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Many development scholars argue that when more citizens are involved in politics,
politicians will distribute resources more equitably among the population.1 It stands
to reason that in developing countries, where the poor represent the majority of the
population, participatory governance institutions should lead to policies and programs
incorporating their interests. To that end, scholars, development practitioners, and
donors recommend the creation of decentralized and formal institutions to increase participation.2 In Brazil civil society organizations (CSOs) lobbied for the inclusion of
decentralization and participatory governance institutions in the Constitution of 1988.
CSOs, including nongovernmental organizations and social movements, continue now
to demand the implementation of participatory governance institutions and the release
of resources from the federal to the municipal level.
Though participatory budgeting initiatives, particularly those in Porto Alegre, have
received the most international attention as examples of institutions demonstrating the
potential beneﬁts of collaboration between citizens and government, numerous other
types of municipal-level councils exist throughout Brazil, tasked with both policy and
programmatic responsibilities. These councils generally allocate half the seats for
government ofﬁcials and half for representatives of civil society. While informative case
studies suggest these municipal councils and other types of participatory governance
institutions provide a voice for previously marginalized citizens, questions remain
regarding the extent of resulting beneﬁts for the poor and the context in which these
institutions have the greatest impact.3
This article focuses on the effect of participatory governance institutions on propoor policy outcomes, examining two questions: (1) Does incorporation of civil society
through participatory governance institutions have an impact on the provision of social
programs? (2) If so, is the effectiveness of participatory governance institutions in bringing about program adoption contingent on a highly organized civil society? Past research
suggests that civil society must be highly organized to inﬂuence policy and program
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decisions, and that a strong civil society increases the effectiveness of participatory
governance institutions. Few researchers, however, have compared participatory governance institutions across contexts or concretely deﬁned policy outcomes as a measure
of effectiveness. In response to question one, I hypothesize that participatory governance
institutions have an independent effect on increasing program adoption. A public forum
for communication and debate should encourage responsiveness and accountability of
government ofﬁcials. Ofﬁcials are presented directly with information regarding the
needs of the community and are more likely to act on CSO demands made in public,
particularly if they are concerned with reelection. Regarding the second question, I
hypothesize that a highly organized civil society increases the effectiveness of participatory governance institutions. Civil society needs the capacity to make proactive proposals while also presenting a united front to counteract the reticence of government
ofﬁcials to expend scarce resources on social programs.
To test these claims, I examine social housing policy as an area that holds important consequences for the poor. In Brazil approximately seven million families lack
access to housing, while ten million more live in housing without adequate infrastructure.4 Housing policies and programs in Brazil are administered almost entirely at the
municipal level, though increasingly resources and programmatic guidelines are transmitted from the federal level. Under a new federal system for housing, by the end of
2009 all Brazilian municipalities receiving federal funds had to have a municipal housing
council, with members from civil society and the government. Even before this mandate, many municipalities had already created participatory municipal councils to direct
housing policy and program decisions. As an increasing number of municipalities adopt
housing councils, it is critical to assess whether the formal incorporation of civil society
into local government decision making has had an impact on policy and program outcomes.
Brazilian government data, supported by evidence from the ﬁeld, are used to assess the
impact of municipal housing councils and civil society on social housing programs. Across
Brazilian municipalities, the evidence afﬁrms the ﬁrst hypothesis that municipal housing
councils lead to more resources dedicated to housing provision for the poor. Formal incorporation of civil society does appear to be important for redistribution of resources. Contrary
to the second hypothesis, however, a highly organized civil society does not appear to have
a consistent impact on the adoption of housing programs where municipal councils exist. A
strong civil society does not necessarily inﬂuence government ofﬁcials to expend resources
any more than CSOs in a weaker civil society environment. This is good news in that it
suggests that the effectiveness of participatory governance institutions is not contingent
on a highly organized civil society. Across contexts, incorporation of civil society in participatory governance institutions may still lead to pro-poor policy change.

Municipal Councils and Housing Policy
Municipal councils in Brazil, which deliberate on policy direction, program implementation, and the allocation of resources, are one type of participatory institution.5 Brazil’s
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1988 Constitution established municipal-level councils for healthcare, education, social
assistance, and child/adolescent rights. Many other types of councils, including those for
housing, emerged later, either through the demands of civil society or by ideologically
driven municipal ofﬁcials.6 Municipal policy councils, such as those for health, are
directly involved in the formation of national legislation. Programmatic municipal
councils, such as housing, are directed more toward developing government programs
for a well-deﬁned population.7 Different councils are given varying degrees of responsibility. For example, health councils have the power to veto the plans of the Health
Secretariat, which leads to funding being withheld from the Health Ministry.8 Where
municipalities have established a speciﬁc fund for housing, municipal housing councils
are generally responsible for allocating those funds.9
According to the Brazilian Constitution, the municipality is the entity responsible
for implementing housing policy.10 As such, municipal housing councils would seem
well placed to make a large impact on policy and program decisions. In 2005 municipal
housing councils existed in 18 percent of Brazilian municipalities, while by 2008 the
percentage had risen to 31.11 Across years, councils are created either by legislation
passed by the city council or by decree from the mayor. Both mechanisms generally
establish rules for the composition of the council, how often the council will meet,
and the scope of the council’s decision-making authority. The great majority of councils
mandate that at least half the council’s membership come from civil society, with
municipal and state government ofﬁcials making up the other half.12 In interviews in
cities across Brazil, council members from various types of CSOs told me their role on
the councils is both to propose new programs and policies and to respond to government
proposals and information provided on current programs. In this way, civil society plays
both proactive and reactive roles in establishing social housing policy.
Since democratization until 2005 when federal law created the National System
for Housing in the Social Interest, Brazil had not had a national housing policy.13 As Renato
Cymbalista argues, even with the new federal system resources have been slow in reaching municipalities. Municipal housing policies include providing new units, upgrading
favelas, distributing land titles, allocating construction materials, and intervening in slum
disputes. Though these types of housing policies are common throughout the developing
world, and to some extent in industrialized countries, scholars argue that Brazil has an
especially diverse array of housing policies and programs as a result of the decentralized
policymaking process.14 The tendency in Brazil has been toward recognizing informal
settlements and improving settlements through technical, social, and legal intervention.
However, more traditional programs to construct new units for the poor, either through rental
or ownership mechanisms, are still the most common types of programs across Brazil.

