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Guidelines on Policy Dialogue 

for Civil Society Organizations 
 

From 2014 to 2016, a Consortium of 5 Austrian NGOs is implementing a pilot project with the objective to 
strengthen capacities of East African CSOs regarding policy dialogue, working with 7 local partner 
organisa-tions. These guidelines have been developed by members of the consortia partners as a 
resource for CSOs to improve their engagement and performance in policy dialogue. 

Policy dialogue intends an inclusive engagement of all stakeholders at all levels of policy to ensure that 
good policies are made and implemented effectively for the good of the intended communities or persons.  
If CSOs strengthen their policy dialogue skills and engagement, previously unimaginable results and 
transformations in the lives of those CSOs work for and with will be witnessed. Seven guidelines aimed at 
enhancing CSO engagement and performance in policy dialogue from agenda setting, policy formation ( 
organization), policy implementation and policy monitoring and evaluation have been identified. Each 
CSO can improve, adjust and adopt these guidelines with variations dictated by the context of the 
engagement.   

 

1. Know the public officers to engage, develop a relationship,  

Policy dialogue intends for a more durable course of action to provide solutions or bring about 
improvements in the delivery of programs. It is more than advocacy and it seeks the inclusive 
participation of stakeholders at all policy stages.  

It is therefore important that the CSO officials know the public officers they intend to work with or 
engage in the policy dialogue. This requires that there is a shift in the language used so that the 
general usage of government changes to government officer(s), instead of parliament or County 
Assembly it is important that you know the committee of parliament/Assembly to be engaged and 
more specifically the Member of Parliament to be approached.  

It is important that CSO officials know the background, the inclinations and even the interest the 
official has on the subject matter.  

Also seek to know their current assignments so that you understand their schedules and workload for 
effective policy dialogue planning. With this background in mind, identify the areas where the official 
may need education. If they have support staff, contact their staff and plan with them because public 
officials are generally busy and may not pay attention to all details in a single meeting. One needs to 
identify the three or four main points that need to be raised with the official (s) at when engaging 
them.  

 

2. Define the Purpose of your policy dialogue endeavor: 

The purpose of engaging in policy dialogue is to improve the quality of policies that are formulated 
and programs that are adopted and implemented in the interest of the beneficiaries. 
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It is the responsibility of the CSO official therefore to clarify the objective(s) of the policy dialogue at 
the particular stage your organization engages at. Be clear what you want to achieve at every stage; 
agenda setting, policy formulation/organization, policy implementation or policy monitoring and 
evaluation stage.  

How do you measure success? This has to be defined beforehand to avoid a sense of frustration and 
unstructured engagement in policy dialogue. May be the measure of success is placing your issue for 
discussion at the cabinet or a parliamentary committee or for discussion in a ministerial policy 
meeting at the agenda setting stage. Be clear what success indicators shall be before you commence 
the engagement.  

 

3. Become an expert on the issue:  

It is a requirement that the CSO develops expertise on the area they wish to engage in. Most 
governments now have highly exposed and well schooled officers in the policy making and programs 
design and implementation departments. This therefore demands that CSOs must invest time and 
resources in evidence based- engagement in policy dialogue. Government officials have to be 
convinced that there is need to change the prevailing policy framework and this required evidence to 
offer the basis for variation of policy or adoption of new policy.  

This can only be achieved if appropriate and credible research is conducted to show the evidence 
that support the policy options being presented.  

Note: there is need to publish and share the reports of such research, evaluations, social audits etc 
so that all stakeholders become seized with the significance of the proposal the CSO is making. 
Utilize the media effectively for purposes of visibility and dissemination.  

 

4. Be engaged with the community, actors and the process of policy dialogue 

Most of the time CSOs act not to advance their organizational but community/ public interest. This 
therefore requires that the CSO becomes engaged with the community they are working with or for. In 
short, a CSO needs a constituency that gives them legitimacy as they engage in the policy dialogue. 
Ensure that you build a constituency that offers you the power to engage.  

Similarly, it is important to carry out the mapping of the actors and interested groups in the issue and 
how each relates with the community and the issue you are advancing. How are actors likely to react 
or respond to the policy proposal, program evaluation, social audit, policy option you are providing?  

Lastly master the policy dialogue process from start to the end and understand the key dates, 
required documentation, information or obligations you are required to satisfy in order  to participate 
in the policy dialogue with authority and respectability. Mastery of the process and language of the 
process is important.  

 

5. Be credible and Reliable 

If the messenger is not credible, the message however good will not be received. The credibility of 
the CSO engaged in the policy dialogue is a big resource that you cannot do without. This requires 
that the CSOs clarify the principles of engagement which will guide the officials as they engage in the 
policy dialogue. 

Credibility also comes from being known to be accurate, relevant and objective in the subjects you 
hold dear. Similarly, there is needed to be professional by avoiding personalizing issues, taking sides 
and being partisan. It pays not to act to advance a political side or objective.  
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Be guided by the principles of honesty and integrity. Never be untruthful or exaggerate the facts of the 
matter. Be grounded on facts and evidence as discussed herein.  

 

6. Use the appropriate policy dialogue strategy or methodology and tools  

Successful policy dialogue requires a good understanding of how to gain the ear of all stakeholders at 
each of the stages of the policy cycle.  Not every issue is processed through the same way. The 
choice of methodology or tools of engagement is always influenced by various factors including the 
consideration of objective/ purpose that ought to be achieved and the kind of stakeholders involved in 
the policy dialogue.  

If you intend to operate in closed spaces, then you may need to appropriate approaches and tools 
such as presenting policy briefs which offers the basis of meetings. Similarly If the intention is to show 
that programs have been implemented corruptly and you intend remedy to the community, conducting 
social audits and other forensic audits and using this to convening meetings with the local or national 
government officials before you seek public interest litigation may be recommended ( MIO-NET in 
Kenya chose to document  the grievances of the community and then engage the Marsabit and 
national government officials in Kenya on realizing that millions of Euros allocated for water dams and 
drilling projects had been stolen).   

Note: Plan in advance the role you want the media to play in the policy dialogue process. Build a 
strong understanding with the journalists involved, educate them and give them tools for advancing 
your campaign or endeavor.  

 

7. Collaborate, network and build coalitions 

CSOs should always try to find out individuals and groups that could be or already are interested in 
your policy dialogue issue. Innovatively, bring on board interested actors to make a strong coalition 
on the issue. There is always a strong temptation to shun coalition and network approaches to policy 
dialogue whereas coalition building is the surest and most stable strategy to conducting effective 
policy dialogue.  

Note: Coordinating coalitions, networks and collaborations need special skills to avoid a messy 
engagement that can deflate and divert the focus of the initiative.  


