
Multi-stakeholder forum. A purposely 
organized interactive process that brings 
together a range of actors to participate in 
the dialogue and/or decision-making and/or 
implementation of actions seeking to address 
a problem they hold in common or achieve a 
goal for their common benefit. 

Stakeholders. Groups/individuals that have 
a stake and/or interest in and/or rights to the 
forest and that will be affected negatively or 
positively by land use change. 

The Project
Through a comparative study spanning 13 case 
studies in 4 countries, researchers at the Center for 
International Forestry Research (CIFOR) will examine 
the equity and effectiveness of the processes and 
outcomes of multi-stakeholder forums set up 
around land use and land use change. The project 
will specifically engage with forums that bring 
together government, local and private-sector 
stakeholders around subnational jurisdictions.

Rationale
Multi-stakeholder forums have received much 
attention from policy makers, practitioners and 
researchers for their potential as a more sustainable 
and democratic approach to decision-making. Such 
forums are thought to help reach participatory 
agreements with outcomes that are more equitable 
and effective than, for example, those reached 
through so-called ‘business as usual’ approaches 
to decision-making, which may be top-down, 
unisectoral or expert driven. 

This potential has led to growing expectations 
by donors for multi-stakeholder initiatives to be 
organized around land use and land use change 
issues. This interest is also reflected in the results of 
prior research carried out by CIFOR on multilevel 
governance of land use and REDD+, which 
suggests that multi-stakeholder processes are 
broadly seen as a solution for more sustainable 
development alternatives.  

Yet, in spite of the optimism placed on multi-
stakeholder approaches, and as is the case with 
other participatory decision-making mechanisms, 
such forums have received criticism in the 
scholarly and gray literature and from grassroots 
representatives. These critiques underline the failure 
of these initiatives in tackling power inequalities, 
arguing that such forums are yet another promising 
decision-making solution that in practice trivializes 
local participation, limits opportunities for 
meaningful public debate, leads to outcomes that 
confirm unequal development practices, and fails 
to challenge the status quo. Many of these critics 
refer particularly to land use and land use change, 
where trade-offs are inherent and the actors 
involved are significantly diverse.
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Method
Considering this evidence, and the growing 
resources and expectations placed on multi-
stakeholder forums, the project addresses the 
pressing need for on-the-ground, comparative 
research on the process and outcomes of such 
initiatives. The project will apply mixed social 
research methods to undertake a comparative 
study of 13 forums in Brazil (4 case studies), 
Ethiopia (2), Indonesia (3) and Peru (4). Through 
this study, CIFOR researchers will analyze how 
multi-stakeholder forums are affected by their 
contexts, and the equity and effectiveness of their 
processes and outcomes.  
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Impact
The project’s field research at the subnational level 
draws from global experiences of multi-stakeholder 
forums analyzed through a realist synthesis review 
carried out by CIFOR researchers. In-depth research 
has been designed to produce outputs that will 
inform decision-makers and practitioners not only in 
subnational but also in national and global arenas. 

In addition to scholarly articles engaging with 
multi-disciplinary debates, and policy briefs seeking 
to provide science-based recommendations 
to decision-makers, practitioners and local 
representatives, the project will also develop a tool 
to evaluate the equity and effectiveness of these 
decision-making initiatives. The tool will assist forum 
participants and others interested in these initiatives 
in finding ways to optimize their outcomes. 

This project is part of CIFOR’s ongoing Global Comparative Study on REDD+. 

Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
CIFOR advances human well-being, equity and environmental integrity by conducting innovative 
research, developing partners’ capacity, and actively engaging in dialogue with all stakeholders to inform 
policies and practices that affect forests and people. CIFOR is a CGIAR Research Center, and leads the CGIAR 
Research Program on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry (FTA). Our headquarters are in Bogor, Indonesia, with 
offices in Nairobi, Kenya, Yaounde, Cameroon, and Lima, Peru.
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The CGIAR Research Program on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry (FTA) is the world’s largest 
research for development program to enhance the role of forests, trees and agroforestry in 
sustainable development and food security and to address climate change. CIFOR leads FTA in 
partnership with Bioversity International, CATIE, CIRAD, ICRAF, INBAR and TBI.
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