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I. BACKGROUND AND INTRODUCTION
Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) are well recognized as implementers and
service providers in the social, health, economic and other sectors, but also as
actors holding important roles in advocacy and policy accountability. They are a
crucial resource, constituency and partner for states in advancing sustainable
human development goals and principles, as they support livelihoods of millions
of citizens especially in very poor regions, many of whom would not access basic
services such as health, education, water and sanitation without the help of CSOs.
Since the 2002 general elections in Kenya, CSOs have grown substantially in
number and influence. The Kenyan Civil Society is credited as one of the most
vibrant in the region. It employs about 350,000 persons, more people than the
manufacturing sector per capita, contributes to about 15% of Gross Domestic
Product and operates in more than 26 sectors. CSOs are well rooted in the
regions and communities they operate in and in constant exchange with the
groups they work with. But, are they at a point now where they play a
determining role, alongside government, in public policy-making?
The lessons in this brief are intended to provide a basis for reflection and
consideration by both CSOs and Development Partners (DPs). For CSOs, this policy
brief aims to aid them in drawing up their strategies for engagement in policy
dialogue and address the challenges they face in the quest to have their target
groups’ voices heard and incorporated into policies and programmes.
Consequently, CSOs and other actors can consider what they can do differently to
improve beneficial outcomes from policy engagement. For DPs, the lessons
provide an opportunity to reflect on how best to support strategies for CSO
engagement in policy dialogue in the future.

II. THE ROLE OF CSOS IN POLICY
DIALOGUE
The Government of Kenya enacted and launched the Public
Participation Act in line with the Constitution (Article 174c)
in 2016, provided that one objective of devolution is:
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to give powers of self-governance to the people and
enhance their participation in the exercise of the powers
of the State and in making decisions affecting them.

Who could better support the crucial task of bridging the needs of the people to
the powers of the state, if not CSOs?
The inclusion of CSOs in policy shaping spaces is a huge advantage for a positive
policy change, as it promotes democracy and inclusive societies by ensuring a
stronger reflection of the population’s needs, especially of the most marginalized,
in national and local policies. By representing and raising the voices of
marginalized sectors of society, they can be important advocates in holding
governments accountable to their duties, and also in supporting governments in
defining, implementing and reviewing adopted policies.
CSOs, in other words, often play a complementary role to governments: They
occupy spaces that governments either cannot or would not fill, provide
development services and humanitarian relief, innovate in service delivery, build
local capacity and make sure the poor are heard. Acting on their own, however,
their impact is limited in scope, scale and sustainability. CSOs need to engage in
government policy processes more effectively in order to have a greater impact on
policy and practice, and ultimately on the lives of the people in the communities
they serve.
CSOs empower citizens and community-based organisations to play a key role in
policy engagement. Through lobbying and demonstrations at local level, they
often act as policy watchdogs for the public and provide information on different
issues affecting citizens. They frame the public agenda by increasing the focus of
the society on certain issues and inform and advise stakeholders through research
and presentation of findings in a bid to raise awareness and lobby decision
makers.
These kinds of policy dialogue engagements by CSOs have a high potential for
sustainable impacts. By engaging the communities, constituencies become
knowledgeable of their rights, and of the obligations of the government to ensure
citizen participation, hence will continue to demand for spaces to participate in
relevant processes. Wherever a policy change is reached in favour of marginalized
target groups, sustainable means have been established through which societies,
communities and systems are governed in a better way.
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III. CHALLENGES CSOS FACE WHEN
ENGAGING IN POLICY DIALOGUE AND
POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
Despite some instances of more open and accessible policy contexts in Kenya,
assessments highlight that CSOs are still struggling when it comes to influencing
policy making processes effectively.
While the political environment in Kenya has played a huge role in allowing for
increased democratic space including for civil society, in order to have a greater
impact, CSOs must improve their interaction with and effect on public institutions,
actors and policies.
All too often, CSOs appear to act on their own, instead of finding synergies with
others and coordinate activities as collectives. Questions abound regarding their
evidence base and the feasibility of the policy positions they put forward. Although
some CSOs use research effectively, there is genuine concern that others abuse
credible research while some ignore it all together. Also, many CSOs tend to lack
in capacities of packaging findings and propositions and of delivering their
messages in an effective way. Some of the challenges they face in the quest to
have their voices heard and incorporated into policy and programmes include the
following:

