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Introduction

Recent public reform literature, and indeed the broad development sector, argues that communities should play an active role in the governance process.  The development community mentions the words ‘participation’ and ‘voice’ often and espouses broad policy aimed at increasing empowerment, stimulating democracy, and improving efficiency through programs of community involvement and the expression of civic ‘voice’ in governance, especially at the local level. However, the literature has still not resolved exactly how ‘participation’ should be achieved in local governments, or what is required to facilitate effective and appropriate expression of ‘voice.’

Questions regarding what needs to be done to facilitate voice expression relate to the general issue of reform design: “what mechanisms are available to facilitate the expression of citizen ‘voice’?”, “what kinds of ‘voice expression’ are evident in different cases where mechanisms have been adopted?” and “what factors seem to influence voice expression?”  Faced with such questions, it is no wonder that governments trying to involve citizens in development-oriented administrative reforms (as reflected in legislation effecting such throughout the world) do not know how best to proceed in practice, or what factors to consider as threats or opportunities on the path to facilitating voice expression.
 In many instances, development organizations and governments are finding that participation programs do not lead to sustainable, influential forms of ‘voice’ expression that impacts on the incentives facing public officials and thus the outcomes of the governance process (Mohan and Stokke,2000). 

One way of shedding light on the design questions involves analyzing different experiences with voice and participation-based reform to identify experiences where governments have adopted voice mechanisms, how different experiences differ (especially in terms of the different kinds of voices expressed) and why these differences occur. The current paper reports on such an analysis, based on a desk study of over fifty literature-based cases of reforms involving voice expression in local and regional governments around the developing world,
 and an in-depth investigation of such reforms in South African local government
—a topical experience that is generalizeable to other developing country settings.
 

This analysis reveals that voices are expressed through voice mechanisms, and that a large variety of voice mechanisms are in use at the local level in developing countries, each engaging communities in different ways and arising because of the effect of a series of important design factors that reformers should consider when developing such mechanisms in their own setting (to ensure a match to the setting and a chance of sustainability): Voice mechanism, the voice mechanism design, mediums for voice transmission, the political and administrative structure, and socio-economic conditions and social structure.

Background

In 1970 Hirschman (1970) introduced the economics community to the concept of ‘voice.’ This, he argued, constituted one of the main tools consumers could use to deal with problems of performance deterioration in the private production of goods and services. Samuel Paul and others extended the application to the public sector, arguing that the force of public ‘voice’ is imperative in influencing public organizations to be accountable, responsive and efficient in their service provision.  Paul (1992: 1048) defines ‘voice’ as “the degree to which they (the public) can influence the final outcome of a service through  some form of participation or articulation of protest/feedback.”  Following on this research, “an awareness” has developed in many countries and development organizations “that the “voice” of the people should inform and influence the decisions, actions and accountability of government” (Paul,1996: 37).

The interest in ‘voice’ is often emphasized in areas of the governance process where decisions are made regarding which services are provided and how they are provided, like budget and planning processes.  It is argued that increased voice—public influence—in such areas will facilitate the attainment of higher levels of citizen-oriented accountability, a better knowledge of demand and thus more effective and efficient use of resources and improved public sector responsiveness to citizen needs (Paul, 1996). ‘Voice’ is also seen as a centrally important factor in the move towards performance based government, with Gopakumar (1997: 282) stating that, “There could be no better way to gauge performance than the ‘voice’ provided by the end user.” ‘Voice’ is also considered a key ‘check’ on public organizations, and a vital tool required if developing countries are to meet their area-specific service demands, which are generally shaped by the peculiar and localized influences of poverty.

Experience with ‘voice’ is not very positive or encouraging in developing countries, however—even at the local level where, because of the close proximity of governing officials and citizens, one would logically expect it to be most effective. Governments are typically portrayed as insular, non-transparent, and non-participatory—un-responsive to ‘voice’ (Blair, 1999; Brinkerhoff, 2000). Such organizations are more apt to facilitate top-down attempts “to repress or attempt to destroy” community rather than release its ‘voice’ into the governance process (Coston, 1998: 486).  These organizations are commonly known to have poor records of service performance and responsiveness as well: Mitlin (2000: 3) states that, “It is clear that in most urban centers, local governments fail to meet many of their responsibilities to large sections of the population within their jurisdiction.”

The growing literature on ‘voice’ and participation does, however, provide some examples of local and regional governments (and localized operations of central government) where citizens have managed to express their ‘voice’ in a way that influences governing processes and outcomes. Mitlin (2000: 7) lists three public sector programs described as “more responsive,” in which the influence of citizen ‘voice’ has been evident: The healthy cities program in Léon, Nicaragua, the environment and development programs in Ilo, Peru and Columbia, and the participatory budgeting initiative in Belo Horizonte, Brazil. In all three examples, the author states, “The extent to which poor groups can influence urban government structures (the extent of their ‘voice’) obviously influences the extent and nature of “pro-poor” policies and activities” (brackets inserted).  

In all three cases (and other such positive examples of ‘voice’ and responsiveness) citizens expressed their ‘voice’ through specific mechanisms: citizen committees were important channels for citizen influence in Léon (where such committee was related to the Movimiento Comunal) and Ilo (where 300 management committees existed), while in Belo Horizonte participatory budgeting was itself the ‘voice mechanism.’ 

Voice mechanisms

‘Voice mechanisms’ such as those in place in Léon, Ilo and Belo Horizonte can be described as regular channels, “windows” or “dedicated bodies” through which citizens can access governments (Schneider,1999: 530). Paul introduced the ‘voice mechanism’ concept to the policy domain  in his discussion of  “options available to improve public accountability” (Paul, 1992: 1054). In keeping with this work, ‘voice mechanisms’ are presented as policy options available to governments or development agencies who, in response to the argument in favor of ‘voice’ in the governance process, are looking for ways to enhance such citizen influence over public entities. Particular applications of the approach are evident in the participations literature, with its emphasis on “Strengthening public accountability through participation” (Paul, 1996). This literature stresses the importance of various tools and techniques in affecting civic influence over the governance process, especially focused on identifying “ways of improving the capacity of marginal people to participate in governmental processes” (Desai,1996: 218; Rietbergen-McCracken and Narayan, 1997).  

Many governments are attempting to introduce voice mechanisms into their governance processes. This is especially the case at the local level where national legislation requires municipalities and the like to adopt such mechanisms in countries  like Bolivia, South Africa, the Philippines, Uganda, India and Malaysia.  These mechanisms are commonly seen as a way of directly bolstering the new democratic spirit in areas of the developing world where democratic decentralization dominates recent reforms, as well as a vehicle for motivating and facilitating real reform and service improvements in governments.  Reflecting such expectation, Awio (2001: 80) writes of participatory budgeting reforms in Uganda: “It was hoped that increased participation by local communities under decentralized management structures would enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of budgeting, with priorities better reflecting the needs of the local community.” In discussing the importance of such mechanisms to public sector reform initiatives in developing countries, Grindle comments that “organizational performance in developing countries can be improved through the creation of client demand” (Grindle, 1997: 486). 

Voice mechanisms adopted by different governments and the experience of voice expression related to such, especially at the local level, are anything but common, however, with substantial variation across and even within countries.  The public committees responsible for voice expression in Ilo, Peru are significantly different in structure and focus and influence than the committees in Léon, Nicaragua, for example, with both differing significantly in nature and effect to the participatory budgeting mechanism in Belo Horizonte, Brazil. The mechanisms particularly vary in terms of whose voices are heard and how loud the voices are heard.  Given such variation, different mechanisms have varying effects on the degree of community empowerment, and different implications for the ‘voice effect’ in the governance process (Mohan and Stokke,2000).
  Pertinent questions for academics interested in issues to do with voice, and for policymakers throughout the developing world and in the broad development community, are: “what mechanisms are available to facilitate the expression of citizen ‘voice’?”, “what kinds of ‘voice expression’ are evident in different cases where mechanisms have been adopted?” and “what factors seem to influence such voice expression?”  

Research Method

Research in the participations and associated literatures tackling similar questions (directly or indirectly) typically focuses on a limited number of case studies (Pelling, 1998; Schneider, 1999; Blair, 2000; Andrews, forthcoming).  The strength of this method is that it facilitates the identification of significant detail as regards the specific mechanisms in place in specific situations, and the factors influencing adoption of such mechanisms.  The method’s weakness lies in the difficulty of generalization from specific to universal experience (while cases in the literature might provide for interesting comparisons with other experiences, it is very difficult to transfer the findings from a limited study to a general population). 

