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United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs  

The Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat is a vital 

interface between global policies in the economic, social and environmental spheres and 

national action. The Department works in three main interlinked areas: 1) It compiles, 

generates and analyses a wide range of economic, social and environmental data and 

information on which States Members of the United Nations draw to review common 

problems and to take stock of policy options; 2) It facilitates the negotiations of Member 

States in many intergovernmental bodies on joint course of action to address ongoing or 

emerging global challenges; and 3) it advises interested Governments on the ways and means 

of translating policy frameworks developed in United Nations conferences and summits into 

programmes at the country level and, through technical assistance, helps build national 

capacities. 
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1. Introduction 

 

In July this year, the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) proposed 

17 SDGs, which are supposed to inform intergovernmental negotiations on a 15-year agenda, 

beginning in 2015.
1
 Developing a realistic plan to achieve these goals raises far-reaching 

questions about the traditional roles played by the private sector, civil society organizations and 

individual citizens in the policy process.  

 
Consider, for example, Goal 1 of the SDGs, which is to “End poverty in all its forms 

everywhere.” It takes little reflection to realize that such a goal will not be achieved by 

governments alone. Poverty is a complex condition whose causes reach into all parts of a 

community, from family relationships to conditions in the workplace. 

 
Unsurprisingly, a sustainable solution to poverty will require effort and action from across the 

community, including governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), businesses and 

individuals. For instance, governments must provide the right regulations, policies, programmes 

and services; businesses must pay fair wages and use fair hiring practices; NGOs must provide 

appropriate forms of relief; and families must provide support to individuals in need. Poverty 

reduction requires a community effort in which everyone must participate.  

 
Furthermore, to be effective, these efforts must be aligned. Alignment increases effectiveness by 

eliminating tensions at three different levels. First, alignment requires coordination to avoid 

overlap and duplication and to ensure that different actors are not working at cross-purposes. For 

instance, if government policies encourage the hiring of foreign temporary workers to harvest 

crops, this may undermine the efforts of labour unions to encourage businesses to employ local 

workers at a fair living wage. 

 
Second, alignment concentrates energy and resources on specific goals to ensure that resources 

are used effectively, rather than scattered and wasted. Generally speaking, the more actors 

complement one another by targeting the same critical issues and needs the more effective their 

efforts will be on broader goals, such as poverty reduction. 

 
Third, alignment is about ensuring a match between “formal” and “informal” institutions and 

practices. Formal institutions include such things as legislatures, courts, public services and 

police. According to Douglass C. North, institutions like these consist of “formal rules 
(constitutions, laws, property rights)” as well as “informal constraints (sanctions, taboos, 
customs, traditions, and codes of conduct)”. 2

 These two aspects of formal institutions—their 

structure and organizational culture—interact to shape how an institution works.  

 
While this definition is sound, for the purposes of this paper, we need to go even further. We 

also need to ask how organisations and practices outside government can influence governance. 

A recent study by Mohmand and Mihajlovic is helpful. It defines informal institutions as those 

“that operate wholly or partly outside formal state structures and that take on various 
governance-related functions.”3

  

                                                           
1
 Outcome Document - Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals; 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/focussdgs.html  
2
 Douglass C. North, Institutions, Journal of Economic Perspectives - Volume 5, Number 1. 1991-Pages 97-112 

3
 Shandana Khan Mohmand and Snezana Misic Mihajlovic. Connecting Citizens to the State: Informal Local 

Governance Institutions in the Western Balkans. Work in Progress Paper. Institute of Development Studies, Egypt, 

April 2013, Page 8. 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/focussdgs.html
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Normally, non-state organizations and individuals are expected to conduct their business 

relatively independently of governments, each in its own sphere. In fact, these spheres can 

interact in all kinds of ways—some more visible than others—and this often has a major impact 

on governance. Indeed, according to Mohmand and Mihajlovic, in many countries citizens’ 
influence on the state comes more through their participation in informal institutions than formal 

ones: 
 

…informal institutions perform a range of functions: they organise vote banks within communities for 

parties, candidates and municipal governments; they mediate disputes and dispense justice as substitutes to 

formal legal mechanisms; they regulate citizen’s access to services and regulate participation in community 

projects, and they mediate interactions with local governments, thereby affecting access to information and 

participation in deliberative forums.
4
 

 
These informal influences on governance may be positive or negative, depending on how well 

they align with the values and goals of the state; and the state’s effectiveness as an institution: 

 
Where the state functions effectively, informal institutions may ‘complement’ the working of state 
institutions if they have convergent outcomes, or they may ‘accommodate’ one another where they have 
divergent outcomes. On the other hand, where formal state institutions are ineffective, informal institutions 

actively ‘substitute’ for the state in cases where their goals are convergent, and actively ‘compete’ with the 
state in cases where their goals diverge. 

 
For the purposes of this paper, we can summarize the essential points of this third kind of 

alignment as follows: Not all interactions between government and non-state actors are 

formal or rules-based. Informal associations and practices can and do affect government 

decisions and performance, often in subtle and indirect ways. To ensure they contribute to 

good governance, rather than undermining it, they must be aligned with the formal 

practices that define how a government operates.  
 

These three kinds of alignment have major implications for the SDG agenda. Achieving these 

goals appears to require a significant degree of alignment on all three levels—and that, in turn, 

raises a practical question: How is such alignment to be achieved? This background paper 

discusses the important role that collaboration between governments, citizens and non-state 

organizations can play in bringing about successful alignment for the achievement of the SDGs.
5
 

The discussion is guided by three main objectives: 

 

 Examine ways that governments can address increasingly complex issues through more 

effective collaboration with non-state actors. 

 

 Examine how formal and informal institutions interact in the context of citizen 

engagement to identify the implications, challenges and opportunities this poses for 

development management  

 

 Provide advice on ways to align government and informal systems more effectively 

through public engagement and the establishment of more formal partnerships between 

state and non-state actors.  

 

                                                           
4
 Ibid. Page 9. 

5
 Many of the ideas on collaboration and public engagement processes that are discussed in this paper have been 

developed a length in Rescuing Policy: The case for public engagement, Don Lenihan, Public Policy Forum, 2012, 

http://www.ppforum.ca/sites/default/files/rescuing_policy_ebook.pdf  

http://www.ppforum.ca/sites/default/files/rescuing_policy_ebook.pdf
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The remainder of this paper is divided into six sections: Section 2 introduces the idea of citizen 

engagement and some of the prevailing views on the subject. Section 3 considers how taking a 

“holistic” approach to policy analysis leads to a more comprehensive approach to policymaking, 

especially around the SDGs. Section 4 uses an example from Canada to show why collaboration 

is essential for comprehensive policymaking. Section 5 explains why collaboration can bring 

about real alignment on all three levels. Section 6 uses examples from Singapore and Nagaland, 

India to demonstrate that collaboration is scalable and appropriate to countries at different stages 

of development. Section 7 concludes by proposing a framework of four basic types of formal 

engagement relationships that can exist between governments and non-state actors. 

 

2. Engagement Approaches  

 

The term “public engagement” is used in this paper to refer to formal process by which 

governments involve individuals or organizations in government planning, policymaking or the 

delivery of public services.
6
 While governments have always had such processes, over the last 

few decades a wide variety of new ones has been proposed and tried, many of which aim at 

“deeper” and/or more inclusive engagement.  
 

