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C h a p t e r  t h r e e

the Challenge of  
Inducing participation

thIs Chapter applIes the analytICal framework outlIned  

in chapter 2 in order to better understand the challenges faced in resolv-
ing civil society failures, improving the interaction of civil society with 
markets and governments, and implementing participatory projects. 
what can participatory development achieve, and under what condi-
tions? what do the structures of failure at the local level say about 
options for policy? what are some of the challenges of using policy 
interventions to repair civic failures and induce participation? how 
do incentives within donor institutions and government bureaucracies 
affect the implementation of participatory projects? the chapter uses 
the analytical framework to derive a set of hypotheses that guide the 
analysis of the evidence in the subsequent chapters. 

under the right conditions, effective local participation can be a 
powerful force for change and the achievement of various develop-
ment objectives. local development moves from being “participatory” 
to “empowered” when decisions made by ordinary people through 
deliberation are tied to policy decisions and actions—what fung and 
wright (2003) call “empowered participatory governance.” this process 
is characterized by three foundational principles:

• participation must have a practical orientation.

• participation must be “bottom up,” in the sense that all of the 
people most affected by the problem and knowledgeable about 
solutions to it should be involved in decision making.

• participation must be deliberative. 

fung and wright define deliberation as a process of collective deci-
sion making in which a group reaches a consensus across diverse points 
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of view. It is an alternate to what economists call “preference aggrega-
tion” through electoral mechanisms. In electoral decision making, pref-
erences are aggregated by counting votes. deliberative decision making 
requires that participants listen to one another’s positions and generate 
group choices after due consideration of other points of view, even if 
they do not necessarily endorse those choices or find them optimal. 

after examining various successful cases of empowered participatory 
governance around the world, fung and wright conclude that in order 
to advance these foundational principles, governance institutions need 
to incorporate three design features:

• Devolution. local decision-making units should have meaning-
ful power and be downwardly accountable.

• Centralized supervision and coordination. local decision-making 
units need to share information, learn from one another, and 
discover what works by trial and error while being monitored 
and held accountable by the center.

• State-centered, not voluntary. empowered participation should 
remake state institutions to align with their foundational prin-
ciples rather than develop parallel structures.

Ironically, empowered participation requires a strong, functioning 
state that has not only internalized the broad objective of deepening 
democracy and developed a much more astute view of citizens’ role in 
shaping policy but has also actively promoted and supervised the process 
by which this process happens. 

the premise underlying participatory development is the power of 
the group—the notion that individuals are far more effective when they 
work together toward a common objective than when they attempt to 
achieve the same objective on their own. By mobilizing citizens to work 
together for their collective well-being, participatory development has 
the potential to redress some failures of the state and some failures of 
markets while improving the capacity of individuals to bond and work 
together. 

one reason  participation can do so is that it can have intrinsic value. 
people may value the simple courtesy of having their opinions heard, of 
being listened to. If public decisions are determined deliberatively rather 
than dictatorially, in a manner that gives everyone—poor and rich, 
female and male, lower and upper caste—an equal voice, the process by 
which decisions are made has, in itself, the potential to enhance agency. 
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political theorists contend that participation has the potential to lead to 
a process of positive self-transformation by catalyzing a set of desirable 
changes in individuals: enhanced facility for practical reasoning, greater 
tolerance of difference, more sensitivity about the need for reciprocity, 
enhanced ability to think and act with autonomy on the basis of their 
own preferences, and the ability to engage in moral discourse and make 
moral judgments (warren 1995). 

much of the value of participation can be encapsulated in hirschman’s 
(1970) view that “voice” has both intrinsic and instrumental value. the 
anthropologist arjun appadurai (2004) goes farther, describing voice as 
a “cultural capacity.” Voice, he contends, is a matter not just of people 
demanding democratic rights but of engaging with social, political, and 
economic issues in terms of metaphor, rhetoric, organization, and pub-
lic performance, in order to negotiate and navigate their worlds. this 
“capacity to aspire” is not evenly distributed. In situations where the rich 
have consistently benefited from better social, political, and economic 
connections and have the cultural tools to navigate those worlds, they 
are “more likely . . . to be conscious of the links between the more and 
less immediate objects of aspiration.” the rich are thus better able to 
navigate their way toward actualizing their aspirations. If participation 
is to build this navigational capacity, then voice and the capacity to 
aspire need to be “reciprocally linked, with each accelerating the nurture 
of the other” (appadurai 2004). 

participatory interventions are, however, more often justified by their 
instrumental value—their potential to make states and markets more 
accountable to the needs of citizens, to help communities mobilize to 
improve credit and livelihood opportunities and manage common prop-
erty resources. the accountability function of participation requires 
groups to mobilize in a manner that changes the incentives of the agents 
of the state so that they act in the interests of citizens. state failure 
often occurs because the incentives of the individuals who comprise 
the state, and function as its agents, are not aligned with the needs of 
citizens; instead, these agents seek to maximize their own interests. In 
the absence of adequate oversight, this tendency could result in a range 
of adverse outcomes, from absenteeism to corruption and theft of public 
resources. furthermore, if oversight of officials is largely managerial 
(that is, from the top rather than the bottom), local officials are account-
able only upward, motivating officials to fulfill the dictates of their 
bosses rather than meeting local needs. the consequences—phantom 
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schools with crumbling buildings and absent teachers, nonfunctioning 
toilets that are used to store fodder, roads that crumble at the first sign 
of rain—are ubiquitous in the developing world.

participation has the potential to force agents of the state to act 
against their private interests and for the public good. It makes 
accountability—whether it be electoral, social, or “rude”—inherently 
conflictual. how this conflict is managed and channeled depends on 
the nature of the state, the institutional incentives of its agents, the 
division of power and responsibility between political leadership and 
bureaucrats, the nature and extent of the decentralization of authority, 
and the receptivity of the state to the demands of citizens.

participation is also used to enhance livelihood opportunities and 
credit for the poor. microcredit programs mobilize groups of individu-
als to collectively enforce the repayment schedule of every member, in 
an attempt to resolve coordination problems and asymmetries in infor-
mation on the creditworthiness of individuals, which prevent banks 
and other large credit suppliers from servicing such communities. 
self-help groups have also been mobilized to help expand livelihood 
opportunities more generally—by providing training in handicrafts 
and agricultural techniques, for example, and assisting in small-scale 
entrepreneurial and other activities. the group provides peer education 
and technical and moral support, using the power of networks to diffuse 
information and knowledge. 

participation has been used to try to redress the underprovision of 
public goods and services such as roads, water tanks, schools, and health 
clinics, which local governments typically provide. In community-
driven development interventions, such public goods and services may 
be handed over entirely to communities to manage. In times of unex-
pected crisis—when a typhoon or earthquake strikes and governments 
and markets are unable to respond quickly, for example—communi-
ties are mobilized to rebuild homes, roads, and bridges and manage 
emergency aid. when a country is emerging from a long war or civil 
strife, community-based aid is often used to lead postconflict efforts at 
reconstruction. 

participation has also been used to try to reduce social, political, and 
economic inequality. By reserving leadership positions in civic bodies 
for women or other disadvantaged groups, participatory interventions 
have explicitly attempted to redress discrimination by promoting more 
egalitarian notions of leadership and breaking the power of traditional 

Participation has the  
potential to force agents of 

the state to act against their 
private interests and for the 

public good.

Participation has  
been used to try to redress 

the underprovision of public 
goods and services . . .

. . . and to reduce social, 
political, and economic 

inequality.



91

t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  i n d u c i n g  p a r t i c i p a t i o n

elites. these interventions are inherently conflictual, in that they chal-
lenge the prerogatives of the people in authority. 

using civic groups to help reduce poverty usually involves far less 
conflict with elites, because it does not challenge the basis of their 
authority. In many countries, for instance, community-based participa-
tory bodies select the beneficiaries of poverty reduction programs, an 
alternative method of targeting that even local elites may perceive as fair. 