In order to retain the strength of this dominant approach but also promote an ability to generalize beyond individual cases, the current study involved the analysis of over fifty literature-based cases relating the adoption of mechanisms directly affecting the expression of citizen voice.  This research method amounts to a meta-analysis approach, which facilitates both a general view (across cases) and a specific view (within selected cases) of experience with voice and voice mechanism adoption in developing countries.  

Cases for the sample were selected on the basis of simple criteria: they had to have topical value (to be written-up in the last ten years), they had to reflect the adoption and effect of a mechanism directly introduced to facilitate voice expression, and they had to reflect experience from a developing country.  The cases were combined in the early stages of the research to identify the types of voice mechanisms in place around the developing world.  From this point individual cases were chosen to allow for specific descriptions of mechanisms and of experience with mechanism adoption.  The cases used for specific analysis were selected on the basis  of two criteria: the existence of at least two studies on the case (to enhance reliability of the evidence) and the expression of different experiences (to avoid a bias in reporting only good or ‘best practice’ cases of voice mechanism adoption).

In order to enhance the quality of the study (and to counter the positive bias in literature-based case studies), the literature analysis was also supplemented with an empirical study of participations and voice mechanism adoption in South Africa.  The South African situation between 1995 and 2000 relates well to the situation in countries throughout the developing world, characterized by transition, decentralization, an increased emphasis on citizens in the governance process, and pressure to manage resources effectively and efficiently (Africa, 1999).  A 2000 survey by the national Department of Provincial and Local Government, the Project Viability Survey, indicated which kinds of participation (or voice) mechanisms municipalities adopted during this period.  As with the combined sample of literature-based cases, the survey sample of 273 municipalities allowed for a general view of the kinds of mechanisms in place, and also facilitated the identification of specific municipal experiences warranting further study.  These experiences were also examined with reference to cases conducted by the German development agency GTZ and first hand email correspondence and site visits.

The research approach is fairly novel in that it combines secondary analysis (the case studies) with primary analysis (the South African study) as well as large sample analysis (of the cases and the South African survey) with specific analysis (of individual literature-based and South African cases).  This research method is considered appropriate for addressing the questions at hand in a reliable way, reflecting a form of triangulation necessary to investigate complex social situations.  This triangulation of different means of data collection increases the reliability of the information reported on and of inferences based upon such (Yin, 1984, Miles and Huberman, 1994).   

Voice mechanisms and voice expression (What is being done and to what effect?)

The first two questions focused on in the research are related: “what mechanisms are available to facilitate the expression of citizen ‘voice’?” and “what kinds of ‘voice expression’ are evident in different cases where mechanisms have been adopted?” Mechanisms were identified as ‘voice mechanisms’ if they were introduced with a defined intention for increased citizen voice into the governance process (rather than simple participation in some aspect of implementation, vehicles for which often amounting to little more than employment creation opportunities, in which governments see local labor provision in a project as a form of participation (Pelling, 1998)). The research material confirmed a high degree of variation in the types of ‘voice mechanisms’ governments employ. A selection of such mechanisms (organized loosely according to the technical type of mechanisms available for adoption), as reflected in the literature surveyed, is shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Mechanisms identified to effect the expression of ‘voice’

	Voice mechanism
	Jurisdictions and/or countries represented in research



	Decentralization and the formation of local governments 
	Various

	Local elections and locally elected councils
	Bangladesh, Bolivia, Honduras, Kumasi (Ghana), Mali, Mexico, Nicaragua, Philippines, South Africa, Ukraine

	Other (non-elected or partially elected) councils
	Bolivia (Territorial Base Organizations and Vigilance Committees), Brazil (Municipal Boards), Cebu (Philippines) (Commission for the Urban Poor), Guyana, Malaysia (Village Development and Security Committee (JKKK) operating through District Development Committees), Naga City(Philippines) (The Expanded Naga City Development Council), Santiago (Chile) (Neighborhood boards), Philippines (Barangay Agrarian Reform Councils)

	Laws and legally created entities/ programs for voice expression
	Bolivia (The Law of Popular Participation), Colombo (Sri Lanka) (Urban Basic Service Programme), Malaysia (Public Complaints Bureau), Naga City (Empowerment Ordinance and referendum), South Africa (Local Government Transition Act, Local Government Systems Act), Uruguay (Public accountability boards) 

	Regional and local public meetings, hearings and workshops
	Ahmedabad (India) (slum networking project) ,Honduras, Ilo (Peru), Karnataka (India), Mali, Mexico, Rajasthan, Some South African municipalities, Uganda 

	Help desks
	Some South African municipalities

	Participatory planning forums and/or committees
	Some Brazilian cities (municipal committees focused on hunger alleviation), Cebu City (Philippines), Guyana, Leon (Nicaragua) (local development committee), Maputo (Mozambique), Nepal (Participatory District Development Programme), Some South African municipalities, Some Tanzanian local governments, Tlalmanalco, Sierra Nevada (Mexico), Some Ugandan local governments

	Participatory budgeting mechanisms
	Asuncion and Villa Essa (Paraguay)( Public budget hearings and committees), Bello Horizonte (Brazil), Cabo de Santo Agostinho (Brazil), Kwaukuza (KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa)( Budget prioritization forums), Porto Alegre (Brazil), Ukraine (Local government public budget hearings) 

	Social evaluation, monitoring and audit mechanisms
	Bangalore (India)(Report cards), Naga City (Philippines) (Surveys), Philippines (G-Watch public expenditure tracking project and public opinion surveys ), Rajasthan (India) (Public forums and social audits by the Majdoor Kisaan Shakti Sangathan), Uganda (Public expenditure tracking), Western India (DISHA)

	Participatory poverty assessments and community-based issue analysis
	Cameroon, Cape Town (South Africa), Durban (South Africa), Gambia, Jinja (Uganda), Manus (Papua New Guinea), Mwanza (Tanzania), Quito (Ecuador), Santos (Brazil), Tanzania, Uganda

	Media-related voice mechanisms
	Mali (Localized radio transmissions), Philippines (Radio and media outlets), Uganda (media involvement related to public expenditure tracking), 

	Other
	Bangladesh (NGO-led micro-credit associations), Colombo (Sri Lanka) (Informal savings and loan organizations and sports clubs)


Policymakers are faced with this selection of mechanisms, and more.  Attempts to organize the selection so as to facilitate an understanding of the differences between mechanisms (vital for policy choice and for research) are generally concentrated on identifying mechanism categories as attempted in Table 1.  Paul (Paul, 1996: 38-40) identifies a number of categories, including audit and legislative reviews, participation in budgetary policymaking, public feedback on policies, provision for external review, project-level accountability mechanisms, user surveys and public hearings. Such categorization fails to reflect the true variation in voice mechanisms.  There are, in the first place, significant differences between mechanisms within categories: public hearings in Rajasthan are very different to public hearings in Nelspruit, South Africa, for example.
 In the second place, many voice mechanisms in place in a government fall into multiple categories: the public hearings in Rajasthan could be called such or could be categorized as ‘Social evaluation, monitoring and audit mechanisms’ (in table 1) or ‘project-level accountability mechanisms’ (in Paul’s categorization).  Such categorization could also be faulted as differentiating between mechanisms in a way that is of limited use to policymakers or to researchers (who are arguably more interested in the differential impacts voice mechanisms have on voice expression than they are on the differences in technical design or appearance).

In the process of analyzing the many cases of voice mechanism adoption and effect, the current research led to a different approach of differentiating voice mechanisms that is considered practical and relevant to both the demands of policy makers and researchers.  The basis of the differentiation are answers to two questions which constantly raised themselves in the case study process: 

· “How broad is the voice expressed in the voice mechanism?” and 

· “How influential is the voice expressed in the voice mechanism?” 

The two questions relate to what can be called the focus and influence of voice mechanisms, which combine to indicate ways in which different mechanisms facilitate voice expression, whether to contribute to the mission of a public organization (the utilitarian value of the mechanisms) or to social empowerment.

How broad is the voice expressed in the voice mechanism?

