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E fforts to promote evidence-informed policy 
processes in developing countries are gain-
ing momentum as part of a broader agenda 
to promote democratic governance and 

strengthen accountability and transparency mecha-
nisms (UNDP, 2009). This Background Note investi-
gates an under-studied dimension of the research–
policy–practice interface: the links between civil 
society organisations (CSOs) and legislators, and 
their roles in enhancing evidence-informed policy 
dialogues. Scholarship and practice around policy 
engagement initiatives have focused on powerful 
line ministries, such as ministries of finance and 
economic planning, with less focus on legislators, 
given the relative weakness of the legislative branch 
in many developing countries (Hudson, 2007). 

It is important, however, to strengthen opportuni-
ties for legislators to access and use quality policy-rel-
evant evidence, given the need to balance the poten-
tial excesses of the executive branch with legislative 
and judicial checks and balances. This is a key part 
of broader political transparency and accountability 
initiatives. As the elected representatives of the citi-
zenry, legislators should be a channel for the voices 
of the population in the decision-making process 
– by listening to, synthesising and conveying views 
expressed at the constituency level but also through 
parliamentary hearings (Beetham, 2006). This can be 
at the policy development stage and, more broadly, in 
involvement in parliamentary oversight bodies such 
as standing or budget committees. By enhancing 
both horizontal and vertical accountability systems, 
civil society-legislator engagement can help develop 

a new political landscape, by strengthening the qual-
ity of policy debates and decision-making processes 
(Jones and Tembo, 2008). 

This Background Note draws on findings from 
primary research with CSOs and legislators in seven 
countries – three in East Africa (Kenya, Tanzania 
and Uganda) and four in Southeast Asia (Cambodia, 
Indonesia, Thailand and Viet Nam) to explore the 
strengths and weaknesses of the current relation-
ships and mechanisms between CSOs and legisla-
tors, including the relative importance of evidence 
production and uptake. Carried out between 2007 
and 2010, this research explored civil society links 
to both individual legislators and legislative commit-
tees; legislators’ demand for and use of knowledge; 
and the strategies employed by civil society organisa-
tions. The latter included think-tanks, policy advoca-
cy-focused non-governmental organisations (NGOs), 
and community-based organisations (CBOs). 

Surveys were conducted with CSOs in each coun-
try, followed by in-depth interviews and focus group 
discussions with key CSO and parliamentarian inform-
ants. While we attempted to ensure a common focus 
and core set of research questions, our sampling 
frameworks and methods required some flexibility, 
given the variable developmental stages of CSOs and 
legislatures in different countries, as outlined in sepa-
rate country-level reports.

CSO-legislator linkages: a product of 
local history

CSO development varies among the seven countries 
included in our study. The impacts of colonialism and 
authoritarianism have resulted in varying amounts of 
political space for such organisations, and different 
levels of tolerance for alternative sources of knowledge 
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and opinion. As a result, legislative branches hold dif-
ferent degrees of power vis-a-vis the executive. 

In colonial East Africa, CSOs lacked political space, 
and were primarily religious and charitable organisa-
tions under tight state control. After a brief flourishing 
of civil society around independence, CSOs soon expe-
rienced state repression under authoritarian one-party 
rule, being limited to a service-oriented (rather than 
policy advocacy) role at best. It was not until the late 
1980s and early 1990s, as multi-party democracies 
and independent media emerged, that CSOs began to 
proliferate and expand their role to participate in the 
formal political sphere, often with donor support. Even 
here, however, all three countries have laws regulating 
CSOs/NGOs, and organisations can be deregistered if 
seen as a threat by the government. 

The relative influence of the legislative branch in 
East Africa is still young, with the legislature in all 
three countries only moving beyond a ‘rubber stamp’ 
function since the advent of multi-party democracy. 
Their legislatures may best be characterised as ‘emer-
gent’: legislators know that they need information to 
participate effectively in the legislative process and 
they have rudimentary resources (see Box 1). 

While the history of Southeast Asia is more varied, 
the region has seen a similar flourishing of CSOs in 

the political domain over the last two decades. In 
Cambodia tightly controlled civil society participation 
by religious then political leaders pre-1990 gave way 
to nascent political pluralism that encouraged the rise 
of a CSO sector. This consists, however, of thousands 
of organisations that are service-oriented and almost 
entirely dependent on international support, lacking a 
strong articulation with the grassroots. 