Perhaps the most fundamental distinction in the literature is between “one-way” and “dialogue” 

processes. The former include such things as information sessions, where government provides 

information to the public, but may be looking for little or nothing in the way of feedback. In this 

case, engagement is a relatively passive or “transactional” relationship where the public are 

essentially consumers of a product—the information—and how they use it depends largely on 

the circumstances around them. Dialogue processes, on the other hand, include such things as 

town halls and conferences. These processes promote an exchange of information and ideas so 

that engagement is a more dynamic relationship where the public interact with government 

and/or each other.  

 

Different frameworks for public engagement provide different ways of distinguishing between 

one- and two-way processes. One of the most influential frameworks is the International 

Association for Public Participation’s Spectrum of Public Participation, which identifies five 

different types of participation or engagement, as follows:
7
 

 

                                                           
6
 This includes non-state organizations from the not-for-profit sector or the private sector, as well as citizens. A 

process may involve organizations, but not citizens; or it may involve both citizens and organizations. 
7
 See “images for IAP2” at: http://www.iap2.org/associations/4748/files/spectrum.pdf   

 

http://www.iap2.org/associations/4748/files/spectrum.pdf
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Another famous framework is Sherry R Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation, which 

distinguishes eight different levels of citizen participation.
8
 As these examples show, lots of 

different kinds of formal engagement relationships are possible.  

 

Furthermore, over the last decade, the field has been enriched through the rise of social media 

and the movement to open data. The Arab Spring provides a dramatic illustration of the former. 

According to one study at the time, 88 per cent of the people surveyed in Egypt said they were 

getting their information on the protests from social media sites, such as Facebook and Twitter.
9
  

 

Open Data, on the other hand, refers to the sharing of information that the government collects 

and generates in free, machine-readable formats so that the public can access it and use it for 

their own purposes..
10

 While the debates over different frameworks for public engagement—and 

the ways technology and open data can support them—raises important questions about one- and 

two-way processes, for the purposes of this paper we can avoid going too far into the details and 

instead focus on three basic kinds of engagement that are included in virtually all of the major 

frameworks. Conveniently, they also form the basis of a three-fold engagement framework 

developed by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 2001, 

which reduces the range of options down to these three types: Information, Consultation, and 

Active Participation:
11

 

 

                                                           
8
 See Sherry R Arnstein, ‘Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation,’ 2006, http://lithgow-schmidt.dk/sherry-

arnstein/ladder-of-citizen-participation.html  
9
 Carol Huang, Facebook and Twitter key to Arab Spring uprisings. The National, June 6, 201. 

http://www.thenational.ae/news/uae-news/facebook-and-twitter-key-to-arab-spring-uprisings-report 
10

 For example, SchoolZone is an application that helps parents and students in the Canadian province of British 

Columbia identify the most dangerous intersections to find the safest route to school. The app was developed by 

citizens with no government input other than the supply of open data. See Loren Mullane, Open Data Apps 

Showcase Citizen Innovation, Data BC, July 24, 2012. http://blog.data.gov.bc.ca/2012/07/open-data-apps-

showcase-citizen-innovation/ 
11

 Citizens as Partners: Information, Consultation and Public Participation in Policy-making. Organization for 

Economic Cooperation & Development, Paris; and OECD, 2001, Engaging Citizens in Policy-making: Information, 

Consultation and Public Participation. PUMA Policy Brief No 10 

http://lithgow-schmidt.dk/sherry-arnstein/ladder-of-citizen-participation.html
http://lithgow-schmidt.dk/sherry-arnstein/ladder-of-citizen-participation.html
http://www.thenational.ae/news/uae-news/facebook-and-twitter-key-to-arab-spring-uprisings-report
http://blog.data.gov.bc.ca/2012/07/open-data-apps-showcase-citizen-innovation/
http://blog.data.gov.bc.ca/2012/07/open-data-apps-showcase-citizen-innovation/
http://blog.data.gov.bc.ca/2012/07/open-data-apps-showcase-citizen-innovation/
http://blog.data.gov.bc.ca/2012/07/open-data-apps-showcase-citizen-innovation/
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 Information: This is described as a one-way relationship where government delivers 

information to citizens and/or organizations either because it wants to inform them or 

because they have requested it.  

 

 Consultation: This is seen as a two-way relationship because government invites 

citizens to offer their views on a subject or in response to a question that government has 

posed. 

 

 Active Participation: This is also a two-way relationship, however, it is described as a 

“partnership,” because citizens not only offer their views, they actively engage in 
discussion and debate about the issues and, in the process, help frame them and find 

solutions. The final decision on options, however, rests with government. 

 

These three types of engagement processes create a basic framework of options that 

governments can use to decide how to engage the public (citizens, businesses, NGOs). Different 

types of processes are needed for different purposes and none is right for every situation.  

 

The suggestion in this paper is that the achievement of the SDGs will require the addition of a 

new fourth category, which we can call collaboration. Collaboration is a two-way relationship 

between government and the public, but it takes us well beyond the kind of “partnership” 
formed through Active Participation in two respects. It requires: 

 

 Shared decision-making on the development of solutions; and 

 Shared responsibility for the delivery or implementation of those solutions.  

 

Collaboration thus establishes a new kind of formal relationship between government and non-

state actors that will play a critical role in any plausible plan to realize the SDGs. The reason has 

to do with an important shift in the way many analysts now think about policymaking, which we 

can call the holistic turn. 

 

3. The Holistic Turn 

 

In explaining what it is to be “healthy,” the World Health Organization begins by noting that: 
“Many factors combine together to affect the health of individuals and communities. Whether 

people are healthy or not, is determined by their circumstances and environment.”12
 In effect, the 

WHO is taking a holistic perspective on health. Over the last two decades, looking at policy 

holistically has become increasingly commonplace and the so-called “determinants of health” 
provide a clear example.  

 

When policy experts talked about health 25 years ago, they focused mainly on the role the health 

system played in curing illness and healing injury. Over the last three decades, analysts have 

identified how a wide range of social, cultural, environmental and economic factors interact to 

influence public health.
13

 Work on these interconnections has fundamentally changed how 

analysts think about policy issues around health and wellness. For example, there is now a huge 

                                                           
12

 See the  United Nations,World Health Organization, The determinants of health, 

http://www.who.int/hia/evidence/doh/en/ 
13

 These factors include income and social status, social support networks, education, employment and working 

conditions, social environments, physical environments, biology and genetic endowment, personal health practices 

and coping skills, healthy child development, health services, gender and culture. 

http://www.who.int/hia/evidence/doh/en/
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body of information and data on the connections between health and income. It shows, for 

instance, that on average, Canadian men in the top 20 per cent income bracket live six years 

longer than those in the bottom 20 per cent.
14

 

 

Concepts like “wellness” and “well-being” thus are different in kind from the traditional concept 
of “health.” Health is defined by a set of objective standards that are based on scientific 

evidence. By contrast, “wellness” is about finding a balance between various factors that can 

affect the patient, ranging from emotional stress caused by poverty to poor eating habits caused 

by lack of nutritional education. Because each person’s or community’s circumstances are 
different, this balance will vary from case to case. As a result, there is no single authoritative or 

objective standard for the optimal balance. 

 

This is NOT to say that “balancing-concepts” are simply subjective. That would imply that 

people are free to define their well-being however they wish. This, in turn, would give the 

informal forces and organizations outside government a basis to demand that their 

proposals shape public policy, with no reliable way of assessing them.  

