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Introduction

An increasing number of policy and governance 
challenges around the world demand private sector 
participation in order to generate viable solutions. 
Such challenges include inclusive growth, poverty 
reduction, government accountability, business 
integrity, national competitiveness, innovation, 
and access to opportunity. A top recommendation 
to emerge from the 4th High Level Forum on Aid 
Effectiveness in Busan, Korea, was to embrace 
“inclusive dialogue for building a policy environment 
conducive to sustainable development.”1 

Subsequently, the Global Partnership for Effective 
Development Co-operation proposed public-
private dialogue as a lead indicator of private sector 
contributions to development.2 

More than an idea, structured dialogue 
mechanisms have been set up in every part of 
the world and interest has never been greater. A 
March 2014 International Workshop on Public-
Private Dialogue in Frankfurt, Germany, attracted 
145 practitioners from 40 countries representing 
33 public-private dialogue initiatives.3  Although 
the obstacles to dialogue can be high, the value of 
dialogue is now widely recognized by governments 
and business leaders alike.

The World Bank Group (WBG) and the Center 
for International Private Enterprise (CIPE) are 
among the leading international organizations that 
facilitate and strengthen public-private dialogue 
around the world as a means to catalyze reforms and 
promote inclusive policymaking. This joint article 
outlines the value and application of public-private 
dialogue in today’s environment and shares effective 
practices based on WBG’s and CIPE’s experience.

What is Public-Private Dialogue?

Public-private dialogue (PPD) is a structured, 
participatory, and inclusive approach to 
policymaking. It is directed at reforming governance 
and the business climate, especially where other 
policy institutions are underperforming. Dialogue 

improves the flow of information relating to 
economic policy and builds legitimacy into the policy 
process. It also seeks to overcome impediments to 
transparency and accommodate greater inclusion 
of stakeholders in decision-making.

Simply put, dialogue expands the space for 
policy discovery. Through dialogue, policymakers, 
constituents, and experts can much more 
accurately determine the sweet spot for reforms 
that will satisfy the conditions of policy desirability 
and political and administrative feasibility. 
PPDs enable stakeholders to work cooperatively 
to address state and market collective action 
problems. They bring together a wide variety of 
actors such as the private sector, government, civil 
society, academia, and others who share common 
interests or concerns surrounding specific policy 
questions.

PPD is used to set policy priorities, improve 
legislative proposals, and incorporate feedback 
into regulatory implementation. It can generate 
insights, validate policy proposals, or build 
momentum for change. Dialogue helps reveal 
to governments the likely micro-economic 
foundations for growth, but also creates a sense of 
ownership of reform programs among the business 
community, which makes policies more likely to 
succeed in practice. 

Benefits of Public-Private Dialogue 

Public-private dialogue creates a foundation 
for market-friendly policies that deepen economic 
reform and enhance national competitiveness. It has 
many applications, but is typically geared toward 
improving the investment climate, removing 
constraints to development, or formulating 
industries-specific policies.

Governments that listen to the private sector 
are more likely to design credible reforms and 
win support for their policies. They further 
diversify their sources of information and promote 
evidence-based policy. Business, for its part, seeks 
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government’s assistance in establishing a low-
cost, predictable business environment. Talking 
together on a regular basis helps build trust and 
understanding between the sectors.

From the viewpoint of democratic and open 
governance, a vibrant private contribution to 
dialogue expands participation in policymaking, 
improves the quality of business representation, 
and supplements the performance of democratic 
institutions. What is more, PPDs build transparency 
and accountability into policymaking and policy 
implementation, thereby holding to account both 
private and public sector stakeholders.

Structured, transparent private sector 
engagement is a force to counter policymaking 
that occurs through back-room deals involving a 
select few. The loudest voices rarely speak in the 
best interests of private sector growth as a whole, 
or have broad-based development goals in mind. 
By contrast, multi-stakeholder platforms shed light 
on the workings and performance of government 
institutions and build legitimacy for collaborative 
decision-making. 