Civil Society for Housing Issues
The goals of CSOs working on housing issues in Brazil and other developing countries
revolve primarily around government provision of resources and land claims. CSOs
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related to housing policies and programs range from small neighborhood associations
representing narrow interests to national or regional umbrella organizations representing
numerous NGOs, social movements, and associations. In identifying CSOs related to
housing, I focus on those organizations acting in the interests of the poor. Municipal
councils concentrate their efforts on policies directed toward improving slums and producing low-cost housing for the poor, which coincides with the primary goals of most
CSOs elected to the councils.
Both nationally and locally, organizations in Brazil have been particularly vocal about
the need for strong participatory institutions to which they can direct their demands.15 At
the same time, many CSOs continue to undertake a number of different strategies calling
for policy change and increasing housing assistance. For instance, social movements
concerned with housing in urban areas, such as the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Sem-Teto
(MTST, or the Rooﬂess Workers’ Movement), which began in São Paulo and now operates
around the country, carry out occupations of city buildings. CSOs also engage in direct
lobbying, arranging personal meetings with municipal housing ofﬁcials, or, if they cannot
secure a meeting, protesting outside the housing secretariat until their demands for negotiation are met. In rural areas, workers’ organizations and social movements, such as
the Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST, or Landless Workers’ Movement), struggle for beneﬁts from the municipal, state, and federal governments. While
urban CSOs are concerned with improving favelas, rehabilitating city centers, and constructing new units, in rural areas CSOs are more likely to petition for programs to provide
construction materials, plots of land, and ﬂexible ﬁnancing options.
CSOs of all kinds involved in housing developed strength in the 1980s under democratization, waned in the 1990s under structural reforms, and reemerged in the late 1990s
under worsening economic conditions.16 Since democratization, social movements focused
on housing have consolidated under four major groups, which lead policy demands at
the federal, state, and municipal levels.17 Though São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro remain
the centers of activity for movement leaders, each of the four main movements has strong
networks of members throughout the country. Their demands can be traced from federal
legislation and spending priorities to municipal-level housing councils and increasingly
diverse programs at the local level. Alongside social movements, professional NGOs, such
as the Instituto Pólis, are engaged in research, advocacy, and capacity building for smaller
organizations, and often participate in the councils themselves.

Theoretical Background
When and how CSOs affect policy outcomes remain enduring questions in political science.
Previous studies suggest that CSOs on their own and working through participatory governance institutions inﬂuence policy outcomes based on the dynamics of responsiveness and
accountability.18 CSOs present information to government ofﬁcials regarding the depth and
intricacies of the problem in an effort to provoke satisfactory responses. Once government
ofﬁcials make promises to act on this information, councils then offer transparency and a
86

Maureen M. Donaghy
public forum to encourage accountability.19 Some scholars, however, ﬁnd that participatory governance institutions perpetuate clientelistic relationships between CSO members
and government ofﬁcials where CSOs are primarily concerned with securing beneﬁts for
their members.20 Municipal councils, then, would serve the needs of CSOs without generating an increase in social housing programs to beneﬁt the population more broadly.
Contrary to these claims, however, the contention in this article is that municipal councils will produce social housing programs to beneﬁt the poor due to the existence of a
formal space for airing demands and to the public nature of deliberation.
In addition, where civil society is more highly organized, its capacity to work collaboratively should help to counteract business interests and government reluctance to
allocate scarce resources to social programs. Civil society needs the capacity to express
demands within the council in order to be proactive and form alliances to prepare
responses to government proposals. Working in coordinated networks within the councils is likely to dilute the strength of bilateral relationships between CSOs and government ofﬁcials, resulting in the adoption of a broad range of programs.
Responsiveness and Accountability Within municipal councils, government ofﬁcials and civil society members are tasked with discussing problems and deliberating
together to generate solutions.21 Through this process, ofﬁcials sit face-to-face with
CSO members and are made aware of the preferences of citizens. Ofﬁcials can then
respond more effectively to heterogeneous needs in the community.22 Given the locally
speciﬁc nature of housing policy and programs, municipal councils ensure that attention
is given to the precise needs of the community.
Studies of participatory governance institutions often maintain that civil society is
able to hold governments accountable through these discussions by exposing ofﬁcials’
policy positions. The public nature of the forums adds to the transparency of the policymaking process. By increasing information sharing among and between CSOs, government ofﬁcials, and the public at large, scholars argue that CSOs hold governments
accountable within the forum and within the municipality by generating public scrutiny.23
When the public has access to greater information and CSOs communicate issues to
their members, both appointed and directly elected ofﬁcials are persuaded to act out
of self-interest to maintain their positions. For example, several studies ﬁnd that the
public participatory budgeting process in Porto Alegre has resulted in greater access to
services, including water and sanitation.24 Benjamin Goldfrank claims speciﬁcally that
the municipal government in Porto Alegre began to invest more in public works
projects as a result of public pressure through participatory budgeting councils.25 Without the councils there is no formal space for civil society to air grievances and for
the government to transmit information about its activities to civil society. Armed with
information about government actions, civil society should be better equipped to publicize shortfalls in the government’s response to housing needs, including to residents
within favelas for whom housing weighs heavily in voting decisions.
Accountability has also been deﬁned in terms of reduction in corruption and
clientelism. John Ackerman claims that participatory governance institutions reduce
87

