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The Extended Summary provides an overview of significant information in the 
four volumes that document the Comparative Studies of Multi-stakeholder 
Initiatives (MSI studies) commissioned by the Task Team on CSO Development 
Effectiveness and Enabling Environment1 in late 2014. For brevity and accessi-
bility, the following pages do not cover all nuances that the studies contain, but 
offer pointers towards the more important insights and possible application.

WHY THIS MSI STUDY?
The Task Team is a multi-stakeholder informal network dedicated to ensuring 
that commitments to enhance civil society contributions to development made 
at High Level Fora in Accra, Busan and Mexico are followed through. To help 
advance this agenda, studies commissioned by the Task Team are intended to 
guide the Task Team in its work, for instance regarding messaging content and 
process. A Task Team Studies Reference Group prioritized multi-stakeholder Ini-
tiatives as the subject for study, with an emphasis on in-country experiences.

WHY STUDY MULTI-STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES?
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 17 indicates that multi-stakeholder ini-
tiatives will be an important implementation mechanism. However, evidence 
suggests this priority is not adequately matched by the capacities and proven ar-
rangements to make them effective. Additional efforts to learn what makes MSIs 
work well and why will be a valuable contribution to development performance 
in the years to come. In this MSI study the emphasis is on who hosts/orches-
trates/leads or acts as an MSI secretariat. In technical language, these entities 
act as ‘interlocutors’ and we need to know more about what they look like (and 
why) as well as how they work to make effectiveness real.

WHAT DID WE TRY TO FIND OUT AND HOW?
Reference Group consultation with staff of the International Institute of Social 
Studies (ISS), which hosts the Task Team Secretariat, arrived at three primary 
research questions, suggesting a guiding theme of advancing the GPEDC prin-
ciple of country ownership. 

  What country conditions work for and against the effectiveness of MSIs?
   What attributes do interlocutors require and apply to make MSIs 

 successful?
  What do stakeholders’ experiences say about improving MSI performance?

To add depth to the answers, rather than analysing similar cases, variety was 
sought for a study design aimed at three comparisons: (1) between diverse MSI 
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cases within countries; (2) across diverse country contexts; and (3) with an inter-
national MSI, with a strong emphasis on being country-led and country-owned. 

Previous studies showed the value of a distinction between stakeholder dia-
logues (MSDs) organised around periodic meetings and exchanges and mul-
ti-stakeholder collaborations (MSCs) which rely on formal arrangements and 
agreements to share efforts, pool resources and accept mutual accountability for 
outcomes. The seventeen cases were made up of six MSDs and eleven MSCs.

WHAT COUNTRIES AND CASES?
Endorsed by the Task Team, criteria for country and case selection were provided 
by the Reference Group. The request was, where feasible, to include countries 
that would probably feature in Global Partnership Initiative 12 (GPI-12) on a CSO 
enabling environment framework and guidelines. Headline criteria were:

 Country environments 

 (1)  Government somewhat open to civil society 
 (2) Emerging power
 (3)  Democratic challenges to a well functioning democracy
 (4)  Of interest to Task Team’s commitments to GPI-12

Cases

 (1)  Clear power dimensions 
 (2)  Requires consistent voluntary  engagement 
 (3)  Clear mandate
 (4) Multiple sources of financing

 Practicality 

 (1)  Availability of local researchers 
 (2)  Ease of access
 (3)  Multiple sources of information
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Proxies for a ‘government somewhat open to non-state actors’ - civil society 
and business - were signalled by a country’s voluntary sign up to: (1) the World 
Bank’s Global Partnership for Social Accountability (GPSA) as well as Open Gov-
ernment Partnership (OGP); with (2) membership of the UN Global Compact 
(UN-GP). From a survey of international MSIs, mainly because of its require-
ment for substantial country-owned processes, the Scaling Up Nutrition (SUN) 
initiative was selected to provide multi-country comparisons. Comparative 
attention was also paid to geo-historical factors influencing country-specific 
conditions. From a starting list of six, after an in-country scoping exercise, four 
were selected: Costa Rica, Indonesia, Kenya (probable GPI-12 site), Kyrgyz Re-
public (possible GPI-12 site).  