 

The idea of a balance is not a free-for-all, but rather a way of accommodating the unique 

circumstances that define a community’s situation, such as factors related to place. But this does 

not mean evidence and standards don’t apply. Many factors can be assessed objectively across 

communities. For example, the OECD report How’s life in your region? Measuring regional 
and local well-being for policy making

15
 paints a comprehensive picture of well-being in 362 

regions across 34 countries, covering 9 dimensions of life – income, jobs, housing, health, 

education, access to services, environment, safety and civic engagement – measured through 

internationally comparable indicators. So, although wellness or well-being is not objective in the 

same sense as health, neither is it simply subjective. 

 

The holistic approach is not confined to health policy. Issues are now looked at holistically in 

most policy fields. In particular, the concept of “sustainable development,” which has been used 
to characterize the SDGs, is a holistic or balancing concept, as the following example shows. 

 

Suppose a particular community wants to promote economic growth through investments in 

mining. In a more traditional approach to public policy, economic growth, like health, is defined 

by relatively objective standards. The SDGs call on governments to place economic growth in a 

larger, holistic context. For example, Goal 6 says: “Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanitation for all.” To meet this goal, the community would also have 

to consider how the proposed investments would impact on its water supply. In addition, the 

various targets that are listed under Goal 6 provide specific rules that would help the community 

define how an appropriate balance is to be struck between economic growth and protecting the 

water supply to ensure sustainability.  

 

From a policy perspective, balancing-concepts like wellness or sustainable development have 

been slowly leading governments to some far-reaching conclusions about the policy process 

itself. Increasingly, how policymakers arrive at solutions—the process—is as important as the 

solutions themselves. In particular, ‘finding the right balance’ on, say, wellness or sustainable 
development requires community participation at two levels: identifying the solutions and 

implementing them. Thus, if we consider the proposed SDG Goal 1 to “reduce poverty 
everywhere” from a holistic perspective, we find that: 
                                                           
14

 Saskatchewan Public Health Association, http://www.cpha.ca/en/about/provincial-

associations/saskatchewan/skarticles/skart3.aspx 
15

 Forthcoming OECD report, October 2014. 

http://www.cpha.ca/en/about/provincial-associations/saskatchewan/skarticles/skart3.aspx
http://www.cpha.ca/en/about/provincial-associations/saskatchewan/skarticles/skart3.aspx
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 A search for the right solutions to poverty should begin with a community dialogue to 

identify the key causes at play in the community in question. Every community is 

different and such a dialogue is necessary to bring to light the particular constellation of 

causes at work. The dialogue process taps the community’s collective experience by 
asking its members to explain how different factors are affecting their families, friends, 

neighbourhoods and workplaces, and then “mapping” the causes and effects. Without 

such a map, the effort to develop a comprehensive plan to address poverty is likely to 

strike the wrong balance between the different factors at play. Such an exercise can and 

should be supported by appropriate data and information.  

 

 The solutions to poverty, like the causes, will be complex and will include tasks that 

must be undertaken by non-state actors, not just government programmes and policies. 

Thus families may need to support their members in new ways, businesses may need to 

change how they hire and pay people, and governments may need to redesign 

programmes. Everyone has a role to play in implementing the plan. But such actions are 

often voluntary. Participants’ willingness to play this role usually requires a sense of 
ownership of and commitment to the plan that only comes from having had a meaningful 

role in defining it. Commitment requires ownership. 

 

How these two conditions—the need for informed community dialogue and the importance of 

shared ownership of the plan—can be brought together to define a new type of formal 

relationship between government and non-state actors is illustrated in the case of the Canadian 

Geomatics Community Roundtable, to which we now turn. 

 

4. An Example from Canada  

4.1 The Idea of a Comprehensive Strategy 

The Canadian Geomatics Community Round Table (RT) is a multi-stakeholder body whose 

members come from across the geomatics community,
16

 including governments, private-sector 

organizations, NGOs, universities and data/service consumers. It operates as a collaborative 

body that neither has nor seeks the authority to make decisions that are binding on its members 

or on other organizations.  

 

The RT currently has over 100 members, many of whom represent key organizations in the 

geomatics community, including The Canadian Council on Geomatics (CCOG),
17

 the Federal 

Committee on Geomatics and Earth Observations (FCGEO),
18

 and the Canadian Institute of 

Geomatics.
19

 The RT is led by a formal steering committee,
20

 supported by a small secretariat, 

and currently contains seven official working groups. 

                                                           
16

 Geomatics is the discipline of gathering, storing, processing, and delivering geographic information. 
17

 CCOG is the major federal-provincial-territorial consultative body for geographic information management. 
18

 FCGO is a committee of representatives from 20 federal departments and agencies that provides whole-of-

government leadership in establishing priorities for geomatics in support of government priorities, decision-making, 

and Canada’s competitive advantage. 
19

 CIG is the Canadian not-for-profit association that represents the interests of all groups in the geomatics 

community and is the Canadian member to the International Federation of Surveying (FIG), the International 

Society of Photogrammetry and remote Sensing (ISPRS) and the International Cartographic Association (ICA). 
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At present, the RT’s primary focus is on the development and delivery of a pan-Canadian 

geomatics strategy. The origins of this project are rooted in the huge technological changes 

underway in the field and the economic opportunities this is creating.  

 

In the United States of America, “location-based services” are already a $75 billion industry that 
employs 500,000 people and the sector is growing exponentially.

21
 By 2020, billions of devices 

around the planet will be connected through the internet and providing information about events 

at their respective locations.
22

 

 

These new technologies, and the new forms of data and information they are producing, are a 

wellspring of opportunities. In the fall of 2007, CCOG launched a country-wide consultation 

process to re-think the way the geomatics community operates in a digital world. The final 

report identified eight “elements” on which a new national strategy was to be based. 

 

However, it soon became clear that these elements were less a strategy than elements that 

needed to be included in a strategy. For example, while the report called on the community to 

collaborate more effectively to modernize the sector, it provided no real direction on how to 

make collaboration happen.  

 

Over the next three years a second wave of conferences and meetings was convened to discuss 

what a real strategy to modernize the sector would look like. During this period, two key 

developments took place. 

 

First, the RT was formed and eventually emerged as an independent body. In the beginning, 

most members simply took for granted that its main purpose was to act as a multi-stakeholder 

advisory group to existing government bodies. However, views on this began to change quickly, 

which leads to the second development.  

 

Some participants argued that the geomatics community needed a credible and influential body 

that could propose and advocate for broad directions for the community as a whole. Economic 

opportunity was a key driver behind these arguments. If the community was to prosper in the 

new environment, advocates said, it needed something they called a pan-Canadian strategy. 

Their argument was straight-forward.  

 

A majority of Canadian geomatics companies are relatively small by comparison with their 

international competitors. To compete globally and to become leaders in the industry, the 

Canadian sector needs to distinguish itself—it needs to find a “Canadian niche.” So a key 

question that got raised in these discussions was whether the sector could align its activities in 

such a way as to create a niche at the international level.  

 

The idea that government and non-state actors should all voluntarily align behind a single 

strategy to help create such a niche was novel and ambitious.
23

 Traditionally, a public policy 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
20

 The members include two Co-Chairs, i.e. the Director, GI Sciences Centre, Dalhousie University, and the 

Surveyor General, Natural Resources Canada, and 11 other members, including representatives from private sector 

organizations, NGOs and academia. See http://cgcrt.ca/about-us/round-table-steering-committee/ 
21

 The Boston Consulting Group, http://www.bcg.com/documents/file109372.pdf  
22

 The Internet of Things, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfEbMV295Kk 
23

 There are many examples where governments have designed such a strategy and then used their authority to force 

private and/or third sector actors to align behind it—say, by regulating them—or tried to persuade them to do so 

through various forms of incentives, such as tax write-offs. The novelty in this approach is precisely the voluntary 

nature of their compliance. 

http://cgcrt.ca/about-us/round-table-steering-committee/
http://www.bcg.com/documents/file109372.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sfEbMV295Kk
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strategy is a government plan to bring about change within a particular policy space by 

concentrating government resources and effort on some goals rather than others.  

