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Executive Overview

This Special Report presents findings from an independent evaluation of the Collaborating for
Open and Accountable Budgeting (COAB) initiative, focusing on how civil society engagement in
fiscal governance contributes to different forms of government responsiveness across
contexts.

Drawing on evidence from 15 countries and a multi-method approach combining Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (QCA), Most Significant Change (MSC) analysis, and stakeholder survey,
the evaluation finds that outcomes do not follow a single linear pathway. Instead, government
responsiveness emerges through distinct configurations of capacity, engagement, and context.

The analysis identifies two primary pathways through which sustained government
responsiveness is most consistently observed. The first is through institutionalized
engagement mechanisms, where civil society actors engage through structured and recurring
platforms embedded within fiscal governance systems. The second is through networked or
coalition-based engagement, where civil society actors coordinate across networks and
sustain relational interaction with government stakeholders, particularly in contexts where
formal participation channels are limited or evolving.

Across both pathways, the evaluation highlights that technical capacity plays a foundational
role by enabling entry into policy processes. However, capacity alone is not sufficient to
generate sustained responsiveness. Outcomes depend on how this capacity is
activated—either through institutional mechanisms that enable repeated interaction or
through coordinated, network-based engagement that strengthens positioning and influence.

The findings further show that outcomes are shaped by how multiple conditions interact,
rather than by individual program components in isolation. In particular, the ability to
coordinate across actors, sustain engagement over time, and adapt to changing political and
institutional conditions emerges as critical to how civil society influence is generated in
practice.

Government responsiveness is therefore best understood not as a single outcome, but as the
posture of government actors toward civil society engagement—varying in form and intensity
across contexts. In some cases, responsiveness is reflected in structured and consistent
interaction, while in others it emerges through more discretionary and relational forms of
engagement.

Finally, the report highlights that engagement in fiscal governance operates within
differentiated and context-specific conditions. Even where broader civic space may be
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constrained, opportunities for engagement may exist within specific policy domains,
particularly where engagement is framed in technical and collaborative terms.

Taken together, these findings show that COAB supports engagement through multiple,
context-dependent pathways. Understanding how these pathways operate provides a more
nuanced basis for interpreting how civil society engagement contributes to fiscal governance
processes and how such engagement can be sustained across varying contexts.
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1 Introduction: Purpose of the Special Report

This Special Report presents findings from an independent evaluation of the Collaborating for
Open and Accountable Budgeting (COAB) initiative, which examined how civil society
engagement in fiscal governance is supported across multiple country contexts and how these
engagements are associated with government responsiveness in budget processes.

The evaluation drew on evidence from COAB implementation across 15 countries: Bolivia,
Burkina Faso, Cambodia, Cameroon, Ethiopia, Jamaica, the Kyrgyz Republic, Madagascar,
Malawi, Nepal, Nicaragua, Rwanda, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, and The Gambia. It applied a
multi-method approach combining Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA), Most Significant
Change (MSC) analysis, and stakeholder survey. Together, these approaches allow the
evaluation to identify cross-country patterns in outcomes and to explain how these outcomes
emerge in practice.

While the broader evaluation identifies recurring patterns in how civil society engagement
contributes to fiscal governance processes, this Special Report focuses specifically on
explaining how change happens in practice. It provides a more detailed analysis of the
pathways through which civil society actors engage with government systems and how these
engagements are translated into forms of government responsiveness over time.

Across contexts, the evaluation finds that government responsiveness does not follow a
single linear pathway. Instead, it emerges through distinct modes of engagement shaped
by how technical capacity is activated, how civil society actors coordinate and position
themselves within policy systems, and how institutional and political conditions enable or
constrain sustained interaction.

This report focuses on the two outcome pathways through which sustained government
responsiveness is most consistently observed: (i) pathways anchored in institutionalized
mechanisms, and (ii) pathways driven by networked or coalition-based engagement.

Rather than presenting country-level evaluations, the report synthesizes mechanism-level
insights across contexts to explain how these pathways operate and under what conditions
they are sustained.

In line with the broader evaluation design, findings for this public report are presented with
attention to confidentiality and context. The analysis focuses on patterns and mechanisms
of engagement under COAB and does not attribute outcomes to individual country actors.
Country experiences are referenced only in aggregated or illustrative terms to support
explanation, while avoiding evaluative or comparative framing.
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2 The COAB Initiative

The Collaborating for Open and Accountable Budgeting (COAB) initiative supports civil society
engagement in fiscal governance across multiple country contexts. It is implemented by the
International Budget Partnership (IBP) in partnership with civil society organizations, with the
aim of strengthening how public budgets are understood, discussed, and influenced in ways
that support more transparent, participatory, and accountable governance.