Data in the Indices of Social Development (ISD) maintained at ISS suggest that, 
while quite different in many ways, none of the countries included are ranked as 
outliers for all developing countries, nor within their neighbours (Volume III has 
the details). In this sense, the work done can have a degree of wider relevance.

From the scoping exercise, seventeen cases (documented in Volume IV) were 
identified with potential for detailed study. The seventeen are:

Country Case Brief Description

Costa Rica MSC – SUN Scaling up Nutrition – International Initiative Commencing 2014.

MSD – Diver-
sity Move-
ment

* MSI directed at policy reform to afford equal access to medical services and 
health insurance for LGBTI.

MSD - ANDA A participatory citizen-inspired process for new legislation on the country’s 
water resources.

MSC-West-
ern Forum

Citizen action to alter the country’s approach to investment in public infra-
structure – starting with the San Jose highway. 

MSC – Grupo 
RBA

Business-led collaboration with public institutions, foundations and commu-
nal organisations to develop local eco-tourism. 

Indonesia MSC - SUN Scaling up Nutrition – International Initiative Commencing 2011.

MSD - AMAN * Alliance for legislation to protect the rights of indigenous people.
MSC - KPAM Re-launch of the national AIDS Commission. 
MSC - SAPA CSO-led coalition for poverty alleviation.

Note: cases marked with an asterisk (*) are MSIs dedicated to issues of the enabling environment.

Table 1. The MSI Cases
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Some MSIs are linked to and supported by external aid. But, apart from SUN, 
they are not signed up members of global initiatives as such. 

THE APPROACH TO STAKEHOLDERS
For the purposes of this study, stakeholders are grouped into seven main cate-
gories, with numerous types and interests within each: 1) the state, which inclu-
des regulatory authorities, public agencies as well as parliamentarians; 2) civil 
society, which includes NGOs, CBOs, support group organizations and benefici-
aries; 3) the private sector; 4) knowledge/research institutions; 5) media – print, 
broad cast, etc.; 6) the aid system / international agencies, and 7) others. 

Across all the cases, in order of diversity of stakeholders within a category, the 
ranking of presence from most to least is: government, civil society, internatio-
nal agencies, business, knowledge and research, media and others. By and large, 
business was noted by its absence. The general picture in MSDs and MSCs is 
one of bi-lateral engagements government – CSO, but with complicated diffe-
rences of interest within them that impact on effectiveness. MSCs are therefore 
often collaborations to reach a shared position within a stakeholder category 
than collaborations with other categories. In almost all cases, government is 
primus inter pares.

Country Case Brief Description

Kenya MSC- SUN Scaling up Nutrition – International Initiative Commencing 2012.
MSD – CSO 
Ref. Group

* CSO-led coalition to prevent new amendments to the Public Benefit Organi-
sations Act that will restrict civic space.

MSD –  
Usalama 
Reforms

CSO-led dialogue to reform Kenya’s policing and the security sector.

MSC – Agr. 
Sector Dev 
Support

Multi-actor collaboration to commercialise agriculture through value chains in 
each of the 47 counties. 

Kyrgyzstan MSC- SUN Scaling up Nutrition – International Initiative Commencing 2011.

MSD –  
Foreign 
Agents

* Initiative to counter the re-introduction of a bill labelling some CSOs as 
‘foreign agents’. 

MSC – Public 
Councils

MSI to monitor, set standards, open up information, improve accountability 
and annually assess the performance of ministries.

MSC –  
Regional  
Humanitarian 
Forum

From a post ethnic violence humanitarian MSC to s Social Development MSD 
in the city of Osh.

Note: cases marked with an asterisk (*) are MSIs dedicated to issues of the enabling environment.
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In addition, studies were categorised in a way that reflected CSOs’ work. None 
of the MSIs limited themselves to one area of action. Many are weighted to-
wards reforming institutions and rules, often accompanied by agendas to im-
prove sub-national delivery of services.

