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Effective and equitable governance arrangements are 
key elements of  environmental programs. Participatory 
natural resource management (PNRM) can provide 
more effective and sustainable outcomes for natural 
resources and people by ensuring that the needs and 
values of  local resource users are reflected in rules and 
regulations, thus resulting in stronger support and bet-
ter compliance. Scholarly reviews have examined the 
links between inclusive, democratic decision-making, 
conservation, and social and ecological outcomes. But 
no comprehensive assessments have focused on how 
PNRM affects democratic outcomes more broadly. 
This evidence review addresses that knowledge gap by 
exploring the following questions:

1. What conditions have linked PNRM, positively 
or negatively, to democratic outcomes?

2. How has PNRM been linked to equity and em-
powerment, particularly for women, Indigenous 
Peoples, and marginalized groups?

3. What is the nature, extent, and reliability of  the 
evidence base on these questions? Where do 
knowledge gaps exist and what kinds of  ques-
tions require further investigation?

The relationship between PNRM and democracy 
is of  particular importance to the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID). In 2020, USAID 
launched the Environmental and Natural Resource 
Management Framework (ENRM) to ensure that 
Agency investments integrate environmental consider-
ations across all sectors. The ENRM framework notes 
that effective implementation requires “strong and 
inclusive governance structures and capacities at the 
local and national level.” Global norms and commit-
ments—like Free, Prior, and Informed Consent (FPIC); 
the governance principles of  Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+); and 
Sustainable Development Goal 16 for Peace, Justice, 
and Strong Institutions—increasingly reflect these 
governance concerns. PNRM can help align program 
activities with these standards.

This review employs systematic evidence synthesis 
methods to evaluate the links between PNRM and 
impacts on democratic outcomes. Covering the period 
2005–2020, a search yielded 7,202 results (including ar-
ticles, reports, and other types of  research literature). 
After assessing these results for relevance at title and 
abstract, we examined the full texts of  645 potentially 
relevant articles. Of  these, we identified 151 relevant 
articles from which we characterized meta-data to bet-
ter describe the distribution and extent of  the evidence 
base. We supplemented our search with qualitative 
observations on key findings, including changes in civil 
society interactions, formal and informal institutions, 
and state-society relations, as well as effects on gender 
equality and social inclusion.

Most studies examined PNRM impacts on users and 
manifestations of  power and rules within natural 
resource management (NRM) systems. Fewer studies 
explored PNRM impacts on civil society and institutions 
outside of  the immediate intervention. Many studies 
did examine the quality of  the institutions that govern 
NRM systems and how users held those systems to 
account. The evidence review also found fewer articles 
that explicitly focused on issues of  equity and empow-
erment for women and marginalized groups (only 29 
percent of  the entire evidence base). Most studies 
tended to examine the distribution of  impacts within a 
single community or using a single lens, without disag-
gregating potential differences across specific groups.

Most of  the articles discussed PNRM impacts and 
mechanisms based on qualitative and mixed methods 
field research. While few used explicit causal analysis, 
the depth and extent of  the empirical evidence base 
allowed us to identify common enabling conditions for 
positive democratic outcomes and important con-
straints linked to suboptimal or negative outcomes.
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Enabling Conditions for Positive PNRM-
Democracy Linkages

ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT AND 
COALITIONS FOR CHANGE:

PNRM operates in a contested space between the 
commitments of  state authorities to empower local re-
source users, the often-flawed implementation of  those 
commitments, and the efforts of  resource users and 
communities to ensure their participation and influence 
in NRM. Although often promoted for economy and 
efficiency, PNRM is also fundamentally about power 
and politics, and encompasses the iterative process 
of  making institutions more inclusive and resource 
outcomes more equitable.

For many communities, organizational capacities, 
technical expertise, and material resources are in short 
supply. Government efforts to address these gaps are 
consistently inadequate. Many cases of  positive PNRM-
democracy linkages document the crucial role that 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can play in 
filling the “implementation gap” that characterizes the 
early stages of  PNRM. Local NGOs with experience 
and credibility frequently help communities organize, 
identify priorities, clarify agendas, and develop lead-
ership and advocacy skills. NGO partners also often 
have contacts and knowledge that help to facilitate 
communication and bridge relationships with govern-
ment agencies and donors. While there are examples 
of  successful endogenous PNRM in areas with limited 
government interaction, most instances of  effective 
PNRM involve communities receiving assistance from 
the nongovernmental sector that strengthens their 
capacity for collective action.

While participatory norms are important, economic, 
political, and institutional needs lead governments to 
turn to local co-management institutions as partners 
to help maintain or restore threatened natural re-
sources. A shared imperative among communities and 
governments to solve natural resource challenges of  
access, use, and sustainability drives cooperation and 

collaboration. Positive linkages between PNRM and 
democracy are strengthened when the political space 
for PNRM is increased or made more predictable by 
supporting laws and regulations such as land tenure 
or other resource rights. In other cases, windows of  
opportunity arise from the emergence and election of  
political parties that support grassroots democracy.

As it evolves, PNRM is likely to significantly increase 
social capital and the density of  social networks among 
civil society actors concerned with resource-related 
issues like education, income generation, empowerment 
of  women and youth, and peace and conflict. In some 
cases, pre-existing social capital from cultural bonds or 
vocational associations may provide collaborative ex-
periences that translate into new forms of  cooperation 
within PNRM. Women’s social networks are especially 
effective in amplifying the participatory effects of  PNRM.

In these favorable circumstances, PNRM can establish 
collaboration among a broader range of  actors, includ-
ing communities, civil society, and government agencies. 
Government interactions with communities overlap 
with but go beyond natural resources, including justice 
systems, economic development, women’s rights, and 
health and education. These relationships often devel-
op synergies and amplify demonstration effects that 
contribute to positive democratic outcomes.

POLITICAL EVOLUTION, CONFLICT 
MITIGATION, AND CUSTOMARY 
INSTITUTIONS:

The evidence base shows that the evolution of  
PNRM is non-linear and subject to periods of  
breakdown, grievances, reorganization, and policy 
and regulatory reform. With time and resources, 
however, the institutional evolution and adaptation of  
PNRM produces downstream effects that feed into 
broader democratic developments, as has occurred in 
countries like Kenya, Tanzania, Namibia, India, Nepal, 
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and Brazil. We can see these effects at all scales and 
in areas such as sectoral reforms, citizen rights for 
participation, property rights, and national policies for 
decentralization and local government.

In situations of  political crisis (e.g., Nepal and Timor-
Leste), PNRM has sometimes filled an institutional 
vacuum to provide stability and mitigate conflict. In other 
cases, such as national parks in Latin America and Africa, 
stakeholders perceived PNRM to be trustworthy and 
transparent, which helped create political spaces condu-
cive to dialogue, negotiation, and conflict reduction.

Issues of  land rights and access and use of  natural 
resources in and around Indigenous lands are often 
contentious. These recurrent challenges highlight the 
need to better understand how formal and traditional 
governance institutions can work together. The expec-
tations of  formal and customary authorities about the 
type and adequacy of  participatory processes, as well 
as their relationships to other levels of  governance, 
often diverge. Studies in countries like Brazil, Bolivia, 
and Indonesia indicate that PNRM can help to bridge 
these divides and find innovative ways to integrate 
customary practices within multilevel governance.

TEN ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR PNRM LINKAGES TO POSITIVE 
DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

Developing or strengthening 
communities’ internal 
capacities for collective 
action by engaging early 
organizational support from 
local NGOs (or government 
agencies).

Facilitating and supporting 
local NGOs (or government 
agencies) in bringing together 
actors from formal and 
customary institutions and 
other stakeholders to engage in 
dialogue and problem-solving.

Encouraging recognition by 
government authorities and 
partners that it is in their 
political and institutional 
interests to work collaboratively 
with communities to solve NRM 
problems.

Fostering alliances among 
communities or with regional 
and national environmental 
organizations for advocacy 
and mobilization around 
environmental (and non-
environmental) issues of shared 
concern.

Capitalizing on political 
windows of opportunity that 
increase the political space 
for PNRM, including legal 
reforms that empower local 
communities, or political 
parties that come to power 
based on grassroots support.

Supporting progressive 
increases of social capital 
(often building on pre-
existing social capital), with 
expanding social networks and 
diversification of government 
relationships.

Increasing inter-community 
linkages among women’s 
groups (sometimes building on 
trading networks) based on 
strong social ties and shared 
problem-solving.

Retaining or repurposing 
customary institutions of 
Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities to work with 
formal institutions in nested, 
multiscale governance.

Bolstering political 
demonstration effects of PNRM 
innovation and successes that 
lead to replication and scaling 
of grassroots democracy.

Providing the time and resources 
necessary to establish PNRM 
credibility and legitimacy, making 
possible longer-term institutional 
development through experiences 
with failures, resistance, learning, 
and adaptation.
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Constraints with Linkages to Suboptimal 
or Negative Democratic Outcomes

INCOMPLETE OR FLAWED 
DECENTRALIZATION:

The evidence review documents that PNRM is also 
associated with various suboptimal or negative out-
comes, often as a consequence of  interactions with 
existing power structures and norms. There are many 
mechanisms by which elites maintain their prerogatives, 
through both visible power (such as formal rules and 
decision-making procedures) and hidden power (like 
controlling who occupies decision-making bodies and 
what gets on the agenda). This asymmetrical division of  
rights and responsibilities between government officials 
and local communities often means that resource users 
are burdened with heavy operational responsibilities, 
while elite officials and their bureaucratic allies control 
strategic decisions over land use, long-term resource 
planning, and revenues. Weak implementation of  
PNRM due to incomplete or flawed decentralization 
is a key factor contributing to suboptimal or negative 
linkages to democratic outcomes.

ELITE POWER IN NEW INSTITUTIONAL 
FORMS:

The institutional changes and intended shifts in power 
associated with PNRM present both challenges and 
opportunities for influential actors at all levels, many of  
whom maneuver to advance their interests. New deci-
sion-making bodies are often dominated by men with 
the education, language skills, and donor connections 
that make them favored choices. Conversely, women, 
who often lack these advantages, are frequently exclud-
ed from executive committees and other positions of  
power. Politically savvy actors “scale jump” to insert 
themselves into newly established sites of  power that 
allow them to continue to exert influence. These elite 
machinations detract from the devolution of  power 

that is meant to produce democratic outcomes in 
PNRM interventions.

REPRODUCING PATRIARCHY AND 
EXCLUSIONARY NORMS:

Poor outcomes in PNRM are not only linked to flaws 
of  higher-level governance or structural power. Local 
socio-cultural norms also may run counter to meaning-
ful participation and inclusion. Many articles describe 
examples of  local, systematic constraints on women’s 
opportunities to express opinions, make decisions, 
and assume leadership roles. Quotas for women’s 
participation are not uncommon in PNRM arrange-
ments, but many factors reduce their practical effects. 
Limitations on women’s assets and ownership rights 
often reduce their power and influence. Expectations 
about daily work tasks, along with child-rearing obliga-
tions, contribute to women’s time poverty and both 
create and intensify barriers to full engagement. With 
unequal representation, women often receive fewer 
benefits. While advances in women’s roles in PNRM 
are sometimes noted, local cultural norms outside of  
environmental governance often make improvement 
efforts an exercise in “bargaining with patriarchy.”

Groups marginalized by ascriptive identity or class 
also face forms of  exclusion. Even when marginalized 
groups are factored into decision-making, dominant 
community groups may not solicit or consider their 
input and may ignore their capacities and preferences. 
Restrictions on resource use to promote conservation 
may disproportionately impact lower castes and class-
es, who have limited influence on decisions related to 
their labor and the distribution of  benefits. However, 
when PNRM decision-making committees include 
these groups, they agree on natural resource rules that 
are more favorable to poorer resource users.
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FAILURE TO ALIGN GLOBAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL GOALS WITH 
LOCAL CULTURE AND GOVERNANCE:

PNRM intersects with governance at multiple scales. 
This phenomenon is evident in the interventions that 
external actors promote to achieve goals related to 
climate change, conservation, and sustainable natural 
resource use. International institutions and global 
environmental groups support measures like REDD+ 
and implement them in cooperation with national 
governments, relevant ministries, provincial leaders, 
and local communities. The evidence shows that 
tensions often arise between the environmental goals 
of  external actors and the multifaceted livelihood 
and cultural priorities of  communities. Historical 
legacies, intra-community social and political rifts, and 

competing understandings of  environmental goals and 
economic justice can lead to miscommunication and 
missteps that produce suboptimal or negative demo-
cratic outcomes.

External actors may be tempted to circumvent these 
complications by either working with compliant elites 
at different scales or by creating new, project-specific 
institutions. Newly created local committee groups or 
organizations may be designed to meet project require-
ments for expertise and managerial efficiency. NGOs 
may take on areas of  coordination and oversight. But 
these apparent expediencies may displace or disrupt 
the normal functioning of  local government and the 
mandated responsibilities of  elected officials.

EIGHT CONSTRAINTS ON PNRM WITH LINKAGES TO SUBOPTIMAL/
NEGATIVE DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

Decentralization of NRM by 
central government authorities 
is incomplete or flawed, with 
key powers of decision-making 
retained by elite decision-
makers and government 
agencies.

Decentralization of NRM is 
motivated by the preferences 
of donors and other external 
actors, with local elites seeking 
to benefit from political 
support, patronage, and rent-
seeking opportunities.

Obligations for NRM 
implementation are transferred 
to local communities without 
the proportionate transfer 
of necessary resources, 
while elites control key 
decision-making and women 
and marginalized groups are 
further disadvantaged.

New governance arrangements 
under decentralization create 
“new institutional elites,” who 
are upwardly accountable to 
higher level government, but 
not downwardly accountable 
to local communities.

As a form of resistance to the 
new distribution of power, 
dominant political actors 
engage in “scale-jumping” to 
reassert their power in new 
institutional niches at different 
scales.

External actors supporting 
international environmental 
initiatives fail to take into 
account national political 
dynamics and the complexity 
of local communities, leading 
to miscommunication and 
conflict.

Patriarchal gender norms 
in local communities limit 
women’s participation, 
voice, and decision-making 
power in NRM committees, 
undermining democratic 
practices and sidelining 
women’s contributions to 
rule-making and conflict 
management (both of which 
show women performing 
better than men).

Socio-cultural norms limit 
the participation, voice, and 
decision-making of individuals 
deemed of lower caste or 
class, depriving them of input 
on decisions related to their 
labor and benefits.
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Knowledge Gaps
There is a clear evolution in the discussion of  PNRM 
over the time frame covered by the evidence review 
(2005-2020), with a growing emphasis on institutions 
and power, more detailed discussions of  devolution 
and decentralization, greater attention to the com-
plexity of  policy and legal regimes, and a widespread 
acknowledgement of  the need to take more explicitly 
into account the impact of  PNRM on women and 
marginalized groups.

Although the evidence base on links between PNRM 
and democratic outcomes has grown, knowledge 
remains relatively shallow in many areas. While this 
review aimed to capture the full range of  PNRM 
interventions and democratic outcomes, it is not 
exhaustive and, thus, lays a foundation for synthesizing 
knowledge and trends on these relationships. Key 
aspects of  enabling conditions that warrant further 
attention include:

• Roles of  local NGOs in bridging relationships.

• Recognition by government authorities that 
PNRM is favorable to their political interests.

• Mobilization by communities of  alliances that 
advance their interests.

• Integration of  customary institutions into multilev-
el governance.

Few articles disaggregate impacts across racial and 
ethnic categories, demographics, age groups, or gender. 
While interventions often consider women in project 
design, and some articles include statements about 
gender inequality, relatively few systematically examine 
impacts on women. This knowledge gap limits future 
design and adaptation of  PNRM to better serve wom-
en and marginalized groups and to provide safeguards 
against exacerbating existing problems and inequities.

The evidence review identified key aspects of  political 
and socio-cultural constraints that deserve further 
attention, including:

• Conditions that empower communities in multi-
level governance relationships.

• Actions to help PNRM interventions avoid elite 
capture of  new institutions.

• Strategies for women and marginalized groups to 
leverage PNRM to resist exclusion.

• Implementation of  global environmental goals that 
account for complex local realities.

While democracy is a multifaceted process that evolves 
over time, most of  the evidence base looks at relatively 
limited time frames and rarely connects PNRM interven-
tions to broader political contexts. The literature would 
be strengthened by longitudinal research that seeks to 
understand PNRM as a series of  democratic experi-
ments that are both conditioned by and reveal the fault 
lines and accomplishments of  national political systems.

Implications for 
Programming
Some form of PNRM is used to implement key aspects of  
the entire suite of environmental programming: forests, 
fisheries, wildlife, parks, rangelands, climate mitigation, 
climate adaptation, and land and resource governance.

PNRM also has links to many important issues and 
components of  democratic governance. The evidence 
review produced the following examples of  positive 
linkages with democratic governance: 

• New models of  government-community collabo-
ration (Southeast Asia, Honduras).

• Influence in national debates (Amazon in Brazil, 
reconciliation in Timor-Leste).

• Village governance improvements (Tanzania).

• Increased women’s participation and 
improvements in rule compliance (India, Nepal).
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• Political representation of  Indigenous interests 
and rights (Indonesia, Bolivia).

• Sectoral reforms (Namibia).

• Political crisis management (Nepal).

• Conflict resolution (Colombia, Ghana).

• Democratic local practices in non-democratic 
states (Vietnam, Cambodia).

Conversely, cases examining links between PNRM and 
suboptimal or negative democratic outcomes illustrat-
ed challenges to democratic performance. These areas 
warrant careful forethought in programming:

• Persistent elite power despite decentralization 
(Zambia, Botswana, Mexico, Bangladesh).

• Transfer of  responsibilities without resources 
(Indonesia, Mexico, Tanzania).

• Elite capture of  institutional reforms (Cameroon, 
Senegal).

• Gendered norms in community institutions 
(Uganda, Kenya, Bolivia, Mexico, etc.).

• Socio-cultural norms linked to marginalization 
(Indonesia, Nepal, Tanzania).

• Climate change interventions (REDD+) causing 
local tensions (Vietnam, Nigeria, Kenya).

These diverse linkages demonstrate why PNRM is an 
essential area of  attention for development specialists 
working on environmental issues, democratic gover-
nance, land and marine tenure, climate change, conflict 
prevention, gender and social inclusion, and other 
related sectors.

As the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform 
on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) and 
the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) produce mounting evidence of  ecological and 
climate crises, international organizations and donors 
are focused on setting ambitious goals for biodiversity 
conservation, climate mitigation, and climate 
adaptation. Programmatic initiatives like REDD+ 
and Nature-based Solutions (NbS) are expanding, 
often promoting widespread and large-scale land-use 
interventions in areas inhabited by rural populations 

and Indigenous Peoples, whose territorial and land 
rights may be unrecognized or weakly enforced. 
Recent initiatives like the Principles for Locally Led 
Adaptation have received global attention, and are 
normative benchmarks that will be key points of  
reference for future environmental programming.

