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REPORT OF THE NGO SUBCOMMITTEE ON THE ERADICATION OF POVERTY OF 

THE NGO COMMITTEE ON SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

on 

A SURVEY OF THE PARTICIPATION OF PERSONS LIVING IN POVERTY IN 

DECISIONS AFFECTING THEIR LIVES 

 

In August, 2012, the NGO Subcommittee for the Eradication of Poverty of the NGO 

Committee on Social Development undertook an on-line global survey of organizations working 

with children, youth, adults , older persons  and indigenous and other communities living in 

poverty to ascertain  what obstacles they face that bar their participation in decision-making that 

affects them;  how the organizations surveyed  work to achieve participation of those living in 

poverty in their programs and what the organizations  believe are the best practices to facilitate 

participation. 

168 responses were received from 59 countries and one global program. Responses to 

each question were analyzed. Then, for further analysis, responses were sorted into five 

geographic areas: North America; Europe, Asia Pacific, Africa and Latin America and the 

Caribbean  Within the regions, a total of 59 different counties were represented: 17 from Latin 

America and the Caribbean; 14 from Africa; 14 from Europe; 11 from Asia Pacific as well as 

Canada, the United States and Russia.  

The survey questionnaire asked for responses to seven questions. A summary of the 

replies follows. 
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1.  Participation of People Living in Poverty in Civil Society Organizations 

Since these questionnaires were completed or distributed by NGO constituencies, it was 

not surprising that the responding programs have a strong tendency to allow people living in 

poverty to have access to decision-making. The programs and populations were varied (some 

being for small children, sick, or mentally disabled persons) but most reported that participants 

were able to make decisions in program and service areas directly involving them (for example, 

persons in one-on-one situations with a therapist / social worker in a self-help program could 

help plan their program, make choices, and evaluate). 

Means of participation included surveys and questionnaires (contributing data and 

statistics for decision-makers), needs assessments, listening / focus group meetings, resident 

councils, assemblies, service in group leadership, voting for representatives and policies--even 

planning vision/ mission, designing goals and activities, and evaluating. Some groups were 

proactive, empowering their clients to influence statutory bodies and agencies; forming 

grassroots networks, agricultural co-ops, or unions; and some spoke for their clients in social 

forums or lobbied for them. 

Respondents’ evaluations of their own programs were mostly positive, but there were a 

few comments from Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean that “actual decisions are made 

by a few,” and that opportunities are “rare, and only by leaders.”                                      

2.  Good Practices in Place to Facilitate Participation. 
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The replies to the question “What good practices do you have in place that facilitates 

people living in poverty to participate?”  tended to fall into three distinct categories: 1) the 

actions and attitudes of staff; 2) specific activities organized to involve, inform and expand the 

capabilities of those living in poverty and 3) ways to maintain participation. 

Those responding from all five regions reported that how staff related to people living in 

poverty was key both to obtaining and retaining participation in their programs. Cited as best 

practices were: 

 Listening  

 Motivating and supporting participants 

 Building trust and respect 

 Being non-judgmental 

 Education and training of staff to achieve these 

Staff education and training was reported as a best practice by programs in Europe, Asia Pacific 

and Latin America and the Caribbean. Two aspects of staff training were seen as essential: 

having an understanding of the environments in which those in poverty live and hearing from 

them what is needed.  While all regions reported listening as a critical practice to facilitate 

participation, it was a response most frequently given by programs in Europe, Africa and Central 

and South America. Those responding said that listening offered opportunity to promote self-
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esteem and understand an individual’s needs and aspirations.  Building trust and respect was 

chiefly reported by programs in Asia Pacific  

Specific activities reported as most effective in facilitating participation were: 

 Regularly scheduled meetings 

 Organizing projects, special programs and courses 

 Offering training for capacity building 

 Counseling sessions 

Less frequently but also mentioned were home visits, family involvement (cited by organizations 

primarily serving children and youth), and building linkages with other organizations having 

similar goals and political activism.  

The importance of having meetings that are regularly scheduled was the best practice 

mentioned most frequently by every region while  North American and Asian  respondents 

reported it more often than any other activity designed to facilitate participation. Europe, Africa 

and Latin America and the Caribbean also placed importance on this practice, though to a lesser 

extent. Organizing special projects, programs and courses,  was seen as a best practice in every 

region but especially in Central and South America where it was reported more frequently than 

any other activity. Political activism was mentioned only by a small number of respondents in 

North America, Australia and Latin America and the Caribbean  
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Practices relating to maintaining participation were not only many and varied but were 

also   reported by the largest number of programs in every region. The following ways to achieve 

continued participation were identified: involvement in program planning and decision-making; 

providing a safe , secure environment for gathering; providing information about participants’ 

rights; providing information on services available to participants; organizing discussion groups 

on topics suggested by participants; creating workshops and courses relevant to their needs; 

skills building (dressmaking, handicrafts, cooking, hair dressing); leadership development; 

training and capacity building for community activism; direct provision of services such as 

housing or food; and  evaluation of programs and projects by participants. 