The marrying of multiple scales and types of purpose translates into compli-
cated stakeholder combinations involving multiple levels of governance that 
too seldom seem to be in harmony with each other. Most cases show that the 
degree and type of a country’s (de)centralisation of authority has critical effects 
on performance. Indonesia is most acute in this regard, followed by Kenya’s 
new constitution establishing 47 counties, followed by Kyrgyzstan with tensi-
ons between the public administration on the one hand and locally mandated 
government on the other, with Costa Rica as the most centralised of all which, 
therefore, focuses local citizen action on national institutions.

WHAT ABOUT PERFORMANCE?
Assessing MSI performance is not straight forward. The case studies make clear 
a need for discussion about whether, for example, getting the right stakehol-
ders around the table, regardless of what they say or do is already a success 
or not? We are therefore careful in speaking of achievements and comparing 
across cases. For example, establishment of the CSO Reference group in Kenya 
is a breakthrough against constant polarization, whereas a similar effort at CSO 
coordination to block the Foreign Agents legislation in Kyrgyzstan seems to be 
in an impasse. 

With caution in mind, we can roughly say that MSI approaches worked relati-
vely well in seven cases: two in Kyrgyzstan; two in Costa Rica; two in Indonesia 
and one in Kenya. In ten cases they either worked partly or did not work at all. 
Starting with SUN, its achievement is in profiling and convening stakeholders 
around a comprehensive approach to nutrition. But, as Volume II explains, the 
recent sign up of some countries means more time will be required to attribu-
te change in nutritional status of the country to its membership. Three of the 
four countries confirm SUN’s own observation that members do not opt for the 
same, or even similar, institutional location for their country focal points. Here, 

Type Purpose Sub-National Scale
/ Identity Group

National Scale

A Service provision/ 
implementation

6 6

B Standard setting/
protecting

6 4

C Institutional reform/
rule change

12 11

D Socio-political power 
shift

6 8

Table 2. MSI Categories - aggregates of MSI combinations.
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SUN’s commitment to supporting country-ownership gives rise to a criticism of 
being insufficiently prescriptive, which poses an issue for interlocution discus-
sed below. 

A further successful case in Kyrgyzstan is the Regional Humanitarian Forum 
(RHF) in Osh, which managed to get different ethnic communities and organi-
sations together leading to an end of the violence. A key to success was gaining 
the trust of local government during the phase of humanitarian assistance and 
a subsequent decision not to raise funding for itself, nor enlarging its member-
ship with other sectors. RHF wanted to maintain its independence, flexibility 
and sovereignty. Other MSIs experience difficulties in establishing a trusted 
interlocutor between different stakeholder groups, as well as a lack of alignment 
amongst funding agencies. 

Costa Rica’s two MSI successes come from long processes of coalition building. 
One, punctuated by elected changes in regimes, arrived at a consensus Bill 
managing the countries water resources. The other was a CSO-driven change 
in public investment in infrastructure. The centralised nature of government 
focuses MSIs on public institutions. The business-driven MSI seems to deal 
well with power asymmetries seen in others, but it is too early to say anything 
definitive about success. The factor of time seems essential to determine MSI 
performance: the longer the process unfolds, the bigger the chances for success 
as well as the chances that success is gradually undermined.

Indonesia shows what government-led and civil society-led MSIs can achieve, as 
well as the critical contribution of individuals. The SUN-led Sekretariat Gerakan 
1000 HPK and the National AIDS committee – has the government playing a 
central facilitating role. The former has reduced child stunting and underweight 
children at birth, where the latter’s initial progress in reduction of HIV/AIDs 
incidence has not been sustained. Business is found in both. The CSO-led case 
of SAPA shows good outcomes in monitoring and evaluating social assistance 
programmes. Without gaining adequate leverage at the local level, for example 
by failure to prevent logging and mining licenses, the AMAN case was less suc-
cessful in providing better conditions and rights for indigenous people.

