
 

 

 

 

The socio-political participation index (SPI): 

What it is and how to use it 

 

By: Damien Hazard, of Brazilian organization Vida Brasil 

Salvador de Bahia (Brazil), November 2015 

 

This article comprises the following sections: 

1- Historical overview of the creation of the SPI 

2- What is the socio-political participation index? 

3- Summary of the methodology for measuring the SPI 

4- The value of the SPI and how it can be used 

 

1- Historical overview of the creation of the SPI 

The socio-political participation index, known by its acronym SPI,1 was 
developed in 2006 by the Brazilian organization Vida Brasil to better assess 

changes in participatory spaces for public policy management in the area of 
the rights of people with disabilities.  

Vida Brasil: a Brazilian human rights NGO 

Vida Brasil, founded in 1996, was a pioneer in the development of a 

strategy to strengthen the community organization of people with 
disabilities around accessibility, presented as a human rights issue, in 

Salvador de Bahia in the Nordeste region of Brazil. The Brazilian 
organization, which received support from Handicap International (HI) until 
2011, was active even before accessibility was recognized under Brazilian 

national law, and innovated in many different areas: implementing 
participatory diagnostics of accessibility; creating a network uniting 

organizations that were traditionally separated by type of disability; 
institutional and organizational development of disabled people's 
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 The acronym SPI is derived from its original name (social participation index). The experience and 
thinking that went into a project for measuring the effects of participation of disabled people's 
organizations, developed in partnership with Handicap International, CIRRIS (Quebec, Canada) and 
CIEDEL (Lyon, France), led Vida Brasil to modify the name (socio-political participation index) to highlight 
the dimension of individual and collective participation of people with disabilities in political spaces, and 
to avoid assimilation of the index with a different concept, that of social participation. 

 



organizations; political and civic training for community leaders and 

strengthening their impact in the social and political space. This 
methodology was capitalized through joint efforts with Handicap 

International, and has been widely disseminated and shared, in particular 
with many HI programs which it has directly or indirectly influenced. 

Brazilian civil society and participation 

Vida Brasil and its work on accessibility are also shaped by trends in 
Brazilian civil society, which is characterized by its creativity and dynamism. 
The 2000s witnessed the consecration of civil society participation in Brazil. 

This was expressed in particular in the World Social Forum launched in 
Porto Alegre in 2001. Participation is also taking on new meaning in policy, 

and in particular in the policy of public institutions, internationally as well as 
nationally in Brazil, and locally.  

The government of President Lula institutionalized participation beginning in 
2003, based on a principle already introduced by the constitution of 1988. 
The spaces, instruments and mechanisms of participatory democracy were 

formed, such as public policy theme councils at the national level as well as 
by state or municipality. Generally more for consultation than decision-

making, these councils comprise representatives of civil society 
organizations and public authorities, who meet periodically to discuss the 

public policies under their purview. This is also true of the councils on 
disability rights that have been created at the national, state and municipal 
level. In addition, conference series on specific themes to discuss and plan 

public policies have begun to be organized every three years. The 
participatory budget is another example of the mechanism for democratic 

participation of civil society organizations. 

Vida Brasil actively contributed to the deployment of this process in Brazil, 

and in particular in the states of Bahia and Ceara and at the national level, 
in various topic areas: urban policies, child and teen rights, disability rights, 

solidarity economy, food security, economic and social development. With 
its partners, disabled people's organizations (DPOs) federated in networks 
that cross disability lines, it directly contributed to drafting legislation that 

produced some of these spaces, and invested time and work notably in 
qualifying the participation of partner disabled people's organizations.  

Measuring the effects of participation 

With the passage of time, questions have been raised about how 
participation is exercised within these consultation spaces. What are the 
effects of the political participation of disabled people's organizations after 

years of presence in these spaces? To what extent does it contribute to the 
design of public policies, and does it effectively promote their rights? In 

reality, collaboration implies a new political culture in an institutional 
machine generally dominated by hierarchical practices and also resistant to 
sharing power. It is normal for difficulties to arise, and important to be able 

to precisely identify them to better understand them. 

There is no single way to evaluate this participation in collaborative spaces 
and its effects. Some angles and objects of analysis may reveal progress, 
while others indicate lost ground or a lack of change. Opinions might also 



differ from one organization to another. The SPI was designed to consider 

this diversity of points of view and angles of analysis, with the aim of 
combining them in a quantitative index that takes into account multiple 

subjective opinions and variables (or dimensions) of analysis.  

 

2- What is the socio-political participation index? 

The SPI is an average score on a scale of 20 measuring change in a 
collaborative process, in principle within an institutionalized space whose 
existence and mission are legally recognized, such as a council, committee, 

commission, work group, etc. 