Participation and the Capacity to Engage

an important way in which participatory interventions can work is by 
changing the character of everyday interactions—a process that, over 
time, reshapes social relationships. In highly unequal environments, 
social status structures the way people talk to one another. moving 
toward accountable government both requires and brings about a 
change in the tone and content of discourse. the conversation shifts 
from being embedded within existing power relationships and con-
ditioned by social norms to one in which people confront authority, 
demand change, debate points of policy, and speak as citizens rather 
than as subjects. such shifts in “recognition” can have important eco-
nomic implications (Basu 2011).

to bring about this change, citizens must have access to a new tool-
kit of discursive strategies—conciliatory, confrontational, pleading, 
demanding, threatening—that they are able to strategically deploy. 
even if these approaches do not have an immediate impact on the 
allocation of public resources, changes in the nature of speech can, over 
time, build what Gibson and woolcock (2008) call the “capacity to 
engage.” having the tools for “deliberative contestation” gives marginal-
ized groups a more equitable shot at negotiating, asserting, and making 
demands that are in line with their interests and life experience. with 
repeated interaction, more equality in the ability to articulate demands 
can help move communities toward a trajectory of better and more equi-
table governance. this expansion in their strategic toolkits can change 
not only how people are perceived within their communities but also 
how they perceive themselves. 

rao and sanyal (2010) analyzed the transcripts of 300 gram sab-
has (village meetings) from India. this excerpt—from an interaction 
between the upper-caste president of the panchayat (village council), 
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a poor upper-caste villager (Jayaraman), and a poor villager (muniraj) 
from an untouchable (dalit) caste—provides an example of deliberative 
contestation in which the dalit villager asserts his rights as a citizen.

Jayaraman: there are 45 families in our village. none of us has any 
land. we work for meager daily wages. whatever little we get we 
spend on our children’s education. But it’s impossible to educate our 
children up to high school because we don’t have the money. . . .  
so we request that the government do something. . . . our whole area 
is dirty. even the water is muddy, and that’s what we drink. . . . how 
many times we have requested a road near the cremation ground and 
for the supply for clean water?! we can only request and apply. the 
rest is up to you.

Panchayat president: If there are 20–25 houses in an area, a ward 
member should be appointed to represent the area. that ward member 
should listen to your problems and must do something to help you.

Muniraj: that way [if we have a ward member], we will have the 
guts to enter this room [where the gram sabha meeting is taking 
place]. If the required ward members are not with us, to whom can 
we voice our woes? who will represent us? . . . If the ward member 
belongs to another community, he won’t even listen to our problems. 
earlier, there was a time when a backward caste person was not even 
allowed to sit in the same area with others! the officers and leaders 
who come here [to the gram sabha meeting] already have a preset plan 
about what to do and say. you come, sit on the chair, say something, 
decide among yourselves, and go away. what’s there for us to do?! 
you’ve enjoyed power for all these years. why don’t you let us have a 
turn? . . . we don’t want any problem at the communal level. for us, 
whether X comes or y comes, it is the same. we vote, but what hap-
pens later? whereas other people get water even before they ask for 
it, we have to ask endlessly, and even so, our demand is not fulfilled. 
. . . we don’t want to fight with anyone. But at least there should be 
someone to listen to our problems. we’ve been without water sup-
ply for the past one month. even the village president knows it. he 
has promised to send water. But the ward member is not allowing 
us to take water. the water is sent to all his relatives. we cannot do 
anything to stop it.
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Panchayat president: In any competition, it’s a rule that one should 
win and the other should lose. there’s no community-based dis-
crimination or problem. If all of you in booth number 1 join and 
vote for me, I become the president. on the other hand, if everyone 
in the other booths votes for another person, then he’ll become the 
president. and then what will matter is what he can do for those 
booths that voted for him. today, among youngsters, the level of 
public awareness is very high. anyone can become a leader. . . . even 
though there are problems between your two groups, I try to medi-
ate. I don’t encourage communal riots.

Muniraj: everyone should be treated equally. no one should be 
treated as inferior to others. we should also be given a chance to sit 
on the dais [where the leaders sit]. why should we be denied that 
right? Just because I talk like this, it doesn’t mean that I fight with 
you or disrespect you. I am simply voicing my feeling.

Caste-based divisions have deep historical roots in India. they mani-
fest themselves in practices such as physical distancing and symbolic 
deference. It is noteworthy that these traditional patterns of interaction 
are now being openly challenged in gram sabha meetings, as muniraj’s 
angry complaints indicate. lower-caste challenges are not completely 
new; what makes the exchange excerpted above different is that it comes 
not from a member of the educated elite but from an ordinary villager 
embedded in everyday, local structures of inequality. ordinary people 
from disadvantaged castes now have a stake in political participation, 
because the gram sabha allows them to momentarily discard the stigma 
of their ascriptive identity and low economic status and slip into their 
identity as citizens with equal rights in the eyes of the state. these 
public interactions have the potential to challenge entrenched social 
relations because they make overt the heretofore unseen “weapons of 
the weak”—the expression of dissatisfaction in private while present-
ing compliant demeanors in public, foot dragging in respond to the 
demands of elites. such interactions expose “hidden transcripts” (scott 
1990) such as the feelings of oppression and domination felt by lower 
castes and provide a means to challenge them. 

minor as it may seem, the fact that poor people and people from 
lower castes are able to make demands and voice complaints gives 
them a sense of possessing equal recognition as citizens. when—and 
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whether—such small-scale changes cascade into effective civic capacity 
depends on the community’s level of literacy and numeracy, the level 
of inequality, and the extent to which inequality is embedded within 
durable social and power relationships. 

Diagnosing Failure Triangles

each type of participatory intervention can be associated with a dif-
ferent diagnosis of the failures it will confront—whether it is trying 
to generate an intrinsic or instrumental outcome, address a long-term 
development objective, or respond to a short-term crisis. each type of 
intervention may employ a different definition of community (a micro-
credit group is very different from a group of households mobilized to 
reconstruct homes after a hurricane). not only can these groups differ 
in their composition, they may also have different geographic and social 
boundaries and incentives for collective action. Consequently, they may 
be subject to different types of failures. 

potential spillovers from one civic objective to another also need to 
be thought through. will building microcredit groups also result in 
the formation of groups that can fight village council corruption? will 
starting a social fund to deal with postearthquake reconstruction result 
in a community-based institution that can act as a substitute for a failed 
local state? 