Finally, public-private dialogue platforms 
have proven their ability to deliver results. One 
evaluation conducted in 2009 of 30 PPDs found 
that more than 400 reforms had taken place in over 
50 areas, producing about $400 million in private 
sector savings.4  Examples of policy impacts are 
described in short case studies below.

With Dialogue Without Dialogue
•	Buy-in for 

reform
•	Evidence-based 

policy
•	 Inclusive, 

participatory 
policymaking

•	 Feedback
•	 Legitimacy

•	Reform not 
sustained

•	Misaligned 
policy 

•	Side deals 
(elite capture)

•	Unresponsive 
regulation

•	Lack of trust

 

Experiences of Public-Private Dialogue 

PPDs can address issues at local, national, or 
international levels, or be organized by industry 
sector, cluster, or value chain. They can also be 
time-bound (established to solve a particular 
set of issues) or institutionalized for in-depth 
transformation and development. 

Dialogue driven by government may take 
the form of consultation. The process serves the 
government’s need for information and opens a 
channel for the expression of private opinions. 
The private sector also can take initiative in the 
policy process. By adopting an advocacy approach, 
it can define the issues, organize itself, and voice 
its priority needs. Advocacy – a proactive effort 
to influence policy – makes business an effective 
contributor to dialogue.

The following 7-point framework demonstrates 
the different characteristics of a given partnership.5 

The curser for any PPD would indicate: What 
is the area of the PPD? Is it national or local? What 
is the scope of the initiative? Is it sector-specific, 
economy-wide, or topic-wide? What is the level of 
institutionalization of this initiative? Who are its 
leaders? Is this initiative driven by the private sector 
or driven by the government? Who owns it? Is it 
something locally driven, sustained by the actors 
themselves, or is it something that is sponsored by 
third parties such as donors with a lot of support? 
What is the focus of the partnership? Is the focus 
to accomplish a few specific changes, with specific 
goals, or is it to give general orientation for the 
economy? Who participates actively, and what is the 
complexity and number of groups involved? 

Center for International Private Enterprise
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Because of their collaborative development 
benefits, several international partners have been 
brokering such dialogue platforms for over a decade. 
For instance, the World Bank Group has supported 
for the past 10 years a variety of PPD initiatives in 
more than 50 countries, including competitiveness 
partnerships, investors’ advisory councils, 
presidential investors’ round tables, business forums, 
and other types of PPD. CIPE for the last 30 years 
has mobilized representative business associations 
around the world and strengthened their capacity to 
advocate for market-oriented policy solutions. The 
following examples illustrate the diversity of forms 
which dialogue initiatives have taken, and their 
ability to drive different types of reform.

Dialogue on the investment climate (Cambodia)

A core motivation for many dialogue initiatives 
has been to accelerate reforms to the investment 
climate and improve the enabling environment for 
business. These initiatives bring public and private 
sector partners together to diagnose constraints to 
business, implement policy changes, and thereby 
increase national competitiveness. This approach 
is exemplified by Cambodia’s Government-Private 
Sector Forum, which has convened since 2001 
under the chairmanship of the prime minister. The 
forum was organized around eight sector-specific 
working groups, each co-chaired by a representative 
of the private and public sector. Working groups 
elaborate reforms, and every six months to a year 
a large and publicized session chaired by the prime 
minister enacts the changes and/or resolves conflicts. 
Since the forum’s creation, 16 such plenary sessions 
have taken place and been televised and broadcast 
nationwide. 

Reforms implemented through Cambodia’s 
forum generated in excess of $69.2M estimated 
impact in terms of cost savings to the private 
sector.6  Some of the more tangible reforms include 
a reduction in entry fees for Sihanoukville port, a 
garment sector tax holiday, a reduction from 10 
percent to 3 percent for excise tax on landline phone 
calls, and a reduction in the solvency ratio from 
20 to 15 percent for commercial and specialized 

banks. Moreover, the forum improved government 
understanding of the private sector’s needs and 
encouraged the business community to adopt a 
more holistic view toward improving the economy.7

Sector-specific dialogue (various countries)