COAB focuses on enabling civil society actors to engage more effectively in budget processes.
This includes strengthening their ability to analyze public budgets, articulate policy priorities,
and interact with government actors across different stages of the budget cycle. Through this
engagement, civil society actors contribute to shaping fiscal governance processes and
supporting more responsive public decision-making.

The initiative operates through three interrelated components:

e Research and diagnostics. Civil society partners use tools such as the Open Budget
Survey (OBS) to generate structured analysis of budget transparency, participation, and
oversight. These provide a common evidence base that informs engagement with
government and helps identify areas for reform.

e Capacity development with strategic accompaniment. COAB supports the
development of technical and strategic capacities among civil society actors. This
includes training in budget analysis and advocacy, as well as ongoing support that helps
translate technical knowledge into sustained engagement with policy processes.

e Advocacy and engagement. Civil society actors engage with government institutions
through a range of approaches, including participation in formal processes, dialogue
with public officials, and coalition-based advocacy. These engagements are shaped by
country context and may take place through institutionalized channels or more
relational forms of interaction.

Across these components, COAB does not operate as a single model of engagement. Instead, it
supports context-specific approaches through which civil society actors engage with fiscal
governance systems.

As this report shows, the outcomes associated with these forms of support depend on
how engagement is configured, sustained, and positioned within institutional and
political contexts—giving rise to distinct pathways through which change occurs.
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3 From Design to Outcome Pathways

COAB is designed to support civil society engagement in fiscal governance through a
combination of technical capacity development with strategic accompaniment, and
opportunities for advocacy and interaction with government actors. Across contexts, these
forms of support provide the foundation for civil society actors to engage with policy processes
and contribute to shaping fiscal governance outcomes.

However, the evaluation finds that the relationship between program support and outcomes is
not linear. The presence of technical capacity, advocacy outputs, or engagement activities does
not, on its own, result in sustained government response. Instead, outcomes emerge through
how these elements are combined, activated, and sustained within specific institutional
and political contexts.

Cross-country analysis shows that similar forms of support can lead to different outcomes
depending on how engagement is configured.

e In some contexts, engagement is anchored in institutionalized engagement
mechanisms that enable structured and sustained interaction with government actors.

e In others, engagement is driven through networked or coalition-based mechanisms,
allowing civil society actors to influence policy processes even in the absence of formal
participation channels.

These variations point to a central finding of the evaluation: civil society influence in fiscal
governance operates through distinct pathways rather than a single model of change. Each
pathway reflects a different configuration of capacity, engagement strategies, and contextual
conditions through which government responsiveness emerges.

In the evaluation, government responsiveness is understood as the posture of
government actors toward civil society engagement in fiscal governance processes. It
reflects how government responds in practice—whether through institutionalized
mechanisms, regularized interaction, or more discretionary forms of engagement—and the
extent to which policy capacity is mobilized in response to civil society inputs. Government
responsiveness is therefore not defined solely by the presence of engagement, but by how
consistent, structured, and substantively supported that engagement is within governance
systems. For example, engagement may be present through consultation or dialogue, but
responsiveness becomes more evident where interaction is sustained through regularized
participation mechanisms, continued government engagement, or the incorporation of civil
society inputs into policy and budget processes.
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Understanding these pathways is critical for interpreting how COAB facilitates change. Rather
than focusing on individual program components or outputs, a pathways perspective
highlights how engagement unfolds over time, how different forms of interaction are
sustained, and how influence is generated under varying conditions.

The sections that follow examine the two pathways through which government responsiveness
is most consistently observed. The pathways described in this report are derived from patterns
observed across multiple country contexts. While these contexts vary in institutional
arrangements and political conditions, common forms of engagement are evident across
cases. These include participation in formal budget processes, engagement through technical
working groups and consultation platforms, and coalition-based coordination among civil
society actors. The analysis that follows draws on these patterns to explain how different
configurations of engagement give rise to sustained government responsiveness.

4 Institutionalized Engagement Mechanisms
(Pathway 1)

The first pathway through which government responsiveness is most consistently observed is
through institutionalized engagement mechanisms. In this pathway, civil society actors
engage with government through structured and often recurring platforms embedded
within fiscal governance systems. These may include formal consultation processes,
technical working groups, parliamentary interfaces, and other mechanisms that enable
regularized interaction between civil society and public institutions.

In this pathway, engagement is anchored in institutional arrangements that allow civil society
actors to participate in policy discussions over time. This creates conditions for sustained
interaction, where engagement is not episodic but embedded within governance processes. As
a result, government responsiveness emerges through repeated exchanges, incremental
adjustments, and the gradual incorporation of civil society inputs into policy and budget
processes.