A) ADVERSE POLITICAL CONTEXTS CONSTRAINING CSO
POLICY ENGAGEMENT
A country’s political context is a crucial factor in CSO engagement in policy
dialogue.
Policy processes are inherently political. Contestation, institutional pressures and
vested interests are highly significant, as are the attitudes, capacities and
incentives of public officials, political elites and policy influencers.
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Despite advances in political freedoms, many developing countries have political
environments that constrain CSO engagement in policy processes. On the one
hand, the arrest and intimidation of citizens who propagate views different from
those in power is still a widespread norm. On the other hand, in many counties,
CSOs have to renew their operating mandate with government and their licences
can be withdrawn in case of conflict with government.
For example, on 14th August 2017, through a letter by the Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) Co-ordination Board, the government of Kenya de-registered
the Kenya Human Rights Commission (KHRC) and ordered the Central Bank of
Kenya to freeze all its accounts. The following day through a letter to the
Directorate of Criminal Investigation (DCI) the board sought the closure of the
Africa Centre for Open Governance (AfriCOG) and the arrest of its Directors.
Where such tactics are constrained by strong human rights frameworks, policymaking processes simply are not transparent or open enough for an active CSO
participation. Not only can policymakers be resistant to CSO engagement in policy
processes, they are also often resistant to research. In such environments, the use
of evidence and undertaking research, especially with regard to “hot button issues”
is largely constrained.

RECOMMENDATION
In countries, where the political context is problematic, CSOs need to adapt their
policy influence strategy.
Successful policy dialogue requires a good understanding of how to gain the ear
of all stakeholders. Not every issue is processed through the same way. CSOs
choice of methodology or tools of engagement should always be influenced by
various factors including the consideration of the objective and purpose that
ought to be achieved and the kind of stakeholders involved in the policy
dialogue. Additionally, it is important to work in groups in order to cushion
organisations against possible backlash from advocacy work. Acting in
partnerships and alliances makes it hard to isolate individual CSOs for
victimisation by those negatively impacted by policy changes through loss of
business or certain clout.
In all contexts, but especially in these ones, it is important to promote policy
dialogue as cooperative approach as distinguished to combative approaches
traditionally used by many CSOs. Policy Dialogue as an approach emphasizes
cooperation and relationship building between various actors including
governments, intermediaries and communities. It favours a dialogue, where
development is understood as a partnership rather than a competition or a battle
field. Putting this in to more practical terms, policy dialogue does not aim at
quick wins by realizing short campaigns, but rather at long lasting relationships
with government actors and other sectors of society. This relationship building
does not only aim at getting government and policy makers to embrace a
proposal of communities and citizens, but at recognising their roles and ability to
participate in the process.
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B) LIMITED UNDERSTANDING OF SPECIFIC POLICY
PROCESSES, INSTITUTIONS AND ACTORS
Poor knowledge of policy processes constrains CSOs’ strategy and, ultimately, their
policy influence. Each country context has different practices and procedures on
policy making, implementation and enforcement depending on their constitutions
and legal frameworks. But CSOs do not always undertake a rigorous assessment of
the policy context. This may be because they are unaware of the importance of
doing so and the approaches available to them or they may feel that given their
capacity constraints they cannot invest the effort needed to understand the policy
process.
All too often, CSOs tend to act on their own or remain in a mode of ‘opposition’ to
government and resist rather than engage with policy processes. Although such
contestation is justified in some instances, in others, it limits CSOs’ ability to
respond or contribute to an expansion of the democratic space. Competing
government interests can also make policy negotiation too long, more so if the
policy issue is outside the interest or current focus of Government.