In Indonesia CSO culture has also expanded since 
the end of the New Order in 1998, with more organi-
sations now found outside Jakarta and a growing 
preponderance of ‘advocacy’ oriented organisations 
as compared to the earlier domination of charities. In 
Viet Nam policy dialogues remain tightly managed by 
the Communist Party but since Doi Moi (reforms initi-
ated in the 1980s) CSOs have grown in both number 
and influence. While their largest role remains service 
provision, they shape citizen awareness on many 
issues. There are also more than 100 government 
research institutes producing data. 

Only in Thailand is the trajectory for civil society 
less apparent, the result of frequent and recent coup 
d’états and political turmoil. Nevertheless, the coun-
try has a sizeable civil society spanning the service 
delivery–advocacy spectrum. 

The role and relative influence of the legislature in 
these four Southeast Asian countries is varied yet lim-
ited, with the exception of Indonesia. In Cambodia, 
Thailand and Viet Nam political space remains domi-
nated by the executive branch, although National 
Assembly members in Viet Nam report growing infor-
mation needs within an increasingly complex political 
environment as the country becomes more globally 
integrated. Thailand is a constitutional monarchy in 
which Parliament lacks the resources and roles to 
have a meaningful impact on government. Instead, 
the executive branch, headed symbolically by a popu-
lar King, holds governmental power. Only in Indonesia 
has there been a marked transformation away from a 
rubber-stamp role to a Parliament that is a legitimate 
and credible space for national policy, budgeting and 
oversight processes, free of military representatives.

Current CSO–legislator linkages

The extent and nature of current CSO–legislator 
linkages varies. In Indonesia, for example, links are 
strong, perceived as bi-directional and seen as highly 
positive, with each side believing the other has some-
thing vital to offer. In Thailand, however, the few tenu-
ous links uncovered by our research existed in a con-
text of mutual distrust. East African and Vietnamese 
CSOs, while still young and often focused on service 
delivery, are increasingly discussing a range of secto-
ral reforms with legislators, from health and violence 
prevention to energy sector and economic develop-

Box 1: Typology of legislatures
Legislatures can be categorised as four types according 
to their role in shaping policy debates and their related 
need for, and access to, information and research: 

1. Rubber stamp legislature: legislators meet to vote for 

the ruling party’s programme of work and have little 

need for independent information. 

2. Emerging legislature: legislators need information 

to participate in the legislative process. A legislative 

library or research service may be created. The legis-

lature may also provide permanent staff for legislative 

committees.  

3. Informed legislature: legislators have a small cadre 

of personal staff, professional committee staff, and 

a legislative library and/or research service. Noted 

more for debate than for policy initiatives, the legisla-

ture amends some bills introduced by the government 

and enacts some bills of its own. 

4. Transformative legislature: legislators can alter pro-

posals offered by the government and develop their 

own policy options. Such a legislature can introduce 

and enact fully developed proposals, and may under-

take regular annual reviews of the implementation 

of new legislation. There are generous numbers of 

personal staff, strong and well-staffed committees, 

research and analysis at the party level and large cen-

tral research groups that can develop policy options.

Source: Datta and Jones (2009).
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ment policies. Legislators, however, remain cautious 
in their approach to CSOs, fearing encroachment on 
their political space, partisan leanings and donor-
driven agendas that reduce the legitimacy of CSO 
positions in their eyes. 

While CSOs have interacted historically more with 
civil servants, a growing number are establishing 
formal links with individual legislators or legislative 
committees as the legislature gains influence. In 
Kenya, for example, while the relationship is unequal, 
parliamentarians value CBOs as service providers and 
conduits of local knowledge. CBOs have an impact 
on local communities, develop local capacity, mobi-
lise resources, are flexible and are seen as solution 
providers. Links are established through barazas, 
community-based meetings organised by legislators 
to articulate their development goals and report to 
their constituencies on progress. 

Some East Africa CSOs reported preferring to work 
in groups to engage MPs, typically via consultation 
fora such as workshops, conferences and special 
events. MPs, in turn, are increasingly inviting CSOs 
to special events and parliamentary committee meet-
ings. Ugandan CSO respondents, in particular, felt 
that such links help CSOs to strengthen their own 
influence and power in the political arena. 

In Southeast Asia formal linkages are growing 
in Indonesia and Viet Nam, but remain fragile and 
cautious at best in Cambodia and Thailand. CSOs in 
Indonesia report working with parliamentarians as 
individuals and as coalition members when submit-
ting public petitions and evidence-based recommen-
dations on proposed legislation, and through joint 
participation in conferences and workshops. MPs also 
seek relationships with CSOs, consulting them on 
issues that both see as important. Parliamentarians 
were generally positive about CSO involvement; it 
improved the legitimacy of policy products and their 
positions as MPs. Even so, some mistrust persists, 
with parliamentarians concerned that CSOs may be 
unduly influenced by international donors on the one 
hand, and CSOs concerned that parliamentarians may 
be working behind closed doors with the government 
on the other. In other words, while there has been 
rapid progress in forging CSO–legislator linkages, it 
can be hard to separate out political history.