The most obvious difference between experiences of voice mechanism adoption examined in this study (within same categories and in different categories, as identified in table 1 and by authors like Paul) is that different social segments are given the ability to express their voices into the governance process in different situations.  In some experiences voice mechanisms adoption facilitated broad voice expression of large social sectors while in other experiences the new voice expression is narrowly focused, allowing only a limited form of voice, by specific actors.  Consider the following examples:

· The local election process in South Africa mixes proportional representation with direct ward-level voting.  The proportional representation mechanism facilitates the expression of broad national voice into the governance process (though excluding some groups, like minors under the voting age).  The ward-level elections ensure that specific, location-specific voices will also be heard through representative structures (Robinson, 19996).

· Thirty percent of the Kumasi city councilors in Ghana, as described by  Devas and Korboe (2000), are elected.  Seventy percent of the councilors, as well as the Chief Executive of the district, are appointed by the central government. The dominant voice in the council is thus argued to come from the central government, not the local constituency.

· Local governments in South Africa are required by law to hold public meetings . In the towns of Nelspruit and Howick public meetings have a very narrow focus, partly because administrators considered it “economically unviable and practically impossible for everyone to participate” and partly because of the influence of business leaders and other narrowly defined interest groups on the participation process.  In both towns there is evidence that business leaders invited specific community members and organizations to public meetings and set agendas to consider specific topics (rather than broad developmental issues) and that, “It was obvious that women, youths and other groups with specific interests were not adequately represented”  (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Mpumalanga study, 5). 

· The jun sunwais’ hosted by the MKSS NGO in Rajasthan, India, are examples of broadly focused forms of public meeting or hearing. Meetings are generally held in very accessible venues, to facilitate attendance by all inhabitants of villages and towns.  The public budget is the focus of the meeting, and voices can be raised with regard to any area of public disbursement in a jurisdiction (and by any affected member of the jurisdiction). Even political and bureaucratic officials have free access and ability to participate in the hearings (Jenkins and Goetz, 1999).  

In these four examples different groups are facilitated access to the governance process through the voice mechanism in place.  This differential access results in differential voice expression in each case: In the South African elections process a broad social group is given the opportunity to express itself, whereas in Kumasi the dominant expression is a narrow central government voice. The political voice mechanisms in place in South Africa and Kumasi can be said to have different foci (one a broad focus and one a narrow focus).  The argument that experiences of voice and participation mechanism adoption have such focus differences has been made by authors like Burke (1979), Bryant and White (1982), Chambers (1983), Thomas (1993), Brinkerhoff and Kulibaba (1996), Turner and Hulme (1997), Pelling (1998) and Andrews (forthcoming). Holland and Blackburn (1998) indicate the importance of the issue in titling their book on the subject “Whose voice? Participatory research and policy change.”  

Observed differences in the focus of voice expression indicate two issues relevant in the study of voice and participation and in the design of voice mechanisms: 

· While voice and participation concepts are generally presented in discussions of social representation, empowerment and democratization in governance, voice and participation mechanisms are not always focused on such—in some instances they appear to be motivated by an anti-empowerment influence, while in other instances they appear to be motivated by utilitarian perspectives (with a specific focus arising because of a specific need in the governance process).

· The design of a voice mechanism has a significant effect on whose voices are expressed through it, yielding the design phase non-neutral in a political and social sense.  

Both issues, when considered together, suggest that academics and policymakers participating in the discussion of ‘voice’ need to importantly ask “whose voice?” and to consider how the design of voice mechanisms (and factors affecting such, including the identity of designers) affect the focus of the mechanisms.

How influential is the voice expressed in the voice mechanism?

The second observed difference between experiences of voice mechanism adoption is the different levels of ‘voice influence’ evident in the governance process. In some cases the adoption of voice mechanisms facilitates high levels of voice influence, whereby expressed preferences have a significant impact on who governs (formal governance representatives), how they govern (the governance process), what they consider (the governance agenda), and what they produce (governance outcomes).  In other cases the adoption of voice mechanisms, while facilitating some voice expression, does not yield such voice influential—voices expressed have no impact on the governance process or outcomes and are easily ignored.  Consider the following examples:

· Hanover Park is an economically depressed township in Cape Town, South Africa.  Motivated by the need for urban-renewal strategy, a stakeholder group was established to support, monitor and evaluate the council and to oversee the planning process. It consisted of thirteen members (six women and seven men) representing a wide range of sectors including municipal officials and NGOs. Although municipal officials were joint partners with other stakeholders (like NGOs) in the group, their decisions often overrode those of the group, creating considerable tension. Lack of resources negatively affected NGO participation and led to limited influence of social voice through such (ICLEI, 2002).
· NGO’s are very active mouth-pieces for the poor in Cebu City, the Philippines.  An NGO coalition, Kaabag sa Sugbu, is described as a mechanism of expression “whose voice cannot be ignored by the city government” (Etamadi, 2000: 62).  The influence of the mechanism is partly derived from the fact that the 1992 Local Government Code provides for the participation of NGO’s in local government and partly from the fact that the NGO’s have a collaborative relationship with the city government.

· In 1991 Guinea’s central government created local governments in the form of Rural Development Communes. It was intended that citizens would have greater voice into these governments, and greater influence over budgeting and investment decisions in these councils, than they had enjoyed previously (Charlick, 2001: 153). The Communes have not provided an influential mechanism for voice, however, because they lack legal standing and are dependent on national-level funding.

· Local government in Naga City, Philippines, has proved a very influential mechanism for civic voice expression.  Not only is the local government’s status assured in legislation, but the council itself has introduced a multi-tiered consultative mechanism to facilitate the expression of voice and to give priority to such voice once expressed.  The Empowerment Ordinance of 1995 was introduced to create a clear process for voice expression and response to voice, enhancing the influence of civic expression in the council (Jacob, 2000).

In all four cases (and when considering the literature in general) it is apparent that different experiences of voice mechanism adoption are characterized by different levels of ‘voice influence.’  In Guinea the Rural Development Communes have not constituted an effective vehicle for citizens to influence the governance process (by impacting who represents them, what their governments do, and how they perform).  In Naga City the city council has arranged itself so as to maximize the influence citizen voice has on the governance process (with citizen expression affecting who officiates, what the government does, and how the government performs). In Naga City the voice mechanism can be said to facilitate a high level of voice influence, while in the Guinea case councils facilitate a low level of voice influence. 

Such influence associated with voice and participation has been explicitly and implicitly discussed in the literature.  There is a particular argument that citizens only use voice mechanisms if they feel such will be influential (Pelling, 1998; Schneider, 1999).  Citizens are argued to opt out of using mechanisms where such are perceived to give little weight to the voices expressed through them.  Saying that a voice mechanism facilitates little influence is thus tantamount to saying that it will not constitute an effective avenue for expression.  

Differentiating reforms based on their ‘voice expression effect’

Experiences with participation and voice mechanism adoption have commonly been differentiated on the basis of either focus or influence.  In recent work a one dimensional continuum is used to show the different effect voice mechanism adoption has on the degree of empowerment associated with participation and voice expression, for example (Thomas, 1993; Pelling,1998; Andrews, forthcoming). Highly empowering cases of voice expression are defined as those in which broad-based community governance emerges  (where communities as a whole are active in setting, implementing and evaluating policy) (Abbott, 1996; Geddes, 1998; Wilkinson and Applebee, 1999; Mohan and Stokke,2000).  These kinds of experience are contrasted with those that have been called ‘utilitarian,’ in which voice mechanisms are adopted in such a way as to involve citizens selectively and in a limited fashion, within existing top-down decision-making processes and with an emphasis on enhancing the efficiency of such structures rather than changing them in any material way.
   

The empowerment-utilitarian continuum is only partially useful in analyzing the various literature-based cases and South African experience, because it embodies an implicit valuation schema that is inappropriate for research attempting to be descriptive rather than prescriptive and is limited to a ‘focus’ orientation.
 The current two-dimensional approach to analyzing voice mechanism adoption produces some interesting observations that do not fit well onto this one-dimensional continuum. In some cases, mechanisms that could be termed utilitarian because of their narrow focus (as determined by governing officials) are highly influential, while in other cases they have no influence at all.
  In some cases mechanisms that could be called empowering because of their broad focus are highly influential, while in other cases they have no influence at all.
 How would these differential influences be represented, because the lack of influence surely yields their utilitarian or empowering foci irrelevant? 

In order to represent such influence issues, Figure 1 combines the empowerment-utilitarian continuum’s concentration on focus with a concentration on voice influence.  The figure is a two-dimensional representation of the different voice expression arising from mechanism adoption, showing focus and influence combinations.