Government intervention may be justified when markets fail or 
economic and social inequalities need to be narrowed (see chapter 2). 
theory also indicates that “each public service should be provided by 
the jurisdiction having control over the minimum geographic area that 
would internalize [its] benefits and costs” (oates 1972, 55). local needs 
are difficult for central governments to ascertain, because of the huge 
information costs of doing so and because of heterogeneities in prefer-
ences and variations in the condition and composition of communities. 
for this reason, theory suggests that decisions on such issues as the 
provision of local public goods need to be decentralized.1 

Justifications for government interventions are complicated by the 
fact that governments themselves are prone to failure, because of prob-
lems of coordination, commitment, and information asymmetries—
locally as well as at the center. the power exercised by government can 
reflect and reproduce inequality. the degree to which community-based 
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bodies and local governments are embedded within structures of local 
inequality can be extremely heterogeneous, making central monitoring 
of local bodies very difficult. Consequently, local civic action (local par-
ticipation) is seen as the most effective and sustainable way of redressing 
local government failure—dealing with corruption, giving the poor a 
greater say in policy decisions, and holding local governments more 
accountable. 

there are, however, some omissions in this logic, which often tend to 
be ignored. first, civil society is subject to the same sorts of failures and 
inequalities as markets and states. Incorporating failures and inequali-
ties in civil society makes the policy logic far more complicated and less 
prescriptive. participation is usually not a substitute but a complement 
to the state. Civil society exists in a symbiotic relationship with the state: 
it both shapes and conditions the state and is shaped and conditioned 
by it. 

second, the development of civic capacity is not just a local challenge; 
civil society matters in checking the tendency of all levels of govern-
ment—central and local—toward authoritarianism. In addition, civic 
groups play an important role in the development of markets, by creat-
ing an enabling environment for entrepreneurship; protecting the inter-
ests of workers; providing credit, and other functions that are important 
for inclusive economic growth. thus, one challenge of development is 
to develop civic activity at both the micro and macro levels. 

third, civil society is not an abstract concept that exists outside local 
forms of knowledge, social structures, meaning and belief systems, and 
power relations. It is shaped by people, who are products as much of 
their social and cultural milieus as of economic and political systems. 
the manner in which people organize, the interests around which they 
mobilize, the styles and narratives of their discourse and resistance, and 
the objects of their resistance are hybrid products of local dynamics and 
national and global influences. policy makers should therefore be care-
ful not to impose conceptions of civil society that come from outside 
the local environment (for example, western political theory). Instead, 
they should try to understand the meaning of terms such as “civil,” 
“society,” and “participation” from within indigenous frames. Indeed, 
policy makers should try to understand how history and the history 
of interventions—whether colonial or developmental—have shaped 
those frames (Comaroff and Comaroff 1999). doing so calls for a less 
prescriptive and more adaptive approach to policy.

. . . but civil society and 
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finally, when all three spheres—markets, governments, and civil 
society—are beset by failures and inequalities, which is typically the 
case almost everywhere, policy becomes murky, leading back to a vari-
ant of the old balanced and unbalanced growth debates of the 1950s 
(levy and fukuyama 2010). should development policy be sequen-
tial—focusing first, for example, on building markets and spurring 
industrial growth—in the expectation that better government and civic 
capacity will follow, or should it focus on first developing an effective 
government or effective civic sphere? should the strategy attempt to be 
more balanced by simultaneously improving the functioning of all three 
spheres? how do market, government, and civil society capacities at the 
macro level affect policy options at the local level? at the local level—
where every village and neighborhood faces a different set of problems 
and is conditioned by different social structures, geographies, climates, 
and levels of connectivity—answers to these questions are perhaps best 
drawn deductively by examining the evidence, as chapters 4–6 do. 

Local Government Failure and the Nexus of Accommodation

In most communities in the developing world, both the state and the 
market have failed. local market failures—in the provision of public 
goods, such as schooling, health, and local infrastructure; in access to 
credit, markets, and so forth—are easy to identify. local government 
failure can, however, be dispersed across a variety of local institutions 
and individuals. a local government typically consists of leaders and 
bureaucrats. leaders can be members of village councils, neighbor-
hood committees, mayors and municipal councils, city administrators, 
or chiefs and their advisers. they function within various systems of 
accountability. they may be elected in regular, independently super-
vised elections or in “endogenous” elections that are organized and 
supervised locally; they may be appointed by upper-level political lead-
ers and thus free of local accountability; or they may be hereditary. 

even in formally constituted democracies, the theoretical logic of 
democratic accountability does not necessarily map into the real world 
logic of interactions between government and citizens. locally orga-
nized elections can be manipulated by local leaders to their advantage; 
independent elections, although much more effective and important 
as accountability mechanisms, can be subject to clientelism and the 
appropriation of public funds to pay for electoral campaigns. even if 
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leaders appointed by upper levels of government are accountable only 
upward, the central government can be effective in requiring good 
local government. hereditary leaders selected in democratic settings, 
although often authoritarian, can be subject to various long-term com-
mitments, contracts, and symbolic functions that obligate them to act 
in the interests of their subjects. 

all local leaders are placed in the difficult position of negotiating 
power with the central government, within the context of central regu-
lations and political incentives. the degree of autonomy enjoyed by 
local leaders depends on their bargaining power with the center. at the 
lowest tier of government, leaders may have limited room to maneuver 
and be constantly in the position of having to beg for resources from 
higher levels. they may, however, have established fiefdoms that are 
politically important to the center, giving them a measure of power and 
autonomy. the authority of local leaders and bureaucrats depends on 
the extent to which they control the funds and functions of government 
and on their local capacity to raise revenues. the less they depend on 
the center for funds, the greater their autonomy. But local governments 
often function within the domain of local strongmen, such as large 
landowners or warlords, who wield considerable influence and whose 
own demands and interests need to be satisfied. 

local leaders also have to share power with local bureaucrats, who 
are also subject to the institutional structures of government. local 
bureaucrats often come from the lowest rung of government service; 
their professional incentives are geared toward pleasing their central 
bosses and moving up in the hierarchy. they often perform important 
functions at the local level and control an array of public resources, 
which gives them considerable power within the village or municipal-
ity. these local bureaucrats can range from district administrators to 
“street-level” officials, such as extension officers and junior engineers, 
to employees of local governments, such as janitors and bill collectors. 

In participatory projects, it is the street-level bureaucrats (usually 
known as “project facilitators”) who have the most proximate impact 
on outcomes, because they are the people who deal with communities 
on a day-to-day basis. they are expected to mobilize communities; 
build the capacity for collective action; ensure adequate representation 
and participation; and, where necessary, break elite domination. these 
trainers, anthropologists, engineers, economists, and accountants must 
be culturally and politically sensitive charismatic leaders. It is ironic that 
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this difficult role, on which participation can succeed or fail, is usually 
entrusted to the least experienced, worst-paid, and most junior staff. 

all of these weaknesses of local government can lead to situations in 
which resources would have been allocated more efficiently had the gov-
ernment not intervened. weaknesses are caused by accommodations made 
to the center, by the manipulation of accountability mechanisms, and by 
accommodations to local strongmen and between local bureaucrats and 
politicians (migdal 1988). the concentration of power in any of these 
actors—a local strongman who also heads the village council, for exam-
ple—can lead to a strong local state but one that tends to be dictatorial in 
its decisions. when all actors are equally powerful, power and authority 
can be diffused in a way that makes actions unpredictable, dilutes respon-
sibility for action, and weakens the cooperative infrastructure. 

It is difficult for central governments to monitor the work of local 
governments because of the very imperfections in information and coor-
dination that caused power to be devolved in the first place. the nexus 
of social structures, power relations, the management of accommoda-
tions, the needs of citizens, and the quality of personnel vary greatly 
from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, causing communities to have a high 
degree of heterogeneity. these variations place an untenable burden 
of monitoring and supervision on the central government; if power is 
decentralized, they can produce an entirely new set of government fail-
ures. the constant process of accommodation among the center, local 
strongmen, local government leaders, and bureaucrats, often makes the 
interests of citizens the last priority—the residual element in a hierarchy 
of interests that must be accommodated. 

participation has the potential to change this dynamic. It can move 
the actions of local governments toward the interests of citizens by 
adding their voice to the mix of necessary accommodations. If civic 
groups are sophisticated enough to understand the procedures of local 
governments and nimble enough to know how to exploit the politi-
cal economy of accommodation, they can become a potent political 
force. If the cooperative infrastructure is strong and elite interests not 
dominant, citizens can be united, lobby effectively, and persuade local 
governments to listen to their points of view, furthering their interests 
by changing incentives within local governments. 

although participatory projects are packaged and promoted on 
the promise of “empowerment” or enhancing the “demand side of 
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governance,” they often downplay the fact that both outcomes require 
radical change—a confrontation with local elites and a shift, to use 
migdal’s language, in the “nexus of accommodation.” If external donors 
and central and state governments have not completely internalized 
these radical goals and participation is instead nothing more than a 
donor-driven mandate, it is unlikely that interventions will be imple-
mented in a manner that is truly empowering. Instead, the goals will 
be processed within the existing nexus of accommodation, and lasting 
change in outcomes will be unlikely—and may actually lead to elite 
capture. participatory interventions then become archetypes of what 
hoff and stiglitz (2001) call “shallow interventions”—interventions 
that result in no sustainable and irreversible changes in political dynam-
ics and therefore have a negligible impact on outcomes. to achieve a 
“deep intervention,” the state has to commit to a long-term process of 
engineering; a more downwardly accountable cooperative infrastructure 
that is equity enhancing and empowering. doing so requires strong 
monitoring to avoid elite backlash, subversion, or capture, and the abil-
ity to distinguish between benevolent and malevolent elite engagement 
with communities. 