4.1 How the Pathway Works

This pathway operates through a sequence of mechanisms that translate technical capacity
and engagement into sustained forms of interaction within governance systems.

e Technical capacity functions as an entry point into institutional processes. Civil
society actors draw on budget analysis, diagnostics, and policy knowledge to engage
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with government actors in formal settings, positioning themselves as credible
participants in policy discussions.

e Institutional platforms enable structured and repeated interaction. Engagement
takes place through established mechanisms such as budget consultations, technical
working groups, and formal participation processes, which create regular opportunities
for dialogue and exchange.

e Sustained interaction supports incremental incorporation of inputs. Through
continued engagement, civil society inputs are progressively reflected in policy
discussions, administrative processes, or budget-related practices, even where changes
are gradual or partial.

e Responsiveness is shaped through consistency rather than single events.
Government response in this pathway is less about discrete policy changes and more
about the establishment of ongoing interaction that allows civil society perspectives to
be considered within decision-making processes.

4.2 Conditions that Enable the Pathway

The effectiveness of institutionalized engagement mechanisms depends on the presence and
alignment of enabling conditions within governance systems.

e Availability of formal participation channels. Established mechanisms—such as
consultation processes or institutional platforms—provide entry points for civil society
engagement.

e Alignment with policy and reform processes. Engagement is more likely to be
sustained where it connects to ongoing policy priorities or reform agendas within
government.

e Technical credibility and consistency of engagement. Civil society actors are better
able to maintain access and influence when engagement is supported by credible
analysis and sustained over time.

e Openness within administrative and political systems. The degree to which
institutions are receptive to engagement shapes how far interaction can be sustained
and translated into policy processes.

4.3 Constraints and Limitations

While this pathway provides structured opportunities for engagement, it is also shaped by
constraints that affect the depth and consistency of responsiveness.
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e Variability in how institutional mechanisms function in practice. Even where
formal platforms exist, engagement may remain irregular, inconsistently prioritized, or
weakly connected to actual decision-making processes.

e Limits to the translation of engagement into substantive change. Engagement
within institutional settings does not always result in substantive policy shifts,
particularly where participation remains consultative or where decision-making
authority is constrained or fragmented.

e Dependence on institutional continuity. Changes in administrative priorities or
political leadership can affect the stability of engagement mechanisms and the
consistency of interaction.

4.4 lllustrative Forms of Engagement

Across contexts, institutionalized engagement mechanisms have taken a range of forms,
including:

e participation in formal budget consultations and policy discussions

e engagement through technical working groups and advisory platforms

e incorporation of participation provisions within budget frameworks and processes

e structured dialogue between civil society and government actors at national and
subnational levels

These forms of engagement illustrate how civil society actors interact with governance systems
through institutional channels, enabling sustained and structured participation in fiscal
processes.

5 Networked or Coalition-based Engagement
(Pathway 2)

The second pathway through which government responsiveness is observed is through
networked or coalition-based engagement. In this pathway, civil society actors engage with
government through coordinated, relationship-driven approaches rather than primarily
through formal institutional mechanisms. Engagement is shaped by the strength of
networks, the ability to align positions across actors, and the strategic use of relationships to
access and influence policy processes.

In this pathway, interaction with government is not necessarily anchored in formal
participation structures. Instead, engagement is sustained through coalitions, partnerships,
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and ongoing coordination among civil society actors and between civil society and government

stakeholders. Government responsiveness emerges through these relational dynamics, where

influence is exercised through positioning, credibility, and the ability to mobilize collective

action around fiscal governance issues.

5.1 How the Pathway Works

This pathway operates through mechanisms that rely on coordination, alignment, and the

strategic use of relationships to enable engagement and influence.

Technical capacity supports credibility, but engagement is driven by coordination.
Civil society actors draw on analysis and evidence to support their positions, but
influence depends on how these positions are coordinated and advanced collectively.
Coalition-building enables alignment and amplifies voice. Civil society actors work
across organizations to align priorities, develop shared positions, and present
coordinated inputs into policy discussions.

Relational engagement creates access points into decision-making processes.
Interaction with government actors occurs through established relationships, informal
dialogue, and strategic engagement, particularly where formal participation channels
are limited or absent.

Influence emerges through positioning and timing. Engagement is often shaped by
windows of opportunity, where coordinated action allows civil society actors to
contribute to policy discussions or processes at critical moments.

5.2 Conditions that Enable the Pathway

The effectiveness of networked or coalition-based engagement depends on the strength and

configuration of civil society ecosystems and their ability to sustain coordinated action.

Strength and cohesion of civil society networks. Well-coordinated networks enable
alignment of positions, reduce fragmentation, and support sustained engagement.
Capacity for coordination and collective action. The ability to organize, convene, and
maintain collaboration across actors is central to this pathway.

Established relationships with government stakeholders. Engagement is facilitated
where civil society actors have built trust, credibility, and access through prior
interaction.