Comparative Politics October 2011
possibilities and incentives for corruption, the political use of funds, and the capture of
state institutions by elites.26 Merilee Grindle, however, ﬁnds that in municipal participatory institutions in Mexico, organizations were able to extract more resources for
their constituents, but were less able or willing to hold governments accountable for
corrupt or clientelistic behavior.27 In these cases CSO members of participatory governance institutions appear to be acting in their rational self-interest to provide selective beneﬁts to their bases, along the lines suggested by Mancur Olson in his classic,
The Logic of Collective Action.28
In Brazilian municipal housing councils, the opportunity to promote self-interests
certainly exists, but there are several reasons to expect that municipal councils still offer
an opportunity for promoting broad beneﬁts. First, as other scholars have argued, participatory governance institutions offer spaces for negotiating between groups, which
leads to a breakdown in bilateral CSO-government ties.29 As an activist in Recife,
Brazil suggests, municipal councils level the playing ﬁeld in terms of CSO access
to government ofﬁcials, leading to negotiation among groups for beneﬁts rather than
local government ofﬁcials selectively choosing which groups should receive access.30
Second, not all CSOs elected to councils are social movements or neighborhood associations responsible to their members. Professional NGOs without membership bases
also participate in the councils and are likely to steer program decisions toward a
broader pro-poor agenda. Third, since municipal councils for housing in Brazil are
increasingly adopted in response to the new federal system instead of by ideologically
driven mayors, municipal ofﬁcials and CSOs are often from different parties and lack
strong party ties. This may make the councils even more relevant as spaces for negotiation between sides otherwise not apt to cooperate.
But does a particularly strong civil society have a different effect on the outcomes
of participatory governance institutions? Most scholars studying participatory governance institutions, building on Robert Putnam and others, argue speciﬁcally that high
levels of social capital are necessary for participatory governance institutions to have
any signiﬁcant impact.31 In a cross-municipal study of participatory budgeting councils
in Brazil, Leonardo Avritzer found that an existing community of organizations was
necessary to create the intended forum for deliberation.32 Without considerable mobilization of demands, participatory governance institutions may be easily coopted by elites
and have no effect on democratic deepening or policy outcomes.33 Without a strong civil
society, scholars have argued, participatory governance institutions may be little more
than rubber stamps for government proposals.34 In addition, Brazilian researchers ﬁnd
that effective councils are dependent on CSOs’ technical capacity to formulate and
analyze public policy and on their ability to make strategic alliances.35
The counterargument is that a stronger civil society environment could also lead
established CSOs accustomed to competition for scarce resources to ﬁght for selective
beneﬁts within the councils, thereby limiting the broad effectiveness of the councils
for generating pro-poor beneﬁts. In ﬁeldwork I witnessed professional CSOs, including
NGOs and social movements dedicated to housing, using strategies developed over time
to gain access to government ofﬁcials in private or public meetings. In these meetings,
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most of the discussions center on speciﬁc housing projects—which families will be
included, and the contributions from the municipal, state, and federal levels—rather than
broader allocation of resources across diverse programs. The introduction of participatory fora to debate programmatic decisions should mitigate the need for these types of
bilateral strategies. Where civil society is particularly well established, the desire for
CSOs to continue to seek particularistic beneﬁts for their members, and for governments to appease CSO members by responding to their demands in exchange for
political loyalty, may remain strong. However, based on my observations, particularly
in the cities of São Paulo and Salvador, CSOs have learned the value of working in a
coordinated network to confront government proposals and business interests. Civil
society representatives are still accountable to their membership bases, but they also
recognize there is strength in numbers. An organized civil society working through
municipal councils should therefore increase rather than decrease governmental responsiveness and accountability.
As developing countries move forward with decentralization and participatory
democracy, it is crucial to assess when participatory governance institutions and
a strong civil society actually lead to policies and programs to reduce poverty and
inequality. Municipal councils for housing in Brazil offer an opportunity for systematic
comparison of the outputs of participatory governance institutions and the impact of
civil society on policies beneﬁting the poor in developing countries.