Participation and Political Opportunity

effective participation requires the skillful exploitation of local political 
opportunities (kreisi 2007). an individual’s political opportunity set 
is determined by his or her interests (material, ideological, or identity 
based), as well as by the economic, social, political, or psychic con-
straints he or she faces. the decision to participate, however, depends 
largely on the actions of the other members of the group to which an 
individual belongs. a group’s willingness to mobilize and act collec-
tively depends on its shared opportunity set, the gains that accrue from 
acting collectively, and the costs and other constraints associated with 
coordinating collective activity. It is not just individual and collective 
interests that influence the set of opportunities—it is also the beliefs 
about those opportunities (elster 1989). these beliefs are important 
because they may cause actors to underestimate or overestimate their 
capacity to effect change. sociologists call this mix of individual and 
group political opportunities and beliefs the “political opportunity 
structure” (kriesi 2007).

Lasting change is unlikely 
if the radical process of 
breaking the local nexus 
of accommodation is not 
internalized and supported by 
donors and the central state.

Effective participation requires 
the skillful exploitation of 
local political opportunities.
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Indonesia provides an interesting example of how a village group 
was able to exploit political opportunities for change by developing its 
capacity to engage (Gibson and woolcock 2008). an extended conflict 
over a leaky dam served as a flashpoint for organizing farmers and other 
villagers who depended on its shrinking reservoir supply for irrigation 
and drinking water. Initially, villagers used bureaucratic channels to 
request repairs to the dam. when their demands fell on deaf ears, 
they began expressing their anger through arguments and small-scale 
violence among themselves, including a hoe fight between two family 
members that resulted in head injuries. 

as unrest peaked in 2001, the villagers changed their tactics and 
began to mobilize hundreds of teachers, police, civil servants, and rice 
paddy owners and workers through a broad array of social networks. 
this mass mobilization caught the attention of a candidate for the local 
council, who used it as an opportunity to confront the incumbent. as 
hundreds of villagers blockaded a key road to the dam, the candidates 
sat in chairs facing the dilapidated structure until the deputy head of 
the council arrived and promised to make the repairs—which were 
completed within a year. 

this victory gave rise to a flurry of peaceful and fruitful engage-
ment aimed at forcing the government to compensate farmers for lands 
inundated by the dam. In using the original conflict to develop their 
capacity to engage with local officials—and exploit the competition 
between them—the villagers developed new open political opportunity 
structures and beliefs about themselves that will have a lasting impact 
on local power relations.

an open political opportunity structure is one in which civic action 
can exploit changes in the political system—in the structure of the 
state, in leadership, or in dominance by a particular elite—to further 
the interests of a particular group. localizing development—through 
decentralization or a community-driven development project, for 
example—can open up political opportunities by bringing the locus 
of decision making closer to citizens, which increases the benefits to 
participation while reducing its costs. Because of the nexus of accom-
modation between local and central politicians and between local and 
central bureaucrats, however, the effectiveness of local civic mobiliza-
tion can be modest. although civic mobilization can potentially change 
the incentives of the agents of the local state so that they act more in 
the interests of citizens, these agents will have to balance the demands 
of local citizens against the demands of central authorities and the 

Localizing development can 
open up political opportunities 

by bringing the locus of 
decision making closer 

to citizens, increasing the 
benefits to participation while 

reducing its costs.



101

t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  i n d u c i n g  p a r t i c i p a t i o n

competing demands of other local actors. In the absence of a sharp and 
sustainable shift in the nexus of accommodation, therefore, expansion 
of civic opportunities at the local level may have limited impact.

acemoglu and robinson offer some important insights into the 
process of participatory democratic change in Economic Origins of 
Dictatorship and Democracy. they find that the conditions under which 
political opportunities for citizens are maximized and the manner in 
which citizens can effect change in a manner that progressively empow-
ers them depends on whether a particular group believes it has the capac-
ity “to obtain its favored policies against the resistance” of the people in 
power and can convince other groups that it can do so (acemoglu and 
robinson 2006, 21). Before they can act, citizens have to be persuaded 
that any move toward an open political opportunity structure will be 
durable and that old political institutions enmeshed with old economic 
and social arrangements will give way to more accountable structures. If 
change is seen as temporary, individuals will tend to use the opportunity 
to maximize their immediate personal gains. Citizens will participate in 
a manner that challenges powerful elites only if they feel they can “lock 
in” political power in a way that is not easily reversed. 

Citizens’ willingness to act is further complicated by uncertainty 
about decentralization, which could be recentralized during the next 
political cycle, as has happened in almost every developing country. 
similarly, in the absence of durable shifts toward a more accountable 
state, participation in community-driven development projects may 
not lead to greater citizen mobilization on other issues, as the costs 
will exceed the benefits. In contrast, a genuine change in the political 
opportunity structure, accompanied by collective mobilization, can 
permanently increase the cost to elites of maintaining their domination.

Citizens thus make decisions about participation based on the likely 
success of a specific reform, their beliefs about how sustainable it is, and 
the potential for repression and backlash. even with active participa-
tion, a small number of protagonists will lead the charge—spurred on 
by lower opportunity costs or greater altruism. some people will prefer 
to have a free ride whereas others will play it safe, waiting to see how 
quickly the winds change before deciding to act. there will also be 
antagonists—people who actively oppose civic agents because those 
agents challenge their interests. 

elites who stand to lose under the new regime will include many 
local and central bureaucrats, local strongmen, and local and central 
politicians. some elites may become protagonists, however, if they see a 

Before they can act, citizens 
have to be persuaded that any 
move toward an open political 
opportunity structure will be 
durable.
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way that a change in policy could serve their own interests; there is, in 
fact, a risk of elite capture if gains from an intervention accrue mainly to 
these pro-reform elites and their supporters. a third category of elites—
often better-educated citizens with high moral but low political author-
ity, such as teachers, pastors, and imams—may help lead the process, 
either because they are altruistic and see doing so as a way of effecting 
positive change or because leadership gives them an opportunity to 
gain power and status. In this case, elite domination can facilitate an 
intervention and may even be essential to its success. 

part of the challenge of introducing decentralized and participatory 
government into societies with “traditional” authority structures is that 
traditional systems function with a different theory of governance, 
which the community generally accepts as just and legitimate. In some 
societies, there is no recognizable conception of citizenship in the text-
book sense of the term; there are, instead, only leaders and subjects. 
the legitimacy of local leaders is based on a gift economy, a system of 
mutual obligation between leaders and subjects in which civic activity 
consists largely of subjects making requests to leaders. leaders grant 
these requests if they are able to do so, expecting obedience in return. 
the resulting equilibrium creates elite dominance, authoritarian rule, 
and sharp inequalities in wealth, power, and social status. 

development projects come with “modern” notions of governance 
and citizenship, which are predicated on the assumptions that govern-
ment and citizens represent separate and equal spheres and separate loci 
of power and that “good governance” requires leaders to be accountable 
to citizens. this notion of governance is based on competition and 
negotiation for power rather than on mutual obligation.

shifting from a gift-based to a competition- and negotiation-based 
model of governance and citizenship is a highly contentious process. 
during periods of what can be called “traditional equilibrium”—when 
social and political roles are well defined and everyone’s actions and 
interactions are highly predictable—levels of conflict are low. within 
this system, however, there may be few opportunities to break inequality 
traps or empower the poor. at best, the poor can employ scott’s (1990) 
“weapons of the weak” to express resentment without explicit confron-
tation. participatory interventions—along with other efforts to reduce 
inequalities, such as land reform—seek to disrupt this equilibrium 
by changing the local cooperative infrastructure, replacing leadership 
legitimized by mutual obligation with a relationship between leaders 
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and citizens based on democratic accountability. unless traditional 
inequalities resting on inherited wealth, status, and identity are concur-
rently replaced by a system in which power and status reward ability and 
effort, however, the traditional order and existing power structures will 
subsume and subvert any nascent participatory institutions. 