RECOMMENDATION:
To maximise their policy influence, CSOs need to carry out a proper review, equip
themselves with knowledge of the policy spaces and processes in their country and
be strategic about their engagement. CSOs’ entry points in a policy making process
can occur in four different phases of the policy cycle namely: agenda setting,
policy formation, policy implementation and policy review. CSOs must Identify
critical policy stages for their identified policy problem and the engagement
mechanisms that are most appropriate for each stage and topic. 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.
The complexity of the policy making process and the number of different groups
involved can lead CSOs to shy away from working with policy makers. However,
by identifying windows of opportunity and adequate strategies it is possible to
achieve impact. Mastering the policy dialogue process and understanding key
dates, key actors, required documentation, information or obligations enables
CSOs to participate in a policy dialogue with authority and respectability.
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C) INADEQUATE USE OF EVIDENCE
Many CSOs have a wide repository of knowledge, including real expertise in an
issue area or an understanding of the concerns most important to their
constituents. Using this effectively could help ensure their own work is more
effective, and that policy decisions are more informed by relevant evidence. Yet,
evidence is still inadequately used. Too often, researchers and policymakers
doubt the feasibility and practicality of proposals made by CSOs, highlighting
that policy changes suggested in CSO lobbying campaigns would not benefit the
poor, are based on ideological positions or narrow evidence, or have a naive
understanding of political contexts and budget constraints. For these reasons
their suggestions are rarely implemented.
Even when CSOs are aware evidence is important, they may not know what type
of evidence will be most influential. Often policymakers tend to have a ‘hierarchy
of evidence’ with a preference towards ‘hard’ empirical research, such as
quantitative data, clinical trials, or surveys. They like envisioning solutions based
on first hand evidence of policy approaches that have been shown to work in real
life. By contrast, CSOs tend to produce and rely upon soft evidence (anecdotes
and case studies) that comes low in the ‘hierarchy’ and focuses more on problems
rather than solutions. In many instances, this results in evidence put forward by
CSOs being ignored.

RECOMMENDATION
CSOs need to recognise that one key to policy influence is to develop topically
relevant and high-quality evidence, and that this includes not only evidence to
give backing to the policy problems but also to the proposed recommendations to
address these problems.
Assessing several options and backing them up with evidence prepares you to
explain why you support certain ones or why there are others that you consider
an absolute minimum to address the issue at hand. Generating and presenting
evidence cannot only provide the basis for political decision-making, but
additionally enhances their access to information and contributes to greater
transparency between involved parties.
This involves defining the goals and objectives for the policy change and
generating a list of policy options that you want policy makers to consider.
Putting forward more than one option shows stakeholders that you are flexible
and willing to negotiate.
CSOs should ensure that evidence is relevant, objective, generalizable and
practical. Good research, especially participatory research, helps in consolidating
CSO credibility and legitimacy both vis-à-vis the people they work with and the
decision makers they are targeting in their policy dialogue.
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D) WEAK COMMUNICATION APPROACHES IN POLICY
INFLUENCE WORK
Evidence is seldom enough on its own, particularly when operating in an adverse
political environment. What matters is the reception and utility of the evidence
generated. Therefore, for any research to be of any value, the findings must be
disseminated, presented in an accurate manner, in order to be discussed, understood
and used to inform decisions in policy dialogue processes.
But besides being unimpressed by the advice they receive policy makers are often
dissatisfied with the way they receive it. Many CSOs are unable to make their findings
accessible and digestible in time for policy discussions and fail to understand the
language policymakers use. Within this context, a key challenge for CSOs is one of
better communication.

RECOMMENDATION
The starting point for this is to package and target generated evidence to key
audiences through the use of clear and concise messages. Policy Briefs are shorter
versions of policy documents of especially good use for advocacy at the policy
formation and negotiation stages. They capture the key problems and the key
interventions to tackle these problems in a format which enables CSOs to show why
the selected interventions are the most effective.
There is certainly the need for CSOs to publish and share findings of research,
evaluations and social audits, so that all stakeholders become seized with the
significance of the proposal the CSO is making. However, a good communication
strategy, especially when interacting with decision makers, is not simply a question
of increasing the volume of communication products. More often than not, given the
huge constraints and demands on a public official’s time, less is more. To have a
chance at influencing and informing policy, CSOs have to learn to communicate
succinctly and know how to package messages appealingly to its target audiences.

E) LIMITED TECHNICAL AND FINANCIAL CAPACITY
Overcoming the issues identified above is not easy. Ideally, CSOs understand a policy
context and engage decision makers; access or generate rigorous evidence; package
it for different audiences; network and communicate with a range of partners; and
last but definitely not least, engage the community and media to ensure awareness
and active participation of the affected population in the policy dialogue process.
This requires financial capital and a wide range of technical capacities.
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Constraints on capacities and resources limit the ability of CSOs to engage with
policy processes. Reduction of aid budgets in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic
and weakened bargaining power for smaller grassroots based CSOs. Given their
resources, big international NGOs (INGOs) sometimes crowd out the voices of
smaller, indigenous ones creating a ‘dependency syndrome’ and negatively
affecting their ability to direct the reform agenda even on issues affecting the
local population they serve.
Similarly, CSOs require dedicated, capacitated and resilient staff to follow through
the protracted policy negotiation process for months or even years. But many CSOs
implementing policy dialogue initiatives experience high staff turn-over. Some
staff members operate on yearly contracts because of short term, project-based
donor funding. CSOs also frequently poach staff members from each other and have
a big disparity in their salary scale especially between local NGOs and INGOs which
creates human resource movement between them and sometimes even government.
This results in loss of institutional memory on policy dialogue and a repetitive
need to conduct capacity building of new staff. Furthermore, new office bearers
take a long time to appreciate the policy dialogue process that took place before
them and thereby slow down the entire process.