Data
Survey data for this analysis were collected by Brazilian government agencies. Currently in Brazil there are 5,564 municipalities, providing a high degree of variation.
An annual survey conducted by the national statistical agency yields considerable data
on the structure of municipal governments, with thematic questions varying by year.36
The survey is sent to municipal ofﬁcials annually and is mandatory to complete. In
most years of the survey since it began in 1999, there are questions relating to housing
needs, institutions, and programs. For the present analysis, data from both 2005 and
2008 are used to increase the reliability of the ﬁndings.
Housing Programs as Dependent Variables The existence of various types of social
housing programs indicates the commitment of the municipality to addressing housing
needs. In the survey, municipal government ofﬁcials check “yes” or “no” to indicate
whether each type of housing program exists in their municipality. The construction
of new units, provision of construction materials, regularization of land titles, and
awarding of plots of land are all programs that address the demands of CSOs representing the needs of the poor. These needs include affordable, safe housing on land they can
occupy without the threat of seizure by the state or private entities. In 2008 the survey
included three additional types of programs—for acquiring housing units, improving
units, and urbanizing neighborhoods. These programs represent the shifting priorities
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in housing policy, inﬂuenced by national housing movements, trickling down from the
federal to the municipal level, often through federal funding. Though programs for
constructing new units have been the most common type of intervention,37 CSOs also
have fought for programs that stop short of removing residents and relocating them
to distant peripheral areas lacking infrastructure and job opportunities. Programs to
improve favelas through street paving, supplying electricity, rehabilitating houses, or
acquiring units for renovation often in urban centers allow residents to remain in their
communities, and provide alternatives for reducing the housing deﬁcit. For this analysis,
I assess the determinants of individual types of programs as well as the number of
programs in a municipality using a housing program index. Adopting multiple housing
programs represents the government’s willingness to address diverse needs of citizens
and demands of CSOs.
Municipal Housing Councils The key independent variable of interest for this analysis is the existence of a municipal council for housing. Participation through a municipal
housing council should put pressure on the municipality to enact housing programs and
may also lead to a search for more resources from the federal level. There is signiﬁcant
variation in the existence of councils by region and population levels in both 2005 and
2008, but the data show that these institutions are not limited to one region or to urban areas.38
H1: Municipalities with housing councils are signiﬁcantly more likely to adopt
individual programs and a diverse array of programs as measured by a housing
program index.
Civil Society While broad data on CSOs at the municipal level are limited, the registry
of businesses in Brazil coordinated by IBGE offers a section of data on nonproﬁts and
foundations from 2005.39 To measure the depth of civil society in the municipality, I use
the number of nonproﬁts and foundations per capita.40 Though nonproﬁts and foundations do not comprise the entirety of civil society, they are an important part of the
whole. It is important to note, however, that this measure accounts only for registered
CSOs, which may not include less formalized housing movements and neighborhood
associations. The average number of nonproﬁts and foundations per 1,000 residents in
a municipality is 2.6, with a standard deviation of 2.4 and a range from .043 to 32. A
strong civil society environment may have an independent impact on the probability of
municipalities adopting housing programs, though the key question here is whether a
strong civil society makes a difference in the outcomes of municipal housing councils.
A strong civil society should increase the government’s willingness to adopt social
housing programs, particularly where there is also a municipal council to enable collaboration among CSOs.
H2: Where municipal councils exist, a higher number of CSOs per capita is
associated with an increase in the probability of municipalities adopting all
types of housing programs.
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Additional Factors Inﬂuencing Housing Program Adoption In general, local governments choose to adopt social programs of any type based on need, access to resources, and political will. Though housing councils and civil society theoretically are
important to determining program adoption, here I also control for and assess the independent effects of other variables.
Ideology of the administration. For both 2005 and 2008, the ideology of the administration is measured by the existence of a PT mayor. Previous research in Brazil indicates that the PT is often associated with an increase in social programs,41 leading to the
expectation that the PT may also have a positive effect on housing programs.
Availability of resources. Where more resources are available, there will likely
be a greater number of housing programs. An established fund dedicated to housing
programs illustrates the commitment of the municipality to expend resources on
low-income housing programs.42 Municipalities with housing funds should be more
likely to adopt multiple housing programs. Also, for both years I include a measure
of the municipal budget per capita. Municipalities with higher budgetary resources
should be more willing and able to allocate funding for housing programs. Finally,
I use state dummy variables to control for variation in state resource transfers for
housing programs.
Inequality. Within any setting, inequality may reduce governmental accountability
by limiting participation of the poor.43 I use a municipal-level Gini coefﬁcient from
2000 to measure inequality. Where inequality is highest, elites may be less inclined
to implement social programs for housing. The Gini coefﬁcient among Brazilian municipalities ranges from a low of .358 to a high of .819, with .56 as the average.
Urbanization and population size. According to the data, as the population
increases, municipalities are signiﬁcantly more likely to adopt all types of housing
programs, with the exception of programs to provide construction materials for which
the marginal difference is small. I use both percentage of the population living in urban
areas,44 as well as population size,45 since theoretically population size represents
the size of the municipality whereas the percentage urban represents clustering in the
administrative center of the municipality. Perhaps surprisingly, these two measures
are correlated only at .165. Since the federal government often uses population and
urbanization as criteria for program eligibility, both these measures should control for
the federal impact on program adoption.
Need. In wealthier municipalities, there should be less need for housing programs.
Therefore, income per capita is expected to have a negative relationship with housing
programs. Income per capita varies widely among Brazilian municipalities—from a low
of R$28 to a high of R$955, with R$171 as the average.46 In addition, a variable indicating the presence of favelas is available from the MUNIC survey. Clearly, where there
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are favelas registered by the municipal government, there is a need for some type of
housing program to address the housing deﬁcit.
Addressing Endogeneity Before proceeding with the statistical analysis, it is useful
to clarify the role endogeneity may play in biasing the estimates. First, one might expect
that housing councils were created in municipalities in which government ofﬁcials were
already interested in addressing housing needs. These municipalities would then be
more likely to have previously adopted multiple housing programs, creating endogeneity
between housing councils and housing programs. To address this concern, I evaluated
whether municipalities with each type of housing program in 2005 were more likely than
average to create a housing council by 2008. About 21 percent of municipalities across
Brazil adopted a housing council between 2005 and 2008. Municipalities with existing
programs in 2005 were only slightly more likely to adopt housing councils. The exception are municipalities with regularization programs, which were about 16 percent more
likely than average to adopt housing councils. This is probably because both regularization programs and housing councils are signiﬁcantly more likely to be adopted in urban
areas. In the full model, in which I include population and percentage of population in
urban areas, this relationship should be mitigated.
Second, there is a question of endogeneity between civil society and housing councils. Particularly prior to 2005, when the federal government created the new system
requiring municipalities receiving federal funds to create municipal housing councils
by the end of 2009, housing councils were created largely in response to the demands
of CSOs. Therefore, it might appear that the depth of civil society is endogenous to
the creation of municipal councils for housing. However, the data show that the average number of nonproﬁts and foundations per capita across municipalities (.0026) is
not signiﬁcantly different than the average in municipalities with housing councils
(.0033 in 2005 and .0031 in 2008). For this reason, I do not believe that this measure
of civil society is endogenous to the existence of housing councils.
Further, the PT has been the party most strongly associated with participatory
governance institutions.47 According to the data, however, municipalities with housing
councils were approximately 3.5 percent more likely to have a PT mayor in charge
across years. Though this shows the odds are slightly higher that a municipality with
a council has a PT mayor, the difference does not lead me to conclude that the PT is
endogenous to the existence of a council.
Model I estimate several probit models to assess the relationships between these
independent variables and the adoption of housing programs. Probit is an appropriate
regression model for dichotomous dependent variables and provides intuitive results
regarding the probability of program adoption. I also use negative binomial regression
models to measure the effects on the adoption of multiple housing programs using a
housing program index.48 I begin with the ﬁrst hypothesis that municipal councils lead
to housing program adoption, before using interactive models to analyze the effect of
civil society within and outside of municipalities with housing councils.
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Municipal Housing Councils
The existence of municipal housing councils is associated with an increase in the
adoption of all types of social housing programs across years (see Tables 1 and 2).49 This
provides evidence to conﬁrm the primary hypothesis that participatory governance institutions lead to programs beneﬁtting the poor.
Table 1

