
Background 
Communication, specifically one that is participatory, is 
essential in all facets of development work. Participatory 
communication can be defined as a balanced, two-
way information sharing wherein information can flow 
horizontally, vertically, and iteratively. The use of various 
types of communication media enables stakeholders 
(i.e., government, the private sector, and civil society) 
to participate in the development process, and hence, 
allows them to influence or contribute to the design, 
implementation, and monitoring of a development activity. 
Notwithstanding the level of participation, communication 
can contribute to increasing awareness, fostering behavioral 
changes, facilitating mobilization, and establishing 
partnerships in pursuit of common goals. However, the lack 
of it can also break down negotiations, limit alternatives 
to addressing problems, constrain benefit distribution of 
development interventions, lead to marginalization of 
stakeholders and, ultimately, restrict the attainment of 
desired outcomes. 

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) has recognized 
the important role of communication in facilitating 
development work through its emphasis on participation. 
ADB’s first guidelines on participation listed communication 
tools as a first mechanism for facilitating participation.  
Subsequently, ADB continued to formalize the importance 
of communication in its 2005 Public Communications 
Policy.  Later in 2006, ADB’s guidance on participation 
deepened the connection between communications 
and participation.  For example, the 2006 guide suggests 
developing a communication plan with governments in 
projects likely to generate a high level of public interest. 
ADB now defines participation in a framework that includes 
(i) information generation and sharing, (ii) consultation, 
(iii) collaboration, and (iv) partnership.  Depending on the 
extent of participation, these approaches are integrated into 
various processes during project design, implementation, 
monitoring, and evaluation, covering a continuum of 
participatory relationships between various stakeholders. 

How does communication contribute to or hinder 
the attainment of the desired level of participation toward 
realizing project and program outcomes? This synthesis 
provides key lessons on the importance of communication in 
facilitating development work, as reflected in the applications
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of participatory approaches in project preparation, design, 
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation in ADB operations. 
Lessons were drawn from evaluation studies and completion 
reports of several ADB-financed projects and programs.  
 

Highlights of Lessons 
Information generation and sharing is an essential 
component of participation. It is defined as a process 
wherein information is generated by ADB and other project 
proponents and shared with stakeholders. Information 
can also be independently generated by stakeholders and 
shared with project proponents, or jointly produced by both. 
Various types of communication channels and media (e.g., 
meetings and radio broadcasting) have proved to be effective 
in enhancing, facilitating, and promoting participation 
through information generation and sharing. For example, 
communicating new approaches to improve agricultural 
productivity through public awareness campaigns can 
facilitate, generate, and galvanize stakeholders’ support. 
Lessons from Sri Lanka’s experience in the implementation of 
an agriculture project have shown that public understanding 
of project rationale, objectives, and expected outcomes 
can facilitate the introduction and acceptance of new 
interventions. For example, agricultural extension activities 
comprising awareness and promotional programs, trainings, 
and workshops, among other initiatives, have contributed to
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Consultation (and other forms of participation) is a process through which 
stakeholders influence and share control over development initiatives, and the 
decisions and resources that affect them. Shown above is an informal consultation 
among Bangladeshi women on ADB’s Health and Family Planning Services Project. 
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the improvement of farm practices and crop productivity.  
Similarly, the use of radio broadcast programs to gain 
support for an agriculture project in the Philippines has 
been effective. The strong support from listeners of radio 
programs has attracted and nurtured private sector 
support for the project completion, leading to an effective 
partnership for sustaining the project activities.  Further, 
the public awareness campaigns for a forestry project in 
Bangladesh had utilized audiovisual materials, and the 
project hosted and conducted “annual tree fairs” (i.e., staging 
of theatrical programs and exhibits) that created significant 
public awareness and appreciation for tree planting in the 
coastal districts.  Experiences have also shown that the lack 
of a communication strategy and its associated support 
system had negative implications on project operations. 
For example, a water supply and sanitation project in the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic did not pay enough 
attention to the importance of community awareness, public 
training/education programs on water treatment methods, 
and wastewater drainage. It was observed that even with a 
population willing to accept the water supply systems and 
the proposed tariffs, public awareness, communication, and 
training programs should have been conducted to keep the 
beneficiaries well-informed of the need for chlorination and 
wastewater drainage to achieve the intended benefits of the 
project. As a consequence, most of the wastewater drainage 
channels were not developed, reportedly due to the failure 
of the project to generate awareness of their importance and 
demand from the targeted communities.  Having a strategy, 
procedures, and systems in place for communicating project 
knowledge is important for ensuring project sustainability. 
In the case of an agriculture project in Sri Lanka, executing 
agencies did not have such procedures and systems in place 
and, consequently, the project knowledge could not be 
effectively transferred to staff of government institutions. 
 