However, the evidence review indicates that from a 
governance standpoint, REDD+ has had disappointing 
More recently, analysts have expressed concerns that 
NbS will similarly fail to ensure rights for Indigenous 
Peoples and equitable benefits for Indigenous Peoples 
and local communities.

These concerns highlight a growing disjuncture be-
tween ambitious initiatives to address climate change 
and ecosystem health and the modest track record 
of  external actors working with local communities 
to develop effective, participatory natural resource 
governance mechanisms. Left unaddressed, this 
governance gap will likely reduce the effectiveness 
of  global environmental interventions and contribute 
to grievances and instability in rural communities and 
among Indigenous groups—with broader downstream 
effects on democracy.

The patterns, lessons, and knowledge gaps identified 
in this evidence review of  PNRM and democracy 
can inform more focused thinking on these emerging 
challenges. Building on this evidence base, along with 
further investigation of  the knowledge gaps, can help 
to identify program options and recommendations 
to realize the full potential of  PNRM in addressing 
growing environmental problems and the challenges of  
democratic governance.
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Background 

Creating and strengthening governance institutions and 
arrangements is critical to bolstering the resilience and 
adaptability of  states and societies, particularly in the face 
of  increasingly complex challenges such as biodiversity 
loss and climate change. The degradation and depletion of  
natural resources threatens the livelihoods and well-being 
of  communities that rely on the use and sustainability of  
essential resources of  flora, fauna, land, and water (Pörtner 
et al. 2021). Increased frequency, intensity, and duration of  
climate change impacts such as extreme temperatures and 
storms is rapidly changing ecosystems and their ability to 
adjust (IPCC 2021).

Environmental impacts and weak governance often combine 
to disproportionately affect women and marginalized groups 
and communities. For example, dwindling access to resources 
has contributed to a recurrent phenomenon of women fish 
traders turning to “sex-for-fish” transactions in parts of  Africa, 
illustrating the links between environmental degradation, 
health risks, and increased gender-based violence (Siles et al. 
2019). Climate change impacts and the societal responses 
they produce intersect to create and exacerbate resource 
tenure challenges. Pressures that resource management and 
governance institutions face from emerging climate-related 
migration and conflict (USAID 2020c) are driving efforts to 
strengthen land and resource rights as the basis for improved 
climate change programming (e.g., Tenure and Global Climate 
Change (TGCC) project 2021; Sommerville and Guthe 2018).

Participatory mechanisms for managing natural resources 
have increasingly been promoted at all scales, as they are 
hypothesized to create co-benefits through effective and 
equitable solutions to managing common pool resources 
(Holmes 2000). These deliberative mechanisms may pro-
vide more effective and sustainable outcomes for natural 
resources and people by ensuring that rules and regulations 
reflect the needs and values of  local resource users, thus 
resulting in stronger support and better compliance.
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Participatory approaches can promote social justice by 
creating and sustaining the conditions for greater co-
operation, fairness, and empowerment, particularly of  
women and marginalized groups (Leisher et al. 2017). 
However, depending on how participatory mechanisms 
and decentralization are structured and implemented, 
they may also entrench or exacerbate existing power 
asymmetries and place uneven burdens and responsibil-
ities on certain individuals or groups (Ribot, Lund, and 
Treue 2010; Mustalahti and Agrawal 2020). Ensuring 
inclusivity, voice, and representation in the institutional 
design of  participation and resource rights are ongoing 
challenges for participatory natural resource manage-
ment (PNRM) (Salerno, Romulo, et al. 2021).

Strong, equitable governance arrangements and 
institutions are critical enabling conditions for the 
success of  nature-based conservation and natural 
resource management (Ostrom 1999; Mahajan et al. 
2019)who will not cooperate to overcome the com-
mons dilemmas they face; (b. Scholarly reviews have 
examined the links between governance arrangements 
and democratic contexts on conservation and social 
and ecological outcomes (Lawry et al. 2017; Brooks, 
Waylen, and Mulder 2013; Ojanen et al. 2017; Rydén 
et al. 2020). However, no comprehensive assessments 
have focused on how governance arrangements in 
natural resource management affect democratic 
outcomes outside of  immediate environmental 
concerns. New forms of  collective action associated 
with PNRM—including new institutions, increased 
citizen capacities, secured resource rights, greater 
participation of  women and marginalized populations, 
and reduced power asymmetries—have the potential 
to reconfigure state-society relations and contribute 
to enhanced democratic outcomes. Yet, advances 
in democracy are also contingent on political and 
socio-cultural dynamics that vary greatly in different 
country-specific contexts. These complex interactions 
can lead to a broad spectrum of  outcomes.

The relationship between PNRM and democracy 
is of  particular importance to the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) given its long-
standing recognition of  the governance challenges 
associated with environmental programming. Over 

the past two decades, USAID has worked to advance 
Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance (DRG) 
objectives (such as participation, inclusion, transpar-
ency, and accountability) as part of  integration with 
biodiversity conservation and natural resource man-
agement priorities across a wide spectrum of  projects 
in countries like Nepal, Namibia, Kenya, Philippines, 
Guatemala, and South Sudan (USAID 2018).

This strategy has roots in USAID’s Nature, Wealth, and 
Power (NWP) framework, which focuses on how bio-
diversity and natural resources (nature), livelihoods and 
economies (wealth), and land and resource governance 
(power) have interlinked trajectories (USAID 2002). 
While the importance of power is widely recognized by 
development practitioners in principle, a follow-up to 
the original NWP framework found that the governance 
and social dimensions of power associated with NRM 
remained relatively overlooked (Anderson et al. 2013).

At the same time, the intersection of  power and 
politics has become increasingly relevant for interna-
tional environmental programming as a whole, par-
ticularly in light of  global goals for addressing climate 
change and environmental sustainability (e.g., the Paris 
Climate Accords and the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals). Programs to address challenges 
from pollution to illegal wildlife trade to water man-
agement must grapple with issues like policy reform, 
behavior change, organizational development, and 
the rights and empowerment of  women, Indigenous 
Peoples, and marginalized groups. Careful and thought-
ful consideration of  the social and governance aspects 
of  power are becoming standard practice across global 
environmental programming (for example, the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous 
Peoples and Free, Prior, and Informed Consent policies 
for Indigenous Peoples; the Cancun Safeguards of  
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation (REDD+); Principles for Locally Led 
Adaptation; and Sustainable Development Goal 16 for 
Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions).

In 2020, USAID launched the Environmental and 
Natural Resource Management Framework (ENRM) 
to ensure that Agency investments integrate 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/indigenouspeoples/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2018/11/UNDRIP_E_web.pdf
https://files.wri.org/s3fs-public/uploads/Locally_Led_Adaptation_Principles_-_Endorsement_Version.pdf
https://files.wri.org/s3fs-public/uploads/Locally_Led_Adaptation_Principles_-_Endorsement_Version.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal16


14  | Evidence Review: Linkages Between PNRM and Democratic Outcomes

environmental considerations across all sectors. The 
ENRM framework states that effective implementation 
requires “strong and inclusive governance structures 
and capacities at the local and national level… for 
enabling sound environmental and natural-resource 
management” (USAID 2020b).

For many environmental programs, PNRM is the basic 
approach that helps to operationalize program activ-
ities along these Agency and international standards. 
Participatory engagement throughout the program 
cycle ensures that programs are based on inclusive 
governance, attuned to local political contexts, and 
responsive to international norms and commitments. 
Given the widespread appreciation of  PNRM’s relevance 
for emerging Agency and global priorities, it is critical 
to address the knowledge gap surrounding how PNRM 
intersects with and influences democratic governance.

Reviewing the 
Evidence Base
The evidence review addresses this knowledge gap 
by collating relevant evidence to characterize linkages 
between PNRM and democratic outcomes.

The review explores the following questions:

• What conditions—political, economic, social, envi-
ronmental, or programmatic—have linked PNRM, 
positively or negatively, to democratic outcomes?

• How has PNRM been linked to equity and empow-
erment in design, implementation, and outcomes—
particularly for women, Indigenous Peoples, and 
marginalized groups?

• What is the nature, extent, and reliability of  the 
evidence base on these questions? Where do 
knowledge gaps exist and what kinds of  questions 
require further investigation?

In the following sections, we describe the scope of  this 
review and the methods we used to collate and assess 
the evidence base.

Conceptual 
Framework
We hypothesize that participatory processes in natural 
resource management and governance contribute to both 
immediate and downstream impacts on democratic out-
comes (processes, procedures, and governance aspects) at 
local, subnational, and national scales (see Box 1).

In this review, we develop a generic theory of  change 
(Figure 1) that derives from existing theory on 
participatory processes, management of  common 
pool resources, resource stability and conflict, and 
state-society relations (Ostrom 1990; 1992; Holmes 
2000; Schlager and Ostrom 1992; Agrawal and Ostrom 
2001; Currie-Alder 2005). Democratic outcomes can 
manifest as part of  the design and implementation of  
a PNRM intervention (i.e., as intermediate outputs), 
as well as downstream outcomes through direct and 
indirect mechanisms. For example, studies on commu-
nity-based natural resource management (CBNRM) 
describe how changing property rights within commu-
nities shifts roles and responsibilities across different 
scales of  governance, necessitating links between 
local-level accountability, transparency, and equity and 
subnational and national-scale support and monitoring 
(Child and Barnes 2010).
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BOX 1: 

DEFINITIONS FOR THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND REVIEW

State actors: Formally elected or appointed officials in executive, legislative, judicial, and administrative positions 
as well as their ministries, agencies, commissions, courts, etc.

Civil society actors: Individuals, communities, identity-based and religious groups, livelihood-based associations, 
advocacy organizations, research institutes, and the media.

State: An administrative and legal order that claims binding authority over citizens and all resources and actions taking 
place in its jurisdiction, empowered with the legitimate use of force.

State-society relations: Interactions between state institutions and societal groups to negotiate how public authority is 
exercised and how it can be influenced by people.

Fragility: The combination of exposure to risk and insufficient coping capacity of the state, systems, or 
communities to manage, absorb, or mitigate those risks.

Formal institutions: Statutory rules (laws, regulations, and procedures) that constrain and prescribe the behavior of 
groups and individuals in society.

Informal/customary institutions: Informal rules (socio-cultural norms and practices) or non-state codified rules 
(procedures and understandings based on traditional authority).

Participatory natural resource management: A form of collective action bringing together resource users 
and communities, interacting with government, to make coordinated decisions about stakeholder roles, rights, 
and responsibilities, and the access, use, supervision, benefits, and stewardship of natural resources, including 
mechanisms for inclusive dialogue, decision-making authority, and accountability.
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In Figure 1, PNRM involves interactions that encompass 
and influence existing civil society relationships (e.g., 
power dynamics and social interactions among resource 
users, stakeholders, and communities), informal and 
formal institutions (e.g., statutory rules like laws, regula-
tions, procedures, and informal rules expressed in norms 
and shared understandings), and state-society relations 
(including legitimacy, effectiveness, transparency, and 
accountability). While PNRM generally takes place at 
the local level, its governance is multiscalar, with linkages 
to national and subnational actors and institutions. 
Contextual factors—such as political, social, economic, 
and cultural influences as well as natural resource 
conditions—also affect PMRM. Contextual factors may 
also include support from international donors and the 
norms and ideas of  external actors and institutions. 
From the interactions of  all these relationships and 
factors, across different scales, PNRM produces out-
comes with positive, negative, or mixed (bidirectional or 
complex) linkages to democratic outcomes.

Disentangling when an outcome is part of  the PNRM 
process versus an output from the process is not 
straightforward, as outcomes may evolve over time. 
Proving causal linkages can be difficult, particularly 
because democracy and natural resource challenges 
occur in complex socio-political systems. Moreover, 
democratic processes and settings are also considered 
enabling conditions for sustainable PNRM interventions 
(Borrini-Feyerabend and International Institute for 
Environment and Development 2004).

In this review, we aim to identify and characterize 
existing research literature that examines linkages 
between PNRM interventions and downstream impacts 
on state-society relations or informal and formal 
institutions (i.e., democratic processes, procedures, 
settings, and institutions). This literature may include 
studies that explore democratic outcomes as an 
element of  PNRM or an enabling condition, but all 
studies must, at the minimum, examine linkages to 
downstream impacts (outside of  the PNRM interven-
tion). We also recognize that PNRM is likely to have 
impacts on civil society relations (e.g., between users, 
groups, and stakeholders).

Contextual Factors
E.g., existing power asymmetries, social dynamics, natural resource conditions, political stability, etc..

Participatory Natural Resource Management
(wildlife, forests, marine, land)

Civil Society 
Relations

Informal & Formal 
Institutions

State-Society 
Relations

National

Sub-national

Local Democratic outcomes can occur:
• DOWNSTREAM from initial 

implementation
• IN PARALLEL to implementation 

(spatial and scale)

Change in 
user access 
to and use 
of resources

Change in 
natural 
resource 
status/trend

Figure 1. High-level theory of  change on relationships and factors affecting linkages between participatory natural resource management and 
democratic outcomes at scale. Boxes in dark blue represent focal areas for this review.
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Methods 

To collate and review the evidence base, we employed 
systematic evidence synthesis methods, using a combina-
tion of  systematic mapping and review methods based 
on guidelines from the Collaboration for Environmental 
Evidence to comprehensively assess and synthesize existing 
evidence for evaluating the links between PNRM and 
democratic outcomes (Collaboration for Environmental 
Evidence 2018; James, Randall, and Haddaway 2016). 
Systematic evidence synthesis methods are considered 
best practice for evidence-informed decision-making and 
are gaining traction as the preferred means to mobilize 
ever-growing bodies of  diverse knowledge to inform 
environmental and development decision-making. To do 
so, expert teams use transparent approaches that aim to 
identify and describe knowledge gaps and effectiveness of  
different environmental policies and practices for deci-
sion-makers, while accounting for bias. Systematic evidence 
synthesis methods generate a reproducible protocol for 
quickly updating the evidence base, according to the needs 
of  users, as new knowledge emerges. We employed a 
rapid systematic review approach to provide guidance on 
the state of  knowledge, using policy-relevant frameworks 
to better understand the various types of  PNRM inter-
ventions, the nature of  their linkages, and how they are 
implemented under different conditions.

We searched for peer-reviewed and grey literature in three 
publication databases (Environment Complete, PAIS Index, 
and Scopus), and 17 organization and topical websites 
(Annex 2). We used a Boolean search query (keywords 
and logical operators) to identify potentially relevant 
documents. A team of  three reviewers screened these 
documents, cross-checking 10 percent of  inclusion deci-
sions to ensure consistency. The team performed screening 
in colandr (Cheng et al. 2018), an online, open access 
platform for evidence synthesis and document review. 

http://www.colandrapp.com/
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We first screened documents by title and abstract, 
and further screened potentially relevant documents 
at full text for inclusion. As colandr applies a machine 
learning algorithm to iteratively sort documents by 
relevance based on reviewer inclusion decisions, we 
stopped screening at title and abstract when the rate 
of  inclusion dropped below 10 percent for every 100 
articles screened. We included documents that fulfilled 
the following criteria:

• Empirically assessed a PMRM intervention’s impact 
on democratic outcomes.

• The PNRM intervention had an internally driven or 
mix of  internally and externally driven structures.

• The PNRM intervention took place in a low-to-middle 
income country.

We provide further details and justification below.

Population
This synthesis aims to collate and describe the evidence 
base on the impacts of  PNRM to provide context for 
USAID Offices and Missions across the Environment 
and Natural Resources Framework. As such, we focus 
on a set of  key geographies (Annex 2) that include pri-
ority areas where USAID has projects involving natural 
resource management, democracy, and governance. 
These priority areas focus on low-to-middle income 
countries. We include studies that examine impacts of  
participatory natural resource governance on discrete 
human populations (individuals or communities) or 
governance structures (such as laws, regulations, 
accountability, and corruption). We exclude studies 
that focus on general populations without discrete 
measures. We also included studies relating to the 
following resource sectors: land (pastoralism, grazing, 
land resource use/land tenure), forests, fisheries, and 
wildlife (including ecotourism, bushmeat). We excluded 
industrial and commercial scale resource extraction, 
non-biological resources (e.g., minerals, water, water-
sheds), and non-naturally occurring resource extraction 
(agriculture, aquaculture, hatcheries) given the time and 
resources available for this project.

Intervention
Three main dimensions characterize the participation 
of  users and stakeholders in NRM: rights, roles, and 
responsibilities (Currie-Alder 2005). Rights deal with 
the entitlements (including property, legal, and cultural 
rights) that a stakeholder possesses and defines their 
relationship with a natural resource. Rights also define 
a stakeholder’s level of  control over or connection to 
that resource and can be de jure (formally recognized in 
law or written agreements) or de facto (practiced but 
without formal recognition) (Ostrom 1992; Agrawal 
and Ostrom 2001). The absence of  rights does not 
automatically exclude local resource users from par-
ticipation in NRM, but is important for considering the 
extent to which users can participate and their ability to 
do so in the long term.

Responsibilities cover the tasks that a local resource 
user performs in relation to NRM. Weaker forms of  
participation may mean that users are responsible only 
for informative tasks and do not take part in deci-
sion-making tasks.

Roles encompass responsibilities and the purpose of  a 
local user’s participation. Roles can change over time, 
and can reflect the relative power of  each user.

While many scholars have examined participation in 
NRM primarily through a property rights lens (Schlager 
and Ostrom 1992), others have begun to unpack the 
nature of  participation of  local resource users as well. 
This approach takes into account the power, rights, and 
type of  participation and voice that local users hold in 
relation to external stakeholders (Currie-Alder 2005). 
This framing rests on the assumption that all NRM 
includes both internal and external actors and can be 
driven internally, externally, or some combination 
thereof. Whether or not someone is on the “inside” or 
“outside” will vary depending on the perspective 
reflected in the literature. In this review, we define 
internal stakeholders as those who directly experience 
the impacts of  natural resource management (resource 
users) and external stakeholders as those who do not.

Figure 2. Spectrum of  PNRM, characterized by the distribution of  power within the natural resource governance system. 
The blue box represents the subject of  this review.
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Figure 2. Spectrum of  PNRM, characterized by the distribution of  power within the natural resource governance system. 
The blue box represents the subject of  this review.

