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LEARNING PROJECT
Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective

WITH WHOM AND HOW TO ENGAGE MORE IN LOCAL DEMOCRACY
PRACTICAL RESEARCH

The question of working more politically on local democracy, and with a wider range of actors, had been raised through 
the DDLGN in several contexts. The important role of “unusual” intermediaries was suggested in earlier learning projects 
too. Based on this significant demand from its members, DDLGN initiated this learning project entitled “Actors of local 
democracy – opening up the perspective”.

On the basis of a questionnaire and a series of follow-up interviews, the learning project first mapped SDC’s existing 
experience with a series of “unusual actors”, identified actors whom  Swiss Cooperation Offices (SCOs) think SDC should 
work more with, and highlighted a number of issues requiring further reflection. The information collected in the mapping 
exercise showed the importance of several types of actors with “invisible” or “informal” power. By this we understand 
actors or spaces that are part of the (local) political context but are not imbued with formal legal local government 
authority. Clearly, there is a wish among DDLGN members to understand better both the spaces and processes through 
which “informal authority” is claimed, negotiated and reinforced and what role these authorities play in local democracy 
and governance processes.

In a second step, a series of case studies (in Macedonia, Tanzania and Mongolia) were conducted in order to deepen the 
reflection on informal authorities in a more contextualized way. The case studies presented in this brochure generated 
key findings regarding informal authorities as well as lessons for SDC. In addition, an e-discussion held with DDLGN 
members in April 2015, generated a range of issues regarding such actors that we need to address.  Drawing on the 
literature, the e-discussion and the case studies, the learning project is developing an analytical framework for exploring 
informal authorities.



Who are religious authorities in the Macedonian context?
In Macedonia, relationships between citizens and governance institutions are at 
least partly mediated by a range of locally anchored actors. Religious authorities 
emerged from our findings as intermediary actors that perform various roles in 
local governance and can be both drivers and restrainers of different kinds of social 
change. Our analysis focussed on the role of the Orthodox Church and the
Islamic Religious Community, both longstanding institutions. By and large, ethnic 
and religious divisions overlap, such that Muslim communities are mainly Albanian-
speaking and Orthodox communities are mainly Macedonian-speaking.
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What role do religious authorities play in governance?
Different kinds of actors can play different roles at different times. The actual role played at any one particular time is 
dependent on a number of factors including personality, power relations, interest etc. Religious authorities may play 
some of the following roles in governance processes (note that we refer only to governance related roles and not 
those within the spiritual/religious domain).
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Sharing information 
Sharing information with community 

members on behalf of the municipality 
(i.e. during Friday prayers)

Bringing together different  
people and networks 

Calling the municipality on behalf of a 
group of citizens (i.e. to get information on 

how to access a service)

Providing guidance, on the basis 
of experience or authority 

Advising organisations who are 
new in the locality on how to imple-

ment their intervention and  
approach the community

Organising and directing a particular 
group/institution 

Being elected by the members of the 
mosque with responsibility for organisa-

tional leadership

Finding agreements and resolving  
conflicts 

Resolving issues of interpersonal rela-
tions or conflicts between families

Contribute to legitimating decisions,  
processes and institutions 

Signing petitions, for example (i.e. petition 
against the diversion of the Radika river)

Inspiring and motivating participation 
and civic engagement 

Mobilising women to take part in activ-
ities to prevent and raise awareness 

about domestic violence

Providing state-like services 
No examples in this case

Directly providing financial resources  
for local development 

No examples in this case

Representing the interest of a  
social group/institution 

Representing their community in 
a municipal  

advisory committee 
(i.e. on domestic violence)

Infor- 
mation 
brokerInvestor

Service 
provider

Mobi-
liser

LeaderMedi- 
ator

Connec-
tor

Advisor

Repre-
sentative

Legiti-
mator



 
Key points to consider
In the Macedonian context, many people only trust state institutions to a limited extent 
and rely on their social capital and existing networks regarding many public issues. Religious 
authorities emphasised that trustworthiness within their community is an essential asset 
(“the most important skill of a religious authority is creating trust”).