Probit Results for the Impact on Housing Programs, 2005*

Municipal Housing Council
Municipal Housing Fund
Population (log)
Percent Urban Population (log)
Municipal Budget per
capita (log)
PT Mayor
Gini Coeﬃcient
Income per capita (log)
Non-proﬁts and Foundations
per capita (log)
Existence of Favelas
Constant
Observations

Constr.
of Units
0.26***
(0.07)
0.39***
(0.07)
0.27***
(0.03)
0.16***
(0.06)
0.61***

Oﬀer
Materials
0.10
(0.07)
0.31***
(0.07)
0.13***
(0.03)
0.12**
(0.06)
0.46***

Oﬀer Land
0.24***
(0.08)
0.34***
(0.08)
0.19***
(0.04)
0.19***
(0.07)
0.43***

Regularization
0.39***
(0.09)
0.25***
(0.09)
0.44***
(0.05)
0.08
(0.10)
0.36***

Other
Programs
0.34***
(0.07)
0.19***
(0.07)
0.27***
(0.04)
0.12*
(0.07)
0.40***

(0.08)
0.05
(0.08)
0.51
(0.42)
−0.19**
(0.09)
0.07*

(0.08)
−0.27***
(0.08)
0.85**
(0.43)
−0.306***
(0.09)
0.00

(0.08)
−0.02
(0.09)
0.08
(0.49)
−0.12
(0.10)
0.03

(0.10)
−0.11
(0.12)
0.87
(0.63)
0.23*
(0.13)
−0.01

(0.08)
0.20**
(0.09)
0.77*
(0.46)
−0.12
(0.10)
0.12***

(0.04)
0.07
(0.06)
−5.66***
(0.81)
3869

(0.04)
−0.02
(0.06)
−4.06***
(0.80)
3864

(0.04)
−0.20***
(0.07)
−5.20***
(0.88)
3878

(0.06)
−0.01
(0.08)
−9.99***
(1.10)
3869

(0.04)
0.08
(0.06)
−5.11***
(0.84)
3878

* State dummies included in model. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

Table 3 illustrates the substantive effect of the municipal councils. Using the full
probit model, the percentages reported represent the marginal effect of the existence of
a municipal council on adoption of each type of housing program, holding all other
variables at their means. In other words, the percentages indicate the change in the
probability of each housing program (coded as 0–1), given a one-unit change in the
dependent variable (the existence of a housing council coded as 0–1). In both years
the presence of a council makes a substantial difference in whether programs are
adopted, holding all else constant.
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Table 2

Probit Results for the Impact on Housing Programs, 2008*

Municipal Housing
Council
Municipal Housing Fund
Population (log)
Percent Urban Pop. (log)
Municipal Budget per
capita (log)
PT Mayor
Gini
Income per capita (log)
Non-proﬁts & foundations
per capita (log)
Existence of Favelas
Constant
Obs.

