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New participatory approaches to rural development include beneficiary consultation and
participatory planning, community development support, engagement of nongovernment
organizations, local government involvement, and private sector participation. Do they offer
an effective solution to the conventional problems of project relevance and sustainability?

Background

In 1996, the Asian Development Bank (ADB)

introduced a framework for

in its operations.
The framework was prepared in response to the
findings and recommendations of the

(1994), which

emphasized the need for ADB to enhance country
ownership of projects and beneficiary participation
throughout the project cycle.

In rural development projects, the approaches
developed have included (i) beneficiary consultation
and participatory planning, (ii) community
development support, (iii) engagement of
nongovernment organizations, (iv) local government
involvement, and (v) private sector participation.
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P =Principal, A = Agent.
Source: .

Operations Evaluation Department
Asian Development Bank

Considering the scaling up of participatory
approaches, the Operations Evaluation Department
conducted a

in 2004.!
The units of observation were six rural development
projects that applied participatory or bottom-up
approaches. The study employed the

to analyze the roles and relationships of

major players in the five central elements of service
delivery —resources, information, decision making,
delivery mechanisms, and accountability.

Citizens as a whole are the principal, represented by
governments elected to serve it. Governments provide a
budget to organizational providers and hold them
accountable. The latter manage frontline providers and
hold them accountable. Aid organizations are entrusted
by governments to use funds contributed by taxpayers.
They also finance projects and provide policy advice.
Thus, aid agencies and governments are "proxy
principals". Agents include organizational providers
(executing agencies) and frontline providers (e.g., local
offices of executing agencies, field staffs, and
contractors) who are in close contact with beneficiaries.

Summary of Findings

The study examined beneficiary ownership and
project sustainability, mechanisms of downward
accountability, the real value of beneficiary consultation
and participatory planning, poverty reduction through
efforts of the nonpoor, deviation from the standard
credit union model, project monitoring and data
requirements, and fieldwork at the project design stage.

The participatory or bottom-up approaches
examined did not alter the principal-agent
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Where ADB's operations have been successful, it
was not the application of a standard package of

participatory approaches that made them more relevant

or sustainable.
Recommendations

Participation is not a goal but a means to an end.
Depending on specific conditions, alternative forms of
participation could be explored such as those focusing
on establishment and strengthening of direct
relationships between providers and beneficiaries by
making the former more accountable to the latter.
Where direct approaches are not practical, incentives
should be designed so that the interests of principals
and agents lie in achieving the objectives of
beneficiaries. The study proposed that the framework

for mainstreaming participatory processes be revisited.

Learning Curves available @ vwww.adb.org/evaluation/

Feedback

ADB Management's Response observed that the
1996 framework defines participation as "a process
through which stakeholder influence and share control
over development initiatives, and over the decision and
resources that affect themselves." By equating its
definition to a "standard package", the study dismissed
the significance of participation when the "package" did
not yield greater project relevance and sustainability.
Nevertheless, Management saw the need to improve
incentives that promote project quality and welcomed
the proposal to revisit the 1996 framework. The Chair's
Summary of the Development Effectiveness
Committee Discussions affirmed the continuing
importance of participatory approaches to managing
for development results. The discussions also brought
out a potential for confusion or differences in
perceptions of participation. A review of the 1996
framework should aim to promote understanding of
the opportunities provided by participatory approaches
to optimize the benefits of participation.
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