Religious authorities are only one of several authorities playing an intermediary role. 
Other important intermediaries include educated people in a “helping profession” (doctors, 
principals, teachers), elders, known “fixers”, successful business people and “persons whose 
word goes” (in Albanian, atij/asaj që i ec fjala), trusted persons with a good public image.

Legitimacy is an important consideration: many people, especially in rural areas listen to 
and respect the opinion of religious authorities (“imams and priests do not control the minds 
of people but they have influence”). We noted cases of political parties and state institutions 
“buying-in” legitimacy from religious and other authorities. However, several municipal 
representatives and NGO workers questioned the legitimacy of religious and other informal 
actors being involved in governance processes.

Particularly in a highly divided society, staff of implementing organisations, even those from 
a particular locality, may not have good contacts or be informed about how religious 
authorities work in other communities.

Local governance processes are affected by the particular power and political dynamics 
within a specific local context as well as relationships at different scales. Most 
governance actors (including religious authorities) are parts of “bigger” institutions, such as 
political parties or religious institutions that operate at other scales than the local.
 

This case study was conducted in December 2014, with information gathered in Arachinovo, Chucher-Sandevo, 
Debar, Skopje and Strumica. The support of the Swiss Cooperation Office in Macedonia and our local research 
partners is greatly appreciated.

Photo by L. Krienbuehl; 
religious buildings in a 
neighbourhood in the city 
of Strumica.
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Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
a case study on customary and informal authorities in Iringa, 
Tanzania 

Who are customary and informal authorities in the Tanzanian context?
In Tanzania, the traditional chieftaincy structure was formally ended after 
independence and no longer plays a significant role in everyday governance 
processes. Other customary and informal actors such as clan leaders, village elders, 
religious authorities or self-help groups however mediate the relationships between 
the state and citizens. In Iringa such informal authorities play a role in governance 
processes at a low tier, namely at the village level and below. This can be explained 
by the relatively strong presence of the Tanzanian state at higher governance levels.

What role do customary and informal authorities play in governance?
Different kinds of actors can play different roles at different times. The actual role

played at any one particular time is dependent on a number of factors including personality, power relations, interest 
etc. Customary and informal authorities may play some of the following roles in governance processes.

Infor- 
mation 
brokerInvestor

Service 
provider

Mobi-
liser

LeaderMedi- 
ator

Connec-
tor

Advisor

Repre-
sentative

Legiti-
mator

Sharing information 
Elders receive the draft constitution from Vitongoji 

(neighbourhood) chairpersons to disseminate  
information Bringing together different  

people and networks 
Customary authorities as first step in 

accessing public services

Providing guidance, on the basis 
of experience or authority 

Masai leader educating his com-
munity not to take water from pipes 

illegally

Organising and directing a particular 
group/institution 

Informal market association with an elected  
leadership to deal with local government or  

resolve disputes among sellers

Finding agreements and resolving  
conflicts 

Elders or clan leaders solve disputes be-
tween citizens including land conflicts, e.g. 

about demarcation or customary titles

Contribute to legitimating decisions,  
processes and institutions 

Priest convincing his congregation not 
to contribute to a secondary school 

building anymore

Inspiring and motivating participation 
and civic engagement 

Politicians using elders and clan lead-
ers to mobilise citizens during electoral 

campaign visits

Providing state-like services 
Women self-help groups pooling 

money for social security purposes 
(school fees, costs due to illness or 

death)

Directly providing financial resources  
for local development 

No examples in this case

Representing the interest of a  
social group/institution 

Elders and/or priests are invited for 
consultations before official meetings at 

village level
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Key points to consider
The role as restrainer or driver a particular customary or informal authority may play largely 
depends on leadership and timing. Individual local authorities may have a different role 
regarding different public policy issues.

Legitimacy is often the basis for the engagement of customary and informal actors in the 
eyes of specific communities. Yet, others may contest the legitimacy of those actors to play 
a role in local governance processes: they are often grey-haired men, upholding customs 
and traditions.

Citizens need social capital and the relevant network to access and use informal 
governance mechanisms. Hence, the existence, the adaptation or the disappearance of 
informal governance will depend on factors such as migration or urbanisation.

