Health partners

Medical schools’ function in three major
areas/domains:
1. Education

2. Research
3. Service /Provision of health care
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The primary principles or values of social accountability are relevance,
quality, cost effectiveness and equity. [3] The 4 core principles of
relevance, quality health care, cost effectiveness and equity are to be
reflected in the 3 major domains ie., education, research and service of
the institution.

Socially responsible school is one which is aware of its duties regarding
the health of society and is committed to produce ‘good practitioners”
based on social needs identified implicitly.

Socially responsive school is one that responds to society’s welfare by
directing its education, research and service activities towards explicitly
identified health priorities in society.

Socially accountable medical school goes one step beyond as it is not
only taking specific actions through its education, research, and service
activities to meet the priority health needs of society.

The four core principles of relevance, quality health care, cost
effectiveness and equity are to be reflected in the 3 major domains i.e
education, research, and service of the institution. The ultimate goal of
a medical education program is to improve the people’s health by
adhering to the 4 core principles.
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