3.  Obstacles to Participation faced by People Living in Poverty 

 People living in poverty face a number of obstacles to meaningful participation in the 

decisions that affect their lives. Corruption in government at all levels was a frequent response to 

this question. Exploitation of people living in poverty is a related obstacle. In many places, there 

are also no platforms to allow or facilitate participation and access to decision-making processes. 

Poor support services of all kinds impede the capacity to participate.  Lack of child care facilities 

and transportation were mentioned frequently.  People living in poverty often have neither the 

time nor the money to go to meetings. Others lack even an official ID and most face a number of 

economic and political constraints. 

People living in poverty often have no confidence that they will be heard. Some face 

language barriers and have difficulty in understanding systems of government and services. 

Other responses included: people living in poverty are not conscious of rights and duties; they 
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may suffer from apathy; without training they are ignorant about government systems; they may 

be culturally non-confrontational, especially women who are subject to men; have no culture of 

participation; some are militant in social areas-- and others are distant and skeptical. 

Some groups are much more disadvantaged and thus particularly unable to participate.  They 

include Migrants, especially the Undocumented, Indigenous People, the Lowest Castes in India, 

the Homeless, The Uneducated, the Extremely Poor, and others who are alienated and 

stigmatized.   

4.  Ideas to Increase Participation of People Living in Poverty 

 There were many common ideas across regions expressed in the responses to this 

question. The following are those that stand out: 

 Provide documentation and reform immigration laws.  

 Provide help in filling out documents for relevant authorities. 

 Government should enforce health and safety and equality laws. 

 Provide basic living needs including sanitation.  

 Provide spaces, opportunities, and education for participation.    

 Authorities should be educated in respect for and knowledge of other cultures.   

 Provide transport and money for attending meetings.   
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Education in all its aspects was emphasized. Education is important for literacy, for building 

skills, to develop public speaking skills, and to build confidence and self-esteem. 

5.  Key Principles Guiding Work on Participation 

Respondents were asked what key principles guide their work on obtaining the 

participation of those living in poverty in their programs. Respect for the dignity of the 

individual participant was by far the most frequently mentioned in the replies from all five 

regions, followed closely by open communication that included “listening to them”. 

Respect for the individual was cited as THE key factor by North American, European and 

Latin American and Caribbean programs and only somewhat less frequently by those in Asia 

Pacific and Africa. Replies from Asia Pacific defined respect as recognizing, honoring and 

valuing the life experiences of the participants in their programs while North American 

respondents saw it as leading to empowerment. Communication, carried out through listening 

and dialogue, was ranked second as a key principle overall and was a dominant principle in 

European and Asia Pacific programs and only somewhat less so in those in North America and 

Africa.  

Numerous other factors were also cited as being key principles on which programs operated, 

including:  

 Education and training (e.g., leadership training, life skills) 

 Transparency 
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 Being empathetic and non-judgmental 

 Using democratic principles 

 Teamwork 

 Showing trust and solidarity 

 People-centered initiatives 

 Parent participation in children’s development 

6   Ways to Help Empower People Living in Poverty to Represent their Own Issues with 

Government 

Education was named as the key factor used by programs to help people living in poverty 

to approach local, regional and national governments. In addition, having birth certificates and 

other necessary identity documents, empowering participants through leadership training, 

supporting political activism and collaboration and networking with other organizations were 

mentioned as important in achieving this goal. 

Education was ranked first in all five regions. The type of education provided ranged 

from the provision of the most basic skills (reading and writing) to knowledge of available 

benefits and assistance to leadership training and political activism. Moreover, education was 

seen as building self-esteem, gaining self-confidence and acquiring knowledge of one’s rights, 

duties and responsibilities as citizens.  Education was also seen as building capacity to recognize 
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and seek solutions for their own problems as well as an understanding of how the system works 

and how to voice their concerns through advocacy.   

Obtaining birth certificates and identity documents was identified by the Latin American 

and Caribbean Region as essential in order to access education as well as government aid and the 

right to vote.   A first step towards ensuring participation is the availability of these documents.   

Collaboration and networking with groups in the community with like interests was not 

only seen as a key factor in participation, as noted above, but was also cited as important in 

helping those living in poverty  to become educated and politically active. Such groups included 

human rights organizations; neighborhood parliaments, and councils. Activism took a number of 

forms such as speaking publicly before public officials at all levels of government, attending 

town  and city council meetings, visiting the offices of government officials to demand their 

rights as well as  writing and sending postcards and being involved in election processes  and 

voting.   

Most of these approaches were reported by every region as important ways to help people 

living in poverty to become empowered and to change their lives for the better.     

7.  Inclusion of People Living in Poverty in Government Decision-Making 

Respondents were asked if any level of government in their area invites people living in 

poverty to “have a place at the decision-making table.” Reponses to this question were varied 

and specific, so will be given by region (though answers will not apply to every country in the 

region). It is noted that this question generated the most negative responses. In several regions, 
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the most common response was simply “no.” Generally, it appears that when people living in 

poverty are included in government decision-making process, they are more likely to have 

effective input and influence on the local level, and through non-profit/ NGO programs. The 

specific regional responses follow. 