The intersection between the formal and informal systems, at which customary 
authorities operate, is blurry because it depends on the unregulated practice of authorities, 
citizens and informal intermediary actors themselves in a given context. Moreover, invisible 
and hidden dimensions of power make a clear delimitation of the formal and informal difficult.

Informal and formal governance are perceived as continuum rather than as competing 
systems. Citizens interviewed often argued that they consider informal actors as a first step 
because of lower costs, lacking government capacities, the perception of a just and durable 
solution as well as confidentiality.

The case study was conducted in February 2015, with evidence gathered in wards in Iringa Rural District and Iringa 
Municipality, Tanzania. The support of the Swiss Cooperation Office in Tanzania and our local research partners is 
greatly appreciated.

Photo by C. Bobst; 
farmers gathering in the 
village of Iddisimba.

Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
a case study on customary and informal authorities in Iringa, 
Tanzania 
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What are homeland associations in the Mongolian context?
Homeland associations (in Mongolian: nutgiin zövlöl) are formed in the context of 
migration, wherein people “originally” from a certain rural locality who have migrated 
to an urban centre form an association. The aim of the association is to provide 
assistance of various kinds back to their locality of origin. Unlike political parties, 
homeland associations are not mass organisations – their membership is constituted 
only of political, cultural, sporting and business elites. This case study was multi-
sited – we selected Uvs aimag (province) homeland association and analysed all the 
different layers of this institution, from the village level to the capital city.

 
Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
a case study on homeland associations in Mongolia

What role do homeland associations play in governance?
Different kinds of actors can play different roles at different times. The actual role played at any one particular time 
is dependent on a number of factors including personality, power relations, interest etc. Homeland associations may 
play some of the following roles in governance processes (note that we refer only to association-related roles, and not 
other roles a particular person might play in relation to their official function as civil servant, business leader, etc).

Infor- 
mation 
brokerInvestor

Service 
provider

Mobi-
liser

LeaderMedi- 
ator

Connec-
tor

Advisor

Repre-
sentative

Legiti-
mator

Sharing information 
Gathering relevant information in the official 
function and sharing it through the associ-

ation Bringing together different  
people and networks 

“Pulling in” influential people to join the  
association 

Providing guidance, on the basis of 
experience or authority 

Advising the local government on local  
development strategy, prioritisation and 

budgeting

Organising and directing a particular 
group/institution 

Playing a leadership role within the official  
function (association members are all 

influential people)

Finding agreements and resolving  
conflicts 

To a certain extent, bridging political party  
differences for the benefits of the homeland

Contribute to legitimating decisions,  
processes and institutions 

Legitimating the notion of “homeland”, 
which itself serves to legitimate patronage

Inspiring and motivating participation 
and civic engagement 

Through the youth wing, engaging 
young people in the organisation of 

community events

Providing state-like services 
No examples in this case

Directly providing financial resources  
for local development 

Providing funds for the refurbishment of 
school libraries, kindergartens, etc.

Representing the interest of a  
social group/institution 

Unofficially representing the interests 
of the homeland while fulfilling official 

function (i.e. in budget distribution)
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Key points to consider
Access to resources and influence are both reciprocal. For example, politicians 
(association members) in the capital claim a homeland identify to increase their credibility 
and legitimacy. But rural people can also use this resource to make claims of association 
members (i.e. getting jobs).

There is a strong informal accountability within the association and a weak formal 
accountability. There is a strong sense of duty and obligation on the part of members, 
but institutionally no check and balance mechanism. As it is based on a social network, 
reciprocal relationships and volunteer-based activities are dominant within the association. 
There is limited transparency on financial matters.

Homeland associations may appear as models of civic engagement and collective action 
to solve common issues. Associations organise themselves, their own funding and have 
a specific and clear objective. Trust, reliability and reputation are key capitals that the 
associations possess. Compared to many classical NGOs, homeland associations seem to 
be relatively constituency oriented.

However, homeland associations lack transparency and promote a clientelistic or 
paternalistic kind of development. Development is not implemented as the equal right 
of all citizens, but as something that the powerful dispense to their clients. This can lead 
to inequality. For example, powerful homeland associations with strong links and support 
from high level politicians may be more successful in solving budgetary issues for their 
constituencies.

