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How civil society participates  

in multilateral political process

Viviane Espinoza

The larger objective of democracy is to enable citizens to participate in 
decisions that affect their collective and individual lives. In this context, 
the objective of civil society is to create the enabling environments for 
citizens to effectively take part in political and decision-making proces-
ses, in order that their collective interests and rights are translated into 
action. On the other hand, governments alone cannot deal with complex 
global and domestic challenges. They need to work collectively with 
their citizens and other stakeholders to find solutions, respond to rising 
demands and deliver positive outcomes for society.

In the pursuit of this goal, social actors organise themselves, and 
different types of collective action occur at multiple levels, including 
local, national and transnational. For instance, civil society may decide 
to attend meetings organised by its local government to discuss prio-
rities of the agenda for the next annual budget. Also, social actors may 
network and act collectively in the context of multilateral organisations 
in order to influence regional public policy being adopted by and affect-
ing several countries. 

Increased participation of civil society in the intergovernmental context   

Over the past years, intergovernmental organisations have become 
increasingly more open and inclusive to the engagement of civil society 
organisations (CSOs), businesses and other stakeholders. They have 
created opportunities for exchange of information and ideas, designed 
spaces for participation, fostered technical collaboration with CSOs 
and private partners, developed initiatives to fund civil society projects, 
elaborated consultative forums, and institutionalised several participation 
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mechanisms, among others. All these have set a new context for global 
collective action, which raises several questions: 

•	 Why	have	multilateral	organisations	opened	spaces	for	political	
citizen participation? 

•	 What	forms	does	this	political	participation	take?
•	 What	 are	 the	 challenges	 and	contributions	of	 these	 spaces	 and	

mechanisms?

That participation of civil society in multilateral political processes has 
become increasingly important is partly due to globalisation, increasing 
integration and collaboration among states. Since the early 1990s, CSOs 
have become major players in development and policy-making. Both 
multilateral organisations and its government shareholders recognise the 
critical role civil society plays in such areas as promoting good governance 
and advances in democratisation, opening of political space, promoting 
human rights, campaigning for debt relief and increased aid, advocat-
ing for social and environmental sustainability, and strengthening the 
enabling environments for civic engagement.

Additionally, engaging civil society in the development process is 
important to achieve development effectiveness and poverty reduction. 
Often civil society organisations can deliver services to the poor more 
effectually than governments and can play a crucial role in scaling up the 
delivery of services (UNDP 2005). By engaging in the political processes, 
civil society has the power to shape the policies, decisions and develop-
ment outcomes that impact citizens’ lives.

The benefits of institutionalised mechanisms for participation are 
several.

Firstly, this provides the context for permanent consultation of civil 
society regarding matters that pertain to all citizens in general, that is, 
matters of general political interest. 

Secondly, civil society has an opportunity to work in collaboration with 
governments by offering professional, technical expertise and know-how, 
thus increasing productivity and efficiency of policies.

Thirdly, assuring people’s participation in political processes encour-
ages citizens to take an active part in other programs.
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Fourthly, it helps enabling people “to be both aware of their political, 
civil, social and economic rights on the one hand, and of their own right 
to demand fulfillment of these rights” (Chandoke 2007).

Fifthly and finally, such mechanisms strengthen the transparency and 
credibility of political processes, which reflects into an increased support 
and legitimacy of governments.

For all these reasons, governments have taken steps at the multilateral 
arena to strengthen future engagement with civil society for more substan-
tive policy dialogue at the global level and strengthening of democracy.

Forms of participation  

Civil society participation in multilateral organisations can take several 
forms, including attendance to meetings, public consultation over specific 
topics, virtual forums and technical cooperation. Multilaterals can offer 
CSOs the possibility to acquire consultative status, which provides them 
greater leverage and access to the political arena. In addition, integrating 
the intergovernmental organisation’s databases of CSOs allow them to 
network with other organisations and establish strategic partnerships for 
development, lobbying and exchange of information. The World Bank’s 
engagement with CSOs, for instance, can be grouped into three categories 
of activity: facilitation, dialogue and consultation, and partnership (World 
Bank 2005). The Organization of American States (OAS) for its part, 
established three mechanisms to facilitate civil society participation in 
its activities, including the Civil Society Registry, participating in OAS-
related meetings (such as regional forums, discussions), and cooperation 
agreements (OAS 2009).