Figure 1.Voice expression effects of mechanism adoption, combining focus and influence
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Figure 1 captures ‘focus’ variation observed in experiences with voice mechanism adoption on the horizontal axis: in some experiences adopted mechanisms facilitated narrow voice while in others the mechanisms facilitated broad voice (with many experiences falling in the middle, indicating some degree of narrowness in focus or preference expression).
  The figure captures ‘voice influence’ variation on the vertical axis: in some cases adopted mechanisms facilitated no voice influence, whereas in others mechanisms facilitated high voice influence (with mechanisms facilitating only some influence in other cases).  In most instances the experience of voice expression can be identified as falling into one of four quadrants in the space created to show the interaction of focus and influence: narrow focus, low influence; broad focus, low influence; narrow focus, high influence; and broad focus, high influence.

Narrow focus, low influence voice expression

The first kind of voice expression identified from the sample of cases and South African experience is that in which only chosen groups are able to express themselves, and where such expression is largely without influence.  An example is Pelling’s description of participatory planning and project implementation in Guyanese local authorities.  Voice mechanisms in this case facilitated participation of specific groups offering expertise or support to the ruling party or controlling administrators.  This meant that,  “despite a rhetoric of limited but inclusive participation in decision-making the national framework for participation continued to exclude large sectors of the population” (Pelling, 1998: 4768).  The participation program focused on engaging communities only where they were seen to contribute to the functioning of status-quo administrative and political processes.  Contributions (even by invited groups) had no material influence on who governed or how they governed, however, as officials tended to value and consider contributions only where they reflected established interests (which were already driving the governance process).

This kind of voice expression reflects a utilitarian focus in that the adopted mechanism facilitates expression of only a limited voice, focused on a specific area of governance or on a specific segment of a constituency.  Experiences of mechanism adoption falling into this quadrant are unsuccessful in effecting an influential expression of preferences or demands even from these limited constituencies, which often results in a low level of interest in the adopted mechanism.  In Pelling’s case, for example, the participatory program has not been sustainable and “weaknesses in the participatory approach resulted in a range of individual strategies  to…resist top-down management decision-making”(Pelling,1998: 481).  

Such cases are difficult to find in the board literature on participation and voice-based reform, as they generally constitute failures and the literature is largely focused on disseminating what could be called ‘best practice’ cases.  The South African study provides a good counter to the literature in this sense.  Without the ‘best practice’ bias, the study reveals that many cases of voice expression through adopted voice mechanisms in local governments fall into this quadrant: facilitating limited voice (a narrow focus) with limited social impact on governing processes or outcomes (low voice influence).  A large portion of the cases reported by GTZ fall into this section, as does a segment of the councils in which first-hand interviews or site visits were undertaken. 

In the uThungulu municipality, for example, the council held workshops in which “women, youths and the poorer strata of society were not adequately represented.” The voice of those attending the workshops in “strategically selected villages” had no affect on governance, and the case report states explicitly that the participation mechanism was not developed for “scanning people’s priorities nor involving people in the decision making process” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: KwaZulu-Natal study 10). Another example is the narrow focus and low influence of workshops and planning committees in the town of Cradock. Case reports state that, “During the prioritization workshop, participation was limited to 2-3 members” and further, that during the planning process “no attention is being given to…specific groupings during the workshop process or documentation thereof” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Eastern Cape study 23).

Broad focus, low influence voice expression

The second kind of voice expression identified from the sample of cases and South African experience is that in which many groups are able to voice their preferences, but where such voice is largely without influence.  An example is the Bolivian local participatory planning reform developed in response to the Law of Popular Participation in the early 1990s. According to this law “all municipal governments were legally obliged to prepare five-year Municipal Development Plans (MDP’s) in accordance with the government Manual of Participatory Municipal Planning” (Goudsmit and Blackburn, 2001: 588). The actors meant to be involved in the planning process reflect a broad section of society, but unfortunately their voices appear to have had very little influence because national-level demands on municipalities continue to drive budgets.
  The broad civic ‘voice’ has very little influence over who governs, what plans are developed, and how plans are implemented, because municipal plans have to “fit with national and departmental plans, and respond to the spending priorities of government funding bodies; in other words, they (municipalities) must adapt to plans that come ‘from above’ which have been designed with practically no participation outside the state bureaucracy” (Goudsmit and Blackburn, 2001: 590).

Other examples of voice mechanism adoption fitting into this quadrant involve local councils and local election processes, which generally facilitate a broad ‘voice’ that is largely un-influential over the governance process (apart from influencing, in some cases, who governs, these mechanisms seldom have much influence on budgetary allocations, governance quality or performance).
  

A large portion of the cases of voice and participation mechanism adoption in the Project Viability sample of South African municipalities can also be found in this quadrant, being broadly focused but largely un-influential.  An example is the Thabanchu municipality’s open meeting mechanism, where public notices and newspaper articles are used to elicit wide attendance and broad voice. The meetings facilitate broad participation (at least they did in the initial stages of reform), but because of language differences between facilitators and participants, community members either failed to voice their opinions and needs effectively at meetings or found their contributions easily ignored: “Where individuals articulate issues that don’t fit in with the process consultant’s definition of the session, the information (mostly useful) becomes lost” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Free State study 18).  The ‘open meeting’ voice mechanism was broad in focus but did not allow for much voice influence at all (the voice was easily ignored by officials).  Another example is the Kentani municipality’s Planning Committee, which was set up to represent broad interests (constituting 21 members representing various constituencies, whose attendance was monitored to ensure representativeness). Voices from the committee are not very influential, though, because of poor capacity amongst many community members to input (especially representatives of isolated rural communities) and because “Feedback structures/systems have not been formulated.” As a result, the first two meetings involved mostly information sharing by the council—no real or influential voice expression (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Eastern Cape study 20).

Narrow focus, high influence voice expression

The third kind of voice expression identified from the sample of cases and South African experience is that in which a narrow social segment is able to voice its preferences in a highly influential way (where the narrow voice expression impacts who governs, how they govern, and what the governance outcomes are).  An example is the participatory budgeting mechanism in Uganda, in which District Budget Conferences (among other mechanisms) are held to elicit public comment about government budgets.  The mechanisms are generally considered to be influential, with evidence that they affect allocation adjustments and implementation improvements. In this light Gariyo (2000:1) simply states that “we can claim that there has been some impact on the budgetary policy formulation.”
  The voices speaking through the Budget Conferences are limited, however:  

“The majority of the citizens of Uganda do not influence budgetary processes and policy formulation. This is because while they have a direct interest as tax payers in the benefits, the mechanisms for constructing budgets are too complex and require skills and knowledge for this to happen. Thus only a small section of the elite has to date been able to influence the budgetary process and policy formulation in Uganda. These are drawn from the NGO sector, the academicians and researchers, the influential large business concerns through the Uganda Manufacturers’ Association.” (Gariyo, 2000: 1). 

The general impression of the participatory budgeting voice mechanism in Uganda is that it facilitates selective but influential voice expression (thus locating itself in the narrow focus, high influence quadrant). This experience is similar to that regarding the adoption of voice mechanisms in a small subset of South African municipalities, including Bothaville where a ‘Representative Structure’ and ‘Management Team’ facilitates participation by select members representing established community-based organizations.  Participation in this case is explicitly described as narrow (because of the reliance on organized channels rather than more open forms of public access) (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Free State study 25, 26).  The Representative Structure is proving influential in transmitting the narrow voices, however, serving as “an effective base for information flows and participation.” The voice influence is considered high because decisions taken by the structure are fed back to the council and have a defined and marked effect on planning outcomes. 

The Howick planning process is another example, where attendance at community meetings is through invitation only and business leaders dominate.
 Business leaders in the committee appear to have set the agenda and determined whose voices would be heard. The narrow business voice has proved influential through the mechanism, with the municipality being active in developing tourism-related infrastructure (R15 billion worth) while decreasing spending on other areas (such as direct services in poor areas) 
 (DCD-GTZ, 1999: KwaZulu-Natal study 35-47).

Broad focus, high influence voice expression

The final kind of voice expression identified from the sample of cases and South African experience is that in which a broad social segment is able to voice its preferences in a highly influential way (where the broad voice expression impacts who governs, how they govern, and what the governance outcomes are).  This kind of expression is often touted in the literature, which suggests a ‘best practice’ bias—as broad, influential voice expression is generally considered an important goal of reforms like democratic decentralization.  