 

By comparison, a pan-Canadian strategy would aim at achieving far more comprehensive 

change within the sector by working to align the community-as-a-whole (those who are actively 

engaged in the sector) around a shared vision of its future and mobilizing its members around 

shared goals, the pursuit of which would help to realize this vision.  

 

RT members recognized from the beginning that developing such a strategy would require an 

ambitious formal dialogue process to explore and assess the perspectives of key stakeholders—
e.g. governments, businesses, universities and NGOs—identify important shared interests, and 

develop a common plan or “strategy” that they could align around.  

 

Such a process, they concluded, could not be led by the existing governmental bodies in the 

sector. It requires a new kind of organization: a genuinely multi-stakeholder body that can 

represent private, NGO and university interests, as well as those of government. The RT, 

they decided, was the only real candidate.  

 

Participants therefore unanimously agreed to form an Interim Steering Committee for the RT 

with a clear mandate to: 

 

 Develop a draft Terms of Reference for the RT, including a formal governance structure 

that would allow it to play this new role; 

 Lay the groundwork for a Pan-Canadian Strategy with the development of a white paper; 

and  

 Develop a work plan with milestones and outputs that would advance this project. 

 

4.2 Developing and Implementing the Strategy 

The pan-Canadian strategy began with the production of a “white paper” by the interim 
committee, which was then presented to the RT in Ottawa in January, 2013. Seven tasks teams 

were created, one for each of the seven areas of strategic focus identified in the white paper. 

Each team was charged with producing a draft strategic plan for its area.  

 

When the work was completed, the steering committee gathered for a two-day workshop to take 

on the task of integrating the results of the process into the first draft of the pan-Canadian 

strategy. 

 

Finally, the draft strategy was presented to over a hundred representatives from across the 

community at a two-day workshop held in Ottawa in June 2014, where participants vetted and 

finalized the strategy.  

 

At the end of the discussion, participants volunteered to serve on one or more of seven new 

working groups, each of which was tasked with devising a two-year plan that will leverage their 

members’ official positions in the geomatics community.  

 

At the same time, the working group members will serve as advocates for the strategy and 

catalysts for further discussion within their own networks, reaching out to political leaders, 

senior government officials and those in private and third sector organizations. 
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In addition, the RT is developing a declaration on geomatics that will include the strategy’s 
vision for the sector/community as a whole, along with the key goals that the community is 

seeking to achieve together. 

 

The declaration will provide a highly visible symbol of the community’s growing awareness of 
itself as a cohesive body with shared interests and goals and a desire to work together more 

effectively to achieve them.  

 

It is also intended to serve as an umbrella for a wide range of “operational agreements” that will 
be formed under it. These will be negotiated between various parties, on a case-by-case basis, 

and serve as action plans for the achievement of key goals within the declaration itself. 

 

In sum, the working groups are intended to create a ripple effect that carries the strategy further 

outward into the geomatics community, resulting in increased awareness of and support for it.  

 

At the same time, the RT will provide increasingly visible leadership within the geomatics 

community and will draw on its considerable networks to advocate for the strategy.  

 

Natural Resources Canada will continue to provide secretarial support to the RT. An official RT 

website has been launched and other outreach tools are being developed and discussed.
24

 

 

5. Lessons for Sustainable Development 

5.1 Comprehensive Strategies and the SDGs 

The geomatics case study provides an innovative and timely example of collaboration. Although 

the project is still being implemented, two aspects of it are highly instructive.  

 

First, the pan-Canadian strategy is more comprehensive than many conventional public policy 

strategies as it takes a big step in the direction of aligning state and non-state actors behind 

shared goals.  

 

Second, the Round Table establishes a new kind of formal relationship between state and non-

state actors, one that allows them to work together on policy development and implementation 

as genuine partners. 

 

A decade ago, when the geomatics community first began discussing the future of the sector 

from a community-wide perspective, the members had a largely traditional view of how the 

policy process worked. Stakeholders would be consulted by government, who would then 

withdraw, reflect and decide on the plan. Then they began to realize that unless they found a 

way to work together to leverage their shared interests, they would miss out on an historic 

opportunity.  

 

The idea of creating a Canadian niche in the global marketplace resonated with everyone. It fit 

with governments’ prosperity agenda, it was good for businesses, and it gave universities a focus 

for research and for training the next generation of practitioners. But no one was big enough to 

achieve this alone, not even government. They needed each other. And the more they talked 

                                                           
24

 The Canadian Geomatics Community Website, http://cgcrt.ca/this-is-post-number-one/ 

 

http://cgcrt.ca/this-is-post-number-one/


15 

 

about this, the more motivated they became to work together to articulate some shared goals and 

forge a plan to realize them. 

 

The lesson for policymakers generally is that community dialogue can bring shared interests to 

light and reveal how and where state and non-state actors might be ready, willing and able to 

work together to leverage their resources. If so, they may achieve something no one before 

thought possible. (Section 6 looks at two other examples that show collaboration applies in very 

different contexts.) 

 

There is also a lesson here for implementing the SDGs. Developing an effective comprehensive 

plan is all about striking the right balance between the organizations, interests and issues at play 

and the geomatics example shows why this starts with the right kind of community dialogue. In 

the next section, we look at why this requires an agreement to move beyond the three standard 

engagement relationships. 

5.2 Engagement Processes and Formal and Informal Alignment 

Someone might agree that a comprehensive strategy is necessary to achieve the SDGs, but still 

wonder what kind of collaboration is really necessary. Couldn’t government develop a 
comprehensive strategy for poverty reduction through consultation or active participation? To 

answer, we now need to look more closely at how these processes work, beginning with 

consultation. 

 

CONSULTATION: Taking the geomatics example, if federal and provincial governments were 

to develop a pan-Canadian strategy through consultation they would likely begin by setting up 

some kind of committee, which would hold hearings on the proposed strategy. The government 

would likely try to identify key stakeholders in the area and they would be invited to come and 

present their views or submit briefs.
25

 

 

Once the hearings were finished, the committee would withdraw to meet in camera, review the 

findings and deliberate over the best options. When this work was done, it would make 

recommendations to the governments, who would then make the final decisions on the strategy. 

We can represent this process as follows: 

 

 

 
 

 

As we see from the diagram, public participation occurs only in the first stage. In the second 

stage, the committee withdraws, deliberates and forms its recommendations. In the final stage, 

government decides on the strategy (the “action plan”) that is to be implemented.  
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Now let’s ask how this process looks from the participants’ perspective. If I present my views to 

the committee, my basic goal will be to convince the members that my views on, say, sector 

priorities are the ones that the strategy should include.  

 

To achieve this, I will marshal whatever evidence and arguments I can to support my claim. 

Where possible, I will try to distinguish it from competing positions and may even try to cast 

doubt on their appropriateness, in order to strengthen my own case.  

 

In short, consultation is an advocacy process in which presenters are expected to make the case 

for their proposals and against others. In the end, not everyone’s proposals can be included. The 

process is thus also a competitive one in which there will be winners and losers. 

 

But if my organization ends up a loser—if my proposals are not included in the final strategy—
why would I voluntarily align with the plan? It doesn’t recognize my organization’s concerns as 

a priority, so why would we join? It is even harder to understand why organizations who did not 

participate in the process would align with the plan.  