It is apparent from these country-driven processes that no one story can be told 
about MSI performance as something that can be translated into a template, 
or uniform ideas about performance metrics. But this does not that mean that 
nothing is to be learned from the country and case comparisons, starting with 
the issue of stakeholders in context.
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Q1 - WHAT ABOUT STAKEHOLDERS AND CONTEXT?

The case studies in Volume IV and the context comparisons provided in  Volume 
III combine in Volume I, Section 6.1 to answer this question in relation to seven 
stakeholder categories shown in the approach above. The analysis sets out 
behaviours that stakeholders can use to improve enabling conditions as well as 
responding to disenabling conditions that they encounter or they themselves 
cause. The table below is an illustrative extract only for government, civil socie-
ty and international agencies, the three Task Team participant categories. A full 
table is in Volume I.

Stakeholder  
Categories

Enabling conditions Disenabling Conditions /  
Responses

State Organs • Regime legitimacy with public 
trust. 

• Policy continuity.
• Political power distributions that 

require the Executive to respect 
and negotiate with other institu-
tions. 

• ‘Flexible’ decentralisation which 
devolves ownership as well as 
responsibility, allied to adequa-
te oversight for coherence and 
accountability.

• Individuals / champions dedica-
ted to making the MSI work for 
all.

• Over-centralisation which counters 
local MSI formation.

• Inadequate resources to deliver on 
commitments.

• Incoherence / conflict of laws and 
regulations between national and 
local.

• Rotation of public servants.
• Institutional egos that feed non-col-

laboration at multiple levels of 
administration.

• Excessive dependency on perso-
nal relations holding stakeholders 
together. 

Civil Society • Adequate autonomy from politi-
cal parties with an organic base 
to mobilize/bring issues onto the 
public agenda.

• History of successful pro-social 
collective action. 

• Relative stability of a respected 
leadership.

• Recognized competence. 

• Fragmentations working against 
coherent positions on issues of 
common concern.

• Inadequate local resources/compe-
tences with external dependencies. 

• Using MSIs as opportunistic en-
gagements without real commit-
ment.

International 
Agencies

• Practical application of Paris and 
Busan principles, particularly 
those advancing government and 
wider social ownership.

• Adaptability to changes introdu-
ced by elected regimes.

• Taking a long view.

• Shifts in policy, lack of consistency/
staying power.

• Inability /unwillingness to collabo-
rate and align behind government 
policies.

• Rotation of staff.

Table 3. Stakeholder effectiveness in MSIs – Conditions and Responsive Behaviours 
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The most important answer to the question lies in a finding that how a stake-
holder responds to context matters as much as the context itself. Blaming ‘context’ 
is not of much help. The adaptability of stakeholders to contexts appears to be 
an important factor in making MSIs effective. A further observation is to recog-
nise the ‘context creating’ contribution of individuals. 

Q2 -  WHAT ABOUT INTERLOCUTION AND COUNTRY  OWNERSHIP?

MSIs need an entity to Assemble stakeholders, Guide their processes and help 
Embed change in institutions and a societies way of life – a sort of ‘new normal’. 
We refer to this AGEing process as one of interlocution. Often the entities doing 
so are called Secretariats, Focal Points, Orchestrators, Convenors, Lead Organ-
isations, Facilitators, Co-ordinators, etc. We use the term Interlocutor as an 
umbrella label for this critical MSI role player. 

A thematic issue behind the studies is if and how the design of MSIs can ad-
vance the GPEDC principle of country ownership that are reinforced in the 
SDGs. Findings suggest there are practical ways to do so. But, first, what does 
interlocution look like across the diverse countries and cases?