There are no specific experiences in the South African case that could fit into this quadrant, suggesting the difficulty of facilitating such expression, although some commentators would argue that the successful local government election process in the country constitutes such expression (with many voices expressed in a way that certainly does influence who governed, at least politically).
 Further evidence of such experience in South Africa comes from the analysis of data in the Project Viability Survey, which suggests that some mechanisms (like help desks which incorporate records of complaint and are closely linked with processes that ensure response to voice) have allowed a broad, influential voice expression at the local government level.
 

More specific experiences of broad, influential voice expression are evident in the literature. Prominent examples include the participatory budgeting applications in Belo Horizonte and Porto Alegre, Brazil (with similar, but less common applications in Asuncion and Villa Elisa, Paraguay), and the civic consultation experience in Naga City, the Philippines. The participatory budgeting model in Brazil involves setting up budget forums in regions of large cities (to ease access to the process) and then transmitting the voices from such forums to meetings at which budgets are determined (through delegates to budget councils). The literature indicates that participation in the forums is broad, citing as a main reason mobilization techniques used by the government (Jacob, 2000).  “At the regional budget forums, neighborhoods put forward their demands for spending” (ESSET, 2000: 6), which literature suggests have a high level of influence over actual allocations and the implementation of budgeted projects (even though “response to most popular demands in the first two years” was low, responsiveness has increased markedly since (Jacob, 2000: 9; Goldsmith and Vainer, 2001)).
 

A second example comes from Naga City where “People participation in local governance…went through several stages maturing into the passage of the Empowerment Ordinance” (Jacob, 2000: 186).  The Empowerment Ordinance facilitates collaboration and partnership between the council and citizens and entrenches a multi-tiered consultative mechanism (SPEED) through which groups can participate in identifying development priorities. The city has ensured that a broad selection of voices are heard in the planning and governing process, through a variety of mechanisms including the expanded City Development Council, Sectoral Forum, Community Consultation meetings, Surveys and a Referendum. Furthermore, the council looks to citizens to provide voice in evaluations and monitoring stages of the governance process as well: “To enhance monitoring and evaluation, the PIP committee provides suggestion boxes and conducts periodic surveys to city hall clientele to determine how the people assess the quality of frontline services delivery” (Jacob, 2000: 186).  The wide array of mechanisms, and the easy access provided to citizens, has resulted in a broad voice expression.  The institutionalized nature of the mechanisms (and especially the legitimating effect of the Empowerment Ordinance) has ensured that the wide range of voices expressed have significant influence, with evidence that such have been able to “sway  elected councilors through vocal arguments” (Espinosa-Robles, 1999: 2).

Factors influencing voice expression (Why voice mechanisms have different effects)

The variation in voice expression experience across governments who have actively adopted some kind of voice mechanism contrasts with the consistency of the rationale for such mechanism adoption.  In most cases governments explicitly state their intention of facilitating broad, influential voice expression—fitting into the top right quadrant of the voice expression figure (with a broad focus and high influence).  In many cases experience shows that they do not fit into this quadrant, however, with the dominant portion of South African municipalities, for example, located in the two bottom quadrants (reflecting low influence narrow or broad focus voice expression). 

To explain the variation between experiences and the disjoint between stated intention and actual voice expression, the current study asked a final question, “what factors seem to influence voice expression?”  The factors identified include the particular voice mechanism adopted, the voice mechanism design, mediums for voice transmission, the political and administrative structure, and socio-economic conditions and social structure.

The voice mechanism adopted 

The literature on voice and participation is subject to the same ‘best practice’ mentality as are other areas of public management work.  The literature thus strongly suggests the importance of new ‘voice mechanisms’ like participatory budgeting, participatory planning and participatory poverty assessments.  Undoubtedly influenced by such literature, many policy-makers are forced to consider these new mechanisms when attempting to facilitate voice expression. In the South African town of Nelspruit, for example, concern was voiced that mechanisms used (council meetings and community workshops) were “out of date” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Mpumalanga study 11). An important question, in light of this kind of thinking, is: do different mechanism types systematically affect voice expression? In particular, do ‘best practice’ mechanisms like report cards and participatory budgeting schemes better facilitate the kind of voice expression policy makers explicitly aim for (characterized by broad focus and high influence)?

A simple answer to the question, based on the literature and empirical study in evidence, is ‘not necessarily.’  On the one hand, the literature-based cases of popular mechanism adoption (like participatory budgeting or social audit methods or report cards) certainly seem to facilitate greater voice influence than do more ordinary mechanisms like public meetings or committees.  Experiences with the adoption of ‘new’ mechanisms can generally be located in the top two quadrants of figure 1 (suggesting a high level of influence) while many cases in which more common or ordinary mechanisms (like public meetings or committees) have been adopted can be located in the bottom two quadrants (suggesting a low influence level). On the other hand, there is evidence that experience in even the most similar cases has hints of variation and may have little to do with the mechanisms: 

1. Currently popular mechanisms like participatory budgeting may facilitate highly influential voice, but such voice can be either broadly or narrowly focused. 

2. The influential voice expression in these cases may have less to do with the general mechanism type and more to do with the situation in which it is adopted. 

In terms of the first point suggesting that similar voice mechanisms may facilitate different voice focus, one can compare Brazilian and Paraguayan participatory budgeting experience with that in Uganda.  In Porto Alegre, Belo Horizonte, Asuncion and Villa Elisa such mechanisms have (by most accounts) constituted open, accessible and influential lines of voice expression for broad constituencies,
 but in Uganda the voice focus of participatory budgeting mechanisms is limited to a small group of parties who would probably have had alternative means of access to the governing process anyway (Gariyo, 2000). In terms of the second point, the argument is that the specific participatory budgeting mechanism is less responsible for the strong voice influence than are supporting social, socio-economic and political developments in reforming governments. Observers point particularly to a long process of civil society development that preceded participatory budgeting, a greater local government dependence on local revenues, and an increase in leftist political leadership as factors that may have influenced governing processes and outcomes—and receptivity to voice within such—in Brazilian municipalities (Souza, 2001).
     

Weighing these points against each other leads to the perspective that similar voice mechanisms can sometimes be associated with similar kinds of voice expression, but not always. This is because similar mechanisms can still yield different voice outcomes (in focus, for example) or could enjoy similar effects because of similar circumstances of adoption—suggesting that similar mechanisms in varying adoption circumstances may not have similar effects on voice expression.
  ‘Best practice’ voice mechanism types may have some impact on voice expression, but their adoption simply does not guarantee any kind of voice expression effect.

The voice mechanism design

Evidence from the literature-based cases and the South African study suggests that there are important factors in the design of mechanisms that affect the focus and influence of voice expression. These design factors go beyond the broad categorization question and suggest that instead of asking whether voice mechanisms are more effective if they take the form of participatory budgets or public meetings, policymakers should pay greater attention to the design details of whatever mechanism they develop (be it a participatory budget, public meeting or community committee). The specific areas in which design details appear to have affected either the focus or influence of a voice mechanism relate to mechanism access, ability to participate, the participation agenda, and the approach to assessing participation through the mechanism.

Devices incorporated into mechanism design to regulate access to the mechanism (and thus to the governance process) affect voice expression, particularly voice focus.  Cases of voice mechanism adoption in which voice focus can be classed as ‘narrow’ invariably had some kind of device controlling and limiting voice mechanism access.  ‘Narrow’ focus cases already referred to from the South African study are illustrative of the point: In KwaDukuza Stanger groups and citizens had to pre-register to attend workshops, in Uthungula the strategic selection of meeting locations automatically limited the size of attendance and the identities of attendees, in Cradock and Howick meeting and committee attendance was by invitation only (DCD-GTZ, 1999). The influence of access devices on voice expression is also evident when considering cases of broad focus, where voice mechanism designs facilitated openness: In Thabanchu, South Africa, public planning meetings and workshops were announced in the media, which is also used to announce meetings in Uganda, Malaysia and Nepal, where governments also stimulate access by placing announcements on public notice-boards at the point of service.

Voice mechanism design also affects the ability of constituents (once afforded access to a voice mechanism) to participate.  In cases where voices are narrowly focused and/or have low influence, it is often apparent that those invited to voice their opinions have little ability to do so. A common reason for this inability is a lack of information provision, which limits participant knowledge of important issues under discussion and creates an obstruction to their voice expression—making it easy for powerful officials or interest groups to ignore such and to legitimate the exclusion of ‘uninformed’ groups from areas of governance. Pelling (1998: 471) quotes Freire (1985) on the importance of information access in participatory settings where voices are expressed: 

“Information defines the ways in which actors relate and is a means of legitimating authority in, or excluding groups from, decision-making.  In a typical management framework the formal information and knowledge of the technical, managerial and political elites has been viewed as superior to the local ‘time-place’ knowledge of grassroots actors which has legitimated the exclusion of this group from decision-making.”