Flexibility to respond to evolving political contexts. This pathway is strengthened
where civil society actors are able to adapt strategies and respond to emerging
opportunities or constraints.
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5.3 Constraints and Limitations

While this pathway enables engagement in contexts where formal mechanisms may be limited,
it is also shaped by constraints that affect its stability and reach.

e Dependence on the strength of networks and relationships. Where coordination is
weak or fragmented, engagement is more difficult to sustain.

e Variability in access to decision-making processes. Without formalized channels,
engagement may be inconsistent, dependent on individual relationships, or vulnerable
to shifts in political or administrative priorities.

e Sensitivity to political conditions. Changes in political context can narrow access,
disrupt coordination, or reduce the ability of civil society actors to sustain engagement
over time.

5.4 lllustrative Forms of Engagement

Across contexts, networked or coalition-based engagement has taken a range of forms,
including:

e coordination of advocacy efforts across civil society organizations

e development of shared policy positions and joint submissions

e engagement through informal dialogue and relationship-based interaction with
government stakeholders

e mobilization of networks to participate in policy discussions or respond to emerging
fiscal governance issues

These forms of engagement illustrate how civil society actors sustain interaction and
contribute to fiscal governance processes through coordinated and relational approaches,
particularly in contexts where formal participation mechanisms are limited or evolving.

6 Cross-Pathway Insights

The two pathways described above reflect distinct ways in which civil society engagement
contributes to fiscal governance processes. While they differ in how engagement is structured
and sustained, the evaluation finds that they are not mutually exclusive. Rather, they
represent different configurations through which similar underlying elements—technical
capacity, engagement strategies, and contextual conditions—interact to shape government
responsiveness.
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Across both pathways, several cross-cutting insights emerge that help explain how
engagement unfolds in practice and how outcomes are generated under varying conditions.

Outcomes are shaped by configurations of conditions, not single factors.

Across contexts, no single program component—whether technical capacity, advocacy, or
participation mechanisms—Dby itself explains outcomes. Instead, government responsiveness
emerges through the alignment and interaction of multiple conditions, including how
engagement is structured, how actors are positioned, and how context enables or constrains
interaction.

Technical capacity functions as an entry point, not an end state.

Across both pathways, technical capacity supports engagement by enabling civil society actors
to access policy processes and contribute credible inputs. However, its effectiveness depends
on how it is translated into sustained forms of interaction—either through institutional
mechanisms or coordinated, networked engagement.

Capacity from networks and coalitions strengthens the ability to sustain engagement
and influence outcomes.

The ability to coordinate across actors, align positions, and maintain relationships with
government stakeholders plays a critical role in both pathways. While more visible in
coalition-based engagement, networked capacity also supports sustained interaction within
institutional mechanisms by reinforcing credibility, consistency, and reach.

Government responsiveness varies in form and intensity.

Across pathways, responsiveness is not uniform. It may take the form of structured
participation, regularized dialogue, or more discretionary engagement, and may involve
varying levels of policy attention and capacity. Understanding responsiveness as a
posture—rather than a single outcome—nhelps explain these variations.

Civic space’ for fiscal governance is differentiated and context-specific.

Conditions for engagement in fiscal governance processes do not always align with broader
characterizations of civic space. In some contexts, structured engagement is possible within
specific policy domains even where broader civic space may be constrained, while in others,
engagement depends more heavily on relational and network-based strategies.

' Civic space is commonly defined as the set of conditions that allow civil society actors to organize, participate, and
communicate freely. The CIVICUS Monitor categorizes civic space into five types—open, narrowed, obstructed,
repressed, and closed—based on the extent to which these freedoms are protected in practice.
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7 What the Pathways Suggest

The analysis of outcome pathways provides a basis for understanding how civil society
engagement in fiscal governance can be supported across different contexts. While the
pathways do not prescribe a single model of engagement, they highlight several considerations
for how program support can be aligned with the conditions under which engagement is
sustained and translated into forms of government responsiveness.

Engagement is pathway-dependent, not component-driven.

The findings suggest that outcomes are shaped by how different elements—technical capacity,
coordination, and context—are combined, rather than by individual program components in
isolation.

Technical capacity is foundational but not sufficient.

Building technical capacity enables entry into policy processes, but sustained engagement
depends on how this capacity is extended into institutionalized or networked forms of
interaction.

Networked capacity strengthens engagement across pathways.
The ability to coordinate actors, align positions, and sustain relationships supports influence in
both institutionalized and coalition-based engagement, reinforcing consistency and reach.

Engagement strategies benefit from adaptability to context and timing.

The variation in how pathways unfold highlights the importance of adjusting approaches in
response to changing political and institutional conditions, including moments when
opportunities for engagement emerge.

Alignment with government processes supports sustained interaction.
Engagement is more likely to be maintained where it connects to existing policy processes,
institutional mechanisms, or reform trajectories within governance systems.
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