Const. of
Units
0.29***

Oﬀer
Material
0.14**

Oﬀer
Land
0.16**

Regularization
0.24***

Acquire
Units
0.16**

Improve
Units
0.28***

Urban
0.18**

(0.07)
0.25***
(0.06)
0.20***
(0.04)
0.14**
(0.06)
0.49***

(0.06)
0.09
(0.06)
0.08**
(0.03)
0.20***
(0.06)
0.37***

(0.07)
0.19***
(0.07)
0.10***
(0.03)
0.26***
(0.06)
0.27***

(0.07)
0.14**
(0.07)
0.35***
(0.04)
0.03
(0.07)
0.34***

(0.07)
0.09
(0.07)
0.13***
(0.04)
0.03
(0.07)
0.18**

(0.06)
0.03
(0.06)
0.06*
(0.03)
0.18***
(0.06)
0.19**

(0.08)
0.16**
(0.08)
0.43***
(0.04)
0.03
(0.08)
0.46***

(0.08)
0.05
(0.08)
1.25***
(0.42)
0.07
(0.09)
−0.04

(0.07)
0.10
(0.08)
1.28***
(0.42)
−0.17*
(0.08)
−0.07*

(0.08)
−0.10
(0.09)
0.01
(0.45)
0.03
(0.09)
0.03

(0.08)
0.25***
(0.09)
−0.03
(0.48)
0.17*
(0.10)
−0.09**

(0.08)
0.07
(0.09)
0.24
(0.49)
0.10
(0.10)
−0.01

(0.07)
0.12
(0.08)
1.98***
(0.41)
−0.11
(0.08)
0.13***

(0.09)
0.06
(0.10)
0.98*
(0.53)
0.04
(0.11)
−0.11**

(0.04)
−0.00
(0.05)
−6.43***
(0.83)
4093

(0.04)
−0.06
(0.05)
−4.36***
(0.77)
4080

(0.04)
−0.00
(0.05)
−4.10***
(0.82)
4093

(0.04)
0.30***
(0.06)
−8.27***
(0.88)
4093

(0.04)
0.06
(0.06)
−4.33***
(0.87)
4093

(0.04)
−0.04
(0.05)
−2.06***
(0.76)
4083

(0.05)
0.38***
(0.06)
−10.4***
(0.98)
4083

* State dummies included. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

Table 3

Percentage Change in Probability that a Municipality Has Each Type of
Program, Given the Presence of a Municipal Council, Holding All Other
Variables Constant

Type of Program
Construction of Units
Construction Materials
Oﬀering Plots of Land
Regularizing Land Titles
Other Programs
Acquisition of New Units
Improvement of Units
Urbanization of Settlements
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2005
10%
4%
7%
6%
11%

2008
11%
5%
5%
6%
4%
11%
3%
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To assess the impact of the presence of municipal councils on the diversity of programs adopted by a municipality, I also created an index of programs for analysis in a
negative binomial model. In both years the mean number of predicted programs is signiﬁcantly higher in municipalities with housing councils than in those without councils.
In 2005, on average, municipalities without housing councils only adopted one program, while municipalities with housing councils adopted two programs. In 2008 the
predicted number of programs where housing councils did not exist was around 1.8,
while the predicted number of programs for municipalities with housing councils was
around 2.8. All other independent variables were set to their means. In sum, the presence
of a municipal council is strongly associated with the adoption of each type of program
as well as an increase in the number of programs in a municipality.

Table 4

Variables Associated with Housing Program Adoption, Including an
Interaction Eﬀect for Civil Society and Housing Councils, 2005

Municipal Housing Council
Municipal Housing Fund
Population (log)
Percent Urban Population (log)
Municipal Budget per
capita (log)
PT Mayor
Gini Coeﬃcient
Income per capita (log)
Non-proﬁts and Foundations per
capita (log)
Existence of Favelas
Council x Non-profs and
Foundations (log)
Constant
Observations

Constr. of
Units
0.64
−0.44
0.39***
−0.07
0.27***
−0.03
0.16***
−0.06
0.61***

Oﬀer
Material
1.13***
−0.43
0.31***
−0.07
0.14***
−0.03
0.12*
−0.06
0.46***

Oﬀer
Land
0.99**
−0.49
0.34***
−0.08
0.19***
−0.04
0.19***
−0.07
0.43***

Regularization
0.04
−0.64
0.25***
−0.09
0.44***
−0.05
0.08
−0.1
0.36***

Other Progs.
0.71
−0.45
0.19***
−0.07
0.27***
−0.04
0.12*
−0.07
0.40***

−0.08
0.05
−0.08
0.5
−0.42
−0.19**
−0.09
0.05

−0.08
−0.26***
−0.08
0.83*
−0.43
−0.31***
−0.09
−0.03

−0.08
−0.02
−0.09
0.06
−0.49
−0.12
−0.1
0.00

−0.1
−0.12
−0.12
0.87
−0.63
0.23*
−0.13
0.01

−0.08
0.20**
−0.09
0.76*
−0.46
−0.12
−0.1
0.11**

−0.04
0.07
−0.06
0.06

−0.04
−0.02
−0.06
0.17**

−0.05
−0.21***
−0.07
0.12

−0.07
−0.01
−0.08
−0.06

−0.04
0.08
−0.06
0.06

−0.07
−5.76***
−0.82
3869

−0.07
−4.35***
−0.81
3864

−0.08
−5.41***
−0.89
3878

−0.1
−9.85***
−1.12
3869

−0.07
−5.22***
−0.85
3878

* Model includes state dummies. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
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Civil Society Impact As shown in Tables 1 and 2, civil society, as measured by the
number of nonproﬁts and foundations per capita, does not have a strong, consistent effect
on the adoption of housing programs across programs or across years. But does a strong
civil society increase the probability of social program adoption where mechanisms for
formal incorporation, in the form of municipal housing councils, exist? To shed light on
this question, I add an interaction variable for civil society and housing councils to the
original probit models (see Tables 4 and 5).
Table 5