 

With respect to the SDGs, the lesson is that consultation will not be enough to achieve 

them. It will not produce a comprehensive strategy that can be relied upon. Over the years, 

governments in many countries have developed comprehensive plans of all sorts to 

coordinate different sectors and then tried to encourage, convince or cajole non-state 

actors to align behind them. Such efforts may not yield the expected results.
26

 

 

In the end, if governments want non-state actors to align behind a strategy, they need to 

recognize that these actors will have their own reasons for doing so. They need to be able to see 

these reasons in the strategy. That is the only way to ensure they will be motivated to deliver it. 

But this, in turn, requires a deeper form of engagement, one that allows these actors to work 

together to find ways to accommodate each other’s reasons for participating. This is what gives 

everyone a genuine sense of ownership of the strategy and a stake in making it work. Could 

Active Participation achieve this? 

 

ACTIVE PARTICIPATION: Compared with consultation, the active participation process 

looks like this: 

 

 

 
 

 

As the diagram shows, this process gives non-state organizations a far more influential role. It is 

designed to encourage them to go beyond simply providing their views and to participate in the 

deliberations around those views.  
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In practice, this means they must listen to one another to learn about each other’s concerns, 

discuss their similarities and differences, weigh evidence and arguments for the various claims, 

and work together to find common goals, joint priorities, make choices and compromises 

together, and propose common measures.  

 

In short, the process is designed to help them identify and agree upon ways to pursue their 

shared interests together, rather than encouraging them to compete with one another in order to 

get a “win” out of the consultation. Active participation thus begins to build shared ownership 

and a shared commitment to the results. At the same time, it should lead to a more coherent set 

of options for governments, instead of the usual shopping list of proposals that results from 

consultation. 

 

But if this kind of engagement is a step in the right direction, as the diagram shows, active 

participation still leaves the entire responsibility for deciding on the strategy up to governments. 

What happens if participants view the chosen strategy as misinformed, too costly or time-

consuming, or too distracting from their main priorities? Are they likely to participate?  

 

The answer is almost certainly no. Far from fostering a sense of ownership and a stake in 

making the strategy work, they may resist its implementation. This brings us to collaboration.
27

 

 

COLLABORATION: The basic assumption behind collaboration is that real ownership of the 

strategy comes with having a real say in its development. If stakeholders don’t get to participate 

fully in the choices, they will feel no responsibility or commitment to act on them.  

 

The obvious question, then, is why all the decision-making should be left to government alone, 

as is the case with Active Participation. A comprehensive strategy is not just a public policy 

issue for government, but a set of strategic choices for the community as a whole. If the 

members are assuming responsibility for implementation of some part of the strategy, why 

wouldn’t they be involved in designing it? This, of course, is the model that was used to develop 

the pan-Canadian strategy, which we can represent as follows: 

 

 

 
 

 

As the diagram shows, in collaboration all the parties participate fully in all three stages. So the 

participants work together in the Deliberation stage to articulate the strategy and, in particular, 

the shared goals they want to achieve together.  

 

But once this is done and we move to the Action stage, why wouldn’t government agree that 

each of the partners is free to make their own choices about how they will contribute to 
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achieving the goals? This only makes sense, given that these are really choices about how they 

want to align their own plans with what is effectively a community-wide strategy.  

 

Of course, there are basic rules that would still apply. For example, all the participants would be 

expected to make a “fair” contribution to the effort. How “fair” is to be defined will have to be 

worked out by the parties at the table, but that is usually manageable. Likely, their contribution 

would be relative to the size of their organization, its available resources and their direct 

involvement in (and benefit from) the strategy. 

 

We should also note that in a collaborative process government will be more than just the 

convenor. It too will be aligning behind the strategy. In other words, it too needs to be a full and 

equal participant in all three stages of the discussion. Like the other participants, it too is 

therefore expected to engage in the Deliberation stage openly and in good faith, exploring the 

issues and options with the other participants from the viewpoint of its own responsibilities. And 

at the Action stage, it too is expected to propose actions for itself that are proportional to its size, 

resources and interest in the project. 

 

But being a full-fledged participant also means that if proposals are being discussed that are 

unacceptable to government, it is free to voice its opposition to them, as is any participant. In 

collaboration, serious objections are expected to be raised and other participants are expected to 

treat them seriously. No participant can be forced to accept a decision against its will.  

 

Much like interest-based negotiation,
28

 the goal is to get all the stakeholders to see their interests 

more as interdependent and complementary so that a win for one can also be a win for the 

others. Rather than creating winners-and-losers, as consultation does, collaboration aims to 

arrive at a win-win solution. 

 

 

5.3 Community-Building and the Cyclical Nature of the Engagement Process 

Now we need to pause and consider what has just been said from a slightly different perspective. 

Clearly, some assumptions are being made about the willingness and capacity of governments 

and non-state actors to participate fully and freely in such a process. In describing how 

collaboration is supposed to work, we have not only been focusing on what kind of process is 

needed to get actors to align behind shared goals, we have been quietly assuming that there is a 

reasonable degree of alignment between the formal and informal systems at play, but this may 

not be the case. It is time to bring this question out in the open. 

 

Let’s just say that it is one thing to declare a collaborative process and another to make it work. 

Governments and non-state actors must be ready, willing and able to play by the rules of the 

process, but often one or more of these conditions will be in doubt. For example, would 

collaboration work in a fragile state where there is no modern state structure? How about in 

post-conflict situations where trust between different factions is very low? What if there are 

deep religious or racial tensions? What if the government does not know who the appropriate 

non-state actors might be? Or what if it simply fears that collaboration is tantamount to offering 

its enemies a chance to seize its powers? Collaboration does provide a way of dealing with such 

questions and we now turn to this. 
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In the geomatics case, the first step toward a collaborative process was for the community 

members to identify and articulate their shared interests. Once enough progress had been made 

on this, they began to formulate the idea of a pan-Canadian strategy and to agree on the 

collective benefits of developing one.  

 

If the community had not worked through these initial steps together, the process would likely 

have bogged down in disagreements or got lost in meandering discussions. To succeed, a critical 

mass of people needed to come around to the view that the personal benefits of getting 

agreement on a strategy outweighed the costs. 

 

Reaching this point was a milestone. It suddenly became possible to begin seriously discussing 

how a collaborative process might work. At one of the meetings, a facilitator was brought in to 

talk to RT members about how to build the skills required for genuine dialogue. Most dialogue 

processes he said remain trapped in a culture of competition (as we saw before, this may happen 

with the consultation approach). In a collaborative approach, participants come to recognize that 

making reasonable compromises and concessions with one another can be a winning strategy for 

everyone because it moves them closer to their shared goals. 

 

The facilitator went on to draw attention to a second point. While the goals of the pan-Canadian 

strategy should be robust—even far-reaching—the implementation plans can be relatively 

modest in scope. The RT members must recognize that the goals they have set for themselves 

will not happen overnight. The partners are embarking on a long-term enterprise that will 

involve an ongoing series of planning, implementation and evaluation cycles, of which this is 

only the first. The process thus is meant to be cyclical. We can represent this as follows: 
 

 

Realizing that the goals of the pan-Canadian strategy should be seen as the product of a longer-

term, cyclical project makes things much more realistic and manageable. Not everything can or 

must be done immediately. Moreover, we can see that as the parties work away at their plan they 

will also be deepening their understanding of their common interests, expanding their shared 

language, clarifying issues and opportunities, and building new tools, systems, and practices to 

support collaborative action. As the cycles of dialogue and action progress, the geomatics 

community will become more inclusive and cohesive, issues will be more clearly explored and 
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defined, values and goals will shift and adjust, there will be a history of successes, and openness 

and trust will build between the members of the RT and the community at large.  

