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In this paper we present the key findings of a Realist Synthesis Review examining the scholarly 

literature on multi-stakeholder forums (MSFs) set up to address land-use and land-use change 

(LULUC) efforts towards sustainability at the subnational level. Our review intentionally 

combined an emphasis on the subnational arena, on debates over these initiatives in the scholarly 

and practice literature, and on context, in order to contribute to debates on participatory 

processes as a broad and diverse category. The salience of these issues is demonstrated by the 

demand for participatory decision-making from the grassroots and donors, the common 

establishment of participatory spaces in national policies related to development and 

conservation, and the growing concern that little evidence is available regarding the actual 

outcomes of such initiatives. 

 

Our findings reveal two main lessons for scholars and practitioners working with and interested 

in implementing MSFs. Firstly, that MSFs are likelier to reach their proposed outcome if they are 

designed to be adaptive to the contextual factors that may affect LULUC issues and its 

stakeholders. Secondly, that they are likelier to transform development and conservation 

practices in an equitable manner if they are set up with an awareness of the power differences 

between participating stakeholders - and address them through procedural justice and an 

understanding of equity as a combination of material benefits, access to rights, and equal social 

relations.  

 

Based on these findings, our presentation will shed light on four lines of enquiry: (1) how and 

why MSFs work; (2) the mechanisms through which they pursue their theories of change; (3) the 

different and often cross-cutting contextual factors that can affect their outcomes; and (4) 

insights into how MSFs can be designed to account for, and adapt to, the specific contexts in the 

geographical areas in which they are implemented.