The effect of mechanism design on participation ability and hence influence is evident in Thabanchu, South Africa, where language issues hindered the ability of citizens to impact on planning and budgeting decisions. Individuals were seen to “lose confidence because of a lack of understanding of concepts.” At the same time, officials were quick to ignore contributions from those with poor information or communication difficulties: “Where individuals articulate issues that don’t fit in with the process consultant’s definition of the session, the information (mostly useful) becomes lost in the process” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Free State study 18). Another example comes from Bothaville in South Africa, where “members of the community” were “not interested to provide input that reflects a poor understanding of government” and thus withdrew their voices from the planning process because of limited ability (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Free State study 25). 

The ability to participate is also affected by the participation agenda, another area of mechanism design that is seen to impact on voice focus and influence. Goudsmit and Blackburn, in their discussion of participatory planning in Bolivia, discuss the importance of agendas and control in such communication and negotiation processes: 

“Negotiation presupposes at least two actors who confront each other and communicate (through the expression of voice)…Necessarily, the protagonists are two: the planning team and the campesinos (local peasants). The planning team always influences, animates, induces, and manipulates the negotiation...There is no point, then, in insisting that the planning team exercises zero influence over the definition of aspirations; they simply cannot avoid doing so. This observation should motivate the NSPP (facilitating agency) to analyse in greater depth the way in which its methodology conditions the process of negotiation (and of voice expression). Each and every technique establishes different negotiation processes that may well result in different information and diverse demands…If negotiation between equal partners is to take place, certain methodological changes are needed” (Goudsmit and Blackburn, 2001: 592 brackets inserted).

The ‘negotiating processes’ Goudsmit and Blackburn talk of are what is meant by mechanism agendas—those processes that determine who communicates when, how, and around what topic in the voice expression process.
  In many instances, as in the Bolivian planning experience, evidence suggests that such agendas are set to limit voice focus and influence—thus impacting on voice expression.  In a study of KwaZulu-Natal municipalities, for example, researchers found that ‘voice’ mechanisms were designed to constitute ‘hearing’ forums where officials talked and citizens only listened—limiting the potential for voice influence. In the Howick municipality members of the business community set the agenda for public meetings, effecting a narrow focus for voice expression  (DCD-GTZ, 1999: KwaZulu-Natal study). 
The final area in which the evidence suggests that mechanism design influences voice expression is related to mechanism assessment.  In most of the experiences where voice mechanisms facilitated broad and influential expression, the mechanisms were designed with a defined monitoring or evaluating device in place. In Tlalmanalco’s participatory planning mechanism, for example, participatory monitoring was introduced partly so that NGOs could evaluate the effect of voice on accountability and responsiveness, as evident in Moctezuma’s comment that, “The PUCSN (collaborative entity)…hopes to measure the efficacy of its interventions…” (Moctezuma, 2001: 131 brackets inserted).
 In contrast, governments in which voice expression was un-influential and narrow tended to have no kind of monitoring or evaluation or assessment device. In Alice, South Africa, for example, researchers found that there were  “no systems to ensure feedback” about the participatory reforms (which facilitated narrow focus, low influence voice expression) (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Eastern Cape study 27). 

Voice transmission mediums

In a majority of cases in the literature and South African studies the kind of medium that existed to transmit signals from voice mechanisms to officials in the governing process had a significant effect on the focus and influence of voice expression. A voice transmission medium, in this sense, is a device that transmits ideas, feedback, criticism and such voiced by citizens through participatory budgeting forums, public meetings and such to governing officials who actually make decisions. These mediums have a particularly important impact on the influence of the voices expressed through a voice mechanism. The mediums in question could be internal to the voice mechanism itself (thus constituting a direct design issue) or they could be separate from the mechanism (thus constituting a separate design issue).

There is significant evidence in the case research that voice influence is higher where voice mechanisms incorporate relevant and powerful mediums for signal transmission.  Some of these mediums are developed under the assumption that governing officials will respond rationally to voice, and the mediums for voice transmission are built into the hierarchical governance process (Paul, 1992).  An example of such is the collaborative relationship NGO’s developed with the Cebu City government in the Philippines.  Meetings facilitated by the NGOs constituted the mechanism for voice expression, and the collaborative relationship between NGOs and the city government was the medium of voice transmission.  This collaborative relationship provided an effective medium of reasonable communication through which social voice could be inserted into the hierarchical governance process in the city. 

Other mediums of voice transmission increase voice influence by threatening or supplying force, rather than appealing to reason (Peattie, 1994). An example is the social pressure surrounding jun sunwais (or public hearings) in Rajasthan.  The hearings are the voice mechanisms, but they derive their influence from the strong social support and pressure emerging in civic groups outside of the public hierarchy, and the monitoring devices such employ to ensure that citizen communications are taken seriously. 

In terms of voice transmission mediums operating adjacent to voice mechanisms, cases show that voice mechanisms do not exist in isolation, and their influence is affected by many other contextual factors—including the rules and processes of the governance process.  In Guinea the influence of civic voice as expressed through local government has been limited because national laws limit the standing of the local councils themselves.  Instead of constituting a voice transmission medium facilitating voice expression from the bottom up, such laws actually facilitate the transmission of voices from the top down (giving greater influence to central government voice). In Naga City, the Philippines, on the other hand, local governments were entrenched in national law (constituting a supportive context for local government) and the council developed an appropriate internal medium for voice consideration (the Empowerment Ordinance, which made consideration of civic voice an integral part of the hierarchical governing process). In combination, the effective medium and supportive context helped to facilitate highly influential voice expression through the Naga council. 

The political and administrative structure

The political and administrative structure of government is the fourth factor observed to influence voice expression. Paul (1992: 1050) observes the importance of such structure in saying that, “Legal and institutional barriers to voice may exist in a country,” which “could be traced to the nature of the larger political system or ideology.” He goes on to say that, “Even where an open or democratic system exists in a country, its laws and legal and institutional devices may not permit or may constrain the use of voice (e.g. legal barriers to the recognition of user groups, lack of public hearings and denial of the right to sue public service suppliers).” This perspective is well reflected in the literature and in evidence of voice expression, which suggests that political systems institutionalize “opportunity structures that can facilitate or hamper collective action” and that higher-level political and administrative appointments create hierarchical responsive structures that are difficult to break (or to open to social influence) (Mohan and Stokke, 2000:260; Benjamin, 2001: 45). 

Governance processes, particularly those reflecting political structures, play an important role in allocating influence over government policy (Brinkerhoff and Kulibaba, 1996:124). Evidence from the cases shows that, if the existing political process is characterized by democratic, decentralized, and representative institutions, it is more likely that citizens and local political leaders will enjoy significant influence in the governance process, with voice mechanisms being influential (and broad in nature, given the democratic ethos).  Where the political process is un-democratic, centralized, or unrepresentative, disadvantaged citizens are more likely to be disenfranchised in the governance process, and voice mechanisms tend to facilitate narrower, less influential voice expression.  Centralized political systems tend to tilt power and influence towards central political leaders and technical administrators.

Voice expression through mechanisms adopted in South Africa (as in many similar countries) have been negatively affected by political structures even though the nation is both democratic and decentralized, however (Andrews, 2002).
  A major issue in such newly decentralized settings is the intergovernmental political and fiscal structure, which often focuses local representatives on national-level party agendas or high-level government policies rather than the voices of their own constituencies.  Beal  (2001: 365) writes of the national-level influence of a quasi-political group (SANCO) supposedly providing a voice mechanism in Johannesburg: “When local-level concerns become subverted to national-level ambitions…(the local level concerns)… “have to balance their accountability downwards towards their membership of local residents, alongside their accountability upwards towards the broader aims and objectives of the national organization.”

Apart from the political process, technical administrators and administrative culture also affect governance processes and the possibility of voice expression in many developing countries (Brinkerhoff and Kulibaba, 1996: 131).  The affect limits voice expression  where administrative decision-making is centralized, administrative processes are complex, and information is unavailable (the process is closed).  In such situations, technical administrators enjoy a powerful influence, which exceeds that of street level administrators, political leaders, and community members (particularly where these other role players lack technical skills and information access, as is the case in most developing countries). The dominant influence of administrators in such cases drowns out other voices, yielding them un-influential.

