
Many of the countries concerned had no tradition
of participatory policy formulation (e.g., Albania,
Cambodia, and Tajikistan). Others did have a partici-
patory tradition or experience, but a separate partici-
patory process was launched nonetheless, in order to
comply with HIPC/BWI conditionality (e.g., Mozam-
bique and Vietnam).

The participatory process was generally orga-
nized by the authorities according to modalities of
their own choosing. However, in practice, donors—
including the World Bank, but not the IMF (which
rarely intervened in discussions on modalities of the
participatory process) frequently had a strong influ-
ence on the process, primarily because they funded
it, but sometimes also because the authorities them-
selves did not show much interest, at least initially
(e.g., Nicaragua and Vietnam), and/or did not know
how to proceed, especially in the absence of orga-
nized representation of civil society (e.g., Albania,
Tajikistan, and Vietnam).

Who Participated?

In all the country case studies, good efforts were
made to involve government stakeholders beyond
the department coordinating the process, as well as
the donor community. The involvement of civil soci-
ety was generally more patchy. It is to be expected
that country choices vary with respect to the involve-
ment of specific interest groups (such as religious
organizations and indigenous groups) according to
their relevance in each country. However, the follow-
ing crosscutting issues surfaced from both our case
studies and broader evidence from outside sources:

(i) Parliaments were generally not significantly
involved.1

(ii) Criteria for selecting civil society representa-
tives lacked transparency and/or a clear ratio-
nale, giving rise to criticism of poor represen-
tativity and pro-government political bias of
the stakeholders chosen (especially in Guinea
and Mauritania).

(iii) The involvement of the business sector was
often unsatisfactory, either because they were
not called in to participate in the participatory
process (in Tajikistan) or because they felt that
the modalities of their involvement did not
allow them any substantive role (in Albania,
Mauritania, and Nicaragua), leading to their
withdrawal. In some cases, however (Guinea
and Ethiopia), private sector representatives
were relatively satisfied with both their involve-
ment and their contribution to the process.

(iv) Involvement of stakeholders at the decentral-
ized level was sometimes neglected (e.g., in
Mauritania).

(v) Also left out of the process in most cases were
the poor themselves. As a result, some com-
mentators have characterized participatory
processes as opening up policy space only to
the benefit of a technocratic elite expert in de-
velopment issues, but little qualified to speak
for the poor.2

These limits are echoed by the results of the sur-
vey of PRSP stakeholders, with government stake-
holders and donors broadly agreeing that their re-
spective interest groups were adequately consulted,
and civil society in mild disagreement with that
view.

How Was Participation Organized?

In most cases, several modalities of consultation
were used in combination. The most commonly used 
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1In Ethiopia and Nicaragua, the authorities view parliamentari-
ans as key stakeholders, but in the latter case opposition parties
refused to engage for political reasons. In Guinea, Tanzania, and
Vietnam, parliaments were given an opportunity to review the
final document. This finding is consistent with those of external
literature (see, for instance, Stewart and Wang, 2003). 2See, for instance, Bretton Woods Project (2003).
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format was large attendance workshops and confer-
ences held at the national and, in most cases, also at
the regional level, with large variations in stake-
holder coverage and number of workshops orga-
nized. In several countries, a lot of background work
for the PRSP—and some of the material subject to
broader consultation—was prepared in working
groups involving at least two of the three main stake-
holder groups (i.e., government, civil society, and
donors). While in Guinea and Mauritania these
groups were ad hoc and ceased to meet after the for-
mulation of the PRSP, a permanent structure has
been put in place in Tanzania, building on the preex-
isting PER working groups. In Nicaragua, such a
group was recently constituted on an ad hoc basis, to
explore tax reform issues.

Several countries made attempts to hold direct
consultations with NGOs and grassroots organiza-
tions, but these efforts were often impaired by the
lack of organization of the sector. However, where

civil society already had a form of institutional rep-
resentation (e.g., miscellaneous government spon-
sored NGO umbrella groups in Guinea, CONPES
in Nicaragua, and mass organizations in Vietnam)
consultation of these institutions formed a core part
of the participatory process. In others, such CSO
umbrella organizations were established for the oc-
casion of the PRSP, either by the government (e.g.,
in Albania) or independently of it, with donor sup-
port (e.g., in Ethiopia, Nicaragua, and Tajikistan).
In many of these cases, these (or other) civil society
groups managed to prepare substantive inputs into
the PRSP. Such inputs, while rarely called for, were
welcomed in most cases (though not always taken
into consideration). However, in Nicaragua, it was
dissatisfaction with the official participatory
process that led certain groups (in particular an
NGO umbrella group and a group of municipali-
ties) to develop their own alternative version of the
PRSP.
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