The index is calculated based on analysis of the evolution of five 
dimensions, in the framework of discussions and analyses involving the 
various organizations participating in the project, during an evaluation or 

planning workshop.  

These dimensions were initially defined by the Vida Brasil team in the 

specific Brazilian context as follows: 

 the presence of organizations participating in such spaces,  

 the quality of their intervention in these spaces,  

 their participation in the different phases of social control (planning, 

monitoring and evaluation),  

 the existence of projects, policies and programs arising from these 

spaces and meeting demands of civil society,  

 the level of dialogue and collective construction in which the public 
authorities and civil society organizations are involved. 

 
At the start of the workshop, these dimensions must be presented to the 

organizations, which must recognize them as aspects they view as 
important within the collaborative processes and spaces.  

A value ranging from 0 to 4 is assigned to each of these dimensions, 
corresponding to the assessment of how each has changed over the period 

being considered: 

0: very significant weakening of the dimension  

1: noticeable weakening 
2: stagnation 

3: noticeable improvement 
4: significant improvement 

It is important to define with participants the period to be considered in 

assessing change. This might be a year or longer, two or three years, or 

even as much as six or ten years. The situation at the start of the period 

might be reviewed. 



Because there are five dimensions selected as relevant to the project, the 

indicator ranges from 0 to 20 (=5x4), representing an assessment of how 
the spaces for managing public policies operate in the framework of the 

project at hand. An index of 10 indicates stagnating operation of these 
spaces for the partner organizations.  

 

Example: 

 Significant 
weakening 

0 

Weakening 
1 

Stagnation 
2 

Improvement 
3 

Significant 
improvement 

4 

Presence of 
organizations 
participating in 
such spaces 

    
 
X 

 

Quality of their 

intervention in 
these spaces 

   X  

Participation in the 
different phases 
of social control 
(PME) 

   
 
X 

  

Existence of 
projects, policies 
and programs 
arising from these 
spaces and 

meeting demands 
of civil society 

    
 
X 

 

Level of dialogue 
and collective 
construction in 
which the public 

authorities and 
civil society 
organizations are 
involved. 

     
 
 
X 

TOTAL     15 

 

A rapid analysis can be made using the case above. The index value of 

15/20 reveals a general improvement of the collaborative process/space: 
the organizations find that the presence of organizations and the quality of 

their participation have improved (scores of 3), and given rise to a few 
projects arising from demands in civil society (3). In their view, the most 
significant improvement involves the level of quality of dialogue with the 

public authorities (score of 4), which was previously absent or very limited. 
However, discussions are limited to policy planning, and do not involve 

monitoring or evaluating policies (score of 2).  

The example presented reflects the opinion of a single person or 

organization, or a consensus between the participating people or 
organizations. It is likely that each of the people or organizations present 

would choose to assign a different score. In this case, an average is 
calculated for each dimension, and the sum of the averages is the final 
score. 



It is important for comments to be provided for each of the scores assigned, 

and that these comments be collected to explain the result obtained. For 
this purpose, a seventh column may be added to include these comments, 

or a text may be drafted explaining the scores assigned to each of the 
dimensions, including any diverging or shared opinions expressed by the 
people and organizations participating. 

 

3- Summary of the methodology for measuring the SPI 

There are seven steps in a standard SPI measurement workshop:  

1- Introduction:  Purpose and goals of the meeting, and presentation of 
the people and organizations present at the table.  

The SPI measurement workshop can also be conducted at the end of 
a longer workshop, or after a presentation or discussion of the local 

social and political context. This option facilitates the process of 
assigning scores (step 4) and justifications. 

2- Presentation of the SPI index: history, what an index is, goals, 

general description of the SPI, in principle using an example. 

3- Object of analysis: the stakeholders present in the participatory 

space or process, the period being considered and the five 
dimensions to be analyzed. Possible review, by the facilitator or as a 

group, of the situation at the start of the period. 

4- Scoring of each of the five dimensions:  

a. Each of the dimensions is presented one by one. For each of 

them, participatory evaluation of the local experience can may 
take the form of discussion or of presentations by those who 

wish to speak.   

b. Scores are collected from each participant, going around the 
table, for each dimension, including comments explaining the 

score assigned. All the scores are summarized on a chart 
visible to all the (sighted) people present.  

In principle, the scores are assigned by an organization; when 
there are several people from a same organization, they 
choose the score they want to assign and the reasons for it 

together. 

5- Calculation of the average score for each of the dimensions and of 

the final score (sum of the five average scores for the five 
dimensions).  

6- Analysis of the final score obtained, summarizing the main reasons 

for the average scores achieved for each of the dimensions, and 
highlighting the dimensions where the gaps in assessment (between 

scores assigned) were the largest, and the issues for which there 
were differing viewpoints which led to distinct scores.  

Comments from the people present. 

7- Evaluation of this SPI measurement process. 