This review examines PNRM that has internally driven 
or a mix of  internally and externally driven structures 
(blue box in Figure 2). This distinction allows us to 
identify an evidence base on PNRM that explicitly aims 
to improve governance and aspects of  democracy out-
comes for local resource users and groups (as opposed 
to NRM that is entirely externally driven and minimizes 
local participation). Along the three dimensions of  
participation (user rights, responsibilities, and roles), we 
specifically include NRM interventions that involve me-
dium to strong forms of  participation (excluding weaker 
forms such as consultation) and in which local resource 
users have explicit roles in management decisions 
(beyond informational). We consider interventions with 
all forms of  rights present or absent.

Comparator
This review assesses empirical data on the impact of  
PNRM, thus we only include research, reports, and case 
studies (quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods) 
that observe or measure change linked to an interven-
tion. We do not include studies that are hypothetical 
or theoretical in nature, or editorials and opinions. We 
limit the review to case studies published in the last 15 
years as we aim to assess recent developments in this 
area. We excluded books, theses, and reviews.
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OUTCOME 
TYPOLOGY

Outcomes for relationships 
between state actors, institutions, private 

sector, and societal groups that reflect how public 
authority is exercised and influenced by society.

Civil 
Society

Institutions State-Society-
Private Sector

Outcomes for individuals, 
communities, groupings, advocacy 

organizations, and media and relationships 
between them (e.g, NR users, communities, and 

other resource actors).

Transparency & 
accountability

Roles in NR 
decision making

Government 
performance

Rules & 
regulations 

on NR

Dispute 
mechanisms

Institutional power, 
relative and internal 

power relations

Policy/legal 
reforms to 

support NRM

Corruption

Justice 
System

Trust/distrust in 
government

Political & social 
stability/conflict Relationships 

across 
governance

Citizen 
responsiveness

Leadership
Expectations of  

government 
obligations

Power relations & 
representation in 

governance  

Autonomy

Freedom to 
dissent/contest

Power & social 
relations

Political & social 
stability/conflict

Engaging with 
NRM

Organizational 
capacity

Outcomes for systems of  established and 
embedded social/political rules/norms that 

structure interactions and behaviors (incl. formal, 
informal, customary, traditional).

Figure 3. Typology of  democratic 
outcomes across three domains: civil 
society, institutions, and state-soci-
ety-private sector relations.

Outcomes
We derived the typology above to capture the types 
of  democratic outcomes that can occur as a part of  
the PNRM implementation process as well as down-
stream from establishment of  PNRM (see conceptual 
framework, Figure 1). This typology is derived from 
the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance Indicators 
(Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi 2010) as an analytical 
lens. Outcomes are categorized across three areas: 
civil society, institutions, and state-society and private 
sector relations (Figure 3). More details on the sub-cat-
egories of  outcomes can be found in Annex 3.

We extracted key meta-data from included relevant 
articles (Table 1). From these articles, we further iden-
tified a representative subset of  articles for in-depth 
inductive narrative review to elucidate key themes and 
patterns around contexts, conditions, and mechanisms 
linking PNRM and democratic outcomes (see Annex 4).
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TABLE 1. 

Codebook for key meta-data

Bibliographic 
information Title, authors, journal, affiliation of first author, DOI

Contextual 
information

What is the context around the natural resource system being examined? 
(Includes geographic focus, history, politics, power, socio-economic atmo-
sphere, governance)

Study 
information

What question(s) are being studied and how?

(Includes objective of study, design, approach, comparator, location, scale, 
timescale, methods, data type)

Intervention 
information

What is the intervention under study? Who is involved and how, what are 
its motivation and objectives, what are its links to downstream democratic 
outcomes? Is equity considered?

Outcome 
information

What are outcomes for civil society/power; institutions/performance; 
state-society relations; how are outcomes measured, by whom, for whom, 
about whom?

Linkage/

mechanisms

Are outcomes linked? If so, how? Is there a causal mechanism that links PNRM 
to outcomes? What is it? Are outcomes in parallel to implementation, down-
stream, or both?
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Results

Current State of 
the Evidence Base
The search yielded 7,202 search results (including 
articles, reports, and other types of  research litera-
ture). After assessing these for relevance at title and 
abstract, we examined the full text of  645 potentially 
relevant articles. We identified 151 relevant articles 
(Annex 4) from which we characterized meta-data 
on the studies to better describe the distribution and 
extent of  the evidence base.

GEOGRAPHIC AND RESOURCE 
PATTERNS

The evidence base on links between PNRM and 
democratic outcomes has grown over the past 15 
years, with most articles published within the last 7 
years. Cases covered a wide geographic range (Figure 
4); however, many studies focused on Tanzania 
and Nepal (n=31 and n=21 articles, respectively). 
Kenya, Uganda, Indonesia, and the Philippines also 
had a considerable volume of  study effort. Forests 
were the most well-studied resource (n=97 articles), 
followed by relatively fewer studies examining PNRM 
within fisheries and wildlife contexts (n=39 and n=21 
articles, respectively).
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Figure 4. Geographic distribution of  case studies (n=151).

PNRM PATTERNS

The articles examined a broad range of  PNRM interventions ranging from cases in which power was focused 
within a single group (e.g., the state) and users had no rights to resources (e.g., Lewins et al. 2014; Ece 2017) to 
cases that involved power distributed across multiple groups with users having full resource rights (e.g., Ojha et al. 
2014; Asmin et al. 2017; Léopold, Thébaud, and Charles 2019) (Figure 5). Cases from a few well-known and 
well-established interventions dominated the evidence base; for example, community forest management in 
Nepal (Ojha et al. 2014), community-based 
forest management and wildlife management 
areas in Tanzania (Green 2016), and forest 
management in Indonesia (Erbaugh 2019). Many 
of  these interventions focused on devolving rights 
and decision-making power over natural resourc-
es to local communities to improve their well-be-
ing and equity. However, out of  the 100 articles 
that received in-depth review, only a third 
included explicit considerations for women and 
marginalized groups in the intervention’s design 
(n=36 out of  100 articles). While the evidence 
base acknowledges the importance and relevance 
of  PNRM implementation for equity and empow-
erment objectives, it is relatively lacking in terms 
of  targeted studies that measure those 
outcomes.

Figure 5. Interventions examined within the evidence base characterized by 
distribution of  power and bundle of  rights to resources held by users.
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DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

This review identified cases in the evidence base describing links between 23 types of  democratic outcomes and 
PNRM interventions (Figure 6). Most cases examined impacts within and among users and manifestations of  
power and rules within NRM systems. For example, nearly 50 articles focused on the type of  user engagement 
within a PNRM intervention and types of  rules and regulations governing use and rights to natural resources. 
Relatively fewer studies examined impacts on civil society and institutions outside of  the immediate PNRM 
intervention. For instance, only a few studies examined organizational capacity, justice, and the evolution of  policy 
or legal reforms to support PNRM at scale (spatial and temporal). Encouragingly, many studies explored the 
quality of  institutions governing an NRM system and the ability of  users to hold those systems to account. These 
studies covered topics such as corruption, governance performance and fragility, dispute resolution, and transpar-
ency and accountability.
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Figure 6. Frequency of  measured/observed impacts on democratic outcomes.

About half  of  the cases examined impacts on civil society outcomes, either alone or in tandem with impacts on 
institutions or state-society-private sector relations. Impacts on institutions alone or in tandem with state-soci-
ety-private sector relations appeared in about 40 percent of  the evidence base. Overall, the evidence base focus-
es on both immediate and downstream democratic outcomes, but understanding these relationships is limited by 
the scope and methodology that most articles employ. Many of  the articles observe these linkages in the context 
of  having a principal focus on other issues, such as conservation outcomes or the effects of  interventions on 
various aspects of  community well-being. Few articles delve deeply into the broader context of  political dynamics 
or the characteristics of  national governance. Nonetheless, findings from this review provide a window onto these 
linkages and illustrate where further research effort is needed to better understand the impacts of  PNRM at scale.
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Impacts on Democratic Outcomes: 
Patterns and Illustrative Cases
This portion of  the review focuses on insights drawn 
from a subset of  the evidence base (100 out of  the 
151 included articles) that represents a range of  PNRM 
interventions and geographies.

Three broad categories of  governance dynamics 
emerge from the evidence: 1) power dynamics both 
among actors and between levels of  governance, 2) 
forms of  participation and engagement, and 3) the 
acquisition of  rights and responsibilities for NRM. 
Changes in relations of  power are inherent to the 
process of  shifting toward participatory processes in 
the implementation of  PNRM. The primary mecha-
nisms within PNRM that can change power relations 
include new institutional arrangements that expand 
participation, enhanced capabilities of  resource users 
to engage in deliberation and decision-making, and 
increases in the rights and responsibilities of  different 
groups of  resource users and local communities with 
respect to the access, use, benefits, and stewardship of  
natural resources (Currie-Alder 2005). In general, the 
evidence base focuses on how interventions have dealt 
with the challenge of  expanding democratic practices in 
each of  these areas.

Interestingly, the evidence review found relatively few-
er articles that explicitly focused on issues of  equity and 
empowerment for women and marginalized groups (29 
percent across the entire evidence base). Most studies 
tended to examine the distribution of  impacts within a 
single community or using a single lens, without disag-
gregating potential differences in impacts across specific 
groups within a community or area. For example, while 
some studies focused on interventions that explicitly 

aimed to improve equity and empowerment of  women 
and marginalized groups (n=30 out of  100 articles), 
fewer examined aspects of  distributional equity for 
these groups. We found that 13 out of  100 articles 
examined in-depth, explicitly measured outcomes 
for women, while 8 out 100 examined outcomes for 
Indigenous Peoples or other racial or ethnic minorities.

Overall, while some of  the cases only reported positive 
(i.e., improvements from prior conditions) or negative 
impacts, most cases presented a more complex picture 
in which conditions did not necessarily improve or 
where heterogeneous impacts across different user 
groups were observed. This trend should be taken as 
a heuristic measure of  the reported impacts of  PNRM 
within the evidence base and does not speak to the 
magnitude of  change, the reliability of  studies reporting 
change, or the strength of  causal linkage between 
PNRM and the observed impact.

In fact, most of  the articles provide descriptive discus-
sion of  impacts and mechanisms rather than an explicit 
causal analysis. In particular, it is important to consider 
the influence of  publication bias (Franco, Malhotra, and 
Simonovits 2014) in these reported impacts (Box 2). 
Authors at academic or research institutions led the 
majority of  the studies we examined (84 out of  100 
articles) and they often were not involved in program 
implementation or evaluation. However, the depth and 
extent of  the evidence base we assessed does surface 
critical patterns and trends, particularly on the role of  
power within PNRM implementation and its influence 
on downstream impacts. We describe illustrative cases 
of  this complexity in dynamics and impacts below.
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We found that many of  the articles high-
lighted how changes in power and institu-
tional arrangements required to implement 
PNRM were closely linked to state policies 
for decentralization. This is unsurprising 
given the surge of  decentralization policies 
from the mid-1980s, coinciding with the 
emergence of  critiques of  post-colonial 
governments and recognition that local 
communities can be best suited to manage 
and steward natural resources (Larson and 
Soto 2008). More recent literature makes 
clear that decentralization of  NRM and 
the devolution of  managerial powers has 
put in motion processes that often involve 
intense political contestation and have 
broader scale impacts on socio-political 
dynamics. For these reconfigurations of  
institutions and power within PNRM to 
become effective and credible, procedures 
for interactions and communication among 
stakeholders, flows of  information, and the 
exercise of  authority must be transparent 
and accountable. Thus, how these dynam-
ics of  power and politics play out across 
multiple scales strongly influences the 
implementation of  PNRM, and subsequent 
pathways to a diversity of  outcomes.

In Sections A and B below, we explore 
more closely: 1) the enabling conditions 
and contexts associated with links between 
PNRM and positive democratic outcomes 
and 2) constraints that hobble or obstruct 
PNRM in cases of  suboptimal or negative 
democratic outcomes (Table 2).

BOX 2: 

UNDERSTANDING THE 
PNRM LITERATURE: 
RESEARCH ANALYSIS AS 
CRITIQUE
Most of the peer-reviewed literature on PNRM 
uses a consistent critical lens to focus on efforts 
to improve conservation outcomes and the lives of 
natural resource users who are often poor, limited 
in their resource rights, and politically weak. These 
studies discuss the interactions of internal and 
external actors, formal and informal institutions, 
shifting levels of governance, social and cultural 
patterns, and livelihood needs in communities 
trying to increase their human security. All these 
relationships reflect competing interests and are 
often marked by large asymmetries of power.

PNRM involves the transfer of power—ranging 
from pro forma consultation to real decision-
making and control—from central authorities to 
local communities and resource users. The PNRM 
literature documents this difficult process as it 
works against the grain of the status quo. This 
entails analysis of the problems, constraints, failures, 
and successes of resource-reliant communities 
seeking empowerment in weak or flawed 
democracies. Most analysts focus on highlighting 
and critiquing suboptimal outcomes in hopes of 
contributing to knowledge that can advance more 
effective PNRM and contribute to community 
well-being. Despite that critical perspective, the 
literature also captures achievements of PNRM in 
co-management, empowerment, conflict resolution, 
and benefit sharing that can serve as examples to 
strengthen program activities.
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TABLE 2. 

EMERGENT PATTERNS ASSOCIATED WITH DIFFERENT 
DIRECTIONS OF REPORTED OUTCOMES FOR DEMOCRACY

 

Positive outcomes Suboptimal or negative  
outcomes

1. New collective action capacities and 
alliances increase negotiating power.

2. Density of  social networks 
increases influence and community 
benefits.

3. Institutional development and 
adaptation produce broader 
downstream effects.

4. Integrating customary and formal 
institutions increases effectiveness.

5. Institutional legitimacy and 
credibility contribute to conflict 
management.

6. Co-management supports 
community interests in limited 
political spaces.

7. Supporting Indigenous Peoples’ 
NRM enhances biodiversity-
democracy linkages.

1. Failure of  state authorities to cede 
power constrains implementation of  
decentralized NRM.

2. “Responsibilization” and technical 
approaches hinder local democracy.

3. Creation of  new institutional elites 
undermines downward accountability.

4. Local NRM institutions reproduce 
gender inequality.

5. Local NRM institutions reproduce 
class and caste discrimination.

6. External actors with global 
environmental goals underestimate 
community complexities and may 
undermine elected local government.
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A. POSITIVE DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES  
AND ENABLING CONDITIONS

In their recent comparative history of  how democracies come into being, Acemoglu and Robinson (2019) con-
clude that it is necessary to focus on the processes by which democracy “emerges in a narrow corridor where 
society’s involvement in politics creates a balance of  power with the state.” Reflecting that basic dynamic, the 
reviewed literature shows how PNRM produces outcomes linked to democratic variables that evolve over 
time through iterations of  local empowerment and political counterbalancing. We observed seven patterns and 
enabling conditions in the evidence review and describe them below, along with country-specific cases. While 
analytically distinct, in practice these patterns may overlap and create further positive synergies. These cases 
suggest a number of  common enabling conditions—factors that facilitate the emergence of  positive democratic 
outcomes—but how they combine and interact depends on specific socio-political contexts.

1. New Collective Action Capacities and 
Alliances Increase Negotiating Power

PNRM produces structural changes in patterns 
of power that increase the capacity for collective 
action and the negotiating power of local 
communities. These changes include both new 
opportunities for agenda-setting and mechanisms 
to influence formal decision-making processes. 
When communities are able to form political 
alliances to support their interests, they exercise 
greater voice, advocacy, and agency—the capacity 
of actors to make things happen.

PNRM generates structured opportunities at the local 
level for new forms of  representation and formal 
settings for resource users to voice concerns, access 
information, advocate reforms, propose oversight 
mechanisms, and negotiate the distribution of  benefits. 
These opportunities are necessary but may not be 
sufficient to contribute meaningfully to democratic 
outcomes. The evidence indicates that further 
enabling conditions are often important for stronger 
positive linkages. In these cases, PNRM is increasingly 
strengthened by organizational alliances and sustained 
by legislative reforms or favorable political conditions, 
which combine to produce shifts in power and policies 
that alter dominant and subordinate state-society 
relationships. A shared imperative among communities 

and government to solve natural resource problems 
of  access, use, and sustainability deepens relations of  
cooperation and collaboration. These relationships 
include both links among communities and vertical 
interactions with different levels of  government 
authority. NGOs also often play important state-soci-
ety bridging roles, bringing together actors from formal 
governmental institutions, local customary institutions, 
the private sector, and resource-user groups.

In Thailand, four communities on the Andaman coast 
worked collaboratively on community-based mangrove 
management (CBMM) for more than 20 years—
demonstrating how the agency of  resource users grew 
through linkages with outside partners and government 
agencies. The communities first increased their capacity 
for collective action, knowledge sharing, collaboration, 
and mobilization (including blockading shrimp farmers) 
with the technical assistance of  several NGOs. This 
was followed by a phase that focused on developing 
organizational skills to engage with provincial, regional, 
and national government agencies on legal issues and 
conflict resolution.

The communities succeeded in having mangrove 
forest registration transferred from the Department 
of  Forestry to the Department of  Marine and Coastal 
Resources (DMCR), which better understood the 
threats to mangroves and coastal communities’ needs. 
In the context of  Thailand’s 1997 constitution, which 
recognized decentralized community rights, DMCR 
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also played a bridging role to bring in private sector 
groups that supported mangrove planting projects. 
Community leaders became active in national networks 
for community forestry and worked with universities 
and other partners to strengthen community-based 
activities, including the development of  ecotourism.

As NGO support diminished, villagers became more 
adept at lobbying government agencies directly. The 
CBMM activities gained recognition by both govern-
ment organizations and academic institutions, generat-
ing downstream demonstration effects as the villages 
became popular study sites for environmental and 
development professionals from across the country 
(Kongkeaw et al. 2019).

In the state of  Acre, in Brazil, multistakeholder forums 
were created to engage Indigenous and traditional 
peoples’ communities (ITPC) in territorial planning 
for Ecological Economic Zoning, the process that 
determines the use, restrictions, and rights for forests, 
protected areas, and extractive reserves. Over the 
previous two decades, Indigenous groups in Acre had 
faced progressive encroachment from surrounding 
farms, contributing to the loss of  40 percent of  for-
ested lands. Unlike other Brazilian states, Acre had a 
relative absence of  organized agricultural elites.

During those years, local ITPC groups advocating forest 
protection established relationships with environmental 
NGOs and took advantage of  the political space 
afforded by the ascendance of  the Workers Party. ITPC 
groups developed group solidarity around florestania 
(sustainable forest management) and gained govern-
ment recognition and support in their resistance to 
deforestation. In the state-sponsored forums on zoning, 
which included representatives from both government 
and the private sector, ITPC representatives used their 
accumulated political capital to exercise “great influence” 
in establishing the state’s territorial planning goals. 
Incorporating Indigenous priorities also helped to give 
public legitimacy to the outcomes of  Acre’s multistake-
holder forums (Gonzales Tovar et al. 2021).