Variables Associated with Housing Program Adoption, Including an
Interaction Eﬀect for Civil Society and Housing Councils, 2008*

Municipal Housing
Council
Municipal Housing Fund
Population (log)
Percent Urban Pop. (log)
Municipal Budget per
capita (log)
PT Mayor
Gini
Income per capita (log)
Non-profs & founds
per capita
Existence of Favelas
Council x Non-profs &
foundations (log)
Constant
Observations

Const. of
Units
0.16

Oﬀer
Mat.
0.17

Oﬀer
Land
0.58

Reg.
−0.07

Acquire
Units
−0.38

Impr.
Units
0.92**

Urban.
0.2

−0.38
0.25***
−0.06
0.20***
−0.04
0.14**
−0.06
0.49***

−0.37
0.09
−0.06
0.08**
−0.03
0.20***
−0.06
0.37***

−0.4
0.19***
−0.07
0.10***
−0.03
0.26***
−0.06
0.28***

−0.43
0.14**
−0.07
0.35***
−0.04
0.03
−0.07
0.34***

−0.43
0.09
−0.07
0.12***
−0.04
0.03
−0.07
0.18**

−0.37
0.03
−0.06
0.07**
−0.03
0.18***
−0.06
0.19***

−0.51
0.16**
−0.08
0.43***
−0.04
0.03
−0.08
0.46***

−0.08
0.05
−0.08
1.25***
−0.42
0.07
−0.09
−0.03

−0.07
0.11
−0.08
1.28***
−0.41
−0.17*
−0.08
−0.07*

−0.08
−0.1
−0.09
−0.02
−0.45
0.03
−0.09
0.00

−0.08
0.24***
−0.09
−0.02
−0.48
0.17*
−0.1
−0.07

−0.08
0.06
−0.09
0.28
−0.49
0.1
−0.1
0.02

−0.07
0.12
−0.08
1.93***
−0.41
−0.11
−0.08
0.09**

−0.09
0.06
−0.1
0.98*
−0.53
0.04
−0.11
−0.11*

−0.04
0
−0.05
−0.02

−0.04
−0.06
−0.05
0.00

−0.04
0
−0.05
0.07

−0.05
0.30***
−0.06
−0.05

−0.05
0.06
−0.06
−0.09

−0.04
−0.04
−0.05
0.11*

−0.06
0.38***
−0.06
0.00

−0.06
−6.38***
−0.84
4093

−0.06
−4.38***
−0.79
4080

−0.06
−4.28***
−0.84
4093

−0.07
−8.13***
−0.9
4093

−0.07
−4.10***
−0.89
4093

−0.06
−2.32***
−0.78
4083

−0.08
−10.4***
−0.99
4083

* Model includes state dummies. Standard errors in parentheses: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

The results show that the density of civil society is not consistently associated with
the adoption of housing programs across years, either where municipal councils exist or
do not exist. However, there are several exceptions depending on the type of program.
In 2005, where municipal councils for housing exist, a strong civil society is positively
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associated with programs to offer families construction materials. This could indicate
that CSOs, who often lobby for self-build (auto-gestão) projects in which families
receive government funding for materials to build their own homes, are more successful when they are able to make these demands within municipal councils. By
2008, however, a stronger civil society is negatively associated with programs that
offer construction materials, and the relationship is unchanged by the presence of a
municipal council.
In 2008 interesting associations emerge for two programs that likely fall under
the catchall category of “other programs” in the 2005 survey—programs to improve
units and urbanization programs. A strong civil society increases the probability of
municipalities adopting programs to improve units, and the presence of a municipal
council ampliﬁes this effect. This may mean that housing associations, particularly
those working with more professional NGOs, which are more likely to be included
in this measure of civil society, are reaching government ofﬁcials to improve housing
units, allowing residents to stay within their communities. Again, the presence of a
municipal housing council may provide the forum for CSOs to negotiate these
demands. The relationship between urbanization programs and civil society, however, contradicts the result for programs to improve units. Here, a strong civil society
is negatively associated with urbanization programs, and the presence of a municipal
housing council has no effect. Though speculative, this relationship could be a result
of strong CSOs focusing on gaining selective beneﬁts for their members in the form
of improving individual units rather than demanding improvements in whole communities through urbanization programs. For instance, in Santo André, a large city
outside of São Paulo, CSOs have fought for the improvement of individual, rundown public housing units, rather than for infrastructural projects. Given limited
resources, CSOs may focus on small victories rather than more expensive, large-scale
urbanization projects.
The statistical results conﬁrm the main hypothesis that municipalities with housing
councils are more likely to adopt all types of housing programs. However, the results
regarding civil society do not provide consistent evidence to support H2, that a strong
civil society working through municipal housing councils increases the adoption of
social housing programs.