In Viet Nam, where relations are more fledgling, 
several joint working agreements have been signed 
recently between think tanks and the Economics 
and Social Affairs Committees, suggesting a growing 
demand for institutionalised channels of coopera-
tion, although funding for such initiatives remains a 
concern.  

In Cambodia our research found that CSOs and 
parliamentarians have a very poor working relation-
ship. Only 20% of CSOs (all service-oriented) report 

any links with MPs, who see CSOs as ‘pessimistic’, 
‘donor-driven’, ‘manipulative’ and ‘biased towards 
the opposition’. CSOs consider parliamentarians 
inactive and incapable of representing anything other 
than their political party. While a few CSOs had invited 
MPs to workshops, this was uncommon. 

Relationships between CSOs and parliamentar-
ians are also weak in Thailand. CSOs, especially think 
tanks, worry about loss of independence if they work 
closely with MPs and prefer to work indirectly through 
the media to influence elected representatives. MPs, 
for their part, reported inviting CSOs to committees but 
noted that CSOs prefer to use executive rather than 
parliamentary channels to influence policy. This is, in 
part, because the Constitution allows specifically for 
‘direct democracy’ – i.e. ordinary citizens can submit 
their own laws to Parliament. Because of the difficulty 
in coordinating tens of thousands of signatures, this 
role is often played by CSOs, and may reinforce the 
redundancy of an already weak Parliament. The fact 
that many parliamentarians see their position as a 
stepping stone to an executive appointment where 
they can wield more power further compounds this 
weakness. 

Informal relations between CSOs and legislators 
were reported widely, but with varying degrees of 
efficacy. In Viet Nam informal CSO–parliamentarian 
linkages are far more common than formal ones, 
much to the chagrin of CSOs. Parliamentarians often 
prefer informal and more flexible linkages but CSOs 
report that they would have more voice if the links 
were formalised. CSO respondents from the other 
three Southeast Asian countries and from East Africa, 
however, felt that personal linkages, forged over time 
and based on trust, can be a very effective way to 
communicate policy-relevant knowledge and ideas. 
Personal relationships, business networks and party 
affiliation were all mentioned as ways to establish 
such ties. In East Africa, social occasions, such as 
weddings and funerals, also helped to initiate contact 
with parliamentarians. And even in Indonesia, with its 
legal framework to ensure consideration of CSO evi-
dence, personal ties can enhance its uptake. 

The role of evidence in CSO–legislator 
relationships

Because CSOs in both regions have been predomi-
nantly oriented towards service delivery, with policy 
advocacy emerging only recently, the use of evidence 
in CSO–legislator relationships is still in a fledgling 
state (with the exception of Indonesia – see Box 2). 
Legislators interviewed were aware of the growing 
importance of information access in their role, but 
noted that many CSOs lacked the technical capacities 
to provide evidence of sufficient rigour. Where they 



4

Background Note

have such capacities, however, CSOs can be important 
knowledge creators and brokers, including through 
their links to media (see Box 3). In the Kenyan energy 
sector, for instance, a variety of newsletters, articles 
and brochures were created by CSOs for presentation 
during workshops that included parliamentarians, 
and parliamentarians asked for follow-up publica-
tions. In addition, the Africa eParliament, a CSO-led 
initiative that brings together African parliamentar-
ians to explore African issues and make better use 
of technology to meet their responsibilities, brought 
regional legislators together to discuss energy issues 
before the debate on the Energy Bill in the Kenyan 
Parliament. This resulted in a more strongly worded 
and comprehensive bill, which took into account 
the interests of local communities. In such cases, 
CSO-generated evidence can give parliamentarians a 
stronger voice in their push for legislative reforms, the 
knowledge they need to critique government policy, 
tighter ties to other support organisations, and better 
access to policy papers on which to base motions. 

In Tanzania, parliamentarians reported that empiri-
cal evidence based on local and national research is 
the ideal way for CSOs to attempt to influence policy. 
However, they also noted that reading lengthy reports 
is burdensome and that shorter visually-oriented 
products that combine statistics, text and illustra-
tions are preferable, as well as oral presentations 
that summarise research. Parliamentarians respect 
both qualitative and quantitative data, but only if it 
is gathered scientifically – preferably by reputable 
research-oriented institutions and/or government 
agencies. CSO exhibitions highlighting how their work 
relates to key social and economic issues have been 
held successfully in the political capital, Dodoma, as 
have targeted training workshops for parliamentar-
ian select committees ahead of related debates. As 
one CSO informant noted: ‘We target select commit-
tees because most decisions are largely debated and 
decided at the committee levels, not by individuals 
neither by the whole parliament’ (interview, 2007).