2. Growing Density of Social Networks 
Increases Influence and Community 
Benefits

PNRM produces social change as communities 
and resource users build on and develop social 
capital—the networks, norms, and trust that allow 
people to work together—in ways that expand 
networks of civil society collaboration and bring 
material and nonmaterial benefits. Pre-existing 
social capital derived from strong cultural bonds 
or group identity among resource users (such as 
fishers or forest users) can provide collaborative 
experiences that also help develop the institutional 
arrangements for PNRM.

The implementation of  PNRM significantly increases 
and deepens the forms of  association among resource 
users through natural resource committees, local 
assemblies, forest user groups, fisheries co-manage-
ment, wildlife patrols, peace committees, women’s and 
youth groups, and reinvented traditional gatherings 
that explain and affirm shared understandings of  the 
instrumental and normative aims of  community-based 
natural resource management. Social trust and larger 
networks develop when these groups are perceived to 
function with effectiveness, transparency, and account-
ability. Successful PNRM often deploys strengthened 
social capital and solidarity as leverage to influence 
government decision-making and gain benefits for 
participating communities.

In the Philippines, people’s participation in mangrove 
restoration projects based on decentralized co-man-
agement built social capital among communities through 
more dense and diverse inter-community ties, improving 
their shared access to information, services, and 
resources. Investigators found measurable differences 
in social capital between members and nonmembers of  
the People’s Organization (PO), i.e., those who did or 
did not participate in the mangrove restoration program. 
The social networks established by the PO members led 
to their eventual participation in government-sponsored 
environmental projects and improvements in state-so-
ciety relations. These collaborations created synergies 
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for the creation of  additional networks and new project 
involvement that provided further material benefits for 
communities (Valenzuela et al. 2020).

In Honduras, the fishing communities of  Tela Bay suc-
cessfully transitioned to co-management to overcome 
weak local institutions and ensure the sustainability of  
their Caribbean reef  fishery by joining with govern-
ment agencies and NGOs in the Tela Environmental 
Committee. The Environmental Committee supported 
the communities with research, education, policy de-
velopment, and monitoring and enforcement. In 2019, 
Tela Bay established the first fisheries co-management 
system in the country. In community dialogues, local 
fishers identified social relations based on a sense of  
shared identity among fisherfolk, previous experiences 
of  collaboration, and a widespread normative commit-
ment to community participation as the foundational 
strengths of  the project (Rivera, San Martin-Chicas, 
and Myton 2021).

A distinctive scenario appears to apply to situations in 
which pre-existing social capital and supportive govern-
ment policies combine to produce participatory and 
equitable outcomes. Bhutan is the clearest example of  
the positive effects of  strong social capital, bolstered 
by ethnic homogeneity, the absence of  caste divisions, 
and communal livelihood activities. In contrast to 
examples from its South Asian neighbors, community 
forestry groups in Bhutan had high levels of  economic 
equity, with timber distribution favorable to women 
and the poor. Female participants were as knowledge-
able as men about institutional procedures, had higher 
levels of  participation, and openly voiced their opinions 
despite occupying fewer leadership roles. The com-
munity forestry groups also benefited from significant 
assistance from forestry extension agents, who worked 
through the local district administration rather than 
under the state forestry agency. Cultural norms for 
collaboration and relative gender equality worked 
together with technical assistance to support effective 
collective action to reverse forest degradation (Buffum, 
Lawrence, and Temphel 2010) 

3. Institutional Development and Adaptation 
Produce Broader Downstream Effects

Successful PNRM is supported by sustained 
processes of institutional evolution, learning, 
and adaptation that contribute to democratic 
outcomes at multiple scales, from local to national 
to international.

Although PNRM is associated with the self-organization 
of  local communities, the issues it deals with are linked 
to governance outcomes at multiple scales. Nationally, 
PNRM both reflects and influences the management 
of  natural resource sectors. Through non-linear but 
cumulative processes, the growing recognition of  the 
need for greater community empowerment, better 
defined resource rights, and local input on rules and 
regulations can be seen in the evolution of  NRM 
regimes, from forests in Indonesia and India, to fish-
eries in West Africa and Central America, to wildlife 
in Southeast Asia. These changes come in response 
to national concerns over sustainability, community 
demands for greater local control and benefits, and 
global norms for social safeguards and inclusive politics 
in environmental and climate interventions.

In Tanzania, wildlife management areas implement 
community-based conservation (CBC). Communities 
receive benefits from safari tourism revenues in return 
for protecting wildlife, often in the form of  material 
support for infrastructure and health and education 
facilities. A multi-site investigation into an 18-year CBC 
program found that CBC participation predicted stron-
ger village governance institutions, and CBC villages 
had more local civic organizations and small business 
enterprises (Salerno, Andersson, et al. 2021).

One of the best-known examples of  long-term PNRM 
is that of  community conservancies in Namibia, which 
grew from four conservancies in 1998 to 86 conser-
vancies in 2018. Conservancies in Namibia manage 
wildlife habitats and anti-poaching activities in return for 
joint venture concessions for tourism and hunting that 
provide employment and revenues. The conservancies 
are supported by legislation giving them defined legal 
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rights, governed through elections and a constitution, 
and managed with a focus on financial transparency. 
Conservancies manage 20 percent of  Namibia’s land 
area, including 43 community forests. The conservancy 
approach has also served as the model for national legis-
lation to provide rights in the water and forestry sectors. 
An Institutional Development Working Group, including 
government representatives, advises conservancies on 
ways to continue improving resource management, 
democracy, transparency, and gender balance (MET/
NACSO 2020; Anderson et al. 2013).

Since the 1970s, community forestry in Nepal has con-
tributed to and reflected waves of  reform in develop-
ment strategy, from technical management approaches 
and participatory forestry to sustainable forestry aimed 
at addressing global climate change. As community 
forest user groups (CFUG) grew in number, a national 
network, the Federation of  Community Forestry Users 
(FECOFUN) was created in the mid-1990s. FECOFUN 
became a key player in forest sector politics as a “sec-
ondary level organization,” pooling the shared interests 
of  communities through street protests and lobbying 
campaigns (Paudel, Cronkleton, and Monterroso 
2012). Eventually, the group became an influential force 
in national policy debates, interacting with governance 
at all levels. During Nepal’s years of  political crisis 
from 1996-2006, CFUGs provided political stability by 
filling the vacuum left in the absence of  elected local 
government. More recently, Nepal’s forest sector 
engagement at the global level with REDD+ has added 
to momentum for increased local participation for 
women, Indigenous people, and marginalized groups 
(Ojha et al. 2014).

4. Integrating Customary and Formal 
Institutions Increases Effectiveness

PNRM improves governance through institutional 
innovations that retain the benefits of customary 
institutions while integrating them with formal 
institutional arrangements.

One of  the main governance challenges in countries 
with large rural populations is balancing or integrating 

Indigenous and traditional systems of  natural resource 
governance—based on deep local knowledge and 
community legitimacy—with formal institutions 
and legal mandates of  environmental ministries and 
implementing agencies. PNRM provides mechanisms 
for communication, dialogue, and learning that help 
negotiate the distribution of  power and authority 
across levels of  governance as well as bridge differenc-
es in cultural outlooks and values.

In Central Sulawesi in Indonesia, the in-migration of  
Bugi fishers, who used fine-mesh gill nets and other 
illegal fishing practices, completely depleted tilapia 
stocks in Lake Lindu. Local Lindu wet-rice farmers 
relied on the lake fish for domestic food consumption. 
Both the Bugi and Lindu communities faced a resource 
crisis. The government gazetted a broad area around 
Lake Lindu as a national park and Lindu commu-
nities worked with NGOs to create Community 
Conservation Agreements adjudicated by local custom-
ary (adat) councils. The government passed regional 
autonomy legislation that recognized the authority of  
adat sanctions.

Communities repurposed a traditional Lindu practice 
of  restricting fish catches during times of  mourning 
and made it into a more general rule to sustainably 
manage fish stocks. Bugi fishers agreed to the periodic 
restrictions on fishing issued by the council. When Lindu 
was designated as a conservation district, Bugi migrants 
received official recognition as potential local council 
members. These local arrangements, covering both 
ethnic groups, were integrated within the multilevel gov-
ernance arrangements for regional autonomy and the 
national park system (Haller, Acciaioli, and Rist 2016).

In the Ayopaya highlands of  Bolivia, the land reform of  
1953 granted collective land rights to the Indigenous 
Quechua people through rural syndicates (sindicatos). 
Communities in the sindicatos granted use and control 
of  land to families. Underpinning the communities’ so-
cial organization were traditional values of  group rec-
iprocity, grounded in the idea of  the forest commons 
as Pachamama (Mother Earth). But as forests increased 
in value and the demand for timber in urban areas 
grew, some high-value land was granted as private 
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property to members of  elite families. Communities 
found themselves unable to stop deforestation in these 
privately owned forest areas, a trend that contravened 
Quechua cultural-spiritual norms.

Motivated by the example of  conservation NGOs 
in Bolivia, the communities created their own NGO 
called “Foundation for Self-Determination and the 
Environment” (FUPAGEMA). FUPAGEMA became 
the vehicle through which communities began pres-
suring municipalities to enforce rules against private 
owners violating shared norms for forest protection. 
In the early 2000s, a political window of  opportunity 
emerged when a new party, the Movement Toward 
Socialism (MAS), came to power in municipalities with 
the support of  the Indigenous communities. With 
MAS in charge of  local government, the concerns of  
FUPAGEMA and other community forest advocates 
received official recognition, and private landowners 
were sanctioned and subjected to fines for deforesta-
tion (Haller, Acciaioli, and Rist 2016).

5. Institutional Legitimacy and Credibility 
Contribute to Conflict Management

PNRM based on transparency and accountability 
accumulates legitimacy and credibility that allows 
it to serve as a platform for dispute resolution and 
conflict management.

The institutional arrangements that develop under 
PNRM for participation, dialogue, information-sharing, 
and problem-solving increase the capacity and desire of  
resource users to engage on resource management issues. 
In weak or flawed democracies, PNRM provides one of  
the few platforms with the potential to consider diverse 
perspectives within heterogeneous communities and 
community grievances about the implementation of state 
policies. Co-management institutions able to serve as 
honest brokers offer venues to address the state-society 
conflicts that lie at the intersection of natural resource 
governance and broader development policies.

In Colombia, researchers carried out quantitative 
survey fieldwork to determine the effects of  natural 
resource co-management on local conflicts over 

development projects, access restrictions, unfulfilled 
government promises for consultation, and imposition 
of  exogenous objectives. The survey focused on 10 
national protected areas (NPAs) across the Amazon, 
Andes, and Caribbean and Pacific coasts. The results 
showed that the proportion of  conflicts experienced 
in the NPAs decreased as the number of  enabling 
conditions for effective co-management increased. The 
authors found similar results in relation to survey data 
on the presence of  trust and effective participation 
under co-management, with conflicts reduced to zero 
when both conditions were met. The study concluded 
that “more effective participation of  local groups in 
NPA management are most-important conditions to 
prevent or mitigate park-people conflicts” (De Pourcq 
et al. 2015).

In Ghana, wildlife management actions at Mole 
National Park produced conflict due to the enclosure 
of  traditional hunting grounds, farmlands, and sacred 
sites. These actions led to a loss of  livelihoods and 
increasing resentment against park authorities. A local 
NGO worked with community wildlife co-management 
groups to address the conflicts, which varied in intensi-
ty across locations. The NGO conducted focus group 
discussions in 10 communities surrounding the park 
to determine the role of  co-management in resolving 
disputes. Community members judged strategies that 
used co-management structures to facilitate “open 
and transparent dialogue in the form of  negotiation, 
mediation, and economic incentives” to be successful. 
Communities that were not within the co-management 
system continued to express hostility toward park 
officials. Where conflict had escalated beyond the pos-
sibility of  dialogue, park authorities recorded increases 
in illegal logging, killing of  wildlife, and bushfires (Soliku 
and Schraml 2018).
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6. Effective Co-Management Supports 
Community Interests in Limited Political 
Space

PNRM based on co-management institutions 
that are perceived as effective and legitimate 
by state authorities can represent community 
interests despite limited political space (e.g., non-
democratic regimes in Southeast Asia).

As co-management arrangements demonstrate the 
capacity to formulate solutions to natural resource 
challenges, their institutional reach increases, con-
necting them with a variety of  state actors, including 
government agencies and officials with diverse respon-
sibilities. Even in countries with limited political space, 
government officials who need to address environ-
mental or resource-related problems may engage with 
participatory co-management institutions.

Despite a history of  top-down governance in 
Cambodia and Vietnam, declining coastal resources 
have motivated government officials in both countries 
to support co-management approaches for the 
restoration of  mangrove resources, including the 
Peam Krasaop Wildlife Sanctuary in Cambodia and the 
Tam Giang Lagoon in Vietnam. Both co-management 
interventions markedly increased opportunities for 
more diverse user engagement, learning, and adapta-
tion. In Cambodia, new interlocutors included national 
ministries and the provincial Department of  Women’s 
Affairs. A task force to address mangrove degradation 
included multiple government departments, the 
military, and police. In Vietnam, the co-management 
board included local associations, commune represen-
tatives, and farmer’s and women’s unions. Government 
officials in Vietnam credited new NRM strategies for 
coastal management to knowledge they acquired 
during engagement with the Tam Giang Lagoon 
co-management institutions (Fidelman et al. 2017).

In Laos, communities and government officials worked 
together on implementing collaborative governance 
in 18 villages surrounding the Hin Nam No National 
Protected Area (NPA). The district governor endorsed 

village co-management committees that included 
both community and government participants, and 
these were mandated to conserve biodiversity, pro-
mote ecotourism, and support local cultural values. 
With the Provincial Office of  Natural Resources 
and Environment and the district governor’s office 
as champions, the committees directly engaged in 
decision-making and developed policies, by-laws, and 
management programs (including a five-year strategic 
plan for the Hin Nam No NPA). With assistance from 
the German government, community members took 
part in biodiversity monitoring, patrolling, scientific sur-
veys, and ecotourism activities. In May 2015, a Decree 
on Conservation Forests enabled more local com-
munity participation in protected area management 
and gave villagers user rights. The Hin Nam No NPA 
was viewed by government as a successful example of  
co-management with potential applicability elsewhere 
in Laos. However, skeptics remained concerned about 
the program’s sustainability in the context of  persistent 
corruption in Lao political culture and uncertainties 
about government funding to support park manage-
ment (De Koning et al. 2017).

7. Supporting Indigenous Peoples’ NRM 
Enhances Biodiversity-Democracy Linkages

PNRM is aligned with the traditions and practices 
for NRM used by most Indigenous communities 
and provides the framework most likely to be 
successful in protecting Indigenous rights while 
responding to national governance systems and 
international environmental goals.

Many Indigenous communities collectively manage 
natural resources according to a range of  priorities 
and values that are broader, more diverse, and more 
integrated than those typically reflected in formal 
institutions, rules, and regulations. These priorities may 
include kin and clan-based resource rights, sanctions 
based on compensatory or restorative justice, dispute 
resolution by recognized leaders or elders, and cultural 
or spiritual values tied to landscapes, flora, and fauna. 
According to findings from a recent evidence synthesis 
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on the role of  Indigenous peoples and local commu-
nities in conservation, “when the legislative and policy 
arrangements are supportive, equitable governance 
that recognizes local knowledge and institutions . . . 
represents the primary pathway to effective long-term 
conservation of  biodiversity” (Dawson et al. 2021). 
PNRM uses inclusive, rights-based approaches to build 
the trust and cooperation needed to recognize and 
protect Indigenous rights and facilitate their articulation 
with formal institutional structures.

In Sumatra in Indonesia, the forest management by 
the Koto Malintang and Simancuang people provides a 
strong example of  endogenous PNRM. Uncultivated 
forest land (rimbo) and converted forest land for 
dryland cultivation (parak) are both common pool re-
sources whose acquisition, allocation, and distribution 
are managed primarily through collective decision-mak-
ing grounded in clan-based relations, matrilineal 
descent, or communal leadership. Parak and rimbo 
are governed by ancestral norms for land and forest 
management, but customary authorities and village 
leaders work together in NRM implementation. The 
Simancuang people, who have a permit for their village 
forest, collaborate with a local government institution 
dedicated to forest management. Graduated sanctions 
are used for violations and conflict management, with 
decisions moving as needed from families to sub-clans 
to customary leadership courts to the occasional 
involvement of  local government leaders. Justice is 
sought through “win-win” solutions where possible, 
with Islamic law used as a point of  reference for moral 
and ethical matters. These endogenous mechanisms 
for resource management have proven effective for 
local communities in Sumatra, but require recognition 
in government policies to ensure their sustainability 
(Asmin et al. 2017).

In recently independent Timor-Leste, with post-conflict 
land and forest tensions still ongoing, the revival of  
traditional natural resource management rules under 
the process known as tara bandu has contributed to 
environmental peacebuilding. Tara bandu consists of  a 
set of  community rituals, negotiations, and ceremonies 
over a period of  several days that set out resource 
prohibitions and rules for dispute resolution before 
large public gatherings that include community leaders, 
clergy, law enforcement, and other government 
authorities. A combination of  cultural and spiritual 
norms, local mediation mechanisms, and community 
patrols constrain the behaviors of  resource users.

International and national NGOs have provided 
support for tara bandu, which local people prefer to 
formal institutions and law enforcement. State authori-
ties recognize that tara bandu produces higher rates of  
compliance than formal state laws. The success of  tara 
bandu has increased state support for the process but 
also raised concerns about its dilution and bureaucra-
tization as a form of  “symbolic politics’’ used by state 
authorities to compensate for the shortcomings of  
their own natural resource governance and peacebuild-
ing efforts. The challenge is how to retain the distinc-
tive benefits of  tara bandu as an endogenous system of  
PNRM, supported by the state, without evolving into a 
weaker, hybrid form of  environmental governance that 
loses the force and influence of  its cultural and spiritual 
roots (Ide, Palmer, and Barnett 2021).
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B. CONSTRAINTS AND NEGATIVE  
DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

As indicated in the theory of  change in Figure 1, the 
prospects for successful PNRM are heavily influenced 
by contextual factors, including power asymmetries, 
political dynamics, social structures, economic pri-
orities, cultural norms, and the condition of  natural 
resources. The material support, organizational goals, 
and normative commitments of  external actors such as 
environmental NGOs, biodiversity specialists, climate 
experts, development practitioners, and private sector 
actors also affect the course of  PNRM interventions.