In many instances, it makes sense for a PPD 
to arise between a particular industry, cluster, 
or value chain in the private sector and those in 
government responsible for regulating that area of 
the economy. These sector-specific (or issue-specific) 
PPDs provide more focus, greater incentives to 
collaborate, and more opportunity for action. 
As such, sector-specific strategies are a form of 
industrial policy. However, unlike many industrial 
policy strategies in the past that have performed 
poorly (e.g., misallocating industries, targeting the 
“wrong” sector), a PPD framework can overcome 
many of these shortcomings. In particular, PPDs 
that emphasize local ownership and leadership, 
promote participatory workshops open to all 
interested parties (i.e., outreach), encourage firms 
to cooperate to resolve common problems,  and 
leverage international benchmarking and technical 
training (potentially provided or funded by donors) 
can foster transparency, inclusion, and better means 
to identify areas for sector development. 

For some countries, the introduction of PPDs 
has transformed industries.  For example, until a 
PPD process was introduced in Egypt in 1998, citrus 
exports only grew to the extent that more irrigated 
harvest areas were added to the existing arable 
land. Once the Horticultural Export Improvement 
Association (HEIA) was introduced, the joint public-
private engagement efforts took full advantage of 
the existing land.  As a result, Egyptian citrus sector 
exports grew five-fold in volume and 14-fold in 
value between 2000 and 2008.  A similar pattern 
can be observed in other Mediterranean countries.8  
In the cruise tourism sector, a PPD organized by the 
Izmir Chamber of Commerce in Turkey contributed 
to a 100-fold increase in cruise passengers visiting 
Izmir, from roughly 3,500 passengers in 2003 to 
350,000 in 2010.  At the local level, PPDs in 10 
Spanish regions have increased the competitiveness 
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and output of the citrus sector. The public-private 
partnership, Barcelona22, has helped the city’s 
cruise tourism sector (and related industries, such as 
restaurants, hotels, etc.). Barcelona22 has attracted 
more than 1,500 companies and created close to 
45,000 jobs.

The relevance of PPD to resource-scarce sectors  
can be illustrated, for example through the Jordan 
Valley Water Forum (JVWF), which was established 
in 2011 to address crucial water issues and develop 
an integrated water management system for the 
Jordan Valley. The forum promotes collective action 
by farmers to prepare realistic proposals; review by 
the public sector of the proposals; and transparent, 
inclusive discussions among public and private sector 
stakeholders to determine priority solutions to water 
sector issues.9  The forum has replaced informal, 
ad hoc engagement with a coordinated process, 
which has received the support of the Ministry of 
Agriculture and the Jordan Valley Authority. The 
process has resulted in several concrete steps toward 
rectifying the water crisis, which include: i) breaking 
the monopoly of the Amman municipal market, ii) 
providing insurance funds, iii) securing airfreight 
space in airlines for export of fresh products, and iv) 
addressing infrastructure maintenance issues along 
King Abdullah Canal.

Dialogue led by business (Moldova)

The private sector can take initiative in dialogue 
by adopting an advocacy approach. Developing 
a national business agenda (NBA) is one way to 
identify reform priorities and mobilize the business 
community. Moldova’s National Business Agenda 
Network, comprised of more than 30 business 
associations and chambers of commerce, positioned 
itself as a key stakeholder in policymaking. The 
Institute for Development and Social Initiatives 
(IDSI) established four working groups on 
agribusiness, transportation, construction, and 
information technology, and hosted an annual 
business agenda conference attended by government 
officials, think tanks, business representatives, and 
the media.

Noteworthy results from the dialogue occurred 
in the areas of tax collection, state inspections, 
and customs administration. Legislative changes 
included the elimination of ad-hoc inspections, and 
a reduction in the duration of inspections from two 
months to five days. The government established 
a one-stop shop for receiving tax reports and 
providing taxpayer services. In 2013, the Ministry 
of Economy asked IDSI and the network to sign 
a Memorandum of Understanding to undertake 
an independent assessment of the government’s 
economic reform initiatives.10

Dialogue for small and medium enterprise (Senegal)11

The small and medium enterprise (SME) sector, 
while an essential part of any economy, tends to have 
limited access to and influence in policymaking. 
Structured dialogue initiatives should therefore make 
special provision to obtain input from SMEs. In 
2011, Senegal’s largest, most representative business 
association, l’Union Nationale des Commerçants 
et Industriels du Senegal (UNACOIS), engaged 
its SME members in dialogue with government. 
UNACOIS divided its national membership into 
four regions – North, South, Centre and West – 
and conducted regional dialogue sessions for its 
members in each region.12  Complementing these 
discussions were two cross-regional business agenda 
forums that synthesized regional policy concerns 
into a policy recommendations document.