There is significant social and spatial mobility in Mongolia and intense rural-urban 
interactions. Thus while locality (homeland) is a salient form of collective identity, networks 
that span and connect localities are important and influential for accessing and 
distributing resources. 

This case study was conducted in March 2015, with information gathered in Uvs aimag and in Ulaanbaatar. The 
support of the Swiss Cooperation Office in Mongolia and our local research partners is greatly
appreciated.

Photo by L. Elbegzaya; 
citizen speaking up 
at a public meeting in 
Mongolia.

Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
a case study on homeland associations in Mongolia
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Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
e-discussion on informal authorities/institutions

Highlights:
• The need to distinguish carefully between ‘institutions’, ‘organisations’ and ‘authorities’;
• The importance of language: the difference between calling these ‘traditional’ or ‘customary’ or informal; there 

may be ‘modern’ informal institutions, and more ‘traditional’ ones; they may be more or less formalised or 
institutionalised;

• The need to understand the power dynamics that operate – is ‘informal power’ synonymous with ‘informal 
institutions’?

• The need to understand the nature of the spaces these authorities occupy – are they purely in the informal, or are 
they more ‘hybrid’, or ‘semi-formal’;

• There was a concern with the involvement of informal authorities in practices that are otherwise labelled as 
‘corruption.’ What do we do about these?

Experiences of note:
• The Pakistan government and development agencies have worked with religious leaders to affect behavioural 

change within communities that have been distrustful of humanitarian aid programmes, such as those working 
on the use of chlorine in drinking water or vaccination programmes. Religious leaders wield authority and are 
trusted by community, and this makes implementation of some projects easier. Similarly, since some communities 
in the north of the country prefer to use jirgas for dispute resolution rather than the formal courts, a programme 
working on the rule of law works with jirgas to make them more equitable and easy to access by vulnerable and 
marginalised population groups.

• In Somalia, years of conflict have left people with little faith in formal institutions and with a higher regard for 
informal institutions led by community elders. Several peace and reconciliation conferences utilised informal 
institutions for signing peace deals and selecting interim authorities. Currently federal government is utilising 
elders and business elites for the formation of the federal state. In fact, in Somaliland elders from various Somali 
clans form the upper house of the legislature.

• In Nicaragua informal authorities are included in project analysis within a Municipal Support Program. This is 
especially true of regions further away from economic centres where municipalities are weaker, and informal 
authorities, such as the church and local leaders, are influential within the community. Of particular interest are 
wealthy immigrants, mostly cattle and dairy farmers, whose wealth allows them great influence over formal 
procedures and decision-making at the municipal level.implementing partners if they have been identified 
as drivers of change regarding the governance issues at stake, or if there is a possibility of them turning into 
restrainers. For that, SDC should give the necessary space to such reflections.
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Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
e-discussion on informal authorities/institutions

These notes are based on the DDLGN network e-discussion facilitated by IDS, held from the 15-17 April 2015. The 
inputs of all contributors to the e-discussion are much appreciated.

 
Key practical questions
• If a donor decides to work with the informal authorities, how can they ensure legitimacy, 

accountability, social inclusion and equity are respected?

• How can one work with unorganised civil society?

• How does one deal with program cycles and financial management requirements when 
working with informal authorities?

• How can one reconcile a log-frame logic with a process orientation while working with 
informal institutions, or should we look for new ways for planning, monitoring and evalua-
tion?

• Considering that some strategies of informal institutions may work better than formal 
authorities, should one consider the formalisation of these approaches or create public 
policies that accommodate and work with informal practices?

• How does one deal with elite capture within local informal institutions that leads to the 
exclusion of sections of the population? 
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We know that informal authorities influence the unfolding of everyday local governance, yet we often have little grasp 
of how these operate in different contexts. The learning project attempted to improve our understanding of these ‘thus 
far less targeted actors’. Unsurprisingly, the case studies showed that while these actors might be ‘unusual’ from the 
point of view of external actors, they are, to an extent, usual for citizens and local government structures.

Key lessons across case studies:
• Informal authorities expand and adapt their roles in governance in contexts where there is limited penetration of 

the state, lack of trust in government institutions, or weak representative structures and inadequate articulation 
of priorities and voice. Informal authorities therefore fill the gaps left by formal authorities in specific domains or 
functions. 