The studies show a government entity as the predominant site for this func-
tion, which implies public legitimacy as well as a mandate. An MSI challenge 
for a state entity is to hold back from exercising its authority if inclusion and 
voluntary engagement of non-state actors is to be achieved and sustained. That 
is to be an attractor for, not a coercer of, stakeholders. Official wariness about 
including particular groups in society – certain faiths, ultra-nationalist, cultur-
al / ethnic leaders – is seen in Kyrgyzstan and Indonesia. But an ‘exclusionary’ 
stance is true for CSOs as well. AMAN in Indonesia ‘expelled’ organisations that 
it considered not indigenous enough, weakening its local capabilities. Member-
ship of Public Council in Kyrgyzstan raised issues of competing for ‘representa-
tive’ voice, seen in MSIs more broadly. By and large, inclusion is a tricky issue.

As experienced by stakeholders, Volume I (Section 5.2) shows how competencies 
that an interlocutor applies change over stages of AGEing. They do so in relation 
to seven attributes derived from previous comparative studies of this role player 
in society at large.
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Table. 4 Interlocution process attributes- significance scores for all cases

Observations:
    The cumulative significance of interlocution attributes increases across 

 stages.
   Leadership and conflict management are significant at the beginning, 

decreasing over time.
   Trust is consistently significant.
   Polyglot communication increases in significance, possibly as for Costa 

Rica’s water law, more stakeholders get involved because institutional 
change is around the corner.

Of the three types of comparison to be made, one was about interlocution 
 within an international imitative (SUN) compared with country-driven MSIs.  
Detailed in Volume I, this exercise shows both similarities and differences  
between the two.

Similarities
   Leadership and conflict management are significant at the beginning, 

decreasing over time.
   The relative distribution of cumulative significance over stages is almost 

the same for both.

Differences
   For SUN trust significance decreases over stages, for country cases it 

 remains significant.
  System sensitivity for in-country cases is higher and remains significant. 
   For SUN, the significance of polyglot communication increases over 

 stages while remaining higher and more significant in in-country cases.
   Sovereignty is relatively insignificant for SUN, but remains a higher 

 constant for country cases.

Attributes Assembly Guidance Embedding
Leadership and  
conflict management

43 (22%) 38 (16%) 36 (14%)

Trustworthiness and trust building 38 (19%) 38 (16%) 42 (17%)

System sensitivity 28 (14%) 27 (11%) 34 (14%)
Governance awareness 15 (8%) 32 (14%) 30 (12%)
Long haul commitment 24 (12%) 31 (13%) 33 (13%)
Polyglot communication 26 (13%) 39 (17%) 43 (17%)
Sovereignty 22 (11%) 31 (13%) 31 (12%)
Total 196 236 249

Interlocution Stages
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A general conclusion is that internationally-related and domestic hosting show 
similar profiles of importance increasing as an MSI proceeds toward institution-
al embedding. Both call on similar skills sets. When a public entity is not the 
interlocutor, protection of sovereignty is more in play. In addition, the studies 
point to three areas which add to an understanding of what this critical MSI 
role is all about. First, interlocution is essentially a political/relational function 
calling for soft skills, inclusive attitudes and inter-disciplinary perspectives. Sec-
ond, stakeholders need adequate collaborative competencies. Third, adaptability 
needs to be an interlocutors’ norm.

In an abbreviated summary of Volume I, section 6.2, designing MSIs that ad-
vance local ownership is assisted if the following are taken into account.

 a)  For broad country ownership an interlocutor has to be governed collec-
tively, not by edict. This inclusive requirement translates into state sincer-
ity towards collaborative purposes, not a utilitarian window-dressing with 
CSOs or other parties.

 b)  A case can be made to consider establishing interlocutors at arms length 
from a government. A CSO-type location could broaden buy-in, provide a 
space / platform for wide ownership and help buffer democratic disrup-
tions, while opening up accountability to public scrutiny through more 
diverse communication channels and networks. 

 c)  Avoid confusing interlocutor identity by: (i) not allocating roles that are 
essentially supportive / facilitative alongside those that are judgemental 
/ evaluative, and (ii) avoiding use as a financing channel, which creates 
structural power asymmetries.