At the global level, democratic backsliding has become 
widespread in recent years. The V-Dem Institute 
reported in 2020 that Latin America and the Asia-
Pacific have reverted to a level of  democracy last seen 
30 years ago, and 60 percent of  sub-Saharan countries 
are classified as “electoral autocracies.” The annual 
Freedom House survey stated that “the year 2020 
was the fifteenth consecutive year in decline of  global 
freedom.” The period covered by this evidence review 
of  PNRM and democracy (2005–2020) coincides with 
these declines in democracy. In many countries, PNRM 
interventions—essentially a series of  experiments 
in local democracy centered on natural resource 
management—have been swimming upstream against 
anti-democratic trends.

PNRM AND DECENTRALIZATION

Aside from the limited number of  cases of  endogenous 
PNRM discussed in the literature, the great majority of  
PNRM interventions are linked either in their origins or 
implementation to national policies for decentralization. 
The evidence shows that incomplete or flawed decen-
tralization is one of  the most widespread and persistent 
constraints on successful implementation of  PNRM.

Beginning in the 1980s, supported by multilateral 
institutions and donor governments, policies promoting 
decentralization were initiated in many developing 
countries. These policies prominently included many 

aspects of  environmental governance. Forty years 
later, that process is still incomplete. The devolution of  
power for the management of  natural resources from 
central authorities to local communities and resource 
user groups has often been tentative, selective, contra-
dictory, or subject to reversal.

As a matter of  stated policy, governments decentralize 
with the expectation of  realizing a variety of  improve-
ments in natural resource management, including in-
creased efficiency, reduced costs, greater participation 
and accountability, and enhanced resource sustainabil-
ity. But the evidence indicates that, in many instances, 
governments also devolve power as a response to the 
incentives and preferences of  external institutions and 
donors. Many articles in this review demonstrate that 
authorities at higher levels are frequently reluctant to 
cede powers downward, as seen in their greater will-
ingness to pass down responsibilities than to relinquish 
decision-making powers.

In flawed democracies, electoral autocracies, or 
clientelist states—categories that cover most of  the 
countries represented in this review—control over 
the access and use of  natural resources like forests, 
fisheries, and wildlife also often provides opportunities 
for elite capture, rent-seeking, and corruption. This 
situation creates further incentives for dominant 
authorities to limit or manipulate the decentralization 
process. Six patterns of  constraints and negative dem-
ocratic outcomes observed in the evidence review are 
described below, along with country-specific cases. The 
examples show that these distortions of  the transfer of  
power can take many forms.

The problematic space between officially declared de-
centralization policies and politicized or non-compliant 
implementation is the day-to-day context within which 
the planners and would-be beneficiaries of  PNRM 
often find themselves working. Given the challenge of  
navigating this interplay of  interests and power—often 

https://www.v-dem.net/media/filer_public/de/39/de39af54-0bc5-4421-89ae-fb20dcc53dba/democracy_report.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2021/democracy-under-siege
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from a position of  limited information and poorly 
defined rights—communities may struggle to advance 
along the spectrum of  participatory governance from 
passive receipt of  information and nominal consultation 
to formally recognized standing, defined rights, tangible 
influence, and clear decision-making powers.

The evidence shows many cases in which the central 
government, despite ostensible or proclaimed decen-
tralization, maintains control over decision-making or 
retains control over high-value resources and revenue. 
These examples appear across geographies and 
landscapes.

1. The Failure of State Authorities to Cede 
Power Constrains the Implementation of 
Decentralized NRM

Despite the noted success of  Kenya’s conservancies 
in the Northern Rangelands Trust, critics assert that 
the country’s participatory forest management (PFM) 
program has not produced similarly positive results. 
The PFM policy encourages the sharing of  forest 
management powers, and community forest association 
members are beneficiaries of  specific, delimited rights. 
But investigators found most powers for decisions, 
management, and revenues still resided with the Kenya 
Forest Service (KFS). Donor financial support was 
“planned and executed through the KFS,” rather than 
community forest associations (Mutune and Lund 2016).

CBNRM has been problematic in southern Africa 
as well. An early assessment of  wildlife and fishery 
co-management in the Kafue Flats of  Zambia deter-
mined that CBNRM had largely been unsuccessful. 
Despite stated intentions of  devolution, central 
authorities established the management committees, 
government administrators made key decisions, and the 
Department of  National Parks and Wildlife Services 
handled revenue distribution. The “government’s 
inflexible approach toward building relationships with 
communities” further complicated these processes 
(Nkhata and Breen 2010).

In Botswana, the CBNRM model for community con-
servancies never provided extensive decision-making 

powers over resource use to communities, and in 
recent years the devolution of  limited rights further 
narrowed as national economic benefits became “val-
ued as more important than the developmental needs 
of  districts or communities.” CBNRM representatives 
were also held in disfavor by incumbent politicians for 
supporting opposition political parties (Cassidy 2021).

This pattern of  withholding important decision-making 
powers also appeared in Latin America. A study of  
decentralization, legal authority, and decision-making 
in forest co-management in Mexico and Brazil found 
the process to be incomplete. Central governments 
retained key powers, while devolved rights were 
ambiguous or difficult to exercise. Communities in 
both countries made day-to-day operational decisions 
for forest management, but the regulation of  wood 
extraction and long-term planning remained under 
government control. Communities took on monitoring 
and surveillance responsibilities in locations where 
governments were absent in law enforcement (Hajjar, 
Kozak, and Innes 2012).

Despite the introduction of  community-based forestry 
schemes, central authorities in Asian countries also 
often retained control over valuable forest resources. 
In Cambodia, the perspectives of  local experts were 
solicited about community-based forestry interventions 
regarding 13 community forestry sites. While respon-
dents diverged in their views about environmental 
and socioeconomic conditions, as well as the legal and 
institutional aspects of  governance, they all agreed that 
the current co-management system does not allow 
for “meaningful ownership and control over forest 
resources” (Nhem and Lee 2019).

An evaluation of  participatory forestry governance 
in the Madhupur Sal forests of  Bangladesh found that 
moderate community participation and low levels of  
transparency did not translate into empowerment. An 
implementation gap blocked the devolution of  power. 
Local people believed that most income benefits 
went to elites who had good relationships with forest 
officials. In a power analysis, researchers found that 
the Forestry Department of  Bangladesh was “the most 
powerful and influential actor in every element of  
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participatory forestry programs.” The main manage-
ment role of  community forestry associations was to 
provide low-cost labor and support for monitoring and 
enforcement practices (Subhan Mollick et al. 2018).

These and other examples reflect the constraints that 
limited and incomplete decentralization imposes on 
PNRM in many countries. The evidence also highlights 
additional common, dysfunctional qualities of  decen-
tralization as it is implemented. Two of  these qualities 
are “responsibilization” and the creation of  new 
institutional elites.

2. “Responsibilization” and Technical 
Requirements Hinder Local Democracy

Like the phenomenon of  unfunded mandates in federal 
systems of  governance, “responsibilization” refers to 
the transfer of  responsibilities to communities without 
corresponding attention to actual local capacities or the 
necessary resources to perform the anticipated tasks. 
Considerations of  cost and efficiency usually underpin 
responsibilization. For example, responsibilization may 
involve transferring day-to-day tasks for managing 
forest resources to local communities as an “economy 
in governance,” but assigning such tasks without 
ensuring the required technical and financial resources 
to accomplish them leaves participation as “an end in 
itself ” (Mustalahti and Agrawal 2020). In these cases, 
adequate governance capacity is presumed by higher 
authorities (and taken as a matter of  local responsibili-
ty), although differences in resources and technical and 
bureaucratic capacities among community members, 
especially among women and marginalized groups, 
may lead to inequitable outcomes or even conflict. 

Alternatively, communities may have to manage the 
financial and transaction costs of  engaging technical 
experts to fulfill key roles. In other instances, if  commu-
nity members are judged to lack technical know-how, 
they may be excluded from participating in governance.

The case of  social forestry in Indonesia illustrates 
several of  the practical difficulties and tensions that 
can arise through responsibilization. Communities 
that wish to gain forest management rights must do so 
through formal government procedures for entry into 
social forestry, but the state retains decision-making 
power on forest use and the ability to approve or deny 
permits. Lacking technical and bureaucratic expertise, 
user groups must work with “a range of  facilitators, 
forest management unit professionals, and political 
actors” who possess these crucial skills. The complex-
ities of  the licensing process place further demands on 
candidate communities. Scant resources are available 
for technical training and services. User groups are said 
to be “empowered” and responsible for producing 
community benefits and well-being, despite the evident 
difficulties and added burdens of  addressing these 
administrative and technical challenges (Erbaugh 2019).

Comparative analyses of  experiences from Mexico, 
Nepal, and Tanzania raise similar issues. In Mexico, 
a community sawmill enterprise—which focused on 
increasing production in return for government fund-
ing—replaced community forest enterprises that focused 
on employment. But the operation’s technical demands 
led to tasks, workloads, and compliance mandates that 
communities found extremely difficult to fulfill.



38  | Evidence Review: Linkages Between PNRM and Democratic Outcomes

In a REDD+ pilot project in Nepal, the community 
forest users committee was responsible for developing 
income generating activities under REDD+ social 
safeguard provisions. Dalits, people of  the lowest 
caste, received fish ponds to increase incomes, but 
aquaculture was neither their choice nor did they 
receive training in how to raise fish. In Tanzania, in the 
Village Land Forest Reserve, due to lack of  technical 
expertise, traditional leaders were not recognized in 
the governance structure, and women were not seen 
as capable participants in decision-making. In all these 
cases, the empowerment of  local actors through 
“responsibilization” did not align the actual duties and 
capabilities needed to produce positive outcomes 
(Mustalahti et al. 2020).

3. The Creation of New Institutional Elites 
Undermines Downward Accountability

The new governance arrangements created by decen-
tralization and the adoption of  some form of  PNRM 
are not written on a blank slate. On the contrary, local 
communities have pre-existing, socially and culturally 
embedded institutions, rules, and norms for natural 
resource management. The relative effectiveness 
of  PNRM often hinges on the degree to which new 
institutional structures can integrate with customary 
institutional practices and traditional leadership 
patterns. This is often a difficult task, as the recog-
nized merits and prerogatives of  traditional leaders 
frequently diverge from the criteria for efficiency and 
expertise that government officials and donors priori-
tize. However, when new sets of  decision-makers, with 
competing influence and power, displace or marginalize 
customary practices and traditional community elites, 
there is often a loss of  local legitimacy, community 
cohesion, and an increase in tensions and conflict over 
participation, rights, and benefits.

The forest sector in Cameroon in the early 2000s 
exemplified these institutional shifts. The government 
process for legally creating a community forest re-
quired an agreement with a “legalized group,” which 

in effect excluded traditional community bodies. The 
resulting community forest management committees 
were composed not of  recognized elders and chiefs 
but a “new forestry elite” of  former civil servants 
returning home or educated young men.

These newly influential individuals acted in ways that 
were upwardly accountable to the state forestry 
administration, but not downwardly accountable to 
community members. Few of  these leaders had been 
democratically elected, despite written government 
procedures that outlined a participatory electoral 
process. Traditional leaders and the new elites commu-
nicated poorly and often clashed. Local leaders per-
ceived government officials to be “resisting decentral-
ization.” The fundamental problem was not failing to 
acknowledge the superiority of  traditional leaders but 
rather the absence of  a transparent and fair process by 
which local people could choose committee members. 
Rather than integrating customary institutions, new 
governance structures supplanted them (Brown and 
Lassoie 2010).

Within some decentralized initiatives, there is a tension 
between an intervention’s participatory discourse and 
the de facto dominance of  new institutional bodies 
focused on technical criteria. In Senegal, the World 
Bank and other donors funded the Sustainable and 
Participatory Energy Management Project (PROGEDE) 
to support decentralization and deliver biomass energy 
to urban areas. To help implement activities, 
PROGEDE created a system of  Inter-Village 
Management and Development Committees 
(IVDMCs). The IVDMCs soon challenged the authority 
of  elected Rural Councils to make key decisions over 
local forests, and they took significant percentages of  
the project’s financial and material benefits. In principle, 
the purpose of  the IVDMCs was to implement the 
technical elements of  forest management plans and 
work directly with village communities. In practice, 
PROGEDE recentralized authority, as the IVDMCs 
were mainly responsive to the Forest Department, 
which often made decisions out of  public view.
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in effect excluded traditional community bodies. The 
resulting community forest management committees 
were composed not of  recognized elders and chiefs 
but a “new forestry elite” of  former civil servants 
returning home or educated young men.

These newly influential individuals acted in ways that 
were upwardly accountable to the state forestry 
administration, but not downwardly accountable to 
community members. Few of  these leaders had been 
democratically elected, despite written government 
procedures that outlined a participatory electoral 
process. Traditional leaders and the new elites commu-
nicated poorly and often clashed. Local leaders per-
ceived government officials to be “resisting decentral-
ization.” The fundamental problem was not failing to 
acknowledge the superiority of  traditional leaders but 
rather the absence of  a transparent and fair process by 
which local people could choose committee members. 
Rather than integrating customary institutions, new 
governance structures supplanted them (Brown and 
Lassoie 2010).

Within some decentralized initiatives, there is a tension 
between an intervention’s participatory discourse and 
the de facto dominance of  new institutional bodies 
focused on technical criteria. In Senegal, the World 
Bank and other donors funded the Sustainable and 
Participatory Energy Management Project (PROGEDE) 
to support decentralization and deliver biomass energy 
to urban areas. To help implement activities, 
PROGEDE created a system of  Inter-Village 
Management and Development Committees 
(IVDMCs). The IVDMCs soon challenged the authority 
of  elected Rural Councils to make key decisions over 
local forests, and they took significant percentages of  
the project’s financial and material benefits. In principle, 
the purpose of  the IVDMCs was to implement the 
technical elements of  forest management plans and 
work directly with village communities. In practice, 
PROGEDE recentralized authority, as the IVDMCs 
were mainly responsive to the Forest Department, 
which often made decisions out of  public view.

In a second phase of  the project, Rural Council pres-
idents tried to resist the introduction of  additional 
“Associations.” These local leaders took steps to deny 
quorums for scheduled meetings and, when they could 
not stop their creation, sought to elect allies to the 
Associations. These efforts were partly successful, but 
local governments largely acquiesced to the technical 
prescriptions of  the project’s new institutional elites in 
order to prevent Forest Department officials from further 
excluding them from forest governance (Faye 2015).
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Figure 7: Conceptualized scalar configuration of  natural resource 
governance, with the addition of  Wildlife Management Associations 
(WMA) and Authorized Associations (AA), Tanzania. Adapted 
from Green 2016.

BOX 3: 

SCALE-JUMPING
Decentralization not only creates new institutions but also reconfigures power and the way that it operates at multiple 
scales. This process is evident in the decentralization of the forest and wildlife sectors in Tanzania. In both sectors, 
a complex system of nested governance emerged. Multiscalar village-district-regional-national government levels 
accompanied new institutional roles played by line ministries, Village Natural Resource Councils, Wildlife Management 
Associations (WMA), Authorized Associations (AA), Village Councils, NGOs, boards of trustees, and other local groups. 
The WMA governance arrangements, for example, added “Authorized Associations” as a new level of local governance 
(Figure 7).

These changes in patterns of power created winners and losers and motivated key actors to adjust and “re-scale” their 
positions to advance their own interests. Each new institutional platform was a potential mechanism for elite capture, 
self-dealing, and corruption. In Tanzania, as a counter to the new powers of the VNRCs, district authorities used “scale-
jumping” to contrive a role in VNRC elections, despite lacking a mandate to do so. Similarly, the Village Council inserted a 
representative into the VNRC and claimed a role in forest patrol activities. Village Councils sought to re-scale investment 
and financial benefits away from the WMAs, creating conflicts over revenues. Other scale-jumping moves similarly added 
to governance dysfunction. “The politics of scaling” often complicates decentralization as a form of resistance by elites to 
the new distribution of power (Green 2016).
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REINFORCEMENT OF SOCIAL HIERARCHIES AND 
POWER ASYMMETRIES

The institutional arrangements associated with PNRM 
intertwine with the power asymmetries, gendered 
norms, and social tensions that already exist in local 
communities, informal institutions, and broader 
state-society relations. As a result, despite the partic-
ipatory design and intended effects of  PNRM, oper-
ationally new, decentralized institutions often reflect 
these local power asymmetries in ways that limit their 
democratic aspirations. Gender inequality is the most 
prevalent example. But other cases can involve issues 
like class, caste, and culture. Reinforcement of  social 
norms and power asymmetries in PNRM occur across 
cultural contexts. However, the considerable influence 
of  these social forces does not mean they are static or 
invariant. Local PNRM institutions often include mecha-
nisms to increase women’s participation and gradually 
amplify their voices in community deliberations.

4. Gender Inequality

Bordered by Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania, Lake 
Victoria has been the site of  extensive efforts to 
establish fisheries co-management through local Beach 
Management Units (BMUs). Most fishers around the 
lake are men; women generally work as processors and 
traders. National guidelines in each country require that 
at least three of  the 9-15 members of  BMU executive 
committees are women. The nominal representation 
of  women on the executive committees is accepted in 
most communities, and communities appreciate some 
of  the benefits of  their participation. For example, 
communities regard women as more honest, less prone 
to corruption, and better able to connect with social 
counterparts through their trading networks.

Gendered norms and practical constraints, however, 
limit women’s power and influence on BMU executive 
committees. Women have fewer material assets than 

men, domestic and child care duties place time con-
straints on their participation, social and sexual taboos 
stipulate they should not be near fishing boats, and 
some men presume that women’s lack of  capital makes 
them susceptible to involvement in illegal fishing. Male 
boat owners effectively control decision-making in 
the BMUs, and women are often reluctant to express 
their opinions. Mandated quotas for women represent 
an incremental improvement, but local gender norms 
and male domination largely take precedence over the 
participatory design of  Lake Victoria’s co-management 
institutions (Nunan and Cepić 2020) (Box 4).

A similar picture emerged from a multi-country analysis 
of  women’s participation in forest management. 
Where asset differentials between men and women 
were large, women’s participation was low. Women 
also had lower participation in local forest institutions 
that required in-kind time donations or user fees. 
Women were disadvantaged by educational disparities, 
as membership and participation in forest associations 
correlated with higher educational levels. The survey 
found that only 28 percent of  forest council members 
were women, and 15 percent of  forest associations 
were led by a woman. Here again, wealth inequality 
between men and women was linked to a lower 
probability of  a woman leader. The negative synergies 
of  education, assets, and low participation reflect the 
systemic, patriarchal spaces in which interventions 
often operate. Yet low participation rates for women 
in forest management institutions, especially in 
leadership positions, appear to come at a cost. The 
evidence suggests that women contribute significantly 
to rule-making and manage day-to-day disputes over 
resource issues more successfully than men (Agarwal 
2009; 2010), and the presence of  women in leadership 
positions is “highly correlated with lower levels of  
disruptive conflict” (Coleman and Mwangi 2013).
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BOX 4: 

PNRM, GENDER, AND MARGINALIZATION

Recent literature on PNRM reveals some attempts to determine if including women and other marginalized groups in 
environmental project activities achieves greater democratic outcomes in NRM. However, these efforts have yet to 
produce greater shared power and participation.