 

Each cycle thus should result in a more ambitious and robust implementation plan than the last 

one, at the same time that it builds and deepens a culture of collaboration, continuous learning 

and effective change-management between the parties. Collaboration thus not only aligns the 

community around shared goals. It brings about a gradual transformation of the community’s 
culture and brings it into closer alignment with the new formal structure defined by the Round 

Table. In the end, this kind of collaboration is about much more than policymaking. It is really a 

form of community-building. 

 

So the long-term mission of the RT is not just to develop a pan-Canadian strategy or even 

a series of strategies, but to create a new and more collaborative way of managing the 

community’s collective interests. 
 

 

5.4 From Consultation to Collaboration 

Seeing things this way also provides a different way to look at the question whether 

collaboration can work in difficult circumstances, such as a fragile state, post-conflict 

environment, or where deep social tensions exist. In such circumstances, governments who need 

a formal mechanism to engage non-state actors may chose consultation as the simplest approach. 

However, it must be understood that consultation may be extremely vulnerable to informal 

influences.  
 
Imagine a government committee that is seeking advice on how to deal with expected labour 

shortages in a particular region of a country. Representatives of the business community who 

come before the committee might argue that more immigration is the right response. In sparsely 

populated countries this is a common response to labour shortages. But not everyone agrees. 

 

For instance, representatives from anti-poverty organizations would likely challenge the solution 

proposed by business. They would argue that there is no shortage of labour at all because 

marginalized groups (e.g. minorities, aboriginal people or persons with disabilities) could easily 

fill the gap. In the anti-poverty activists’ view, it is the social barriers to their full participation in 

the workforce that are the real problem. Asking how to deal with a labour shortage simply 

avoids the real issue the committee should be considering, which is how to remove the barriers. 

 

Unfortunately, consultation processes may even put such groups at a huge disadvantage. Once 

the process has been defined as a search for answers to an impending labour shortage, officials 

are likely to view an effort to refocus their attention on the removal of social barriers as beyond 

their mandate. Getting them to revisit the mandate will be an uphill battle, at best. As a result, 

the view of the anti-poverty groups will likely be ignored. They in turn, will conclude that the 

process has been designed to exclude their views and will regard it as unfair and illegitimate. 

 

So while consultation may look easier than collaboration, looks can be very misleading. 

Consultation can be easily manipulated to favour one group’s interests over another’s simply by 

framing the discussion in a certain way. Communities in which there are deep divisions over 

values, goals and practices; or where the state is weak and more easily influenced by some non-

state actors than others, should be particularly wary about this.  

 

Perhaps surprisingly, in such circumstances collaboration may be a better option. Suppose a 

community is struggling with deep racial or religious tensions. Simply asking these communities 
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to collaborate on the achievement of a significant shared goal, such as poverty reduction, is 

likely to be doomed from the start. However, once the parties realize that the process is cyclical, 

the goals are long-term, and that the implementation plan can begin modestly, perhaps they can 

be convinced to launch a small dialogue process to explore whether at even a little progress can 

be made. The goal here will be to focus on some aspect of the issue that is a priority for both and 

where collaboration—however modest—will improve the chances of success. 

 

If such a project can be scoped and the parties succeed in their effort, they will have achieved a 

genuine success together. As a result, mutual understanding will grow and a small reservoir of 

trust will have been built that may provide a basis for a second cycle. If this too succeeds, they 

can move to a third one, and so on. In this way, collaboration can be used to slowly transform 

the underling informal forces and bring them into alignment with a new and expanding formal 

structure around collaboration.  

 

The lesson is that, in difficult conditions, collaboration may lead to better results than 

consultation. Although collaboration requires trust, respect and openness to succeed; and 

while these may be in short supply, collaboration also builds trust, respect and openness, 

and it does so a little at a time, through a series of cycles. As a result, it can be used to help 

mitigate and overcome very difficult circumstances, in a way that consultation may not.  

 

Finally, let’s note that informal collaboration need not involve a government. In principle, 

NGOs, communities and/or private sector organizations can launch such initiatives on their own. 

They can then use them to build a strong collaborative culture among themselves. Ideally, a time 

will come when the government is more willing or more able to participate in such a process and 

agrees to join in to achieve an alignment between formal and informal engagement systems. The 

progress already made by the other parties could act as a catalyst for government officials, 

thereby helping to establish a new formal relationship between the state and the other partners. 
 

6. Examples from Singapore and India 

 

Two further questions need to be raised about collaboration: (1) Is the model scalable so that it 

can be applied to large numbers of people as well as smaller groups? (2) Is the approach well 

suited to countries at different stages of development? Let’s look briefly at two other examples 

that shed light on these questions. 

 

6.1 Is the Model Scalable? 

Collaboration can occur on a large, medium or small scale. Different sized processes can be 

accommodated as long as two key principles are respected: 

 

1. It is recommended that the process must be “bottom-up” in a way that allows “the 
community” to identify the key values, goals, priorities, and so on that will guide actual 

policy choices at a later stage in the process; and 

2. Each stage in the process needs to build on the previous one in a transparent and 

methodical way. 

 

An example from Singapore can illustrate these principles. A process called “Our Singapore 

Conversation” (OSC) was launched in that country in September 2012 under the leadership of 
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the Country’s Prime Minister. The goal was to give Singaporeans a meaningful voice in defining 

the nation’s future. It turned out to be an impressive effort at a national conversation.
29

 

 

The year-long process was led by a 26-member committee of Singaporeans from diverse 

backgrounds, including grassroots, the private sector, unions, voluntary organizations, academia, 

the sports and arts communities, and elected officials. Over 47,000 Singaporeans participated in 

over 660 dialogue sessions. 

 

The OSC dialogues were inclusive and multi-sectoral. Some events were designed and 

organized by the OSC Committee and its Secretariat. In addition, a wide range of organizations 

opted to hold their own dialogues, using a variety of formats. A website allowed members of the 

public to participate online. 

 

OSC unfolded in two phases. Phase 1 went from October 2012 to February 2013 and included a 

series of open-ended group conversations to generate a diversity of views and ideas on the kind 

of Singapore that Singaporeans want to see in the future. 

 

Phase 2 went from March 2013 to June 2013 and included a mix of public dialogues and some 

that were led by the appropriate Ministries and focused on specific topics, including housing, 

education, healthcare and jobs. 

 

This two-stage process helped ensure that what otherwise might have been little more than a 

consultation gradually focused on some key issues, which, in turn, can fairly be said to have 

emerged from the “bottom-up.”  
 

By using Phase 1 to invite Singaporeans to sit down with one another and discuss their values, 

aspirations, goals, priorities, issues and concerns in an open-ended way, the process allowed the 

public to enter the discussion on their own terms and to set some parameters for the discussion 

in Phase 2.  

 

Five core national aspirations emerged from this exercise: Opportunities, Purpose, Assurance, 

Spirit and Trust. In addition, a survey of 4,000 citizens identified housing, healthcare and job 

security among the priorities Singaporeans hoped would be addressed. These became the focus 

of the thematic dialogues in Phase 2 of OSC and that discussion was guided by the five 

aspirations from Phase 1. 

 

Finally, in what was really a third stage—though it was not officially identified as such—the 

Prime Minister outlined the government’s response to the findings of OSC through a series of 

proposed changes in housing, healthcare and education.  