Africa    Examples of positive experiences in decision-making were:  

 Local unit representatives form the basic level of governance 

 Representatives are elected to district assembly 

 Local councils, public rallies, open presidential visits 

 Politicians visit, listen, and offer assistance 

 The “government invites the poor to be actively involved”  

But the answers to this question were predominantly negative, mostly one-word answers: “no.” 

Other comments noted that local governments initiate opportunities but people are passive; that 

programs are just imposed; that the poor are always isolated because they are considered 

illiterate. 

Asia Pacific     India dominated this group, and seems to have strong local / neighborhood 

governance structures. Some positive comments: 

 There are rural governance units called Panchayat gram sabhas 
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 Panchyati Raj are elected village bodies that are very inclusive (33% of elected members 

must be women) 

 Government gets input from people RE loans and block development 

 Three-tier  monthly gatherings at the local, district, and state levels 

 Local groups meet on practical topics of farming and everyday life 

 Neighborhood parliaments are most active among the poor  

On the other hand, there were qualifications, saying: they may come to the meetings but there are 

thousands of people and it is ineffective; the truly poor seldom use the local decision-making 

bodies; more than one respondent said that the local government invites but the information does 

not arrive on time; a theoretical “People’s Assembly” is mandatory, but not held; they are 

consulted and can lobby, but they have no real place at the table; they think their voices are not 

heard. 

Positive examples from other countries included: 

 In the “Sydney Alliance,” groups present needs to the government 

 Agencies seek stakeholder input; government bodies have stakeholder members 

 Politicians hold public assemblies 

 Call-in radio shows provide a public forum 
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 Consumer representatives serve on state government boards and committees 

 Local development committees in villages and wards (Nepal) 

On the other hand, one response from Taiwan said “none,” and some others qualified answers 

with comments like: those living in poverty attend the meetings but are not listened to; the 

federal government invites their input but it is futile because of the limitations of poverty…”it is 

beyond their experience.”  And—though they can vote, they can’t get elected! 

Europe       Positive examples included: 

 Encouraged to speak up at neighborhood gatherings and working groups, especially those 

sponsored by social welfare and social security 

 Invited to political voter assemblies, especially before elections 

 Fill out forms that feed into financial decisions 

 Participate in “technical meetings” on issues that concern them 

Territorial District Councils; guilds; committees of the Ministry of Justice; “Treaty of Public 

Consent” in Russia provides for advisory body to president and includes representatives of 

movements.  About half of the answers received simply said “no!”  In most cases described, the 

people just gave input to a leader or an organization, who took their views “up” to the decision-

makers. One said it was “sporadic;” others doubted if special populations like immigrants and 

asylum-seekers were heard.   
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Latin America and the Caribbean   Positive examples included:   

 Schools provide an empowering environment for decision making 

 Social forums, public hearings and conferences at all levels 

 Metropolitan Councils (participation at local municipality level)  

 Community boards that gather ideas and pass them to the mayor 

 “COMASSE” reserves two seats for elected recipients of services 

 People can submit proposals to the legislature and attend voting 

 Invited to participate via residents associations and municipal courts 

 There is social mobilization by civil society, and many associations of ethnic groups and 

Indigenous People have organized themselves.   

On the other hand, some say that elected representatives are not effective or listened to; that 

people don’t participate in municipal conferences; that meetings with government officials are 

superficial; and that (even though the Brazilian constitution provides for councils) the people 

don’t see the need for participation as a means for social change. 

North America       Positive comments included: 

 City council meetings, community boards with representatives of stakeholders, housing 

coalitions whose board include a certain percentage of stakeholders 
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 Non-profits provide entry points—get input and represent poor at capital, and invite 

officials to local gatherings that include the poor 

 At county level, focus groups provide opportunity to raise issues for strategic planning 

 Local/ state governments host forums, listening sessions 

But the truly poor don’t know about the meetings, face barriers like transportation, childcare, 

work schedules…or are too intimidated. They may speak out, but have no decision-making role. 

And few are elected!  

Summary and Conclusion 

In summary, replies from programs working to empower people living in poverty 

indicate that certain approaches and activities are seen as vital to obtaining their participation 

toward this goal, a view shared by every region. All regions reported that there is a need to 

overcome the panoply of barriers faced by those in poverty, ranging from personal problems 

(e.g., illness, lack of basic life skills or support systems) to actual legal or regulatory 

impediments. To facilitate their participation in programs, organizing activities such as regular 

meetings, special programs and projects, built on respect and trust, are cited as important in 

responses from all regions. Such activities provide opportunities to educate those living in 

poverty not only about their human rights and their access to services but also to participate in 

decision-making and to learn leadership skills. In regard to key principles that guide their work 

on participation, respect for the dignity of the human person and effective communication 
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(listening, giving voice to each person) were responses given by all regions as the most important 

keys.  Finally, the question as to whether any level of government invites people living in 

poverty to the decision-making table, primarily elicited negative responses from all regions. 

Moreover, when this did occur, it was almost always at the local level and participation was not 

always the person living in poverty but someone from the organization. 

 

 