 

A report must be drafted with the information from the analysis and index 

calculation. 

 

4- The value of the SPI and how it can be used 

With the expansion of participatory processes and collaborative spaces, the 
SPI has been presented and applied in many cities and to many disability 

stakeholders over the past five years. In addition to the cities of Salvador 
and Fortaleza, in the Nordeste region of Brazil, the SPI has been presented, 
discussed and used in particular in Madagascar (Toliara), Morocco, Tunisia, 

France (Bordeaux) and Canada (Quebec). Most of these applications arose 
from partnerships with HI, and the project for measuring the effects of 

participation of disabled people's organizations, deployed between 2012 and 
2015 by Vida Brasil, HI, CIRRIS (Quebec, Canada) and CIEDEL (Lyon, 
France), with support from the International Foundation of Applied Disability 

Research (FIRAH). 

In general, the organizations in these different countries were interested in 
using the SPI. Working with the SPI can serve multiple purposes: 

- It fosters participatory thinking about organizations' collaborative 
interventions, and provides an educational approach to jointly 

evaluating the effects of participation by organizations that work 
together with the public authorities in political processes. 

- It objectively summarizes a set of subjective opinions that are 
presented and discussed. It assigns an overall score to change in the 
collaborative process over a given period: a trend towards 

improvement, strong or less so, towards weakening, or towards 
stagnation of the situation. The value of the index is based on 

political and social analysis arguments. 

- It can serve as an indicator when planning a project, by setting a 

target improvement score (for example, at least 15/20). 

- It can serve to draft an evaluation report for the collaborative spaces 
and processes and as an advocacy tool for the organizations. The 
reasons for the scores assigned to change in each of these 

dimensions can be described in more detail in the report, and 
supplemented with statistical data. The report serves to highlight 

progress as well as identify difficulties and challenges in the 
collaborative processes and spaces that have been formed. 

 

The SPI is also a tool with great flexibility to be explored. Various 

possibilities exist for adapting the methodologies and tool. 

In terms of the application methodology 



It is absolutely possible to create the measurement index using 

questionnaires sent to participants or to try it out in a team meeting within 
a single organization. 

Another methodology possibility was used in Quebec, in the framework of 
the project for measuring the effects of participation of disabled people's 

organizations, implemented from 2012 to 2015 by Vida Brasil, HI, CIRRIS 
and CIEDEL and supported by FIRAH. The measurement process, conducted 

with a group of associations of people with disabilities (in region 03, 
Portneuf and Charlevoix), involved first assigning scores to each of the 
dimensions at the start and end of the period, comparing these scores and 

deriving a final score for change of the analysis dimensions, always using 
the same scale from 0 to 4 (and a total score for the index over 20).  

In terms of the tool 

The dimensions of the index can be modified. Expectations from 
collaborative spaces can vary depending on the context of different 
countries and locations. The presence of organizations in the collaborative 

spaces (dimension 1) is important in an institutional context where 
collaborative processes are just beginning. However, it is likely not useful to 

evaluate the evolution of the presence of organizations in these spaces in 
regions where collaboration has long been in place. Here, participants would 

view this aspect as a constant, and prefer to choose and define a more 
significant dimension for the specific context.  

The five dimensions were thus refashioned jointly by the HI Middle East 
project managers in December 2013 in Rabat (Morocco). The question was: 
What do we expect from participation in the collaborative spaces for the 

projects we are implementing? A first selection of dimension ideas was 
brainstormed, giving rise to ten items. With the support of the facilitator, 

these ten areas of analysis were explored and reduced to five dimensions 
through a consensual process. 

These five dimensions were: 

- Multi-stakeholder networking 

- Participation of DPOs in the policy cycle (PME) 

- Participation of PWD in society 

- Involvement of decision-makers in collaborative processes 

- Consideration of disability in local policies 

These dimensions not only appear more representative of the expectations 
for collaborative processes in the region, but were also formulated to take 

into account HI's intervention approach for its programs, and in particular in 
the area of inclusive local development (ILD). We therefore view the five 

dimensions described above as relevant for use as SPI variables by HI for 
its programs. 

 



Vida Brasil, which developed the SPI, is interested in how it will be used by 

other organizations. In accordance with its principles, it makes this tool 
available to interested stakeholders, in the hope that it will contribute to 

enhancing democratic practices. Vida Brasil has chosen not to privatize the 
rights to use of the tool. However, the organization requests that the source 
of the index of social and political participation (SPI) be cited when it is 

used or adapted, and would like to be informed of such initiatives. Vida 
Brasil is available for collaboration or communication at the following 

addresses:  

salvador@vidabrasil.org,br and acessibilidadessa@vidabrasil.org.br  

http://blogdavidabrasil.blogspot.com.br  

Facebook:  Associação Vida Brasil 
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