Beyond considering marginalized populations when designing an activity, more robust normative interventions have 
established quotas for women and other marginalized groups and increased diversity in decision-making. Nunan and Cepić 
(2020) studied the effects of women’s representation and participation on fisheries co-management on Lake Victoria, East 
Africa, where a project used a quota for women’s minimum inclusion in community-based co-management structures. 
The formation of Beach Management Units required one-fifth to one-third of committee members to be women. The 
study found that the quota-based, descriptive representation of women (physical representation) does not translate into 
effective substantive representation (representation based on shared values) (Pitkin 1972).

Communities often regard women as having more moral authority and integrity than men, and women’s social networks 
are different and denser than those among men. The stronger bonds among women in social networks can help to 
strengthen the collective action necessary for project activities. Yet women participants remain constrained by structural 
issues related to their gender roles such as time poverty (due to caregiving or home care duties, for example), taboos, and 
other gendered norms.

Modest inclusion efforts persist despite evidence that consistently demonstrates that social and cultural norms significantly 
hamper women’s and marginalized groups’ full participation in NRM. Activities fail to account for social structures that 
perpetuate the unequal division of responsibility at the household level, reinforce the effects of economic inequality, codify 
ascriptive hierarchies, and perpetuate pervasive cultural norms that keep women subordinate to men in decision-making 
and access to land and resources.

Diversity in decision-making can create more representative outcomes. Yadav, Bigsby, and MacDonald (2017) studied 
the decision-making of the executive committees of community forestry user groups (CFUG) in Nepal to determine 
whether greater inclusion of poor households on these committees led to policies that allowed for more representative 
distribution of benefits. CFUG executive committees are designed to include members of rich, medium, and poor 
households, as well as the Dalit (discriminated, oppressed) and Janjati (Indigenous) castes. The results showed that when 
poor and disadvantaged households can influence the formulation of rules, regulations, and practices through executive 
committee positions, the harvesting period of community forestry increased—a favorable outcome for these groups.

Greater inclusion of women in decision-making groups also creates opportunities for women to challenge existing 
social norms that prevent them from full participation. Giri and Darnhofer (2010) offer a success story in their study 
of community forestry user groups in rural Nepal. The study notes that women typically remain excluded from active 
participation in decision-making, despite increased efforts for inclusion. Yet, the Nepali women in the study subtly 
increased their decision-making standing at the household and community level by participating more at meetings, 
demonstrating their voice and agency, and making inroads in a society that has historically discouraged their full 
participation.
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5. Class, Caste, and Culture

Evidence on the predominant form of  social forestry in 
Indonesia, which covers 1.7 million hectares, highlights 
how socioeconomic contexts can affect participation 
and equity in PNRM. Although social forestry is 
intended to increase broad-based community partic-
ipation and engage vulnerable populations, it did not 
correlate with higher levels of  participation in village 
meetings. Rather, the level of  participation was linked 
to higher levels of  well-being and pre-existing support 
for conservation. In effect, community-based forestry 
management elicited the participation of  social elites 
and built on existing institutions—raising concerns that 
the practice was reinforcing existing inequalities rather 
than supporting more inclusive local governance.

More active participation did take place in areas with 
subsistence-based, Indigenous groups with traditions 
of  communal decision-making. Possible reasons for the 
disconnect between social forests and higher levels of  
participation may include the higher relative transaction 
costs for poor community members, lack of  knowledge 
of  conservation goals, and local concerns that support 
for conservation might translate into reduced forest ac-
cess. At a minimum, the experience with social forestry 
in Indonesia indicates that institutional arrangements for 
PNRM need to account for and address existing social 
inequalities and overcome participation and communica-
tion barriers to avoid levels of  participation that fall far 
short of  project goals (Friedman et al. 2020).

Comparative work on the challenges of  empowering 
women in Tanzania and Dalits in Nepal also reflects the 
limitations of  a “blueprint approach” to PNRM in the 
forestry sector. Both countries have stated policies to 
support disadvantaged groups and formal provisions 
for their representation in local committees and 
assemblies. But cultural norms and social impediments 
reduce their practical effect.

In Tanzania, women are reasonably well-represented 
on committees. But because they hold quota-based 
rather than elected positions, women have less power. 
Women are reluctant to speak when their husbands 
are present or when their opinions run contrary to the 
male-dominated group consensus.

In Nepal, due to low levels of  literacy, Dalits are 
unfamiliar with committee rules and regulations and 
do not comment on financial or political matters. Time 
constraints limit their participation in community forest 
development activities. Despite these recurrent con-
straints and frustrations, over the course of  the past 
20 years, both groups say that their political awareness 
has increased, and their participation has improved.

In both countries, exceptional individuals have occa-
sionally reached leadership positions. Women and 
Dalits are now better informed about their rights, but 
“duty bearers (elites and other powerful groups) have 
not changed their behavior” or taken tangible steps to 
share power (Hyle, Devkota, and Mustalahti 2019).

GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL GOALS, EXTERNAL 
ACTORS, AND PNRM: CHALLENGES FOR REDD+

The past decade has seen an acceleration of  efforts 
to slow global warming by preserving forests that 
sequester carbon and reduce CO2 in the atmosphere. 
The principal global strategy in support of  these efforts 
has been the scheme for REDD+, which compensates 
countries and communities for forest protection. 
REDD+ includes the social safeguard guidelines of  the 
2010 Cancun Agreements, which call for “respect for 
the knowledge and rights of  Indigenous peoples and 
members of  local communities.” While these safe-
guards align in principle with PNRM’s focus on inclu-
sivity, rights, equity, and justice, the evidence suggests 
that REDD+’s track record is mixed, at best, and often 
appears to work against democratic outcomes. Efforts 
to translate REDD+’s global environmental goals 
into locally implemented project activities have often 
failed to grapple successfully with national political 
dynamics and the complexity of  local communities, 
and at times have undermined local elected authorities. 
The imperative to address climate change will likely 
multiply the number of  REDD+ projects and other 
payment-for-ecosystems initiatives—but examples 
from the literature demonstrate why concerns remain 
about the effects of  REDD+ on local governance and 
community well-being.
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6. External Actors with Global Environmental 
Goals like REDD+ Underestimate 
Community Complexities and May 
Undermine Elected Local Government

Vietnam has been one of  the most active countries 
participating in piloting and implementing REDD+. The 
country has gone through a series of  very different 
forest management regimes, from traditional customary 
tenure to the nationalization of  forests in 1976, and 
support for forest protection and state forest enter-
prises in the early 2000s. In communities of  the central 
highlands, where the population is a mix of  a minority 
native ethnic group (K’ho) and a dominant migrant 
ethnic group (Kinh), a Forest Management Board (FMB) 
was created. A national Payment for Environmental 
Services (PES) program paid local people to participate 
in patrols to prevent illegal tree cutting and wildlife 
hunting. The REDD+ project built upon the existing 
PES program structure, allowing the FMB to administer 
on-the-ground activities.

In line with REDD+ governance guidelines, implement-
ers held awareness-raising meetings, conducted training 
on safeguards, and fulfilled free, prior, and informed 
consent protocols. But the project community was 
riven by disputes between the Kinh and the K’ho, with 
the latter group seeking to reclaim their ancestral lands. 
K’ho villagers were also at odds with the FMB over 
what they believed to be unfair tree-cutting policies and 
payments. Despite good intentions and participatory 
structures, the REDD+ intervention’s community 
discussions and program activities inflamed these ethnic 
and government-community tensions, with the various 
stakeholders now justifying their competing claims 
according to different notions of  customary, national, 
and global norms, laws, and environmental justice. The 
normative and procedural merits of  global REDD+ 
safeguards could not cope with these existing state-so-
ciety tensions, institutional conflicts, and historical 
ethnic grievances over land and forest rights (Hoang, 
Satyal, and Corbera 2019).

Experiences from Nigeria and Kenya have produced 
accounts of  REDD+’s negative effects on elected local 
government. In Nigeria, powerful state governors, 
sometimes called “political godfathers,” capture and 
control federal, state, and local tax revenues. In Cross 
River State, the site of  the first state-level REDD+ 
pilot program, the governor enacted a logging ban in 
anticipation of  REDD+ funding and the associated 
legitimacy derived from support of  the international 
community and NGOs. The governor also worked with 
local chiefs who had influence over local land use—but 
local elected governments were largely marginalized. 
With the approval of  REDD+ officials, local NGOs 
facilitated the representation of  local people in project 
activities, based on the rationale that local government 
officials were corrupt. REDD+ personnel even stated 
that “strengthening local democratic governance is not 
the main priority of  donors.” Unlike local government 
officials, however, NGOs could not be held account-
able by local people through electoral processes 
(Nuesiri 2017).

In Kenya, a for-profit conservation organization imple-
mented the REDD+ project, and began working with 
chiefs and Local Development Committees (LDCs). 
But the project soon “derecognized” these groups and 
shifted to a parallel structure of  specially created Local 
Carbon Committees (LCC) and community-based orga-
nizations (CBOs). The new project governance arrange-
ments also largely excluded elected local councilors. 
LDCs were often overburdened and corrupt, and local 
communities perceived LCCs and CBOs to be more ac-
countable and responsive to issues raised by the REDD+ 
project activities. Yet LDCs and councilors represented 
the full range of  constituent concerns, while LCCs solely 
focused on reducing deforestation and generating carbon 
credits. Critics saw the REDD+ project as circumventing 
elected local governments and undermining the institu-
tional goals of  Kenya’s 2010 constitution, which sought 
to empower decentralized and accountable government 
institutions (Chomba 2017).
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Outcomes have been mixed, however. More recent 
results from Tanzania suggest that governance under 
REDD+ may gradually improve over time, although 
these advances may be more evident in some areas 
of  governance than others. Participatory Forest 
Management has been practiced in Tanzania since 
2002, and REDD+ interventions have built on PFM 
institutions to design project activities that generate 
carbon offsets. The methodical process of  developing 
the institutional governance framework includes 
preparing the PFM plan, establishing committees, 
passing by-laws, defining forest reserve boundaries, 
and gaining FPIC from the project communities. Before 
and after surveys in 2010 and 2014 in Kilwa district 

showed generally positive effects on forest governance 
in relation to social cohesion and organization, quality 
of  decision-making, and knowledge of  PFM and its 
relationship to project activities. The villages that had 
participated in the REDD+ project the longest—and 
thereby benefited the most from timber revenues—
showed the strongest improvements in governance. 
Participation in village committees and leadership, 
however, remained male-dominated, with uneven 
access to project information. As in other examples of  
PNRM, socio-cultural barriers to improved democratic 
outcomes appeared to be among the most difficult to 
surmount in a short time frame (Corbera et al. 2020).
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Lessons 

Participatory natural resource management 
takes place in very diverse circumstances, 
spanning a range of  geographies, socio-political 
contexts, local environmental conditions, and 
livelihood activities. PNRM’s links to democratic 
outcomes are similarly differentiated but can be 
grouped within recognizable patterns. In most 
cases, PNRM operates in a contested space 
between the stated or legislated commitments 
of  state authorities to empower local resource 
users, the often weak or flawed implementation 
of  those commitments, and the efforts of  
resource users and communities to ensure their 
participation and influence in NRM planning, 
decision-making, and execution. Although often 
promoted for reasons of  economy and efficien-
cy, PNRM is also fundamentally about power 
and politics, the negotiated and iterative process 
of  making institutions for environmental gover-
nance more inclusive and resource outcomes 
more equitable.

The linkages between PNRM and democratic 
outcomes present a variable mix of  positive and 
negative relationships. A number of  enabling 
conditions correlate with innovation and 
positive change, and some notable constraints 
contribute to suboptimal or negative outcomes.
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Expanding the Sphere of Collective 
Action and Democratic Interactions
Many communities engaged in PNRM face challenges in 
moving from blueprints based on institutional designs 
created by government planners and international 
donors to the actual implementation of  local environ-
mental governance. Organizational capacities, technical 
expertise, and material resources are frequently in 
short supply. While governments do recognize and, 
to some extent, address these gaps, their efforts are 
consistently inadequate. Many cases in the evidence 
review document the crucial role of  NGOs in filling the 
“implementation gap” that characterizes these early 
stages of  PNRM. NGOs frequently help communities 
to organize community members, identify priorities, 
clarify agendas, and develop leadership and advocacy 
skills. These NGOs are generally local organizations 
that have the experience, credibility, and trust nec-
essary to cooperate and work through conflicts at 
the community level. NGO partners also often have 
contacts and prior experiences that help to facilitate 
communication and bridge relationships with govern-
ment agencies and donors. While there are examples 
of  successful endogenous PNRM in areas with limited 
interactions with government, most instances of  
effective PNRM involve communities receiving technical 
inputs and training from the nongovernmental sector.

POLITICAL ALLIANCES, POLITICAL 
SPACE, AND SOCIAL CAPITAL

When community capacities for collective action are 
strengthened and placed on a more stable footing, 
PNRM activities often diversify and expand to include 
interactions with other communities, government 
agencies, local and national NGOs, and, at times, the 
private sector. The effectiveness of  these horizontal 
and vertical interactions increases when the political 
space for PNRM is increased or made more predictable 
by supporting laws and regulations such as land tenure 

or other resource rights. In other cases, windows of  
opportunity arise from the emergence and election of  
political parties that support grassroots democracy. Even 
when political space is limited, the practical economic 
and political needs of  governments may lead them to 
turn to local co-management institutions as partners in 
maintaining or restoring threatened natural resources.

As it evolves, PNRM is likely to increase social capital and 
the density of  social networks among civil society actors 
concerned with resource-related issues like education 
and awareness, monitoring and surveillance, income 
generation, empowerment of  women and youth, and 
peace and conflict. Communities with pre-existing social 
capital from cultural bonds or vocational associations 
may apply those previous collaborative experiences to 
new forms of  cooperation based on PNRM.

In these favorable circumstances, PNRM can connect 
and establish collaborations with a broader range of  
actors, developing synergies that contribute to positive 
democratic outcomes. These connections may include:

• Inter-community groups and associations.

• Organizations for grassroots empowerment.

• Organizations for women and youth.

• Regional, national, and international environmen-
tal advocacy groups.

• Indigenous rights organizations.

• Government agencies whose responsibilities 
overlap with but go beyond NRM (e.g., law 
enforcement, women’s rights, economic develop-
ment, health and education).

• Private sector groups supporting community 
development and corporate social responsibility.



Evidence Review: Linkages Between PNRM and Democratic Outcomes  | 47 

BROADER DOWNSTREAM EFFECTS

The evidence shows that, like other democratic 
processes, the evolution of  PNRM is non-linear and 
subject to periods of  breakdown, grievances, reor-
ganization, and policy and regulatory reform. When 
PNRM is sustained for some period of  time, however, 
the institutional evolution and adaptation of  PNRM 
produces downstream effects that feed into broader 
democratic developments, as has occurred in countries 
like Kenya, Tanzania, Namibia, India, Nepal, and Brazil 
(Cinner and McClanahan 2015; Nelson et al. 2020; 
MET/NACSO 2020; Salerno, Andersson, et al. 2021; 
Salerno, Romulo, et al. 2021; Das 2011; Laudari, Aryal, 
and Maraseni 2020; Anderson et al. 2013; Gonzales 
Tovar et al. 2021).

In crisis situations, PNRM also may fill a political vacu-
um to provide stability and mitigate conflict. In Nepal, 
during the years of  Maoist control of  the countryside, 
community forest user groups provided a stabilizing 
presence, as rebel leaders knew many CFUG leaders 
and respected the transparency of  their management 
of  community resources (Nightingale and Sharma 
2014). In Timor-Leste, in the aftermath of  violence, 
displacement, and land disputes, there was an urgent 
need for national reconciliation. Because the new state 
could not meet this challenge, communities turned to 
customary forms of  NRM to help guide dialogue and 

provide the necessary settings for positive, peaceful 
social interactions (Ide, Palmer, and Barnett 2021). 
Experiences from national parks in Latin America and 
Africa also show that when stakeholders perceive 
PNRM to be trustworthy and transparent, political 
spaces become more conducive to open dialogue, 
negotiation, and conflict reduction (De Pourcq et al. 
2015; Soliku and Schraml 2018).

POWER AND CULTURE: FORMAL AND 
CUSTOMARY INSTITUTIONS

As issues of  rights to land and access and use of  
natural resources in and around Indigenous lands 
become more contentious (e.g., FIP and adelphi 2021), 
questions about how formal and traditional governance 
institutions can work together are increasingly import-
ant. Because of  the often indivisible nature of  cultural 
practices (e.g., kinship, clans, ceremonies) and the 
management of  natural resources in Indigenous com-
munities, participatory and inclusive decision-making is 
particularly significant. However, the expectations of  
formal and customary authorities about the type and 
adequacy of  participatory processes, as well as their re-
lationship to other levels of  governance, often diverge. 
The evidence from countries like Brazil, Bolivia, and 
Indonesia indicates that PNRM can help to bridge these 
divides and find innovative ways to integrate customary 
practices within multilevel governance.    
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BOX 4: 

TEN ENABLING CONDITIONS FOR PNRM LINKAGES TO POSITIVE 
DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

Developing or strengthening 
communities’ internal capacities 
for collective action by 
engaging early organizational 
support from local NGOs (or 
government agencies).

A bridging role by NGOs (or 
government agencies) to bring 
together actors from formal 
and customary institutions and 
other stakeholders to engage in 
dialogue and problem-solving.

Encouraging recognition 
by government authorities 
and partners that it is 
in their political and 
institutional interests to 
work collaboratively with 
communities to solve NRM 
problems.

Fostering alliances among 
communities or with regional 
and national environmental 
organizations for advocacy 
and mobilization around 
environmental (and non-
environmental) issues of 
shared concern.

Capitalizing on political 
windows of opportunity that 
increase the political space 
for PNRM, including legal 
reforms that empower local 
communities, or political 
parties that come to power 
based on grassroots support.

Supporting progressive 
increases of social capital (often 
building on pre-existing social 
capital), with expanding social 
networks and diversification of 
government relationships.

Increasing inter-community 
linkages among women’s 
groups (sometimes building on 
trading networks) based on 
strong social ties and shared 
problem-solving.

Retaining or repurposing 
customary institutions of 
Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities to work with 
formal institutions in nested, 
multiscale governance.

Bolstering political 
demonstration effects of PNRM 
innovation and successes that 
lead to replication and scaling 
of grassroots democracy.

Providing the time and 
resources necessary to 
establish PNRM credibility and 
legitimacy, making possible 
longer-term institutional 
development through 
experiences with failures, 
resistance, learning, and 
adaptation. 



