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School for Social Research), provided guidance and technical assistance for this initiative. Additional support was 
provided by the Institute for Policy Studies, the Watson Institute, and the New World Foundation. 



What is 

Participatory Budgeting? 
 
And how does it differ  
from constituent input  
and participation  
in budgeting processes? 



Participatory budgeting (PB) is a democratic process in which 
community members directly decide how to spend part of a 
public budget.  
 
Most examples involve city governments that have opened up 
decisions around municipal budgets, such as overall priorities and 
choice of new investments, to citizen assemblies.  
 
In other cases, states, counties, schools, universities, housing 
authorities, and coalitions of community groups have used 
participatory budgeting to open up spending decisions to 
democratic participation. 



How does it work? 
Community members make budget decisions through an annual series of local assemblies and 
meetings. Although there are many models of participatory budgeting, most follow a basic process: 
diagnosis, discussion, decision-making, implementation, and monitoring. 
 
 
 ÅResidents identify local priority needs, generate ideas to respond to these needs, and 

choose   budget representatives for each community. 
ÅThese representatives discuss the local priorities and develop concrete projects that 
address them, together with experts. 
ÅResidents vote for which of these projects to fund. 
ÅThe government implements the chosen projects. 
ÅResidents monitor the implementation of budget projects. 
 
 For example, if residents identify recreation spaces as a priority, their budget representatives might develop 

a proposal for a new basketball court. The residents would then vote on this and other proposals, and if they 
approve the basketball court, the city pays to build it. 



 

Where has it worked? 
 

The Brazilian city of Porto Alegre started the first full PB process in 1989, for the municipal 
budget. In Porto Alegre, as many as 50,000 people have participated each year, to decide 
as much as 20% of the city budget.  
 
Since 1989, PB has spread to over 1,200 cities in Latin America, North America, Asia, 
Africa, and Europe.  
 
In the US and Canada, this includes PB processes in Toronto, Montreal, Guelph, and 
Chicago.  
 
 
 



What are the benefits? 
 

Elected officials, community organizations, academics, and 
international institutions such as the United Nations and World Bank 
have declared PB a model for democratic government.  Why? 

VGives community members a say:  Ordinary people have more voice ς and they get to 
make real decisions. 

 
VMakes for better and more equitable decisions:  Local residents know best what they 
need, and budget dollars are redistributed to communities with the greatest needs.  

 
VDevelops active and democratic citizens:  Community members, staff, and officials learn 
democracy by doing it.   They gain more understanding of complex political issues and 
community needs.  

VBuilds communities and strengthens community organizations:  People get to know their 
neighbors and feel more connected to their city.   Local organizations get to spend less time 
lobbying, and more time deciding policies themselves. Budget assemblies connect groups 
and attract new members.  

VConnects politicians and constituents:  Politicians build closer relationships with their 
constituents.  Community members get to know their elected officials and local 
governments.  

VMakes government more accountable and efficient:  When community members decide 
spending in public assemblies, there are fewer opportunities for corruption, waste, or costly 
public backlash. 



Participatory Budgeting 
in practice ς a political perspective 

 
 
 
 
 

 1  Alderman 

 1.3  Million Dollars 

 60  Volunteers 

 36  Project Proposals 

 1652  PB Voters 

 14  Winning Projects 

 6929  IŀǇǇȅ /ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǾƻǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ !ƭŘŜǊƳŀƴ aƻƻǊŜΩǎ wŜ-Election 
  (a 42% increase in the margin of victory) 



49th Ward (60,000 residents) Participatory Budgeting Cycle 

Community Leaders 
Convene to Develop 

Process 
(July-September) 

Nine Neighborhood 
Assemblies Conducted 
(October-November) 

Six Community 
Committees  Deliberate 

(November-March) 
 

Early Voting & 
Voting Assembly 

(April) 

Implementation 
(Ongoing) 

Leadership Committee 
formed to evaluate and 

lead next annual 
process 
(May) 



Participatory Budgeting Cycle 
Steering Committee 

Community leaders were invited to participate on a steering committee to develop a  Participatory 
Budgeting process whereby residents of the 49th Ward would decide how to spend the approximately 
$1.3 Million allocated by the City of Chicago for infrastructure needs in the ward.  The Participatory 
Budgeting Project provided consulting services to the steering committee. 
 
¢ƘŜǎŜ ōǳŘƎŜǘŀǊȅ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ !ƭŘŜǊƳŀƴ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ /ƘƛŎŀƎƻΩǎ рл ǿŀǊŘǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ 
little community input.  Projects are generally traditional infrastructure improvements like street 
resurfacing, street light replacement, etc.  Sometimes funds are used for larger capital improvements 
like the construction or repair of a public building. 
 
Alderman Joe Moore was the first elected official in the United States to give his constituents the 
power to decide their own budget. 
 
Steering Committee Leaders were invited from all 49th Ward: 

Å   Community Organizations 
Å   Social Service Agencies 
Å   Block Clubs 
Å   Community Policing  Groups  
Å   Schools and Local School Councils 
Å   Religious Congregations 

Community Leaders 
Convene to Develop 

Process 
(July-September) 



Participatory Budgeting Cycle 
Neighborhood Assemblies 

Neighborhood Assemblies were conducted in eight geographical areas of the ward, 
and a ninth session was conducted in Spanish. 

Nine Neighborhood 
Assemblies Conducted 
(October-November) 

Alderman Moore provided the outreach funds for these meetings.  Fliers were 
distributed to every household, and e-newsletters were sent repeatedly to the 
community.   

From these Neighborhood Assemblies, residents were invited to serve on 
committees to gather community input and research projects for consideration on 
the ballot.   

The next slides demonstrate some of what the community residents learned at the 
Neighborhood Assemblies. 



All 49th 
Ward 
Residents 
are invited 
to 
participate 
in the 
process. 



49th Ward Participatory Budgeting 
Neighborhood Assemblies 
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