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Executive Summary  
 
Since the first wave of pilots commissioned by DFID and the World Bank/IMF in 2001, 
Poverty and Social Impact Analysis (PSIA) has become more widely used as an analytical 
tool in policy-making processes. Some are concerned about the lack of involvement of civil 
society in the design, formulation and implementation of PSIA.  
 
This study was commissioned by the Bratislava Regional Centre of the UNDP and was 
undertaken by a small team of consultants in a tight timeframe.  
 
The paper draws on a review of the international literature to introduce PSIAs processes and 
it then reviews civil society’s experience of engagement with PSIAs, and presents three case 
studies (Uganda, Armenia and Bolivia) as examples1. The paper then goes on to identify 
entry points for future civil society engagement and propose a range of tools that civil society 
actors might draw on to maximise the effectiveness of their future engagement.  
 
How PSIAs came about 
 
Poverty and Social Impact Analyses (PSIAs) are generally ex-ante studies examining the 
likely social and poverty related impacts of a particular policy change. Drawing on a broad 
toolkit of methods, they attempt to predict the distribution of benefit and loss that will be 
generated by a proposed policy change. This form of ex ante analysis is particularly 
important to those groups who are likely to be adversely affected by the policy change as it 
enables policy makers either to change or modify the policy choice, or to supplement it with 
mitigating measures. 
 
Recent shifts in aid architecture have boosted the need for evidence-based policy-making. 
The introduction of Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) and the increased 
proportion of aid channelled through general budget support have increased donor focus on 
the quality of the governance structures. The new aid architecture places greater emphasis 
on national ownership of development strategies and on the management of national 
resources and finances. Many donors are keen to support improved national policy formation 
and budgetary processes as a way of improving the development outcomes of the aid 
delivered and also reducing levels of fiduciary risk. In many countries, there is evidence that 
these new aid modalities, particularly PRSPs, have opened up policy debates to national 
stakeholders. They have provided an opportunity for a national cadre of experts to be 
developed that are capable of good quality poverty and policy analysis. In this context it is 
hoped that PSIAs will support good policy formation and implementation which will maximise 
the poverty reduction impact, or support the identification of measures to mitigate negative 
impacts on specific groups.  
 
 

                                                 
1 The UNDP and ODI team selected the countries for these case studies, and conducted the analysis 
through email-based questionnaires and telephone interviews (see Annex 2 for a list of respondents). 
In Uganda and Armenia, local consultants have also been involved in liaising with civil society 
organisations in support of this study. Due to time constraints, respondents were largely self-selecting 
interviewees who responded positively to an invitation from the UNDP to participate in the study. 
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Challenges of implementing PSIAs… 
 
This paper highlights a number of issues connected to the implementation of PSIA 
processes: the nature and quality of in-country capacity to carry out PSIAs; problems 
accessing quality data; and the rapid production of PSIAs if they are to provide real-time 
policy analysis. 
 
The role of civil society… 
 
Experience has shown that civil society organisations (CSOs) have had limited opportunities 
to engage in PSIAs processes and in places where they have been active, their influence on 
policy has been limited. This is due to a range of reasons. Many PSIAs have been 
inaccessible to national CSOs due to their complex and highly technical content. In addition 
the nature of civil society engagement has been influenced by differences around the 
perceived audiences for, and purposes of, PSIAs (i.e. a tool to stimulate national debate or 
for internal consumption by donors), and in some countries civil society has been excluded 
from PSIA processes to a lesser or greater extent.  
 
This paper shows that where a proposed policy change is highly contentious, civil society 
has commonly been kept at arms length, arguably to enable government to implement the 
policy change they desire while limiting public debate. However, in contrast, there are cases 
where civil society has been invited to participate in highly charged PSIA discussions in 
order to widen understanding of the government’s rationale for the proposed policy change. 
 
PSIAs do create opportunities for CSOs to improve their own ability to engage effectively in 
policy discussions. Similarly, donors can take advantage of this opportunity to find and 
support CSOs to engage in future PSIAs. However, ensuring meaningful civil society 
participation also relies on the design of a particular PSIA (and surrounding processes), and 
donors and PSIA consultants need to be sensitive to a number of issues: 

• power differences in each society 
• the political nature of PSIA 
• the political context 

 
Conclusions and recommendations for the international community to strengthen 
civil society engagement in PSIA… 
 
This study shows that the main barrier for civil society engagement is lack of awareness of 
PSIAs and their relevance for CSOs, followed by capacity constraints and a lack of access to 
information and to PSIA processes. The international community can assist CSOs by 
providing information and training about the PSIA process. CSOs that seek to engage in 
PSIAs need to have a thorough understanding of the policy context, the role of evidence in 
policy-making, as well as technical skills. Networks and partnerships between CSOs, 
research institutes, and development agencies working with civil society can help CSOs to 
develop technical skills and to acquire access to information.  
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