Consultation espouses more dynamic communication. 
This involves requesting inputs from stakeholders, which 
demonstrates a more inclusive program/project decision-
making process. Consultation with stakeholder groups can  
be achieved by having strategic communication between and 
among stakeholders at the national, subnational, and/or local 
levels. Experiences in project operations indicated diverse and 
variable results from consultations. A communication process 
that is purposive and transparent facilitates consultations 
that have contributed to project acceptance, while a process 
with varying degrees of interferences (i.e., factors that hinder 
clear reception of messages, including poor understanding 
of local traditions and perceptions) has led to resistance from 
stakeholders and, in some cases, discontinuance of project 
activities. For example, the Segara Anakan conservation 
and development project in Indonesia was designed in 
consultation with local communities (lagoon inhabitants) and 
with the involvement of local nongovernment organizations 
(NGOs) and universities. Their contributions were reflected 
in the project goals, objectives, outputs, inputs, activities, 
and the project implementation arrangements. However, 
neighboring communities raised objections to the project, 

specifically in the context of a river diversion component, and 
cultural factors played a decisive role in the communication 
breakdown between the communities (the lagoon 
inhabitants and the opposition group), which comprised 
different ethnic and cultural groups. The inability of the 
project to soften the resistance resulted in the cancellation 
of this integral part of the project. Public consultation should 
have been more effective in identifying, understanding, 
and addressing the concerns of and objections from 
community stakeholders.  Stakeholder communication 
should have taken into account the involvement of diverse 
communities and their divergent interests by eliciting 
information from them through participatory approaches. 
An effective communication process would have enabled 
project proponents to listen to feedback, and to respond 
appropriately to emergent issues, and thus in effect, would 
have raised awareness and encouraged dialogue, identified 
problems, and mitigated risks.
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A facilitator elicits information from the community and its people regarding an 
ADB-financed water supply and sanitation project in a remote town in Nepal. 

Engagement of stakeholders becomes more in-depth in 
collaboration. This approach entails project proponents 
and stakeholders to work together; however, stakeholders 
have limited control over decision making and resources. 
The extent of collaborative arrangements largely depends 
on the scope and characteristics of the project. Projects that 
entail engagements of civil society to facilitate acceptance, 
social mobilization, and capacity building inevitably involve 
communication processes that link stakeholders vertically 
and horizontally. Each direction requires appropriate 
communication media to achieve desired results. Engaging 
NGOs, for instance, in facilitating beneficiary consultation 
and stakeholder capacity building had proved to be effective 
in a flood control project in Indonesia. NGOs with expertise 
in engaging local communities ensured the smooth 
resettlement of affected communities in the flood-prone 
areas. Surveys and consultations were conducted among two 
categories of affected communities, namely, the communities 
that would be resettled and the receiving communities in 
the resettlement areas. Engaging a vertical and iterative 
communication process requires the deployment of various 
channels and media  (i.e., including the use of questionnaires, 



A consultation workshop is held in an agrarian reform community in the 
Philippines. Engagement of stakeholders in the consultation process is effective in 
achieving desired outcomes. 

Farmers belonging to a water users group in Indonesia conduct a meeting. A 
balanced two-way communication process allows for a meaningful participation 
in the decision making throughout the project cycle, which can bring about a 
deeper sense of ownership among the beneficiaries.

interviews, focus group discussions, and in-depth community 
dialogues) to aid in the development of compensation 
packages and infrastructure designs, and to solicit project 
support. These NGOs were also linked horizontally with 
project implementers, working in tandem to ensure 
consistency with the overall phasing and scheduling of 
project activities. Further, their direct coordination with the 
project management unit allowed discussions on social 
issues to take place with candor and openness. This reduced 
interferences that could lead to miscommunication in the 
implementation process. 

in irrigation command areas. Further, the lack of public 
monitoring of the use of water-users fees left room for fund 
misuse by association leaders. Fee collection rate was low, 
creating a financial problem that led to poor operation and 
maintenance and the eventual deterioration of the irrigation 
systems a few years after construction. 