In Viet Nam, most parliamentarians are part-time 
politicians with limited time to acquire and process 
information. They rely increasingly on CSOs to pack-
age and communicate research, especially on techni-
cally complex issues such as food safety, construction 
and power. In fact, legislators report that information 
is their main reason to initiate contact with CSOs, 
particularly since the 2008 Law on Promulgation of 
Legal Documents, which encourages individuals and 
organisations, including CSOs, to comment on draft 
legislative documents. The results of a 2009 gov-
ernment decision that specifies the channels that 
opposing CSOs must use to issue their comments 
remain to be seen – it could help to formalise the 
process of dissent or restrict it. Statistical evidence 

from research institutes is favoured for reasons of 
credibility, but this puts CBOs at a disadvantage in 
terms of both evidence provision and policy impact. 
Vietnamese CSOs report various ways of dissemi-
nating information to parliamentarians, including 
research reports, internal meetings, TV programmes 
and press releases. 

Elsewhere, the uptake of evidence by parliamentar-
ians was more limited. In Uganda, for instance, while 
parliamentarians valued surveys, baseline studies 
and international reports, they raised questions 
about CSO evidence quality. Similarly, in Cambodia, 
CSO informants reported that while evidence was 
important to win the support of parliamentarians, 

Box 2: Knowledge incentive structures in 
Indonesia
Indonesian law has created a powerful incentive structure 
to enhance the use of evidence in policy formation. The 
government, including Parliament, must accommodate 
evidence from CSOs, including researchers from 
universities and research institutes. New regulations 
stipulate that all Parliamentary political meetings must 
be open to the public and offer space to CSOs, and 
mandate that all bills must be based on ‘academic’ 
drafts. Sub-committee meetings, which are invitation 
only and open to elite CSOs, give CSOs incentives to 
strive for excellence. CSOs can add to this professional 
research a wealth of non-statistical information collected 
during outreach activities.

At the same time, lobbyists are now crucial in policy-
making spaces. As lobbying focuses on strategic and 
high profile issues, it plays an important political role 
in determining policy substance. It has, in some ways, 
closed some of the space for CSOs and MPs.  

Box 3: The media and CSO–legislator 
knowledge exchange 
A common finding across our case studies was the 
importance of the media in facilitating knowledge 
exchange between CSOs and legislators. The Indonesian 
Breastfeeding Mothers’ Association, for example, 
with agreement from Parliament, used the media to 
disseminate information on breastfeeding to the public. 
This allowed them to formalise their relationships with 
parliamentarians and establish a more permanent 
working agreement. In Tanzania a coalition of women’s 
CSOs used newspapers to educate parliamentarians 
about the harmful effects of female genital mutilation 
(FGM). Kenyan CSOs reported, however, the importance 
of balance in using the media. While they went to the 
press to develop community demand – thereby forcing 
the hand of parliamentarians – in other cases they found 
it safer to establish a project’s parameters with legislators 
and then approach the press to educate the public. 
Overall, however, CSOs felt that the media was crucial to 
their work with parliamentarians, despite concerns at the 
financial costs of a media strategy. Advertising, whether 
in print, radio or TV, is expensive and CSOs reported 
difficulty in accessing the free press they so valued.
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they were rarely believed or given space to engage 
with elected representatives. ‘An important constraint 
is that we are not allowed to attend committee meet-
ings. We can only join in plenary meetings. But to be 
fair, every commission meeting should be open to 
the public. Moreover, at present, it is increasingly dif-
ficult for us to get in touch with Parliament because 
the administration unit in Parliament has set out a lot 
of procedures, which we think are complicated and 
intentional barriers to reduce our contact with MPs’ 
(CSO staff, 2009). 

Lastly, in Thailand, while CSOs felt that evidence-
based recommendations on proposed legislation are 
the best way to approach parliamentarians, packag-
ing was seen as more important than the source of 
evidence. There was, however, a general sense that 
efforts to disseminate and communicate research 
evidence to legislators were still limited because the 
Thai parliament has limited resources and capacity, 
and cumbersome procedural rules that few organisa-
tions bother to learn.

Conclusions 

Our research suggests that CSO–legislator links 
are evolving and maturing in both East Africa and 
Southeast Asia, and are helping to strengthen the 
knowledge upon which political debate is based. 
At the same time, however, these linkages are con-
strained by the historical and current political con-
text. Although the particulars of CSO–legislator links 
vary between country and region, some overarching 
themes did emerge. 