 

Because the three stages built on one another, and did so in a relatively transparent way, 

Singaporeans could see a meaningful connection between what they had said in Phase 1 and the 

decisions the government announced in “Phase 3.” For citizens in many countries, this would be 

a marked improvement over the past policy process, where major decisions are just announced 
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by government, with little explanation of the rationale behind the particular choices. By 

engaging people in a discussion and then building on what they said, the process conferred a 

special kind of legitimacy on the government’s decisions. 

 

Nevertheless, if the process is an impressive example of democratic engagement, from a 

collaborative perspective, it could have been done quite differently. OSC is really a version of 

Active Participation. Although the participants are engaged in some deliberation in Stages 1 and 

2, the policy decisions were made by the government in camera and their implementation is 

largely restricted to government. The process could quite easily have been transformed into a 

collaborative one in the following way.  

 

First, the survey could have been carried out ahead of the Phase 1 dialogue. The four policy 

areas could then have been used to encourage Phase 1 participants to describe their experiences 

and views on these issues. The Phase 2 dialogues on housing, education, healthcare and jobs 

would then have been cast as four deliberative exercises involving key stakeholder organizations 

in the respective areas—including the relevant government ministries. Each of these processes 

would have drawn on the Phase 1 dialogue to identify important holistic connections in their 

area and used them to develop a comprehensive strategy in response.  

 

For example, the healthcare dialogue might have used the results of the Phase 1 dialogue to 

explore issues around population health and wellness and to develop goals in these areas. Phase 

3 would then have engaged appropriate community organizations, schools and others in 

developing an action plan to implement the strategies. 

 

Had the OSC taken this path, we can’t say where it would have ended, but it should be clear that 

such a process could have been launched. And this helps us see how collaboration could be 

scaled up when different interests are at play. It also helps us see that topics such as health or 

housing would easily lend themselves to a collaborative approach. Indeed, they are a natural fit. 

 

 

6.2 Is the Model Adaptable to Other Countries? 

This brings us to the second question: Is collaboration appropriate for countries at different 

stages of development? To answer, let’s examine the following example of “communitisation” 
in the state of Nagaland, India.  

 

Nagaland is a small hill state in the far northeast of India with a population of about 2 million. It 

is inhabited by sixteen major tribes. In the 1990s, Nagaland’s public institutions around health, 

education and power (electricity) had become largely dysfunctional. A radical plan to revitalize 

them was proposed.
30

 

 

The plan called for a major devolution of ownership and control of all three sectors to the 

community level. In effect, the state government handed responsibility for them over to broad-

based committees made up of representatives from the various towns and villages. 

 

The process went through three stages. Step 1 involved awareness-raising, consultation and 

community dialogue processes. These sessions engaged community members, organizations, 

politicians and public servants. 
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Once a commitment to go ahead with the transfer was secured, the second step began. Local 

committees with broad-based membership were formed in towns and villages for each of the 

three sectors. Step 2 also included significant capacity-building to ensure that the committees, 

user communities and government officials understood their respective roles and were equipped 

to carry them out. 

 

Finally, in Step 3 legislation was passed that established a new “partnership” between the state 
government and the communities. Ownership of government schools, hospitals and the power 

system was transferred to the communities and placed under the stewardship of the committees, 

along with the authorities and resources to operate them.  

 

As a result, ordinary villagers voluntarily assumed developmental, managerial and monitoring 

roles, contributing in cash, kind and labour (social work) leading to the generation of productive 

assets and qualitative outcomes.  

 

The committees received funds from the government for these sectors and were responsible for 

disbursing them to schools and teachers as well as to health centres, doctors and medical staff.  

 

After a broad discussion of the issues facing these institutions—and, in particular, 

absenteeism—the committees adopted the principle of "No Work - No Pay". As a result, the 

attendance and availability of doctors and health staff in health centres quickly improved from 

90%-100%. Absenteeism dropped dramatically to almost 0% and medicines of the required type 

and in the required quantity became available.  

 

The Village Electricity Management Board repaired faulty electricity meters and there was 

increased electrification of villages, with more funds becoming available.  

 

A decade later, the new communitisation system has been credited with dramatic increases in 

transparency, accountability and responsiveness. In addition, service levels and quality were 

raised and citizens have become far more engaged in governance-related activities. The 

communitisation initiative has been internationally recognized as an impressive success. 

 

The example also neatly fits our two distinguishing criteria for collaboration. First, community 

dialogue was and remains an essential part of the approach. It guides the committees in their 

efforts to find the right solutions to the issues. Once the committees were formed, villagers 

reportedly took to debating the solutions among themselves and played a key role in shaping 

committee decisions.  

 

Second, the membership of the committees is not only broad-based, but these individuals have 

assumed direct responsibility for many of the tasks around the management of these systems. As 

mentioned above, villagers too have been playing a role. So the communitisation initiative was 

not just about developing a plan or making decisions. Community members and organizations 

are also deeply involved in implementing these solutions. 

 

Finally, the example shows that collaboration is not limited to developed countries or high-tech 

environments. On the contrary, it underlines that collaboration can be put to work in all kinds of 

policy areas and circumstances. Indeed, the real question around collaboration is not whether we 

have the right policy area or issue, but whether the issues are being looked at from a community 

perspective, that is, holistically. Once they are, it becomes obvious that real progress on goals 

such as poverty reduction, community health, environmental protection, economic development, 

anti-corruption and democratization requires a comprehensive or community-wide approach. 
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7. Towards a new Public Engagement Framework 

7.1 Expanding the Engagement Framework 

We began our discussion by saying that achievement of the post 2015 SDGs will require a new 

kind of formal relationship between non-state actors and governments. Achieving these multi-

sectoral goals, requires a “holistic” approach. This will differ from community to community. 

Mapping multifaceted problems and finding the appropriate solutions for a given community 

therefore requires community participation, supported by evidence, as will implementation of 

the solutions. 

 

We then used the geomatics case study to show why the OECD’s three-part public engagement 

framework needs to be expanded to include a fourth type of formal relationship: collaboration. 

The following framework is proposed as a possible revision of the three-stage framework. 

We’ve also revised some of the terminology to better reflect the differences between these four 

basic types of relationship between government and non-state actors. 

 

 

 
 

TRANSACTIONS: What the three-stage framework calls “Information” has been renamed 

“Transactions” in the proposed framework. A transaction is a “one-way” relationship in which 
government delivers something to the public. This could be information, but it also could be a 

form of permission (licence), an object (drugs) or a service (policing). “Transactions’ is thus a 

more inclusive term that entails not only information exchanges, but the delivery of many public 

services.  

 

Transactions also cover a particular kind of relationship that governments often refer to as a 

partnership, but which is not collaborative in nature. For instance, governments may enter into 

contract with community organizations to deliver employment-training programmes. In such 

arrangements, the contract sets out clear terms and conditions around delivery of the service and 
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the service provider is legally required to fulfil them. There is little scope in such arrangements 

for independent decision-making. So, although governments often call this a partnership, it is 

essentially a one-way relationship—a transaction—in which the service providers simply carry 

out the instructions they receive from government in exchange for a fee. 

 

Finally, it should be underlined that, while the term “Transactions” is meant to recognize these 

kinds of services as forms of engagement, it is not meant to downplay the importance of 

providing information. On the contrary, providing information holds a critical place in public 

engagement. It is the basis for the kind of awareness-raising we discussed in Step 1 of the 

Nagaland example. It is also an essential support for informed discussion at the deliberation and 

collaboration stages. Without proper information, there can be no transparency, accountability 

and no informed dialogue or consent.  