Evidence Review: Linkages Between PNRM and Democratic Outcomes  | 49 

Incomplete Power Sharing, Normative 
Constraints, and External Actors
While PNRM has many linkages to positive demo-
cratic outcomes, the evidence shows that PNRM is 
also associated with various suboptimal or negative 
outcomes. These outcomes stem from both structural 
state-society power relationships and specific local 
political, social, and ecological factors. Higher-level 
governance often negatively affects PNRM through 
chronic flaws in the prevailing political system such as 
patronage, rent-seeking, and identity group biases. At 
the local level, although certain kinds of  institutions are 
common across cases (e.g., natural resource commit-
tees, co-management organizations, user groups), their 
impact on democratic outcomes often depend on the 
endogenous effects of  customary governance arrange-
ments and local culture. These may include deeply 
embedded socio-cultural patterns such as gender 
inequality and caste or class discrimination. In addition 
to these local and national factors, PNRM increasingly 
plays a role in implementing global environmental goals 
like REDD+. Despite shared goals of  reducing defor-
estation, the performance of  REDD+ interventions 
has been mixed in terms of  perceived benefits for local 
communities.

PERSISTENT ELITE POWER

The flawed and incomplete forms of  decentralization 
that have weakened and distorted the implementation 
of  PNRM are not specific to natural resource man-
agement. Broader critiques of  decentralization across 
sectors in Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, have noted 
that, absent training, financial resources, and genuine 
local autonomy, decentralization has repeatedly failed 
to meet expectations (Erk 2014). But given constitu-
tional provisions that frequently place ultimate authori-
ty over natural resources like forests, marine resources, 
and wildlife in the hands of  the state, decentralized 
NRM is a distinctively difficult political challenge.

As described above, there are abundant examples 
in the literature of  central authorities retaining key 
powers over NRM despite formal commitments 
to devolution or co-management arrangements. 
Elites maintain their prerogatives though a range of  
mechanisms, involving both visible power (formal 
rules and procedures of  decision-making) and hidden 
power (controlling who occupies decision-making 
bodies and what gets on the agenda) (VeneKlasen 
and Miller 2002). The asymmetrical division of  rights 
and responsibilities between government officials 
and local communities often results in resource users 
having heavy operational responsibilities, while elite 
officials and their bureaucratic allies control strategic 
decisions over land use, long-term resource planning, 
and revenues. The weak implementation of  PNRM 
in what is essentially an undemocratic context often 
leads to suboptimal or negative linkages to democratic 
outcomes.

The institutional changes and intended shifts in power 
associated with PNRM are both a challenge and an 
opportunity for influential actors at all levels, many of  
whom maneuver to maintain their ability to advance 
their interests. New decision-making bodies such as 
executive committees are often dominated by men 
with the education, language skills, and donor connec-
tions that make them expedient and favored choices. 
In response to shifts of  power among levels of  gov-
ernance, politically savvy actors “scale jump” to insert 
themselves in newly established sites of  power that 
allow them to continue to exert their influence (Green 
2016). These machinations of  visible and hidden power 
detract from the devolution of  power that is meant to 
produce democratic outcomes in PNRM interventions.
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REPRODUCING INEQUALITY

Local socio-cultural norms also may run counter 
to meaningful participation and inclusion in PNRM. 
Community organizations for PNRM often reproduce 
these hierarchies of  power in new institutional forms. 
Many articles describe systematic constraints on 
women’s opportunities to express opinions, make 
decisions, and assume leadership roles. Nominal quotas 
for the participation of  women are not uncommon in 
PNRM, but many factors reduce their practical effects. 
Limitations on women’s assets and ownership rights 
reduce their power and influence. Expectations about 
daily work tasks, along with child-rearing obligations, 
contribute to women’s time poverty and create barriers 
to full engagement. With unequal representation, 
women often receive fewer benefits, and communities 
do not realize women’s potential contributions to 
rule-making, conflict management, and stability. While 
advances in women’s roles in PNRM are sometimes 
noted, local cultural norms outside of  environmental 
governance often make efforts at improvement a form 
of  “bargaining with patriarchy” (Kawarazuka, Locke, and 
Seeley 2019).

Groups marginalized by ascriptive identity or class also 
face forms of  exclusion. Even when these groups take 
part in decision-making, dominant community members 
may ignore their input, capacities, and preferences 
(Mustalahti et al. 2020). Marginalized groups often rely 
more directly and heavily on natural resources for their 
livelihoods than members of  executive committees, who 
may own or control larger and more diversified assets. 
As a result, the impact of  restrictions on resource use 
to promote conservation may fall disproportionately 
on lower castes and classes who have limited influence 
on the design and implementation of  rules. There is 
evidence, however, that including these groups on 
PNRM decision-making committees helps create natural 
resource rules that are more favorable to poorer 
resource users.

WHOSE AGENDA? EXTERNAL ACTORS 
AND LOCAL CONTROL

The multiscalar intersections of  PNRM are most clearly 
at play in interventions promoted by external actors to 
achieve goals linked to climate change, conservation, 
and sustainable use of  natural resources. Internationally 
supported measures like REDD+ are implemented 
through public and private linkages with national 
governments, ministries, provincial leaders, and local 
communities. These actors negotiate rights, responsibili-
ties, and benefits, and then implement projects—well or 
badly—in local communities. The evidence shows that 
tensions often arise between the environmental goals 
of  external actors and the multifaceted livelihood and 
cultural priorities of  communities. Historical legacies, 
intra-community social and political rifts, and competing 
understandings of  environmental goals and economic 
justice can lead to miscommunication and missteps that 
produce suboptimal or negative democratic outcomes.

The temptation is to circumvent these complications by 
either working with compliant elites at different scales or 
by creating new, project-specific institutions. Supportive, 
high-ranking government officials, for example, may 
support REDD+ in hopes of  using their patronage net-
works to realize benefits for themselves and their allies. 
Newly created local committees may be designed to 
meet project requirements for expertise and managerial 
efficiency. NGOs may take on areas of  coordination and 
oversight. But these apparent expediencies may displace 
or disrupt the normal functioning of  local government 
and the mandated responsibilities of  elected officials.

Implementation challenges also involve democratic norms 
that are part of  REDD+ governance standards but are 
not practiced in many project communities, especially 
those related to women’s participation and gender equal-
ity. This dilemma is captured by Samndong and Kjosavik 
(2017) when they observe: “Making REDD+ gender 
transformative…depends on how REDD+ actors can be 
more effective in fostering gender equity by manipulating 
the existing socio-cultural norms.” These kinds of  knotty 
scenarios indicate that normative differences can com-
plicate questions about the linkages between PNRM and 
democratic outcomes.
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BOX 5: 

EIGHT CONSTRAINTS ON PNRM WITH LINKAGES TO SUBOPTIMAL/
NEGATIVE DEMOCRATIC OUTCOMES

Decentralization of NRM by 
central government authorities 
is incomplete or flawed, with 
key powers of decision-making 
retained by elite decision-
makers and government 
agencies.

Decentralization of NRM is 
motivated by the preferences 
of donors and other external 
actors, with local elites seeking 
to benefit from political 
support, patronage, and rent-
seeking opportunities.

Through “responsibilization,” 
obligations for NRM 
implementation are transferred 
to local communities without 
the proportionate transfer of 
necessary resources, while 
elites control key decision-
making and women and 
marginalized groups are further 
disadvantaged.

New governance arrangements 
under decentralization create 
“new institutional elites” who 
are upwardly accountable to 
higher level government but 
not downwardly accountable to 
local communities.

As a form of resistance to the 
new distribution of power, 
dominant political actors 
engage in “scale-jumping” to 
reassert their power in new 
institutional niches at different 
scales.

Patriarchal gender norms 
in local communities limit 
women’s participation, voice, 
and decision-making power in 
NRM committees, undermining 
democratic practices 
and sidelining women’s 
contributions to rule-making 
and conflict management 
(both of which show women 
performing better than men).

Socio-cultural norms limit 
the participation, voice, and 
decision-making of individuals 
deemed of lower caste or class, 
depriving them of input on 
decisions pertaining to their 
labor and benefits.

External actors supporting 
international initiatives like 
REDD+ fail to take into 
account national political 
dynamics and the complexity 
of local communities, leading to 
miscommunication and conflict.
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Knowledge 
Gaps and  
Future Research 

As noted above, it is important to recall the limitations 
of  the evidence base of  the articles reviewed in terms 
of  reliability, bias, and the strength of  causal linkages. 
Most articles described mechanisms and impacts 
based on fieldwork, surveys, and qualitative or mixed 
methods, rather than experimental, causal analysis. 
Nevertheless, they provide a rich source of  empirical 
information and insights from which we have distilled 
key themes and patterns that inform a more substan-
tive consideration of  the linkages between PNRM and 
democratic outcomes. In the time frame covered by 
the articles (2005-2020), the discussion surrounding 
PNRM clearly evolved. Research placed a growing 
emphasis on institutions and power, included more 
detailed discussions of  devolution and decentralization, 
paid greater attention to the complexity of  PNRM-
related policy and legal regimes, and acknowledged the 
need to take more explicitly into account the impact of  
PNRM on women and marginalized groups.

While the evidence base on links between PNRM and 
democratic outcomes has grown, knowledge remains 
relatively shallow in many areas. PNRM can significantly 
contribute to democratic outcomes, but there is no 
ready-made blueprint for success. The likelihood that 
programs will produce positive outcomes strongly 
correlates with a favorable mix of  enabling conditions 
and the relative absence of  key political and socio-cul-
tural constraints. Underlying the importance of  these 
factors is the fact that PNRM is not just about inclusion 
and participatory procedures but also fundamentally a 
matter of  restructuring power.
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The initial picture of  enabling conditions suggests 
important questions for further investigation, including 
the following:

• Under what circumstances is the engagement of  
the nongovernmental sector for organizational 
support and cross-sectoral bridging likely to be 
effective?

• Why and when do government authorities 
recognize that PNRM aligns with their political and 
institutional interests?

• How do communities engaged in PNRM mobilize 
to form alliances to advance their interests and 
take advantage of  favorable political developments?

• What circumstances and actions facilitate the 
successful coordination of  customary institutions 
with formal institutions and multiscale governance?

A central assumption of  PNRM is that it can improve 
equity and empowerment of  women and marginalized 
groups. While the evidence base does provide insight 
into the dynamics between state and local authorities 
and the roles and responsibilities of  local users, articles 
tend to examine local users as a single group, rarely 
disaggregating impacts across racial and ethnic catego-
ries, demographics, age groups, or gender.

In particular, while the interventions examined often 
consider women in project design and implementation, 
and some articles noted statements and made obser-
vations about gender inequality, relatively few studies 
explicitly examined impacts on women. This is a major 
knowledge gap that limits future design and adaptation 
of  PNRM to better serve women and marginalized 
groups and provide safeguards against exacerbating 
existing issues and inequities.

There is a strong evidence base on the recurrent flaws 
and dysfunctions of  decentralization, but compara-
tively little on effective local forms of  resistance to 
its negative effects within PNRM. This may be in part 
because in many cases decentralization appears to be 
as much the result of  the expectations of  international 
donors and institutions—the World Bank spent $7.4 
billion supporting decentralization between 1990 and 
2007 (Lewis 2014)—as a reflection of  local demands. 

In addition, some studies note that, despite its many 
shortcomings, decentralization does provide new 
opportunities and roles for local people in NRM. This 
includes nominal membership on natural resource 
committees for women and marginalized groups.

In general, however, the articles identified political and 
socio-cultural constraints that also point toward several 
areas for deeper inquiry:

• What circumstances and actions help commu-
nities to develop multiscalar relationships at 
different levels of  governance to advance their 
interests?

• What are the conditions and actions by which 
successful PNRM interventions avoid elite capture 
of  new institutions and work effectively with local 
government and customary institutions?

• What circumstances and actions help women 
and marginalized groups leverage PNRM to resist 
exclusionary and discriminatory socio-cultural 
norms?

• What approaches are most effective in imple-
menting REDD+ programs with attention to the 
complexity of  local communities and functioning 
of  elected local government?

In addition to these issues, the evidence base remains 
skewed toward a few countries and is heavily focused on 
forests. More evidence from Latin America, the Middle 
East, and under-represented areas of  Africa, along with 
recent developments in fisheries co-management and 
Other Effective Area-Based Conservation Measures 
(OECM), would help to round out the picture.

Perhaps most significantly, while democracy is a 
multifaceted process that evolves over time, most 
of  the evidence base looks at relatively limited time 
frames and rarely connects PNRM interventions to the 
broader political context. Hence, the literature would 
be strengthened by longitudinal research that seeks to 
understand PNRM as a series of  democratic experi-
ments that are both conditioned by and reveal the fault 
lines and accomplishments of  national political systems.

https://www.protectedplanet.net/en/thematic-areas/oecms?tab=OECMs
https://www.protectedplanet.net/en/thematic-areas/oecms?tab=OECMs
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Implications for Integrated  
Environmental Programming
A review of  the evidence finds diverse and consequen-
tial links between PNRM and democratic outcomes. 
Some form of  PNRM is used to implement key aspects 
of  the entire suite of  environmental programming: 
forests, fisheries, wildlife, parks, rangelands, climate 
mitigation, climate adaptation, and land and resource 
governance. PNRM is also likely to be an important 
part of  responses to emerging issues related to biodi-
versity and the urban-rural interface (Zeller, Perry, and 
Göttert 2019).

PNRM also has links to important issues and compo-
nents of  democratic governance. We observed the 
following examples of  positive linkages with democratic 
governance:

• New models of  government-community collabo-
ration (Southeast Asia, Honduras).

• Political influence in national debates (Amazon in 
Brazil, reconciliation in Timor-Leste).

• Village governance improvements (Tanzania).

• Increased women’s participation and improve-
ments in rule compliance (India, Nepal).

• Political representation of  Indigenous interests and 
rights (Indonesia, Bolivia).

• Sectoral reforms (Namibia).

• Political crisis management (Nepal).

• Conflict resolution (Colombia, Ghana).

• Democratic local practices in non-democratic 
states (Vietnam, Cambodia).

Conversely, examination of  the linkages between 
PNRM and suboptimal or negative democratic out-
comes opened windows onto serious challenges to 
democratic performance:

• Persistent elite power despite decentralization 
(Zambia, Botswana, Mexico, Bangladesh).

• Transfer of  responsibilities without resources 
(Indonesia, Mexico, Tanzania).

• Elite capture of  institutional reforms (Cameroon, 
Senegal).

• Gendered norms in community institutions 
(Uganda, Kenya, Bolivia, Mexico, etc.).

• Socio-cultural norms linked to marginalization 
(Indonesia, Nepal, Tanzania).

• Climate change interventions (REDD+) causing 
local tensions (Vietnam, Nigeria, Kenya).

These diverse linkages demonstrate why PNRM is 
a relevant focus of  attention for development spe-
cialists working on environmental issues, democratic 
governance, land and marine tenure, climate change, 
conflict prevention, gender and social inclusion, and 
other related sectors. The reason to prioritize PNRM is 
not the assured democratic benefits it produces—this 
evidence review has shown that those benefits are 
possible but contingent—but rather its centrality across 
issue-areas and within participatory program designs.

With the mounting evidence of  ecological and climate 
crises from the Intergovernmental Science-Policy 
Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(IPBES) and the UN Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC), international organizations and 
donors are setting ambitious goals for land and water 
conservation, climate mitigation, and climate adaptation. 
Programmatic initiatives like REDD+ and Nature-based 
Solutions (NbS) are likely to expand. These initiatives 
often promote land-use interventions in areas inhabited 
by rural populations and Indigenous Peoples whose 
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territorial and land rights may be unrecognized or 
weakly enforced. At the same time, recent initiatives re-
ceiving global attention like the Principles for Locally Led 
Adaptation Action (Global Commission on Adaptation 
2021) and the Natural Resource Governance 
Framework issued by IUCN (Springer, Campese, and 
Nakangu 2021) are normative benchmarks that will 
inform environmental programming in the years ahead. 
These efforts reflect a strong international consensus 
and echo the aspirations of  PNRM.

What is apparent from this evidence review, however, 
is that from a governance standpoint, REDD+ has 
had disappointing results. More recently, analysts have 
expressed concerns that NbS will similarly fail to ensure 
rights and equitable benefits for Indigenous Peoples and 
local communities (Tugendhat 2021). Supporters of  the 
“30x30” target—which advocates equitably conserving 
30 percent of  marine habitats in marine protected 
areas and 30 percent of  terrestrial areas and inland 
waters by 2030—are sensitive to these misgivings. In 
September 2021, a World Conservation Congress 
motion called for “the full and effective participation of  
Indigenous Peoples” and encouraged state authorities 
to “implement area-based targets in ways that are 
appropriate to regional conditions through participato-
ry, knowledge-based spatial planning processes."

These challenges, however, highlight a persistent 
disjuncture between ambitious initiatives to address 
climate change and ecosystem health and the 

modest track record of  external actors working with 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities to develop 
effective and participatory natural resource governance 
mechanisms. Left unaddressed, this governance gap 
will likely reduce the effectiveness of  global environ-
mental interventions and contribute to grievances and 
instability in rural communities and among Indigenous 
groups—with broader downstream effects on 
democracy.

The patterns, lessons, and knowledge gaps identified 
in this evidence review can inform more focused 
thinking on these emerging challenges of  PNRM and 
democracy. They add to previous work by USAID 
on stakeholder engagement at the crossroads of  
environment and democracy (USAID 2018; 2020a) as 
well as pilot activities to integrate PNRM and climate 
adaptation with conflict management and peacebuilding 
(USAID 2020c).

This evidence review has mapped and clarified the 
types and range of  PNRM impacts on democracy as a 
preliminary step toward developing integrated pro-
gramming. But much more remains to be learned about 
the mechanisms of  change in specific contexts. Building 
on this evidence base, further investigation of  knowl-
edge gaps through longitudinal studies and political 
economy analysis can help to identify program options 
and recommendations to realize the full potential of  
PNRM in addressing growing environmental problems 
and the challenges of  democratic governance.

https://www.iucncongress2020.org/motion/101
https://www.iucncongress2020.org/motion/101
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ANNEX 2. 

Methodological Details

FOCAL GEOGRAPHIES

Focal geographies of  this review (low and middle income countries, as classified by World Bank, 2021)

LOW-INCOME ECONOMIES ($1,045 OR LESS) [27]
Afghanistan Ethiopia Malawi South Sudan

Burkina Faso Gambia, The Mali Sudan

Burundi Guinea Mozambique Syrian Arab Republic

Central African Republic Guinea-Bissau Niger Togo

Chad Korea, Dem. People’s Rep Rwanda Uganda

Congo, Dem. Rep Liberia Sierra Leone Yemen, Rep.