Our main conclusion is that the growth of democ-
racy is vital to the development of CSO–legislator 
linkages. Across all seven countries, more open and 
transparent government leads not only to an environ-
ment in which CSOs thrive, but also an environment 
in which the legislative branch can stand on its own 
as an authentic contributor to the political process. 
Genuine institutionalised links cannot be formed 
between groups that do not have operating space 
and legitimacy. 

As Africa moves away from its colonial past and 
the authoritarian regimes that followed, CSOs and 
legislatures are staking out power along a clear tra-
jectory as individual actors and as partners. While 
CSOs are still in their infancy and more focused on 
service delivery than policy advocacy, parliamen-
tarians see their value as links to constituencies’ 
knowledge and as valuable generators of technical 
expertise. Legislators who are new to the multi-party 
systems still harbour doubts about CSO encroach-
ment and legitimacy, but relations are becoming 
more common and diverse. 

A similar pattern emerges in Asia. CSO–legislator 

links are strongest in countries with strong CSOs and 
legislative branches (especially Indonesia and increas-
ingly in Viet Nam), and where the demand for civil soci-
ety contributions to the evidence base underpinning 
policy decisions is formalised in law. In Cambodia and 
Thailand, however, links are rare and tenuous, with 
comparatively weak parliaments leaving CSOs to work 
with the executive branch – or alone. 

Another aspect of democratic growth that featured 
in our study was the importance of an independent 
media in CSO–legislator links. In every country CSOs 
cited the press as a useful tool to gain the attention 
of parliamentarians. Press releases and media cam-
paigns were considered by CSOs and legislators alike 
as useful ways to disseminate information to legisla-
tors and the public. There were, however, some draw-
backs, especially the cost of media coverage. 

In terms of evidence production and uptake, leg-
islators reported consistently that they appreciated 
data. Stories and testimonials were highlighted 
occasionally as crucial to legislators’ opinions, for 
example, on the issue of domestic violence in Viet 
Nam, but the most common demand was for rigor-
ous, independent, scientifically collected statistical 
data. African legislators, surrounded by service-pro-
viding CSOs, recognised the general lack of capac-
ity and technical expertise for CSOs to fulfil their 
demands for information, despite exceptions in cer-
tain sectors. In Kenya, however, with the advent of a 
multiparty system and a freer press, the government 
was increasingly willing to share information with 
CSOs – a first step towards greater transparency and 
accountability. In Viet Nam and Thailand think tanks 
and research institutes can provide accurate statis-
tical data, while in Viet Nam many such institutes 
have government affiliations that facilitate dialogue 
with legislators. In Thailand there were concerns that 
closer working relationships between such CSOs 
and parliamentarians could jeopardise think tanks’ 
independence. The maturation of democracy and 
the solidification of CSO space will serve ultimately 
to increase the quantity and quality of data they can 
make available to parliamentarians.

In addition to preferring high quality evidence, 
legislators expressed a clear preference for accessi-
ble evidence. While they wanted rigorous data, they 
were short of time and found dense reports useless. 
They expressed a need for short, visually appealing 
reports that mixed text with graphics. They also liked 
oral presentations and conferences that helped them 
to quickly grasp a body of work.

The final conclusion is that while formal, legal and 
institutionalised linkages offer obvious advantages, 
the importance of informal relationships should not 
be discounted, especially because of the flexibility 
they often provide. 
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Policy and practice implications
A number of key challenges need to be addressed 
to enhance CSO and legislator capacities to engage 
in evidence-informed policy debates and processes: 
• First, initiatives need to be informed by an in-depth 

understanding of the political and legal context. In 
particular, it is important for donor support – while 
often critical to support research in the poorest 
developing countries – to be channelled sensi-
tively and with maximum transparency to dispel 
legislator concerns about CSOs following a donor 
agenda. 

• Second, there is ample need and growing demand 
for capacity-building support by both legislators 
and CSOs to enhance their research literacy, com-
munication and use, given the demands of the 
global knowledge economy. Support to forge new 
partnerships and networks with other evidence 
providers such as academics and think tanks could 
be very valuable. Such work could be integrated 

into broader democratic governance programme 
initiatives. However, it is critical that such support 
considers not only research communication, but 
also supports institutional incentives that encour-
age regular and systematic knowledge exchange. 

• Third, given the time and resource constraints 
faced by many legislators in developing countries, 
it is critical that CSOs make strategic overtures to 
the legislature, including as coalitions interacting 
with legislative committees rather than just with 
individual MPs, to enhance their legitimacy and 
impact. 
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