 d)  Assessing MSI effectiveness and interlocutor efficacy are not straight-
forward, where attention is needed to: (i) differences between MSDs and 
MSCs; while (ii) recognising that geo-political forces can limit attribution 
of progress to the interlocutor involved. 

 e)  As a rule of thumb, assume that multi-institutional thematic approaches 
and those more heavily reliant on social rather than natural sciences will 
be more demanding on interlocution competencies. 

 f )  Learn from templates but avoid ‘standardized’ application in MSI and 
Interlocutor design in favour of applying the principles of effective MSIs, 
tailored to the situation.

 g)  Sub-national public entities – municipalities, local governments – should 
have designated places at the national head of the MSI table. 

 h)  Establishing an interlocutor and interlocution processes should – from 
Volume III - be tailored strategically, through a lens of a country’s collabo-
rative predispositions.
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Q3 - WHAT IS LEARNT ABOUT IMPROVING MSI EFECTIVENESS?

The way that Question 1 is answered already addresses this third question in 
some detail, which can be elaborated in more general ways.

 a)  Avoid treating dialogues as collaboration. The commitments are different 
as is the effect on relative power, where some degree of sovereignty is 
foregone.

 b)  Get the institutional location and personal anchoring right, while being 
prepared to adapt as the MSI proceeds. If a dialogue moves into collabo-
ration, or vice versa, another MSI design and competencies may be need-
ed. 

 c)  Unpack major stakeholder categories. Sectors are too coarse a framing for 
what MSIs are all about.

 d)  Ensure that attention is paid to a combination of rules of the game and 
stakeholders’ sensitivity to incentives and an MSI’s value proposition, es-
pecially for business. 

 e) Factor ‘democratic disruptions’ into MSI processes. 
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    Promote the relationship between MSIs and broad country ownership 
through the lens of hosting/interlocution. 

  Orient hosting/interlocution thinking and debates towards soft skills and 
relational competencies.

  Push for recognising practical distinctions between dialogues and collab-
orations.

  In discussions about (new) MSIs, feed in information about country-own-
ership approaches when working out the interfacing between internation-
al and national interlocutors.

  Advance awareness that MSIs can unite as well as divide CSOs, who them-
selves can work for and against inclusion.

  Advocate for principles rather than templates in MSI and interlocutor 
design. 

  Speak for an institutional anchoring of MSIs which benefits from ‘champi-
ons’.

  Stress the point that a government’s ‘collaborative sincerity’ matters.

  Point to the relationship between MSI effectiveness and stakeholders’ 
adaptability.

 
  Pay attention to collaborative incentives for all stakeholders, especially for 

business, which exerts influence anyway.

  Argue that the effects of a country’s decentralised ‘polycentric’ governance 
on MSI effectiveness should always be taken into account.

MSI processes

CONTRIBUTIONS TO DIFFERENT SOCIETAL STAKEHOLDERS
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➢  There is new knowledge from which to treat interlocution as a 
 professional specialisation projecting a collaborative ethos, which is vital 
for SDG implementation. 

➢  Initiatives to increase the quality and quality of interlocutors - hosts/
secretariats/orchestrators - now have more fine-grained data about the 
substance of the role.

➢  Taking a country’s pre-dispositions for or against MSIs into account 
can improve strategy and effectiveness (Volume III).

➢ 
  Bringing democracies ‘disruptive’ influences into the picture can 

strengthen MSI resilience.

  The Task Team is making a distinct, complementary contribution 
to the ideas and proposals set out in the recent OECD Report 
Making Partnerships Effective Coalitions for Action. It does so by 
concentrating on the action-experience of country-inspired MSIs to 
better understand their dynamics with practices of engagement and 
ownership that CSOs initiate or are part of. 

  Multi-stakeholder platforms are only as effective as the mechanisms 
through which deliberation is translated into actions that citizen’s 
value and engage in. As a resource, Task Team studies provide 
grounded evidence about what this means across diverse country 
contexts involving a wide range of initiatives.

Interlocution and contextual conditions
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