Similar issues were experienced in the implementation 
of other water sector projects in other countries. In the case 
of the small dams project in Pakistan, the project largely 
considered engineering rather than community users’ 
perspective in the project design. This led to difficulties 
in water management and underutilization of project 
facilities. The traditional engineering approach to small dam 
and command area development negated any attention 
to ownership issues, among other issues.  In rural water 
supply and sanitation projects, a key concern has been the 
operation and maintenance of physical facilities after project 
completion. Again, a vital response to address this is to foster 
ownership among the beneficiaries. Various rural water supply 
and sanitation projects in Indonesia and the Philippines have 
indicated the need for adequate community participation in 
project identification, design, implementation, monitoring, 
and evaluation to ensure sustainability of project benefits.  
A balanced two-way communication process, wherein 
beneficiaries do not only serve as recipients of information 
but also function as information providers and managers, 
allows for a more meaningful participation in the decision- 
making process at various stages of the project life cycle. This 
two-way communication can bring about a deeper sense of 
ownership among the beneficiaries.

Partnerships among executing and implementing 
agencies have also been challenged by inadequate 
communication channels and media. A program loan in 
Pakistan, for example, failed to optimize the high-level 
steering committee meetings that could have been the 
proper forum to discuss and resolve issues in implementing 
poverty reduction strategies through reforms in governance 
structures, systems, and processes. This contributed to poor 
program implementation.  On the other hand, regular and 
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Partnership allows stakeholders to participate in decision-
making process and/or exert control over resources. 
This may be undertaken through formal and/or informal 
agreement to work together toward common objectives. 
Similar to collaboration but to a deeper extent, the degree 
of participation in this approach facilitates ownership, 
accountability, and transparency, thereby ensuring project 
sustainability, and that accrued benefits are experienced 
by all. The complexity associated with social mobilization 
requires a very dynamic and interactive communication 
processes. A one-way information flow will not be able 
to engage stakeholders who merely act as receivers of 
information. Experience in an integrated area development 
project in the Philippines has shown that a top-down 
approach of designing a project by which beneficiaries are 
merely informed of the investment decisions had led to weak 
ownership and poor sustainability. For example, as communal 
irrigation systems were designed by consultants and 
contractors without farmers’ participation in decision making 
or sharing of cash investment costs, farmers considered 
these irrigation systems as part of government assets. The 
farmers did not demonstrate any sense of ownership and 
authority over the systems, creating a situation devoid of 
any responsibility among the farmers to participate in and 
monitor the design and construction works. As a result, many 
communal irrigation systems were overdesigned, with high 
investment costs. The lack of monitoring by beneficiaries led 
to construction deficiencies, incompleteness, and reduction 
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continuous interagency consultation and coordination 
within key agencies of the government can contribute to 
successful program implementation. A program cluster loan 
for Indonesia, comprising of three subprograms, reflected this 
experience. An interagency committee met twice a month to 
address policy issues, which contributed to the completion 
of planned reform actions to improve fiscal management 
and investment climate, and reorient public expenditures 
to productive needs and strengthen governance in public 
financial management. 

Conclusion
It is important to recognize that participation is a means to 
achieving improved development results, rather than an 
objective in itself. Ensuring participation requires effective 
communication, which creates an environment where 
stakeholders are able to acquire and share knowledge, 
develop understanding, enhance engagement, and take 
action. The appropriate communication channels and 
media, clarity of messages (information), identification of 
receivers and senders of information, and the determination 
of an appropriate level of interaction between various 
actors and stakeholders can significantly contribute to 
building an environment for knowledge acquisition and 
sharing. Ultimately, when this process is done meaningfully, 
participation enhances ownership, which promotes 
accountability and transparency, and helps ensure equitable 
and sustainable distribution of project benefits.

Learning Lessons is a synthesis of key evaluative lessons drawn 
from the experience of ADB operations and non-ADB sources. 
Lessons presented in this brief are not prescriptive, and users are 
advised to carefully review these lessons in the context of country, 
sector, and thematic conditions.
 
Contact Us
Independent Evaluation Department
Asian Development Bank
6 ADB Avenue, Mandaluyong City
1550 Metro Manila, Philippines
Tel +63 2 632 4100
Fax +63 2 636 2161
www.adb.org/evaluation
evaluation@adb.org

Written by Liz Biglang-awa and George Bestari.  

Disclaimer
The views and assessments contained herein do not necessarily reflect the 
views of the Asian Development Bank (ADB) or its Board of Directors or the 
governments they represent. ADB does not guarantee the accuracy of the  
data and accepts no responsibility for any consequence of their use. 
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operations, and special concerns of the Asian Development Bank 
relating to organizational and operational effectiveness. It contributes to 
development effectiveness by providing feedback on performance and 
through evaluation lessons. 
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