If, however, participatory interventions break down durable inequali-
ties, collective well-being could well diminish in the short run, as elites 
resist, object to, and attempt to disrupt this challenge to their status. 
some of their subjects will be left anchorless, not knowing how to 
navigate the new environment. others will compete for power by using 
violence. the major challenge during this transition period is to channel 
conflicts into venues for deliberation and debate, in order to achieve a 
negotiated transition to a new regime. If the process is effective, it will 
lead to a new equilibrium in which leadership is legitimated by its ability 
to meet the needs of citizens and social status is based on achievement. 

Implementation Challenges: The Role of Donors

Challenges in inducing participation lie not only in the power dynam-
ics within communities; they are also deeply influenced by incentives 
within agencies tasked with funding and implementing participatory 
projects. In particular, donors—both multilateral and bilateral—have 
been key players in the spread of participatory innovations. they have 
been responsible for transferring ideas and techniques from one region 
of the world to another and actively scaling up interventions developed 
in a few communities to an entire country. donors have tended to 
ignore the fact that context (historical trajectories, social and economic 
inequality, ethnic heterogeneity, and symbolic public goods) affects 
political and social institutions, especially at the community level, rely-
ing instead on “best practice” templates. 

this tendency results in what evans (2004) calls “institutional 
monocropping”—the “imposition of blueprints based on idealized 
versions of anglo-american institutions, the applicability of which is 
presumed to transcend national circumstances and cultures.” other 
critics, including harriss (2001) and Cooke and kothari (2001), argue 
that in participatory projects, complex and contextual concepts such 
as community, empowerment, and capacity for collective action are 
applied to large development projects on tight timelines. Consequently, 
project implementers, whose incentives are often poorly aligned with 
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the needs of the project, may gloss over differences within target groups 
that underscore local power structures and sidestep the difficult task of 
institution building in favor of more easily deliverable and measurable 
outcomes. 

mosse’s (2005) ethnography of the Indo-British rain-fed farming 
project (IBrfp), funded by the united kingdom’s overseas development 
administration (oda) and department for International development 
(dfId), illustrates how the process of induced participation works in 
a large, scaled-up, donor-driven project. mosse studied the project over 
several years and was involved in it in various capacities—as a planner, 
social expert, soil and water conservation consultant, and adviser—as 
it evolved through different planning and implementation phases. he 
studied all of its phases, from inception, in 1992, as a participatory 
project geared toward bringing agricultural technologies and innova-
tions to the tribal Bhil population in central India; to its assessment by 
the development community, in 1995, as an “exemplary success”; to its 
culmination, in 1998–99, by which time it was declared a failure. oda–
dfId’s Indian partner organization was a fertilizer company, which 
mosse found to be unusually committed to the participatory ethic. the 
company hired a large field staff of community organizers and trained a 
large number of village-level volunteers, called jankars (“knowledgeable 
people”), who gradually emerged as crucial local mediators and brokers. 

the project began with a “village entry” participatory rural appraisal. 
the very nature of a participatory rural appraisal—which is typically 
held in the courtyard of a village headman or other notable—subjects it 
to a high degree of bias and reflects the effects of local power. the type 
of knowledge that was communicated, the tone of the discourse, and the 
words used all reflected the biases of the more active, articulate members 
of the village, who defined the community’s needs and then became 
crucial links for the community organizations in the initial trust-
building phase of the project. the poorer members of the community 
were usually unwilling, inarticulate participants in such processes. In 
response, the community organizations gradually changed their tactics. 
they approached women and nonelites for more discreet, informal rural 
appraisal–type exercises, which had repercussions for their position in 
relation to village elites. 

matters were hardly as simple as ensuring that all points of view 
were represented, however: villagers quickly learned to anticipate the 
outsider’s point of view, sense project staff ’s capacities for providing 
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assistance, and structure their demands accordingly. the project soon 
came to be seen as a patron of particular activities and constituencies. 
the participatory rural appraisal and planning stage became, in effect, 
a process of mutual collusion in which “local knowledge” and desires 
were effectively domesticated by the project’s vocabulary, as community 
perspectives seamlessly melded with the project’s interests. although 
planners continued to use the language of participation and empower-
ment, villagers viewed the project as just another kind of patronage. 
Better-off villagers hoped for various forms of assistance in terms of 
capital investment (seeds, inputs, loans for pump sets); worse-off villag-
ers came to view the project as a source of wage labor and credit.

was there anything wrong with the way this participatory project 
progressed? the answer depends on what hopes one harbors for “par-
ticipation.” rather than evaluating the project from an abstract ideal, 
mosse studied various dynamics. the community organizations and 
other field staff had to undergo a tricky process of earning the trust of 
community members. doing so required them to become familiar with 
local notables, institutional figures, and bureaucrats. as they did so, 
they gradually became implicated in various village hierarchies and fac-
tions and in local networks of exchange, favors, and mutual assistance. 
the village-level jankars became more or less “empowered” over time 
(although their fortunes could wax and wane with the fortunes of the 
project), although this empowerment arose mainly through relations 
with outsiders. this process, mosse argues, is one of the generic dilem-
mas of participatory approaches: such projects often demand not less 
but more intensive agency presence, they may be less cost-efficient, and 
they may foster dependency and patronage (mosse 2005). 

so when did things begin to go “wrong” with this project? two inter-
pretations must be separated: mosse’s evaluation of the implementation 
stage of the project and the organizational judgments that first declared 
the project a success and then a failure. 

In mosse’s view, the implementation stage brought with it entirely 
new organizational dynamics: prioritizing quantifiable targets, setting 
numerical goals, moving away from learning and experimentation. this 
transition created a “regime of implementation” (2005, 109). staff mem-
bers faced growing pressure to meet implementation targets, set from 
above and demanded from below. the jankars, working closely with but 
junior to the community organization project staff, began to “regard 
themselves primarily as project employees (if not private contractors), 
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with the power to assess work and sanction payment” (mosse 2005, 
114). as one senior project employee reported, “we rather skewed the 
potential of jankars as real agents of a more indigenous type of develop-
ment. they became the delivery mechanisms, which [was a departure] 
from the original thinking” (114). as for the villagers, “although they 
were now familiar with the official rhetoric of ‘people’s participa-
tion’ (janasabhagita), in common parlance ‘participation’ (bhagidari) 
implied simply that a contribution (of money or labor) had to be  
made . . . the extent and nature of villager’s bhagidari (contribution) was 
a matter for negotiation and agreement with outsider patrons” (114). By 
this phase, participatory rural appraisal “became largely symbolic. staff 
now knew how to write them [participatory appraisals] up; how to move 
swiftly to expenditure. . . . as the logic of implementation pushed prac-
tice toward standardization, it was virtually impossible to ensure that 
‘participatory planning’ involved local problem solving or even choosing 
between alternatives. In fact, the ‘quality’ of the “participatory process’ 
mattered less and less” (116). 