• A whole range of informal authorities produce local governance. They can be drivers or restrainers of democracy 
independent of the institutions they occupy. In other words, specific institutions do not embody particular role types 
across different contexts.

• Informal authorities rely heavily on social networks, norms of trust, reputation, duty and obligations leading to 
rather strong informal accountability, but weak formal accountability. Informal and formal governance are locally 
perceived as continuum rather than as competing systems.

Key lessons for SDC:
• The very local context matters. In terms of informal actors, contexts differ even between neighbouring localities. 

These local contexts should be placed within the frame of a more systemic analysis that looks at relationships of 
power and influence at different scales (e.g. political economy and power analysis), oriented towards making tacit 
knowledge about informal governance explicit.

• SDC should not try to directly engage informal intermediary actors on a programme basis, or in a 
programme management scheme. Among other reasons, this is because the programme logic is not well adapted 
to the relational process involved in working with such intermediary authorities. Furthermore, there is a potential 
risk both to SDC/implementing partners as well as to the informal authorities themselves.

• Based on thorough understanding of local context, informal authorities could be engaged with by SDC 
implementing partners if they have been identified as drivers of change regarding the governance issues 
at stake, or if there is a possibility of them turning into restrainers. For that, SDC should offer space for such 
reflections.

 
Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
key lessons and a tentative analytical framework

Towards developing an analytical framework for exploring informal authorities

Drawing from the literature and case studies the following two elements may help towards developing an analytical 
framework for exploring informal authorities.

First element: understand the role of informal authorities in the system
Depending on the state of formal and information authorities in a given context, as Helmke and Levitsky (2006: 728) 
put it, informal authorities can “at times reinforce or substitute for the formal authorities they appear to undermine. 
The first dimension is the degree to which formal and informal authorities outcomes converge. The second dimension 
is the effectiveness of the relevant formal institutions, that is, the extent to which rules and procedures that exist on 
paper are enforced and complied with in practice”.

Adapted from: Helmke, G and Levitsky S. (2006) 
“Informal Institutions and Comparative Politics: A 
Research Agenda.”  Perspectives on Politics 2 (4): 
725-740

Outcomes Effective formal institutions Ineffective formal
institutions

Convergent outcomes between  
formal and informal institutions

Complementary
informal authorities

Substitutive
informal institutions

Divergent outcomes between  
formal and informal authorities

Accommodating informal  
institutions

Competing
informal institutions
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Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
key lessons and a tentative analytical framework

Second element: understand the function and legitimacy of informal authorities 
Two other emerging important aspects in analysing and understanding the role of informal authorities are the functions 
they perform and the legitimacy they have. Since these two elements interact with SDC’s five governance principles 
(accountability, transparency, non-discrimination, participation, efficiency) we propose linking them in the following 
way.

Functions: What concrete functions do they perform? Functions performed can range from representation, brokering 
information, mobilising citizens, legitimation, conflict mediation, unifying across societal cleavages, promoting 
identity, providing state like services and investments. Further, these functions could be in competition, collaboration, 
substitutive or in a parallel mode with state institutions. The question of the transparency related to these functions 
should also be raised.

Legitimacy: What are their sources of legitimacy? Legitimacy can be conferred from below (because people have 
trust in them) or derived from above (because they are seen as the officially approved channel of engagement). 
Further legitimacy could be sourced from performance of the governance function itself (e.g. because they are actually 
delivering what people want), or because of their position bestowed by a separate institutions including states and 
markets (e.g. religious authorities whose source of legitimacy is perceived to be based on divine sources).

Outlook

In a next step, this learning project will develop tailored tools and guidelines based on the findings and existing tools in 
SDC. A smart combination of the two frameworks outlined above with e.g. the current stakeholder mapping & analysis 
should allow a light and easy way of deepening understandings of the context and actors, and thus lead to more com-
prehensive programming of interventions.
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Actors of local democracy – opening up the perspective:
notes









This summary of the learning project was shared with participants 
at the face to face event of the Democratisation, Decentralisation 
and Local Governance Network (DDLGN) of the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC). 
 
Pemba, Mozambique, 15-19 June 2015

Full cases are available on the website: 
http://f2f-ddlgn.net/
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