While assessments hold that mechanisms for political participa-
tion exist in the international arena, they are characterised by several 
constraints: uneven implementation, somewhat inability to reach a 
larger public, and at times inefficiency in transmitting to governments 
recommendations agreed upon by civil society (World Bank 2005) or 
inability to maximise collective interests and rights. Lichbach (1996) 
identifies several variables predicted to affect collective action, that is, the 
likelihood that social actors will be able to maximise collective interests. 
These include: the number of participants involved; the heterogeneity 
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of participants; communication; information about past actions; how 
individuals are linked; etc. 

Challenges: Participation not equal to influence   

A number of issues and challenges facing the engagement of civil society 
in political processes can thus be highlighted. For instance, often the 
idea of political participation is limited to observing meetings in which 
individuals are not allowed to make interventions, or to public consul-
tations over issues that concern specific groups of people. Weiss (1999) 
identifies three channels of influence at the international level: consul-
tations, information and lobbying; surveillance; and policy-making and 
decision-making. Among these, virtual consultations on a variety of 
themes appear to be a common strategy of multilateral organisations to 
democratise participation and engage citizens in political processes and 
issues of their concern. Notwithstanding, civil society can easily perceive 
this mechanism as an artificial way of fulfilling the demands of increas-
ingly support for their participation.

One of the reasons for this inefficiency is that often the product of civil 
society participation is vague; there is a lack of tools to assess the validity 
of the process. In other words, civil society does not know whether citiz-
ens’ recommendations served as inputs in the decision-making process 
and as a basis for the action of governments and/or the formulation of 
policy, that is, whether it impacts democratic governance. In fact, these 
mechanisms cannot assure that the results of the consultations are taken 
to decision-makers for their appreciation. 

Secondly, there is a lack of institutionalised processes with legitimate 
recognition and decisive power to set an agenda. When existing mechan-
isms are institutionalised, they are often restrictive and bureaucratic, 
making it hard or impossible for ordinary citizens to participate and/or 
act collectively. Intergovernmental organisations generally institutionalise 
their processes of engagement by setting rules and regulations to which 
civil society have to comply. Rules usually include specifications regarding 
the nature of civil society, the nature of their work and their composition, 
frequently referring to officially constituted and established civil society 
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organisations. Individuals and small or recently established organisations 
hence face difficulties in acquiring consultative status. 

Thirdly, the somehow arbitrary rules for engagement might favour 
the participation of specific groups and/or organisations representing 
specific interests, posing an issue regarding the legitimacy of the process, 
the sufficient heterogeneity of citizens, and the represented interests.

Conclusion   

Despite the challenges, political participation mechanisms have neverthe-
less generated some significant results. New channels for participation 
have been created and, following dialogues held at the international level, 
governments have taken steps not only to widen the range and scope of 
participation tools, but also to institutionalise them, so that they become 
integral part of a systematic process. 

In the Summits of the Americas, a multilateral political process involving 
34 nation states from the Americas, governments have supported for a higher 
degree of institutionalisation, which strengthens the legitimacy of the whole 
process, provides certain voice and influence and satisfies a requirement of 
cooperative hegemony (Mace and Loiseau 2005). As noted by Rosenberg 
(2001), the Summit legitimated consultations with civil society and “has 
exercised a leadership role in the area of civil society participation” in the 
occasion of the Third Summit of the Americas, in 2001.  

The main problematic here is that often the idea of civil society 
participation encourages the “tendency to take NGOs’ positive role in 
democratization as axiomatic” (Mercer 2002). Scholars have increasingly 
assumed that civil society and civic participation are positive and play 
an important role in strengthening democracy (ibid). However, civil 
society’s relationship to democratic governance is taken for granted, and 
so are the existing mechanisms for engagement. The problem with such 
assumption is that often strategies for increasing participation and the 
various forms of engagement focus too much on the aspiration for the 
territorial extension of civil society (Kaldor 2003), or on how participa-
tion should be, rather than assessing their actual efficiency in taking civil 
society’s concerns to the concrete level. 
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