RECOMMENDATION
Lack of (financial and technical) resources often comes with a lack of
organizational policy dialogue strategy to determine desired outcomes and guide
interventions to reach them. Having a strategy in place makes it easier for CSOs
to achieve donor support and access funds for policy dialogue components in
program work, that contribute to the implementation of their strategy.
Having a strategy in place also helps to advocate for the relevance of policy
dialogue engagement internally and to bring on board senior management and
new staff. Internal capacity depends significantly on leadership and
organizational commitment to the topic. It is important that senior and top
management take lead in the institutionalization of Policy Dialogue through
providing strategic guidance, as well as support and allocation of resources to
staff who implement the agreed policy dialogue actions. The establishment of
hand-over procedures in addition to the approach, that policy dialogue is driven
by senior leadership, will also ensure that changes of staff at the program level
do not cripple the continuation of the relationship already built with
governmental, CSO, private sector or community representatives. Finally, the
engagement of technical staff within government institutions can help handle
the loss or weakening of support through turnover of decision makers after
elections or transfer.
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CONCLUSION
Although any CSO can and should engage in policy dialogue, CSOs approaching it in
a strategic manner will be more successful and sustainable in their undertaking. The
development of strategies for engagement in policy dialogue, and a thorough
analysis and selection of appropriate approaches, methods and tools are important
to ensure that their target groups are heard and their voices incorporated into policy
and programmes. By doing so, they are in a better position to positively and
sustainably affect the lives of the people and communities they serve and ultimately
contribute to more just and inclusive societies.
Engaging in systemic capacity building can significantly help CSOs in the quest and
establishment of a strategic engagement. It is important to mention that not only
the expertise from professional training providers is of relevance here, but that
organisations greatly benefit from peer learning and experience sharing with other
CSOs to gain from lessons learnt in dealing with challenges in different policy
dialogue initiatives and also from tapping into networking capacities along that
interaction.
For Development Partners (DPs), therefore, it is important to recognize not only the
importance of providing resources for policy dialogue components, but also for
capacity development in that field. Acknowledging the complexity of policy dialogue
engagement and its various challenges, also includes the consideration of the longtime horizon and vast expertise needed to achieve policy impact in programme
design.
HORIZONT3000 within a project consortium involving Kenya Red Cross Society and
many other CSOs, provides a framework and handbook on how to deal with
mentioned challenges and other aspects of CSO policy dialogue engagement in East
Africa. For more information on the different approaches at key stages of the policy
process, tools and ways of engagement, evidence-based research, etc., access the
“CSOs and Policy Dialogue Manual” here (print) or here (on-screen).
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ABOUT ICHA/KRCS:
The National Red Cross Society in Kenya (KRCS) is a humanitarian organisation
established under CAP 256 Laws of Kenya as is Auxiliary to the Kenyan National
and County government in the humanitarian field with an objective to prevent and
alleviate human suffering throughout the territory of Kenya. The International
Centre for Humanitarian Affairs (ICHA) is a knowledge hub established under the
KRCS, which focuses on generating data and information that is relevant to
communities dealing with situations that call for humanitarian, resilience building
and development action.

ABOUT HORIZONT3000:
HORIZONT3000 is one of the oldest and biggest organizations in the Austrian
non-governmental sector of development cooperation. With the mandate of its
member organisations of the catholic development sector, we specialize in the
monitoring and implementation of projects, as well as capacity development of
local partner organizations and provision of Technical Advisors in developing
countries.

ABOUT THE CONSORTIUM PROJECT
“CSOS & POLICY DIALOGUE”
The Consortium project is funded by the Austrian Development Agency and
involves 4 Austrian and 7 East African NGOs: HORIZONT3000 (lead and
coordination), DESECE, GROOTS Kenya, CARE Austria, CARE Uganda, CARITAS
Austria, PACIDA, Red Cross Austria, Kenya Red Cross Society, SOS Children’s
Villages Austria; SOS Children’s Village Uganda, SOS Children’s Village Tanzania.
It’s 3rd phase is implemented from 2020 to 2022.