Discussion
According to the results, overall municipal councils are effective mechanisms for incorporating civil society into decision making to bring about greater numbers of social
programs and pro-poor policies. Municipal councils for housing seem to be credible
institutions for promoting accountability and responsiveness among governments at
the municipal level. Municipal councils are associated with a greater probability of
municipalities adopting each type of program and a broad range of programs, which
may reﬂect the negotiation of CSOs and government ofﬁcials to respond to calls for
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new units as well as renovation of existing favelas and renewal of city centers. But
previous claims that a strong civil society is a necessary condition for effective councils, however that is deﬁned, do not hold true in the present analysis that deﬁnes
effectiveness through program outcomes. This analysis suggests that municipal housing councils level the playing ﬁeld for civil society to access government ofﬁcials.
Contrary to previous research and my own hypothesis, the results show that the density
of civil society, which may indicate increased capacity, is not a prerequisite for effective participatory governance institutions.
Leaving aside the interaction of a strong civil society, municipal councils appear to
alter the policy environment toward heterogeneous needs by increasing the probability
of municipalities adopting each type of program. In large cities, social movements have
often criticized municipal governments for marginalizing the poor by building large
public housing complexes in the periphery of the city, cut off from essential services
and employment.50 For example, in São Paulo, the União dos Movimentos da Moradia
has fought against the continued construction of large public housing blocks on the
periphery, instead calling for communally built projects and affordable housing in the
city center. According to Raquel Rolnik, an urban policy expert in Brazil who is currently the Special Rapporteur on Housing Issues to the United Nations, in the 1970s
and 1980s government ofﬁcials were interested in removing residents from favelas and
illegal occupations of land and placing them in public housing units. The participatory
movement, including the councils, has changed how people view solutions to housing
problems. Today, she says “the dissemination of the idea that favelas must be urbanized
and integrated, and that [residents] have rights to stay, is something that changed the
administrative culture and housing policies in this country.”51 Rural-based movements
have also argued that housing policy in Brazil has not addressed the needs of seasonal
laborers and geographical variation in the country. People living in rural areas prefer
more freedom to construct houses that meet their needs and to be able to pay back loans
on a more ﬂexible schedule.52 The MST encourages members to voice their demands
for government support, including construction materials and mortgage subsidies.
The call for acknowledging the diversity of needs in urban and rural areas is underscored by the increase in the adoption of an array of programs between 2005 and 2008,
which is strongly affected by the presence of a municipal council for housing. For
instance, programs to regularize land titles, in essence to legalize the occupation and
dwelling of favela or rural residents to provide them with land security, increased from
9 percent of municipalities in 2005 to 20 percent in 2008. Holding all other variables
constant, Table 3 shows that the probability of a municipality adopting a regularization
program is 6 percent higher where municipal housing councils exist. Municipalities with
housing councils are also signiﬁcantly more likely than municipalities without councils
to adopt different types of housing programs in both years, indicating that councils appear to have an effect on the government’s responsiveness to a diversity of demands.
In the end, participatory governance institutions, as demonstrated by the case of
municipal housing councils in Brazil, are able to positively affect policy outcomes
for the poor by increasing the transfer of information between citizens and government
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ofﬁcials regarding needs and by improving transparency to allow CSOs to hold the
government accountable for its actions. As a social movement leader from the northeastern city of Salvador explained, the councils are important forums for them to direct
resources; but more broadly they use the councils to solicit information, demand responses, and follow up to make sure the government does what it says it will. Though
the councils are not perfect mechanisms for accountability, they provide greater access
to government and serve as a place for discussion that never existed before. Across
Brazilian municipalities, incorporating civil society into decision making appears to
induce local governments to invest in social housing programs, while perhaps breaking
some of the clientelistic relationships of the past.
Civil Society The results do not conﬁrm previous claims that a strong civil society
is necessary for creating effective participatory governance institutions. Though the
measure used here is an imperfect representation of all civil society, it provides a proxy
for the density of civil society based on the number of registered organizations. One
conclusion from this result is that CSOs working through participatory governance
institutions are able to collaborate and form alliances to make proactive proposals
and counter government and business interests, regardless of the number of existing
organizations. Municipal housing councils offer the space for cooperation against common “threats,” which unite CSOs of all types to make common demands.
The results regarding programs to improve units and urbanization programs in
2008, however, insinuate that a strong civil society may have an opposing effect for
different types of programs. A different process may be taking place in the adoption
of these two types of programs. CSOs continuing to pursue traditional bilateral relationships with government ofﬁcials to gain selective beneﬁts for their members may be
reﬂected in the ﬁnding that a stronger civil society tends to bring about programs to
improve individual housing units rather than community-enhancing urbanization programs. Alternatively, the number of registered nonproﬁts and foundations tends to be
higher in cities where real estate interests are also likely to be strong. In urban areas, the
value of land is higher, and it may be more difﬁcult to convince municipal leaders to
clean up the slums without any ﬁnancial gain for construction companies. The councils
may not be mechanisms powerful enough to overcome business interests, even where a
strong civil society exists.

Conclusion
The ﬁndings in this article contribute to the debate about whether and when participatory governance institutions bring about pro-poor policy outcomes. According to this
analysis, incorporation of civil society through participatory governance institutions
leads local governments to adopt social programs to beneﬁt the poor. These types of
institutions may then be innovative mechanisms for welfare provision, particularly in
developing countries without a strong history of broad participation. The ﬁndings also
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suggest that the depth of civil society is less important than the formal incorporation
of CSOs in decision-making institutions. Though past research ﬁnds that a strong civil
society within participatory governance institutions is necessary to counter elite proposals and to avoid cooptation, the present analysis implies collaboration among CSOs
is possible regardless of the depth of formal organization.
Answers regarding the effectiveness of civil society and participatory governance
institutions hold important implications for developing countries seeking to address
mounting social needs, particularly in urban areas where the poor seek housing solutions
to overcome political, geographic, and economic marginalization. Though the analysis
produced signiﬁcant results regarding the effect of municipal councils on pro-poor outcomes, additional research is needed to demonstrate the internal struggles that go on
within participatory governance institutions and to provide direct evidence of accountability. Research on the effects of institutional rules and the political environment on the
process and outcomes of the councils will further clarify how and when participatory
governance institutions make a difference for the poor.
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