The limiting effect a centralized, controlling administrative culture can have on civic voice expression is well recorded in the literature. Tauxe, for example, presents an interesting case of participation in planning in North Dakota, the United States, in which an overt administrative influence enforced “dominant organizational, ideological, and discursive forms” of existing administrative processes, limiting voice influence (Tauxe, 1995: 472). Dolny (2001: 27-8) observes the voice-limiting influence of a dominant bureaucracy in describing an initiative to train local cooperative members to manage their own finances in Mozambique (giving them voice in the budget and accounting process). The initiative met bureaucratic resistance, with administrators arguing “that the system did not offer adequate controls; and, importantly, the state would not be in full possession of information.” Dolny offers a different explanation, linking the resistance to the protection of administrative cultural symbols like status and function: 

“My sense was that the real reason was different, the truth of the matter was that they were protecting their jobs and their status. The new approach, if generally adopted, meant that the role of senior accountants would change to a training and support function; the role of masters over subordinates would be redundant.”  

Given the positive bias in literature, there are few cases recorded where voice mechanisms fail to effect some kind of voice influence.  Cases where they do (such as Tanzania’s participatory planning mechanisms) show that administrative inertia prohibited the kind of openness in the governance process required for effective voice influence (Eriksen, 1997).  In another negative case coming from Guyana, Pelling (1998) indicates that administrative influence on voice mechanism design can also affect whose voices are expressed (the focus of the mechanism). In the Guyana case, participation was limited to those who administrators thought would contribute positively to the governance process (without effecting unsettling change). This administrative impact is commonly called ‘normal professionalism,’ involving administrative officials only inviting participation from those with whom they have a ‘professional’ understanding (Cambers, 1983). Such administrative effect is observed in a comment regarding participatory reform in the Free State province, South Africa, where social leaders (like business leaders) were engaged in the planning process but “there was little appreciation of the possible direct contribution of other actors in the governance process” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Free State study, 28).    

In contrast to this limiting administrative effect on voice influence and focus, there is evidence that administrative culture can also stimulate voice expression. Atkinson et al. (2000: 629) find that community participation is more focused on empowerment and broad, influential voice expression where government agencies are open in their service provision, interactive at the street level, and facilitate community comment into their day-to-day processes. This kind of positive effect is evident in a number of cases where newly adopted voice mechanisms are associated with influential voice expression, including Malaysia and Naga City, the Philippines. 

In the latter case, for example, participatory mechanisms were introduced into the city governance process in conjunction with a broad administrative change process. The administrative change process altered the administrative culture through adjustments to basic elements like the compensation package for the rank-and-file.  The reorganization focused on instilling a new performance orientation manifest in a ‘contract of deliverables’ at the departmental level and a range of individual-level innovations (Jacob, 2000). The more performance-oriented managers were seen to be more willing to engage with constituents, obviously identifying the potential gains they could enjoy through improved citizen voice. This observation is also made by Andrews (2002) with regard to municipalities in South Africa that voluntarily employed a host of new public management innovations into their administrative processes (particularly performance monitoring and benchmarking devices).  These municipalities were more likely to adopt strong participatory mechanisms, suggesting a cultural appreciation of the contribution of civic voice to governance processes and outcomes.

Socio-economic conditions and social structure

The final factor identified to impact on voice influence and voice focus relates to the socio-economic conditions and social structure evident in a reform context.  Paul (1992: 1051) cites these influences as important: “Income, education and related attributes of the public increase their ability to use voice.” Relating to the social dimension in particular, Devas and Korboe (2000: 131) state that, “The ability of poor communities to improve their position and to secure improved services has much to do with the strength and nature of civil society generally.”

Voice expression tended to be narrow and/or un-influential in cases where socio-economic conditions obviously made participation costly for large portions of the civic body, or overwhelm administrative processes.  Experience shows that the poor are less likely to participate in public sector decision-making than are the wealthy.
 This effect is particularly manifest where participation has a large relative cost for the poor (Johnston and Clarke, 1982: 172).  The poorer the society, the more likely it is that participation costs outweigh potential benefits (especially where social capital is underdeveloped) and the less influence disadvantaged citizens have in decision-making (Bryant and White,1982:213).  Experience shows that technical administrators, advantaged citizens and central-minded politicians enjoy influence in such poor, high problem, and heterogeneous governments.  Benjamin (2001) emphasizes the complex relational influences on poverty alleviation programs that emerge in such situations, arguing that many poor groups create partnerships of dependence with higher income groups to overcome their socio-economic voice constraints.  Unfortunately, these partnerships could lead to co-optation of the voice expression process and the narrow expression of voice by wealthier sub-groups.

Strong social structures provide a check on such co-optation and also stimulate influential voice expression.  Strong social organizations, especially when horizontal in nature, empower citizens (especially disadvantaged citizens) and the administrators working with these citizens (street-level administrators) (Pelling,1998).  Such organizational forms are typically representative, broadly accountable, and socially active.  They mobilize citizens to act in common interest, pooling resources and minimizing transaction costs associated with social expression and involvement.  These organizations facilitate citizen influence and help to mold political preferences towards those of their citizens, resulting in more responsive and effective governance and influential voice mechanisms (Dhesi,2000). An example is the participation reforms in Bothaville, South Africa, which facilitate narrow but influential voice expression.  The GTZ case report states that, “The strength of the structure is mainly due to the activism of the community-based organizations” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Free State 25). 

Where social organization is weak, experience reveals that the interests of technical administrators and advantaged citizens dominate the governance process—typically manifest in a limited and often un-influential voice expression through reform-based voice mechanisms.   An example is Alice in South Africa, where public meetings and committees are not seen to facilitate broad or influential voice expression and “participation is complicated by poorly organized civil society in the isolated rural villages. Very few development/community committees function effectively” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: Eastern Cape study 27). Similarly, in the South African town of  Kentani participatory structures are focused only on those communities that are organized: “The extent to which less organized communities, specific reference to isolated rural communities, are represented by the current structure is questionable” (DCD-GTZ, Eastern Cape: 20). Finally, the narrow voice focus in Uganda’s participatory budgeting reforms is partly explained by weak social structures: “The lack of a strong civil society is partly responsible for the influence donors have over policy planning in a country like Uganda. Citizens’ participation in the budgetary process and policy formulation is limited by lack of strong civil society organizations/institutions to mobilize them and act as lead agencies to involve citizens in policy dialogue” (Gariyo, 2000: 7).  

Conclusion

Through a study of the literature on voice and participation, this paper has intended to make some sense of the many experiences with reforms emphasizing citizen voice and participation in use in governments around the world.  The paper categorizes experiences with such reforms in terms of the effects they have on voice expression, particularly the focus and influence of voice.  With reference to cases in South Africa and other areas of the developing world, a two dimensional figure was created to show the many different combinations of voice focus and influence and the four general categories of reform experience.  Some reforms generate voice that is narrow and un-influential, some generate voice that is broad but un-influential, others facilitate narrow but influential voice expression and yet others stimulate broad, influential voice expression.

The kind of voice expression evidenced in different cases is explained in terms of a number of factors identified from the study (and in most cases related to arguments in the literature).  These factors are presented as important influences on the type of voice expression a voice mechanism will effect in society, and thus deserve close attention from policymakers: voice mechanism type, voice mechanism design, voice transmission medium, political and administrative structures and socio-economic conditions and social structure. 

The identification of different voice expressions and of factors affecting voice expression through reform-based mechanisms is intended to address problems related to the design of participatory reforms. Governments attempting to develop mechanisms for voice expression, especially at the local level, should be aware that different designs and socio-economic affects yield different kinds of vice expression.  The participation reform emphasis needs to shift from getting governments to develop voice mechanisms, to getting governments to develop voice mechanisms that are designed to effect the kind of voice expression considered relevant and necessary (generally involving high levels of empowerment).
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� In this light, Cohen and Uphoff (1980) describe participation as enjoying “popularity without clarity.”


� An example of the tension created by policies requiring community participation in situations where there is limited knowledge as to what this means in practice, comes from South Africa.  Local governments charged with developing participatory governance structures were thrown into conflict with other levels of government and local civic bodies as to who should convene community meetings, what community programs should look like, who should provide and manage resources for community programs, and such (Otzen, et al.,1999). Wunsch and Olowu tell a similar tale in Nigeria (1996/97: 70).