Eritrea Madagascar Somalia

LOWER-MIDDLE INCOME ECONOMIES ($1,046 TO $4,095) [55]
Angola Egypt, Arab Rep. Mauritania Solomon Islands 

Algeria El Salvador Micronesia, Fed. Sts. Sri Lanka

Bangladesh Eswatini Mongolia Tanzania

Belize Ghana Morocco Tajikistan

Benin Haiti Myanmar Timor-Leste

Bhutan Honduras Nepal Tunisia

Bolivia India Nicaragua Ukraine

Cabo Verde Indonesia Nigeria Uzbekistan

Cambodia Iran, Islamic Rep Pakistan Vanuatu

Cameroon Kenya Papua New Guinea Vietnam

Comoros Kiribati Philippines West Bank and Gaza

Congo, Rep. Kyrgyz Republic Samoa Zambia

Côte d’Ivoire Lao PDR São Tomé and Principe Zimbabwe

Djibouti Lesotho Senegal

https://datahelpdesk.worldbank.org/knowledgebase/articles/906519-world-bank-country-and-lending-groups
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UPPER-MIDDLE INCOME ECONOMIES ($4,096 TO $12,695) [55]
Albania Dominica Kosovo Peru 

American Samoa Dominican Republic Lebanon Romania

Argentina Equatorial Guinea Libya Russian Federation

Armenia Ecuador Malaysia Serbia

Azerbaijan Fiji Maldives South Africa

Belarus Gabon Marshall Islands St. Lucia

Bosnia and Herzegovina Georgia Mauritius St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

Botswana Grenada Mexico Suriname

Brazil Guatemala Moldova Thailand

Bulgaria Guyana Montenegro Tonga

China Iraq Namibia Turkey

Colombia Jamaica North Macedonia Turkmenistan

Costa Rica Jordan Panama Tuvalu

Cuba Kazakhstan Paraguay

SEARCH STRATEGY

We used the following key terms to search for literature from publication databases. Full records of  combinations 
of  Boolean search strings used for each database, records of  forward and backward citation search of  relevant 
reviews, along with records of  search results, are available here.

POPULATION KEY TERMS

("participatory"  OR "community-based" OR "collaborative"  OR "cooperative"  OR "co-managed")

AND

OUTCOME KEY TERMS

("co-benefits"  OR "governance"  OR "democracy"  OR "rights"  OR "government"  OR "decision-making"  OR 
"empowerment"  OR "corruption"  OR "justice"  OR "equity"  OR "violence"  OR "political stability"  OR "good 
governance" or "autocracy"  OR "peace"  OR "peacebuilding"  OR "social learning"  OR "decentralization"  OR 
"democratization"  OR "governance structure"  OR "engagement strategy"  OR "stakeholder engagement"  OR 
"stakeholder involvement"  OR "stakeholder collaboration"  OR "stakeholder participation"  OR "stakeholder 
representation"  OR "particip*"  OR "collab*"  OR "ladder of  participation"  OR "consult*"  OR "dialogue*"  OR 
"negotiat*"  OR "sharing power"  OR "transferring power"  OR "power"  OR "sharing information"  OR "rights"  
OR "roles"  OR "responsibilities"  OR "supervision"  OR "distribution"  OR "benefits"  OR "inclusive"  OR "non-dis-
criminatory"  OR "resource-user input"  OR "decision-making"  OR "transparen*"  OR "accountab*"  OR "dem-
ocratic governance"  OR "democratic institutions"  OR "authoritarianism"  OR "institutions"  OR "Collaborative 
Stakeholder Participation"  OR "legitimacy") 

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.6483772
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AND

STUDY TYPE KEY TERMS

("synthesis"  OR "review"  OR "evaluat*"  OR "case stud*"  OR "impacts"  OR "evidence"  OR "assess*"  OR 
"lessons learned"  OR "best practices"  OR "Success"  OR "Failure"  OR "Outcome"  OR "Impact"  OR "Progress"  
OR "evidence review"  OR "rapid review")

AND

ONE OF THE FOLLOWING SETS OF INTERVENTION KEY TERMS

FOREST-BASED INTERVENTION KEY TERMS

("natural resource management"  OR "natural resource governance"  OR "forest management"  OR "forest gov-
ernance"  OR "agroforestry"  OR "forest policy"  OR "forest policy reform"  OR "silviculture"  OR "forest reform"  
OR "Local ecological knowledge"  OR "Multi-functional Forestry"  OR "PNRM"  OR "CNRM"  OR "forestry"  OR 
"forest management"  OR "social forestry"  OR "FLEGT"  OR "Forest Law Enforcement"  OR "Forest Governance"  
OR "REDD+" OR "community forestry" OR "forest decentralization" OR "forest property rights")

NON-FOREST BASED INTERVENTION KEY TERMS

  ("Integrated landscape management" OR "Conservation Agreements" OR "Conservation Concessions" OR 
"Conservation Offset Programs" OR "Conservation Oriented Farming" OR "Conservation Tender Program" OR 
"Grassbanking" OR "pastoralism" OR "land tenure reform" OR "women's land rights" OR "Integrative Natural 
Protected Areas" OR "INPA")

FISHERIES INTERVENTION KEY TERMS

  ("Territorial Use Rights for Fisheries" OR "participatory fisheries management" OR "participatory fishery manage-
ment" OR "LMMA" OR "locally managed marine area" OR "fisheries co-management")

WILDLIFE INTERVENTION KEY TERMS

("wildlife trafficking" OR "illegal wildlife trade" OR "ecoguards" OR "poaching" OR "wildlife trade" OR "wildlife 
management") 

CLIMATE INTERVENTION KEY TERMS

("adaptive co-management" AND "climate change") OR ("climate change mitigation") OR ("climate change 
adaptation")
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GREY LITERATURE SOURCES SEARCHED (FEBRUARY, MARCH 2021)

Source (acronym) Institution, website

CARE https://www.care.org/reports-and-resources/ 

CIFOR Center for International Forestry Research, https://www.cifor.org/knowledge/
publications/ 

DANIDA Danish International Development Agency, http://www.danida-publikationer.
dk/?sc_lang=en 

DFID/FCDO Department for International Development/Foreign, Commonwealth & Development 
Office www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs 

FAO United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, http://www.fao.org/publications 

GALA https://www.learngala.com/

GSDRC Governance and Social Development Resource Center, https://gsdrc.org/
publications/ 

IDRC Digital Library International Development Research Centre, https://idl-bnc-idrc.dspacedirect.org/ 

Mercy Corps https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources 

ODI Overseas Development Institute, https://odi.org/en/publications/ 

Oxfam https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-publications/ 

RFGI Responsive Forest Governance Initiative, https://www.jesseribot.com/Projects/
RFGI——Responsive-Forest-Governance-Initiative-(REDD%2B-and-Adaptation) 

SIDA Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency, https://www.sida.se/en/
publications 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme, https://www.undp.org/publications 

USAID DEC Development Experience Clearinghouse, https://dec.usaid.gov/dec/home/Default.
aspx 

Wageningen UR Wageningen UR Centre for Development Innovation, https://www.wur.nl/en/
Research-Results.htm 

WRI World Resources Institute,   https://www.wri.org/research 

https://www.care.org/reports-and-resources/
https://www.cifor.org/knowledge/publications/
https://www.cifor.org/knowledge/publications/
http://www.danida-publikationer.dk/?sc_lang=en
http://www.danida-publikationer.dk/?sc_lang=en
http://www.gov.uk/research-for-development-outputs
http://www.fao.org/publications
https://www.learngala.com/
https://gsdrc.org/publications/
https://gsdrc.org/publications/
https://idl-bnc-idrc.dspacedirect.org/
https://www.mercycorps.org/research-resources
https://odi.org/en/publications/
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ANNEX 3. 

Detailed Typology of Democratic 
Outcomes

Category Subcategory Description

Civil society
Individuals, communities, identity-based and religious groupings, livelihood-based associations, advocacy 
organizations, research institutes, and media. Civil society relationships exist between NR users, 
communities, and other resource actors. 

Power and social relations 
between users around 
NR

Diverse manifestations of  patterns of  power (dominant/subordinate) 
between users/actors, ranging from control over material resources 
to power enacted through discourses, issue-framing, and access to 
information (Bennett et al 2018); relations include collaboration, 
cooperation, negotiation, abuse of  power, and resistance/rejection/
discord.

E.g., those in community with NR assets/land vis-à-vis those without 
assets/land; fishermen vis-à-vis trader/processors; power disparities 
between ethnic groups using same NR; changes in recognition, 
norms, and respect for female committee members; elite capture, 
inequitable benefit sharing.

Political & social stability/
conflict involving civil 
society

Perceptions of  the likelihood of  political instability and/or politically 
motivated violence/conflict (Worldwide Governance Indicators); also 
instability and conflict that is primarily social in nature—all involving civil 
society.

E.g., instability in intra-group dynamics of  CFUGs; farmer-herder 
conflicts over scarce resources or benefits, land rights; outsiders 
encroaching into defined CBNRM areas; resentment against newly 
empowered groups in community.

Capacity/ability/ desire 
to engage with the NRM 
intervention

Ability for individuals to participate or become involved in NRM inter-
vention and exercise voice and advocacy (education, training, time).

Organizational capacity

Ability to create/develop civil society organizations, make them 
productive and effective, and to prepare for and respond to change 
in the context of  NRM (can comprise resources/infrastructure, 
knowledge and skills, culture, and leadership).

Demonstration effects

Development in a community that serves as a catalyst in other com-
munities (behavior is caused by observation of  the actions of  others 
and their consequences), socialization of  successes. (Does not include 
perceptions or opinions about intervention).

http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/
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Category Subcategory Description

Institutions

Institutions are the systems of established and embedded social and political rules or norms that struc-
ture social and political interactions, and that serve to constrain and guide human behavior (Hodgson 
2006).

Formal institutions: Formal rules (laws, regulations, procedures) that constrain and prescribe the 
behavior of groups and individuals in society.

Informal/customary/traditional institutions: Informal rules (socio-cultural norms and practices) or non-
state codified rules (procedures and understandings based on traditional authority) that constrain and 
prescribe the behavior of groups and individuals in society. 

Transparency & 
accountability

Decisions are taken and enforced in accordance with rules and regula-
tions; there is public access to all information that is not classified for 
well-specified reasons; information on decisions and implementations 
of  policies is made available to the public; decision-makers, both col-
lective and individual, take responsibility for their decisions; decisions 
are reported on, explained, and can be sanctioned; there are effective 
remedies against maladministration (Council of  Europe). 
 
E.g., individuals are aware of/understand rules and regulations, rules 
are enforced (objectively/empirically), FPIC and other international 
standards.

Rules and regulations on 
NR use and rights

Formal rules (laws, regulations, procedures) and informal rules (norms, 
shared understandings) as a result of  intervention.

E.g., development of  local by-laws, downstream legal changes, adaptive 
management.

Type of  user engagement/
role in NR decision-making

Rule changes in the nature of  how users engage with institutions.

E.g., new structured opportunities to voice concerns; new represen-
tation mechanisms, new committee roles, voting; new arrangements 
for monitoring and surveillance; new mechanisms to interact with local 
government.

Mechanisms for handling 
disputes and negotiations 
about NR

Formal and informal processes for handling disputes about access, use, 
monitoring, etc., of  natural resources.

E.g., formal and informal grievance mechanisms.

Governance performance 
& fragility

Institutional performance/public services (access, responsiveness, qual-
ity); fragility (low/weak) perceptions of  legitimacy and effectiveness, 
vulnerability to instability and conflict. Fragility results from ineffective 
or/and unaccountable governance, weak social cohesion, or corrupt 
institutions.

E.g., individuals regard rules/regulations as fair/just, or users do 
not comply with NR rules because the government is not viewed as 
legitimate (e.g., due to refusal to engage certain ethnic groups). Or 
new government policies are seen as lip-service and unlikely to be 
implemented (because they never were in the past). 

Policy & legal reforms to 
support PNRM Reforms of  law, rules, regulations, policies.
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Category Subcategory Description

Corruption/clientelism

Institutional corruption is “the abuse of  entrusted power for private 
gain” (Transparency International).

E.g., conflicts of  interest, misappropriation, fraud, abuse of  power, 
influence peddling, cronyism, nepotism. Clientelism is a relationship 
between individuals and groups with unequal economic and social 
status, e.g., exchange of  goods and services for political support. 

Power of  institutions and 
power relations within the 
institutional context

Diverse manifestations of  patterns of  institutional power and control, 
or changes in power relations between different institutions, ranging 
from control over material resources to enforcement/punishment 
to power enacted through discourses, issue-framing, and access to 
information (Bennett et al. 2018); relations include collaboration, 
cooperation, negotiation, and resistance/rejection/discord.

Justice (comparability of  
formal/customary systems)

Local authorities abide by the law and judicial decisions, rules and 
regulations are adopted in accordance with procedures provided for by 
law and are enforced impartially; mechanisms exist for comparability of  
formal and customary justice systems (norms, customs, and practices 
by people within a group, repeated for sufficient time to be considered 
mandatory).

State-Society-State-Society-
Private Sector Private Sector 
relationsrelations

State: Administrative and legal order that claims binding authority over citizens and resources in its State: Administrative and legal order that claims binding authority over citizens and resources in its 
jurisdiction, empowered with the legitimate use of force. jurisdiction, empowered with the legitimate use of force. 
State actors (formal): Elected or appointed officials in executive, legislative, judicial, and administrative State actors (formal): Elected or appointed officials in executive, legislative, judicial, and administrative 
positions as well as their ministries, agencies, commissions, courts, etc.  positions as well as their ministries, agencies, commissions, courts, etc.  
State-society relations: Interactions between state actors, formal and informal institutions, and societal State-society relations: Interactions between state actors, formal and informal institutions, and societal 
groups to negotiate how public authority is exercised and how it can be influenced by people. groups to negotiate how public authority is exercised and how it can be influenced by people. 
Private sector: For-profit economic actors (e.g., businesses).Private sector: For-profit economic actors (e.g., businesses).

Trust/distrust in 
government

Perceptions of  the extent to which public power is exercised for pri-
vate gain, including both petty and grand forms of  corruption, as well 
as “capture” of  the state by elites and private interests (Worldwide 
Governance Indicators).

Perceptions of  the quality of  government performance, public services, 
the reliability of  the civil service and government agencies, and the 
degree of  their independence from political pressures, the quality and 
fairness of  policy formulation and implementation, and the credibility 
of  the government’s commitment to such policies (Worldwide 
Governance Indicators).

Power relations and 
representation at different 
governance levels

Power relations and state-society dynamics (inclusivity, communication, 
collaboration) occurring between citizens/social groups and different 
levels of  governance (e.g., local, subnational, national OR informal/
customary/traditional vs. formal institutions).

E.g., government management staff vs. fishers, REDD design vs custom-
ary practice, state-society relationships in monitoring and surveillance. 
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Category Subcategory Description

Political & social stability/
conflict involving state

Perceptions of  the likelihood of  political instability and/or politically 
motivated violence/conflict as a result of  discordant state-society 
relations (Worldwide Governance Indicators); also instability and 
conflict that is social but not explicitly political in nature, while also 
implicating/involving state power (e.g., ethnic group conflict in which 
the state intervenes).

Relationships across gover-
nance scales/networking/
coalitions

Multi-actor networks at multiple levels (including new or strengthened 
civil society associations) that articulate state-society relationships and 
collaboration around NRM intervention and beyond. 

Citizen responsiveness

Objectives, rules, structures, and procedures are adapted to the legit-
imate expectations and needs of  citizens; public services are delivered 
and requests/grievances responded to within a reasonable timeframe 
(Council of  Europe).

Autonomy Individual rights and freedoms, freedom of  choice and action, equality 
under the law.

Expectations of  govern-
ment obligations/norms

Shifts in public perceptions of  the proper roles, obligations, services, 
and conduct of  the state and its representatives as a result of  the NRM 
intervention (e.g., public information, defense of  user rights, support 
for gender equity and marginalized groups, equal treatment before the 
law).

Leadership (users’ political 
profile/visibility/influence)

NR users’ increased political profile/visibility/influence or position 
in elected office or higher level institutional posts (specifically in 
government/state).

Freedom to dissent/
contest

Shifts in freedom of  expression, freedom of  association, and a free 
media (Worldwide Governance Indicators).
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ANNEX 5. 

Codebook 
All data extracted from 151 included studies using this codebook is available here.

Article ID Number
Name of  Assessor Text
Date of  assessment Date

1. Bibliographic 
information

Publication type List
Authors Text
Year of  publication List
Title Text
Journal Text
Indicated Affiliation of  first author Text
Affiliation type of  first author List
DOI Text
Source List

2. Contextual 
information

Where does this study focus on? Text
What country(ies) does this study focus on? List
What is the resource type under study? List
Describe the existing context around the resource in question Text

3. Study information

What is the objective of  this study (as stated by authors)? Text
Do the authors use a clearly defined theoretical/conceptual framework or 
approach about links between PNRM and democratic outcomes?

Y/N

If  so, describe it Text

At what scale does the study occur? Check all that apply

Local 
Subnational
National
Regional
Global
HL coding notes

What comparator(s) is used in this study? Check all that apply

Continuous time series
Punctuated time series
Before/after intervention
With/without
During intervention
Spatial
Between Groups

If  possible, provide details on timing of  study Text
Study type List
Research approach List

Data type
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Qualitative
Ordinal/Likert
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4. Intervention
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If  so, describe Text

5. Outcome(s)

What is the category of  outcome being examined?  
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that apply

Sex/Gender
Age
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Indigenous Peoples Group

How is the outcome measured?  
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downstream)

Text



U.S. Agency for International 
Development 
1300 Pennsylvania Avenue NW 
Washington, DC 20523 
www.usaid.gov


	_woda5qvj6a39
	_1gq08tn3h1lw
	_ye5a7ht9pif9
	_m1o37xdw649u
	_oh59evlsd1ei
	_af2d8jy4tih
	_vjdm6txj2atc
	_2vwyhekwlcq4
	_vms5j7eauub8
	_ay53umpby82i
	_oopqldvqt5yb
	Executive Summary
	Background
	Reviewing the Evidence Base
	Conceptual Framework

	Methods
	Results
	Current State of the Evidence Base
	Impacts on Democratic Outcomes: Patterns and Illustrative Cases
	A. Positive Democratic Outcomes and Enabling Conditions
	B. Constraints and Negative Democratic Outcomes


	Lessons
	Knowledge Gaps and Future Research
	Conclusion
	Implications for Integrated Environmental Programming

	References
	Annexes
	Further Resources
	Methodological Details
	Detailed Typology of Democratic Outcomes
	Articles Included in Evidence Map and Review
	Codebook 