mosse’s analysis describes the phase shift typically experienced by 
most participatory projects, from a somewhat open-ended planning 
phase to a more structured implementation phase. It is possible to con-
ceive of it as a kind of rhythm of participatory projects, which could, 
therefore, have been anticipated.

more damaging, according to mosse, was the effect of this shift on 
the service delivery aspect of the project and the kind of demands that 
should have been but were not factored in. “Villagers themselves had 
little control over project processes and budgets. rather than imple-
menting their own ‘village development plan,’ they found that compo-
nents of the plan (individual schemes and subsidies) would be delivered 
on an item-by-item basis—instead of in logically related bundles—by 
an administrative system that was unknown and unpredictable. one 
example of a logical bundle was a request by a group of women in a 
village for support for a project consisting of an interlinked package 
of activities—ducks, goats, rabi seeds, and a pump set” (mosse 2005,  
263). mosse argues that one of the key problems in the shift from the 
planning to the implementation phase is that once a set of practices is 
in place, the system generates its own priorities, activities, and goals, 
which may be quite different from the formal goals regarding commu-
nity participation and empowerment expressed in policy papers or even 
project design documents. the relationship between policy and practice 
in participatory interventions therefore needs careful consideration. 
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another problem is that there are stratified, relatively autonomous 
levels of project actors with narrow points of overlap (mosse describes 
this relationship as an “hourglass”), as illustrated in mosse’s multisited 
ethnography of head offices, consultants, budget specialists, project 
staff, village-level community organizations, volunteers, and villagers. 
this hourglass relationship is crucial to the question of how to scale 
up projects. mosse describes a wrong turn, a transition point in the 
project, as “dfId–imposed disorder” caused by a “grossly simplified 
view of ‘up-scaling,’ ‘mainstreaming,’ ‘fast-tracking,’ and ‘replication.’ ” 
as a result, “a huge burden was placed on a complex and shaky system:  
the project had to create a new organizational structure, to quadruple 
the size of its operations . . . fast-track its process (reduce village entry 
time) . . . create further linkages [to both the local government and the 
rural commercial sectors], while retaining its intense focus on participa-
tion . . .” (mosse 2005, 185). 

most strikingly, throughout the period in which the project was 
first declared a success and then a failure, field activities, levels of work, 
and modes of engagement remained more or less the same, and project 
actors maintained relative autonomy. this meant, according to mosse, 
that the project’s “fall from grace” was not a result of a shift in design or 
implementation but a result of changing policy fashions. the late 1990s 
saw an increased emphasis on partnerships with state structures; para-
statal projects lost favor, as they were not seen to be “replicable models” 
(mosse 2005, 199). what mosse finds worrisome is that with policy 
fashion cycles becoming shorter, the ability to gain the trust of local 
populations may be increasingly compromised, as projects abruptly 
dispense with groups that no longer serve their policy objectives.

several lessons emerge from mosse’s account:

• the expectation of abrupt shifts in policy has adverse effects 
at every level of the project—and crucially contributes to the 
shallowness of the intervention. If the project is seen as end-
ing within a very proximate period rather than contributing to 
sustainable change, higher-level project officials will spend their 
time trying to frame the intervention as a success rather than 
working to lay the foundation for lasting change. 

• the expectation of abrupt shifts in policy influences the qual-
ity and character of mobilization. Because the intervention is 
seen as time bound, people participate largely in order to reap 
material gain. they take what they can from the resources the 
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project brings and say what they have to say to gain access to 
those material benefits. although such behavior may create 
some short-term improvements in material well-being, it does 
not result in a lasting shift in power relationships and stronger 
mechanisms for voice and mobility. 

• even if the intervention is long lasting, participatory change 
takes time. a short project cycle that initiates but then termi-
nates a trajectory of change can leave communities hanging  
off a cliff.

• participatory projects work well when they are given the free-
dom to learn by doing, to constantly experiment and innovate 
based on feedback from the ground. as the project expands, 
however, experimentation becomes more difficult, and efforts 
are directed more toward meeting the letter rather than the 
spirit of project goals. 

• facilitators play a crucial role in participatory projects. 

Implementation Challenges: The Role of Facilitators

facilitators are at the frontline of induced participation. they identify 
the failures of local civil society, markets, and government; design inter-
ventions to repair them; and look for ways to repair the associated civic 
failures, seek political opportunities, and mobilize the community to 
exploit them. facilitators are paid to play the role that the social activ-
ist would play in an organic participatory movement. their incentives 
are rarely aligned in a manner that results in truly empowered change, 
however. for example, although their job requires flexibility, time, 
and constant engagement with experimentation, facilitators are given 
targets (mobilize X communities in y days). Because they are poorly 
compensated and know the project will end in two or three years, they 
are constantly looking for other work. they are often poorly monitored, 
allowing them to submit false reports on the achievement of project 
targets. 

perhaps of greatest concern, facilitators working under these condi-
tions may take shortcuts to persuade or force people to participate, using 
messages for recruitment that are quite different from stated project 
goals. for example, they may try to meet their participation targets by 
using messages with a strong emotional impact or by luring people with 
the implicit promise of monetary benefit. Instead of being seen as agents 

Facilitators are at the frontline 
of induced participation . . .
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of change, facilitators may be perceived as part of the existing nexus of 
accommodation. the question, then, is whether they can legitimately 
affect radical change when they are perceived as part of the state appa-
ratus? when change requires radical advocacy, do these facilitators, who 
report upward to people who may not permit them to advocate radical 
change, face the right incentives? more fundamentally, what can facili-
tators accomplish? within which spaces can they work for change? Can 
induced participatory development really generate political and social 
empowerment? many factors affect the answers to these questions, but 
it is clear that interventions will not succeed without higher levels of 
government being actively committed to the development of active civic 
engagement at the local level. 

Implementation Challenges: Trajectories of Change 

a major problem with donor-induced participation is that it works 
within an “infrastructure template.” donors’ institutional structures 
and incentives are optimally suited to projects with short timelines 
and linear trajectories of change with clear, unambiguous projected 
outcomes. when a bridge is built, for instance, the outcome is easily 
verified, the trajectory of change is predictable, and the impact is almost 
immediate. participatory interventions, which engage in the much more 
complex task of shifting political and social equilibriums, have very 
different trajectories. 

unfortunately, most participatory projects that emerge from donor 
agencies are designed within the same assumed trajectory and three- to 
five-year cycles as infrastructure projects. at the end of the project cycle, 
these projects are expected to have met various civic objectives (better 
social capital, community empowerment, improved accountability). 
almost all community-driven projects go farther, projecting gains in 
outcomes such as a poverty reduction, school enrollment, sanitation 
and health, and so forth. the assumption is that within the period 
of the project cycle, the intervention will activate civic capacity to the 
extent that it will repair political and market failures enough to have an 
observable impact on “hard” outcomes. 

three assumptions are inherent in this thinking:

• Civic engagement will be activated in the initial period of the 
project.

. . . but their incentives are 
often not set up to truly 
empower communities.

Donors’ institutional 
structures and incentives are 
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unpredictable process. 
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• Civic capacity will be deepened enough to repair government 
and market failures.