The Senegalese government adopted the 
association’s recommendations to establish a more 
uniform, equitable, and proportional tax code that 
better integrates the SME sector into the formal 
economy. In addition, UNACOIS worked with 
the Ministers of Tax and Customs, Commerce 
and Industry, and the Prime Minister to create a 
Memorandum of Understanding, which establishes 
ongoing dialogue on SME concerns and on the 
country’s persistent food security challenges.
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Dialogue in fragile and conflict-affected states (Nepal)

PPDs can play a special role in fragile and conflict-
affected states (FCS) by supporting institutional 
development, transparency, trust building, and 
peace processes.13 PPDs in FCS economies serve 
as a means to prioritize and promote reforms that 
can potentially generate new investments and 
jobs. Bringing diverse actors together to discuss 
neutral issues that are sought by all can help to 
reinforce the peace-building and reconciliation 
process.14  In Nepal, for instance, the Nepal 
Business Forum, formed in 2008, demonstrated the 
ability to increase trust between sectors and address 
issues of post-conflict development. The forum 
explored several dimensions of Nepal’s business 
climate, including regulatory reforms related to 
investment, skills of the potential labor force, access 
to finance, and new business startups.  A post-
completion evaluation of the Nepal Business Forum 
undertaken by the WBG’s Independent Evaluation 
Group (IEG) found that promoting PPD around 
private sector reforms in the context of a country 
struggling to establish democracy has been useful.15 
By the end of the project’s second phase, results 
included: implementation of more than 41 of 120 
recommendations; (US) $5.67M in private sector 
cost savings; and establishment of public-private 
and private-private dialogue in an environment of 
significant political turmoil.16

Dialogue between business and political parties 
(Pakistan)

An independent business gathering can evolve 
into a platform for public-private dialogue. 
Chambers of commerce have become engaged 
advocates for improvements to the business 
environment in Pakistan through PPD. Since 
2009, the Rawalpindi Chamber of Commerce 
and Industry (RCCI) has been organizing the All-
Pakistan Chamber Presidents’ Conference on an 
annual basis. This has become an important venue 
for bringing together the business community from 
across Pakistan to discuss pressing economic issues 
and propose reforms to provide a level playing field 
for businesses to grow.

Participants in the 5th annual conference, held 
in February 2013, included chamber presidents, 
government officials, and representatives responsible 
for economic policy from all five of Pakistan’s major 
political parties. This was a first in Pakistan, as 
political parties engaged directly and transparently 
with business leaders on the crucial need for 
economic reform. At the end of the conference, 
the chamber presidents issued their annual joint 
“Bhurban Declaration” of reform priorities. Then, 
in what was another first for Pakistan, political 
parties produced economic platforms which were 
presented to the business community and voters as 
part of the election campaign.

The 6th annual conference focused on holding the 
newly-elected democratic government accountable 
for its promises.17  A local think tank, Policy Research 
Institute of Market Economy (PRIME), developed a 
scorecard18 for tracking progress in three key policy 
areas: economic revival, energy security, and social 
protection. PRIME’s periodic tracking reports have 
received much attention from the media and helped 
guide the conversation with policymakers during the 
PPD forum at the All-Pakistan Chamber Presidents’ 
Conference. The Pakistani business community 
continues to evaluate the government’s progress in 
implementing economic platform promises.