� Cases were selected in the desk study to reflect the broad patterns of voice and participation mechanism adoption at the sub-national level throughout the developing world since the early 1990s.


� The South African study involved the analysis of a national government survey, the Project Viability survey of July 2000, 19 case studies of planning reform (that included a participation concentration ) conducted by the German development agency GTZ in 1999, and primary case study research conducted on selected municipalities using semi-structured email-based interviews in 2001 and 2002. 


� South Africa was selected for specific study to facilitate comparison of the desk analysis and to allow for detailed investigation of the adoption of voice mechanisms.  The subject governments in this study, small urban governments existing in South Africa between 1995 and 2000 (called Transitional Local Councils or TLC’s), are widely representative of urban governments throughout the developing world, both in terms of their demographics and their governance challenges.  A national survey conducted in 2000, asking about participation at the local level (amongst other things), yields a sample of 273 TLC’s (62% of the total population) that displays the kind of variation common in developing countries—municipalities differ significantly in size (from under 500 constituents to over 500,000) as well as socio-economic standing and service provision performance.  The TLC’s all faced a common legislated mandate to develop participation mechanisms into their governance process—also similar to situations faced in developing countries from Bolivia to the Philippines to Tanzania. 


� Mitlin (2000) argues that influences such as voice are vitally important in facilitating responsiveness and accountability in local governments, and a pro-poor attitude in service provision.


� Much research assumes that participation is about empowerment (Blair,2000:22).  On the contrary, Mohan and Stokke (2000: 254) argue that governments often use the concept of ‘participation’ and local government for ends other than real social development.  They suggest that research into participation should “examine the use of ‘the local’ by various actors.” Hyden and Bratton (1992: 158) emphasize that much of the policy talk about participation is mere rhetoric.


� Jenkins and Goetz (1999) describe the Rajasthan public hearings as inclusive, empowering events where society’s marginalized (most of the local community) gather to discuss meaningful issues of resource allocation, with the benefit of well organized information related to such.  The GTZ case of Nelspruit’s participation program describes a municipality that begrudgingly holds public meetings (forums) in which attendance is limited and attention is given to prominent members of society, who have access to government anyway.


� These two perspectives form the end points of a single dimension continuum, as described by Pelling: “projects can be placed on a continuum stretching from ‘empowerment’ perspectives where participation is seen as an end in its own right, to more ‘utilitarian’ perspectives where participation is seen as a means of improving the efficiency” of existing projects (Pelling,1998:472). Thomas (1993: 445) also suggests a continuum based on the level of utility participation offers to administrators, with full-scale empowerment (or community involvement) at one end, and minimal empowerment at the other.  


� The approach implies a high value for mechanisms that empower, or include large sections of society, and a low value for mechanisms that have a direct utilitarian application, or include small sections of society.


� In the South African town of Stanger, for example, attendance at community meetings is by prior registration only, suggesting definite administrative control over the focus of the meeting (the kinds of voices expressed). The GTZ case study suggests that this ‘registration only’ policy might “narrow participation unduly with regard to the different phases of the planning process” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: KwaZulu-Natal study 29). Even with such control, and the ability to invite only those who are expected to contribute to the utility of existing officials, the community meetings remain an ignored source of information regarding the governance process.  Records of commentary are not kept, and there is no internal medium to transmit citizen comments through the municipality (DCD-GTZ, 1999: KwaZulu-Natal study).  In contrast,  


� In municipalities in South Africa, for example, public hearings were held to facilitate civic ‘voice’ into the planning process.  Meetings were well-attended in some municipalities (like Lichtenburg), with broad representation from across the social spectrum.  Information from the meetings was used in a very limiting way, however, to reduce the influence of the overall exercise: “Issues were selected according to their empirical evidence and relevance. Problem perceptions that were not in line with facts and figures or the professional judgement of officials and councilors, were excluded” (DCD-GTZ, 1999: North West study 4). In a similar comment regarding public hearings with a broad empowerment focus but a low level of influence in South Africa, the Planning Initiative expressed the concern that  “the participation that is occurring is tokenism and is not affecting the outcomes of the plans being passed” (The Planning Initiative,1999: 11). Their comment, in short, is that while the mechanisms are broad in focus, there is no evidence to suggest that they are influential.


� Even electoral systems in openly democratic countries fail to facilitate the expression of all social voices.  The youth, a large portion of society in developing countries that is usually unevenly affected by poverty, is generally given no voice through such mechanisms.


� In one case Goudsmit and Blackburn (2001: 590) write that an agreement regarding planning activities was signed between a municipality and a central government department before the participatory planning process even began.


� There are obvious exceptions, where local government elections have facilitated a significant change in governing style and concentration.  In most cases, however, election processes are seen to provide limited channels for voice influence in the governance process.  Blair (2000:27) describes elections as “crude instruments of popular control, since they occur at widely spaced intervals…and address only the broadest issues.” 


� The influence of increased participation is not without its limits, however. The report states that “this participatory process is sometimes undermined by the reports of corruption including embezzlement and fraud that are reported regularly by The Public Accounts Committee of Parliament (PAC), the Auditor General’s reports, and the Inspector General of Government (IGG)” (Gariyo, 2000: 2).


� The GTZ case cites major involvement of the National Business Initiative in the town.  This involvement involved facilitating community meetings and an active partnership with the council, focused on garnering a casino license for the jurisdiction and developing tourism infrastructure. The Steering Committee is described as gender and poverty insensitive.


� Andrews (2002) finds that Howick had a 10 percent decline in real service-related expenditures in the 1996-2000 period, when the national average showed a 2 percent increase in such (as calculated from the 273 municipality Project Viability database). 


� The counter argument is that the elections and local government structures have not effected significant administrative change or change in service provision (Swilling, 1997 and 1998; Africa, 1999; Andrews, 2002).


� See Andrews (2002).


� The participatory budgeting approach is similar in Asuncion and Villa Essa, Paraguay.  In these cases “neighborhood committees are gradually incorporating public budget hearings into their agendas” and finding that the participation at such is broad, and the influence of such is large: “Of the 98 petitions submitted, 55 percent received a favorable response and were included in the projects slated for fiscal year 1998” (Domecq, 1998: 6).


� Souza (2001: 22) provides probably the most in-depth analysis of these initiative, and concludes that, despite certain critiques, “The empirical literature on Brazil’s experience of budgetary participation, especially in the cases of Porto Alegre and Belo Horizonte, evaluates these programmes as having been quite successful.”


� This argument is disputable, with some observers claiming that participatory budgeting, especially in Port Alegre, actually had a very narrow focus.  The claim is that the voice mechanisms facilitated expression and representation among wealthier groups in the city only.  The counter argument on which the current statement is based is that the voice mechanism facilitates broad representation, through participatory structures throughout the city and through the broad mechanisms that bring budgets into being (like referendums). Souza (2001) presents the most balanced analysis of the situation and finds that, generally, the voice mechanism has proved influential in effecting various types of change—suggesting broad voice expression.  Other commentators on the participatory budgeting cases include Domecq (1998), Conger (1999), Drosdoff (2000), Stren (2000), Goldsmith and Vainer (2001).


� Moctezuma (2001) also links the process of social capital and civil society development and institutional and political change with the success of participatory planning in south-east Mexico City.


� This second point is an endogeneity issue, whereby it is difficult to assess whether the voice mechanism prompts voice expression or whether social, economic and political circumstances prompt both voice mechanism adoption and voice expression.


� ‘Agendas’ are commonly researched in public choice and institutional literature.  Agendas are set to focus governing processes and ultimately also government decisions.  They usually yield some proposals admissible in the decision-making process while limiting access of other proposals to such.  Agendas can separate decisions about how much is spent from decisions about where money is spent, or they can limit budget decisions to specific spending types (to new spending for example, in the case of the ‘base rule’) (Frerejohn and Kriebel, 1987; Kraan, 1996:157).  





� The combination of local elections and the Participatory District Development Programme in Nepal is another example of a voice mechanism facilitating a broad, high influence form of voice expression.  In this case assessment and evaluation devices were also used to effect change and ensure that voice had influence (UNDP, 2000).  


� Andrews (2002) finds that local governments led by the African National Congress, which also ruled nationally and in seven of the nine provinces in the 1995-2000 period, had systematically lower levels of voice mechanism adoption.  They were more likely to host un-directed civic meetings than to host help desks with direct connections to planning processes. 


� Atkinson et al.(2000) show that socio-economic influences also play out in participation levels according to specific classes and gender
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