• this improvement in the quality of governments and markets 
will result in a measurable change in outcomes. 

figure 3.1 illustrates the problems with these assumptions. the 
project-based assumption (illustrated by the dotted lines) shows a path 
in which civil society and governance outcomes improve in a predict-
able linear manner that is congruent with changes in measurable out-
comes. the problem with this reasoning is that civic change is a highly 
unpredictable process; many things have to take place to make it hap-
pen. Individuals have to believe that collective mobilization is worth 
the effort and be willing to participate; civic groups have to solve the 
collective action problem and exploit political opportunities to effect 
change; the nexus of accommodation in government has to be disrupted 
by the rising cost of ignoring citizens’ interests, so that politicians and 
bureaucrats change their actions; and their new actions have to result 
in changes in outcomes. a change in outcomes has to be preceded by 
an improvement in civic capacity, which possibly unleashes a series of 
changes that will change outcomes (woolcock 2009). the reality is 
depicted by the solid lines in figure 3.1.

predicting when meaningful change will occur in each node 
is extremely difficult because a number of factors come into play, 

Figure 3.1 Possible trajectories of local participation
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including the nature of the cooperative infrastructure; the history of 
civic engagement and politics; the level of development; the extent to 
which the state has committed to the process of change and is therefore 
effectively incentivizing, enforcing, and monitoring the actions of its 
agents; the level of literacy; information flows—in other words, all of 
the factors that affect civic failure. social equilibrium is hard to change 
because it has evolved after years of repeated interactions within par-
ticular economic, political, and social environments. 

therefore, whether at the micro or the macro level, civic engage-
ment often tends to be absorbed, in its early stages, within the nexus 
of accommodation, with the leaders co-opted by elites. furthermore, 
as discussed earlier in this chapter, until citizens are convinced that the 
high cost of fighting for their interests and resisting elite domination 
is worth the effort, they are unlikely to engage in an effective manner. 
widespread participation occurs when a tipping point is reached—
when enough people are convinced of the value of participation, when 
they sense a fundamental change in the nature of politics and power, 
and when enough people convince enough others to engage, resulting 
in a participatory cascade. Borrowing from evolutionary biologists, 
sociologists describe this process as one of “punctuated equilibrium” 
(koopmans 2007)—a process in which long periods of stability are 
punctuated by brief periods of extremely rapid change. at the local 
level, the wide diversity in the nature of communities reinforces this 
unpredictability in the timing of change. each community is likely to 
have a different change trajectory. 

thus, particularly when it is packaged within a project, induced 
participation is almost set up for failure because of unrealistic predic-
tions that emerge from bureaucratic imperatives. the challenge of 
policy interventions is to figure out where each community is within 
this complex trajectory of change and to create an enabling environment 
in which that change can occur in a manner that improves develop-
ment objectives. for induced participatory projects to have a chance 
of meeting their objectives, they have to attempt to adopt the spirit of 
experimentation, learning, and persistent engagement that character-
izes organic participatory change. unfortunately, donors are bound by 
strict timelines; imperatives to disperse money quickly and effectively; 
and internal incentives that make honest and effective monitoring and 
evaluation a low priority at the project level, despite the rhetoric in sup-
port of it. 

Particularly when it is 
packaged within a project, 
induced participation is 
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Deriving Hypotheses 

public spending to improve living conditions for the most disadvan-
taged is widely accepted as the cornerstone of any credible development 
strategy. there is also a sense that any serious policy shift in this direc-
tion needs to include a larger role for civil society. In line with this, 
many developing countries have devolved the management of key public 
services, have decentralized the implementation of targeted poverty 
reduction programs, and are increasingly providing local public goods 
through mechanisms that induce some type of community participa-
tion. at the core of these efforts is the idea that greater civic engagement 
can make resource allocation both more responsive and more account-
able, with the greatest benefits realized by people with the least influence 
and the least capacity to opt for private alternatives. 

the traditional economic justification for local provision of pub-
lic goods and services is that it allows subjurisdictions to tailor the 
level, quality, and cost of services to the preferences of local residents. 
Governments are assumed to be largely benign and citizens mobile, able 
to “vote with their feet” by moving to areas where regulations, taxes, 
and services best match their preferences and needs. 

most public goods and services (schools, drinking water, sanitation, 
roads) are inherently local; they serve a reasonably well-defined group 
from which nonresidents can be effectively excluded. In such cases, 
devolution should increase both efficiency and equity, because it frees 
up a distant center from having to acquire costly information on local 
preferences and the supply of local public goods. local agents may also 
have access to emerging information, such as recent adverse shocks, that 
may be only poorly reflected in the types of data available to distant cen-
tral administrators. to the extent that some of the salient characteristics 
of poverty are also location specific, decentralizing the identification 
of beneficiaries may also increase the efficiency of resource allocation. 
Citizen mobility also creates external performance pressure on sub-
jurisdictions to compete for the best talent and the most productive 
and profitable businesses, which curbs excessive rent-seeking by public 
officials and increases service quality. menes (2003) argues that this 
process accounts for the decline in municipal corruption in the united 
states at the turn of the 20th century. as railroads were developed and 
the frontier became accessible, the capacity of local government officials 
to extract rents declined (see also rondinelli, mccullough, and Johnson 
1989; khan 2002). 
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If citizens are mobile and governments benign, there seem to be few 
efficiency arguments for centralized resource allocation, except when 
significant intercommunity coordination problems arise from spillovers, 
externalities, or economies of scale that require centralized manage-
ment. (rules and regulations regarding environmental pollution, vac-
cination programs, and defense are good examples.)

the situation is quite different in most developing countries, where 
the main arguments for decentralization center on accountability. 
In this view, the fundamental problem with the central provision of 
public goods and services is bureaucratic inefficiency and rampant 
rent-seeking. localizing resource allocation decisions brings ordinary 
citizens, who have the greatest stake in the quality of services provided 
as well as the greatest incentive to restrict rent-seeking, into closer prox-
imity with relevant decision makers. decentralization allows citizens to 
observe the actions of officials and providers, to use this information 
to induce higher levels of transparency, and to generate social pressure 
for policy reform.

Concerns about corruption have amplified the accountability argu-
ment for decentralization.2 over the past decade, the view that corrup-
tion poses a major threat to development has acquired considerable cur-
rency. Corruption is seen as adding substantially to the cost of providing 
basic public goods and services; dampening the redistributive objectives 
of poverty reduction programs; and, perhaps worst of all, changing the 
incentives facing both citizens and public officials.3 as reform efforts 
directed at legal and financial institutions at the center have produced 
little success, the push for more local solutions has grown, with the 
greatest emphasis on civil society oversight and monitoring of public 
officials and providers.4

this emphasis on local accountability has effectively created a new 
justification for the decentralization of resource allocation decisions 
that remains relevant even when there is no significant variation in 
preferences for public goods. arguments for state and donor support to 
local participatory institutions are couched in terms of giving voice to 
the most disadvantaged members of society in order to create demand 
for better governance.