Establishing Effective Dialogue 

While the promise and relevance of dialogue 
have never been greater, it goes without saying that 
PPDs must strive for a high standard of effectiveness 
and legitimacy. Many dialogue initiatives never 
deliver as intended, and there are risks of the 
dialogue being captured by narrow interest groups 
or fractured without achieving meaningful results. 
The challenges can be mitigated, though, by good 
design, adequate support, appropriate monitoring, 
and by working through problems via the dialogue 
process itself. Practitioners are advised to follow the 
PPD Charter of Good Practice19  and learn from 
international experience.
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In general, a PPD framework should be based on 
a set of tools that help to: identify the collaborative 
governance gaps, secure political will for reform, set 
up a multi-stakeholder dialogue process around the 
issues at stake, and ensure supportive buy-in and 
monitoring from constituents at large. Collectively, 
these tools help unlock systems where capture and 
cronyism are prevalent, so as to reduce corruption, 
remove barriers to entry, enable open competition, 
and improve service delivery to constituents.

One of the issues for policymakers, stakeholders, 
and development practitioners alike is that for PPD 
to eventually bear fruit considerable planning and 
investment must go into a structured dialogue 
process. Each PPD is unique and has to be tailored to 
local issues, institutions, and experience. Regardless 
of the specific circumstances, practitioners who stay 
attentive to the following points will remain focused 
on promoting high-quality dialogue.

Champions

Champions from both the public and private 
sectors take ownership of the dialogue process 
and drive it forward. They must be credible and 
perceived to have the broad interests of the country 
at heart. Public sector champions must have 
sufficient authority and be sufficiently engaged 
in order to demonstrate political will. Business 
champions must be independent and recognized 
by the broader business community as qualified to 
speak on its behalf. In each sector, the presence of 
a core leadership group is important for mobilizing 
and coordinating participation, and avoiding 
overdependence on individuals.

Representation

For a PPD to be effective and representative, it 
must accommodate the diversity of private sector 
interests. PPDs should strive to be inclusive of 
various kinds of firms, of different sizes and from 
different sectors, including global and local players, 
domestic and foreign, and formal and informal 
firms. Independent business associations act as 
key vehicles for articulating business views and 
facilitating collective action. Facilitators should seek 

out associations that promote market solutions—
instead of seeking economic rents—and make 
allowance for unorganized interests to participate as 
well.

Transparency

Transparent dialogue inhibits collusion (or the 
appearance of collusion), reinforces accountability, 
and empowers all constituencies to make informed 
contributions. An institutionalized policy process 
clarifies what will be decided and establishes channels 
for participating in those decisions. Government 
should disclose the reform proposals being 
considered and any policy-relevant information. 
PPD leaders should run an outreach and media 
campaign to ensure open access and educate the 
public about the objectives of reform.

Preparation

Substantial capacity is required to prepare 
policy recommendations, negotiate constructively, 
collect feedback, analyze evidence, and organize 
overall dialogue. While a variety of responsibilities 
for organizing dialogue may fall on the facilitator, 
investing in the capacity of private and public 
representatives is crucial. The private sector needs 
capacity for researching, assessing, and coordinating 
businesses’ needs and views. Government needs to 
ensure that it has the expertise and resources to 
analyze policy, formulate coherent reform strategies, 
and communicate with stakeholders.

Sustainability

Sustainability entails integrating PPD with 
existing local institutions and ensuring that donors 
or third-party facilitators do not displace local actors 
and structures. Steps for assuring sustainability 
of dialogue include planning early for transition, 
building capacity, securing ongoing financing, and 
respecting local ownership of the process. Efforts to 
build sustainability into the design of PPD from the 
start serve to bolster the credibility of the overall 
endeavor.
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PPD Community of Practice 

Practitioners need not be overwhelmed by 
the complexity of PPD, as a wealth of tools 
and advice have been accumulated, beginning 
with the PPD Handbook.20  In order to support 
practitioners and spread PPD lessons more broadly, 
the global community of practice devoted to 
PPD can also build on the extensive networks of 
practitioners who gather around a new online hub,                            
www.publicprivatedialogue.org. The hub shares 
tools, cases, and lessons from around the world.   
The community of practice supports knowledge 
exchange among PPD practitioners with the 
objectives of enabling learning and innovation, 
expanding the knowledge base, and spreading 
awareness and news of PPD initiatives. 
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