Influential voices on the other side of the debate over participation 
point out that shifting the locus of decision making downward need 
not have salutary effects if social structures reflect long histories and 
deeply entrenched power hierarchies. In such contexts, they argue, local 
inequalities of wealth and power can acquire much greater significance, 

The main argument for 
decentralization in most 
developing countries is that 
it increases accountability, 
thereby reducing corruption.
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as important resource allocation decisions shift downward; in the 
extreme, they can exacerbate local inequality and perpetuate or even 
reinvigorate local power relations. 

where localities are also heterogeneous in other respects, such as in 
their ethnic, racial, or tribal composition, there may be additional coor-
dination challenges and greater potential for redistributive projects to 
generate or exacerbate local conflicts. some researchers, such as henkel 
and stirrat (2001), even argue that although the language used by par-
ticipatory programs is designed precisely to manage such underlying 
dissent, the search for “consensus” often simply results in the subordina-
tion of minority voices or the proliferation of formal governance rules 
that make participation costly, particularly for the people with the least 
capacity. In the presence of significant group heterogeneity, electoral 
incentives can also induce political agents to allocate resources to satisfy 
more parochial interests, at the cost of broader investments in public 
goods and services. 

whether or not local governments or participatory programs can 
be responsive to local needs may depend to a significant degree on the 
resources they can access relative to their mandate and the discretion 
they have over the allocation of resources across diverse needs. for many 
reasons, including the political context in which central governments 
undertake decentralization, in most developing countries, devolution 
of responsibility for taxation has been far more contentious than the 
devolution of responsibilities for expenditure, particularly when local 
governments are elected. with few exceptions, however, and regardless 
of the type of decentralization undertaken, local governments obtain 
the bulk of their resources as transfers, whether formula based or dis-
cretionary and ad hoc, from central or intermediate-level governments; 
taxation authority is rarely devolved to any substantial degree. as a 
result, there is an unavoidable tension between central and lower levels 
of governments regarding accountability and fiscal discipline at the local 
level. local officials blame the center for their failures in service provi-
sion by claiming that the center has assigned unfunded mandates to 
them, limiting their ability to meet their responsibilities. discretionary 
transfers from the center are considered particularly detrimental for 
local provision of public goods and services, because they not only limit 
the local government’s ability to plan investments and expenditures, 
they also leave local governments vulnerable to various types of manipu-
lation from the center. for their part, central governments bemoan 
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local governments’ “soft budget constraints,” a situation in which local 
governments that are unconstrained by their revenue-raising capacity 
are tempted to overspend and then ask the center for a bailout in the 
form of supplemental transfers from tax revenues generated elsewhere. 
of course, such overspending may itself be a response to an unfunded 
expenditure mandate. 

In principle, local governments could raise some or all of their 
resources directly from their constituents, through taxes and fees, and 
there are important arguments in favor of devolving revenue-raising 
responsibilities. some researchers have even gone as far as to argue that 
central transfers should be contingent on such revenue-raising efforts, as 
such a move would force local governments to accept responsibility for 
poor service provision and incentivize citizens to monitor local officials’ 
performance more closely. In practice, however, devolving revenue rais-
ing to the local level is difficult. 

Central governments also have a mandate to mitigate interregional 
disparities through appropriately targeted fiscal transfers, which can 
include considerations of need intensity and demographic size. as Cai 
and treisman (2004) argue, when regional differences in the productiv-
ity of specific factors are significant (because of location, agglomeration 
externalities, or the endowment of resource), local taxation authority 
can unleash a race to the bottom. as local governments compete to 
attract the wealthy, less well-endowed localities become weaker and 
more dependent on central transfers. this situation can exacerbate 
regional disparities in government services and increase horizontal 
wealth inequality. the worst-off areas may also have the least incentive 
to give up rent-seeking activities. 

some observers suggest that the timelines and objectives of donor-
funded projects can exacerbate these challenges. donor-funded projects, 
they argue, value the rapid disbursement of inputs, the creation of 
community organizations, the achievement of predetermined rates of 
return on investments, and improvements in the income and assets of 
beneficiaries. these evaluation criteria create an incentive to select areas 
that are easily reached and organized and to target project benefits to 
households that are able to quickly absorb project funds in productive 
activities.5 

a key concern is the possibility of civil society failure (defined in 
chapter 2). a group might be unable to act collectively, or collective 
action could occur in a well-coordinated but dysfunctional manner that 

In practice, devolving revenue 
raising to the local level is 
difficult.

Donors’ evaluation criteria 
create incentives to select 
areas that are easily reached 
and organized . . .

. . . . and to target project 
benefits to households that 
are able to quickly absorb 
project funds in productive 
activities.



l o c a l i z i n g  d e v e l o p m e n t :  d o e s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  w o r k ?

116

reduces the welfare of the average citizen (as in the case, for example, 
of an organized fringe group that uses terror and violence to further its 
extremist ends at high social cost). 

when is civic participation likely to be the best answer to government 
and market failures, and when is it not? the answers are deeply con-
textual, fundamentally conditioned by social structures and historical 
trajectories, and different for every community. a policy that works in 
one village may fail miserably in another. moreover, as effective collective 
action depends on the cooperative infrastructure provided by a strong 
state, it is not at all clear that strong civil society creates strong govern-
ments; the reality is more complex and nuanced. similarly, although 
empowering civic groups may often lead to good outcomes, doing so is 
not always superior to a pure market-based strategy for raising incomes 
or to a strategy that strengthens the role of central bureaucrats to, 
say, improve social services. keeping this in mind, the decision about 
whether, when, and how to promote local participation should be made 
with an understanding of the tradeoffs involved in moving decisions to 
local communities—in a particular country, within a particular region 
in a country, and at a particular time. 

theorizing and thinking through the conceptual foundations of 
these questions can yield important insights, but several open questions 
are best answered by examining the evidence. when does participation 
work, and when does it fail to achieve specific objectives? how impor-
tant is capture? does handing over large sums of money to community 
groups empower the poor, or do elites use it to enrich themselves? what 
mechanisms are most effective in improving the capacity for collective 
action and building social capital? what methods reduce civic inequal-
ity and elite capture and truly empower the poor? do participatory 
projects result in choices that are better aligned with people’s prefer-
ences? does fostering participation enhance social cohesion? does it 
strengthen civil society? does it produce more resilient and inclusive 
local institutions? to what extent does group heterogeneity and illit-
eracy affect the quality of participation? does participation improve 
development outcomes at the local level? does it help the sustainable 
management of local resources? Chapters 4–6 provide a broad and com-
prehensive review of the evidence on these and many related questions.

for the reasons outlined in chapter 1, the focus of the review of 
the evidence is on large-scale participatory projects that have been 
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evaluated based on representative samples of target populations with 
good counterfactuals—studies that have a valid control group for the 
communities targeted (or “treated”) by the intervention. Generally 
speaking, this means that the findings come from econometric analysis, 
although some well-designed qualitative research is examined to inform 
the results. 

Notes

1.  needs can be unlimited, however. normative theories of fiscal federal-
ism and decentralization consequently pay equal attention to the budget 
constraints associated with financing expenditure and the tax assignments 
of federal and local jurisdictions. although these fundamental issues on 
the supply side of decentralization are not the focus of this report, they are 
important to keep in mind. 

2.  the world Bank and the u.s. agency for International development 
(usaId) have been leading champions of this new emphasis on fighting 
corruption. see the World Development Report 2004 (world Bank 2004) 
on the effect of corruption on service delivery

3.  tanzi and davoodi (1997) show that corruption can reduce public revenue 
and increase income inequality by allowing well-positioned individuals to 
benefit unduly from government programs intended for the poor. 

4.  myerson (1993) and persson, roland, and tabellini (1997) provide the-
retical arguments for the relationship between political institutions and 
corruption. Bardhan and mookherjee (2006) provide a good overview of 
the conceptual literature on the relationship between decentralization and 
corruption and review much of the empirical evidence.

5.  Bernard and others (2008) find evidence on the proliferation of community 
organizations in Burkina faso and senegal that appears to be consistent 
with this hypothesis. they report a dramatic growth in both market- and 
community-oriented village organizations over the two-decade period 
between the early 1980s, when participatory approaches first became popu-
lar popularity, to about 2002. In Burkina faso, where 22 percent of sample 
villages had village organizations in 1982, 91 percent had at least one vil-
lage organization by 2002; in senegal, where 10 percent of sample villages 
had at least one village organization in 1982, the figure rose to 65 percent. 
household participation in village organizations also rose dramatically, 
with 57 percent of households in Burkina faso and 69 percent in senegal 
participating in at least one village organization. however, one-fifth of all 
registered organizations had not undertaken any activity by the time of the 
survey, and among those that had, most members reported that the proj-
ects undertaken were either incomplete or had not yielded any significant 
benefits.
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