 

CONSULTATION: Consultation remains essentially the same in this framework as in the 

three-stage model. It is a process in which the participants are advocates for their views on a 

subject. The process is not designed to promote dialogue among communities, where this means 

engaging one another in the search for common ground. Insofar as participants’ views may 

differ, the process puts them in competition with one another to win influence over the decision-

makers.  

 

DELIBERATION: What the OECD called “Active Participation” has here been renamed 

“Deliberation” to underline that what distinguishes it from Consultation is the invitation to 
participants to engage one another (and possibly government) in a dialogue process based on 

trust, openness, evidence, compromise and mutual respect. The purpose of such a process is to 

find common ground and, ultimately, to arrive at agreement. Deliberation aims at creating a win-

win result, rather than a win-lose result. 

 

In addition, we’ve added a new dimension of depth to this category, which is represented by the 

two-way arrows. Depth refers to how far the deliberation is intended to go. For example, it could 

be relatively limited, say, by asking participants to engage in discussion only far enough to 

provide the first draft of a list of goals for a strategy. In this case, much deliberative work would 

still be done to prioritize and finalize the list—presumably by the sponsoring government. This 

second phase of the discussion thus would involve a “deeper” level of deliberation.  

 

Alternatively, government could ask the participants to push the discussion as far as they can, 

possibly even promising them that if they reach full agreement on a decision or a plan, it will 

abide by their decision. By contrast, the Active Participation category in the three-stage 

framework simply states that government will make the final decision. Nor does it explicitly 

recognize the dimension of depth.  

 

A well-designed process should include rules or mechanisms to encourage or restrict the depth 

of the deliberation. Flexibility on this question thus should be a basic feature of the framework. 

 

COLLABORATION: The last category is collaboration. As we’ve been arguing throughout 

this paper, it differs from Deliberation in two ways:  

 

(1) It requires shared decision-making on the issues and solutions.
31
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 In fact, as we’ve just indicated, at the “deepest” level, deliberation will include shared decision-making, but it 

does not move on to shared implementation. 
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A government shares decision-making when it agrees to act as an equal partner with non-state 

actors to form and deliver a collaborative plan. To be an “equal partner” here means to 
participate, in good faith, in a dialogue based on trust, openness, evidence, compromise and 

mutual respect. 

 

(2) It requires shared implementation of the solutions. 

 

So far, we have used “shared implementation” to mean that each partner aligns some of its own 

activities with the goals in the plan. This now needs to be nuanced. Shared implementation could 

also mean that one partner—say, a community organization—takes over responsibility for 

delivering the services of another, say, a government. Unlike the fee-for-service model described 

under Transactions, “devolution” results from an agreement by the partners that this transfer is a 

more effective way to promote their shared interests.  
 

However, devolution does not involve a permanent transfer of government authority to non-state 

actors. Devolution is rather a form of collaboration in which government agrees to allow some 

of its decision-making authority to be exercised by proxy. Nevertheless, it always retains the 

option of taking this back by ending the partnership. The transfer of authority, therefore, is really 

part of an ongoing partnership in which the service provider is allowed to make many decisions 

on government’s behalf. This is what happened in the Nagaland case. 

 

By way of a conclusion to this section, let’s clearly note that each of these four types of 

processes is used to solve particular kinds of issues or achieve certain kinds of goals. There is 

NO suggestion that every issue should be solved through a collaborative process. Collaboration 

is a new tool to put in a larger toolbox. It is not meant to replace the other ones, but to 

complement them. 

 

7.2 The Two Test Questions 

This raises a final question: How do we know which engagement approach (formal relationship) 

is the right and the most efficient one for the task at hand? We can use the findings of our 

discussion so far to formulate two basic test questions that help answer this question: 

 

 Q1: Is government able to map the issue-space without the help of the community? 

 Q2: Is government ready, willing and able to implement the solutions on its own? 

 

The first question asks how deeply government wants to explore the issues or goals in question. 

If it is seeking to make real progress on a big goal, such as poverty reduction, it will need to 

tackle a critical mass of its key causes. The first step is to identify them and this will require a 

community dialogue. Without a map of the issue space, the effort to develop an effective 

poverty reduction strategy for a particular community will likely fail to strike the right balance 

between the various factors at play. 

 

Regarding the second question, as a government looks ahead to the kinds of options that are 

likely to emerge as solutions to a question, it will often be able to assess whether individual 

citizens or other organizations will have a formal role to play in their implementation. For 

example, if the issue is how to reduce obesity, community health organizations and schools may 

need to work with government to develop an implementation strategy that meets the 

community’s needs. On the other hand, if the solution involves a new regulatory framework, the 

government may be able to implement this on its own, say, through legislation. Finally, the 

government may be able to deliver a solution, but decide for other reasons—such as efficiency 
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or to allow an organization to build capacity—that it wishes to work collaboratively with others 

on this. 

 

There are three possible scenarios when answering the two test questions: 

 

 Scenario 1: Q1 = Yes and Q2 = Yes: In this scenario, government feels no pressures to 

look for holistic connections that may be hidden from view, so it doesn’t need a 

community dialogue (deliberation). Nor does it expect that the solutions will involve 

shared ownership and delivery, so it doesn’t need collaboration either. However, two 

options still remain open: a transaction or a consultation. 

 

National security issues provide an example of an issue that is often dealt with through a 

transactional approach. Information surrounding security issues is usually secret and 

under the control of the state. Should the government decide that the public is at risk, it 

may release as much information as it believes necessary to ensure people can protect 

themselves. But this information is delivered as a simple, one-way transaction, with no 

outside engagement or dialogue. 

 

In other cases, Scenario 1 may call for consultation. Imagine a rural community that has 

two hospitals, each of which serves a different part of the geographical area. Suppose 

further that the government has decided to close one of them to reduce health costs. It 

may want to consult the community regarding which one should be closed. As a general 

rule, however, such processes are not designed as a community dialogue that is seeking 

to explore hidden connections and frame new goals. Rather, the process is meant to be a 

competitive one whose goal is to give each of the two sides a fair chance to express their 

views and make the case for why their hospital should be preserved. In the end, 

government weighs the arguments, then makes and implements the final decision. 

 

 Scenario 2: Q1 = No and Q2 = Yes: In this scenario, government is seeking to identify 

holistic connections that may be hidden from view so it will need to launch a community 

dialogue (deliberation) to identify them. However, if the measures under consideration 

do not require shared delivery, collaboration will not be required. Deliberation will be 

enough. For example, when setting new standards for some part of the building code, a 

government may engage professional associations in the field to help arrive at the best 

standards. The experts will engage one another in a deliberative discussion aimed at 

arriving at agreement on these standards. Once the issues have been settled, government, 

as the regulator, amends the code and thereby makes the new standards official. There is 

no need for collaborative delivery. 

 

 Scenario 3: Q1 = No and Q2 = No: In this scenario, government is seeking to identify 

holistic connections that may be hidden from view so it will need a community dialogue 

to identify the connections. It is also anticipating that the measures to address the issues, 

such as a poverty reduction strategy, will require the participation of non-state actors so 

it will need collaboration.
32
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 There is a fourth possibility where Q1 = Yes and Q2 = No: In this case, if government is not seeking to identify 

holistic connections but it is looking for shared delivery, it is probably because enough work has already done on 

identification of the connections that more community dialogue is unnecessary. This is really a version of Scenario 

3 where the first part of the process has in effect been completed and now the participants are moving to the action-

planning stage, which, of course, involves collaboration.  
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8. Conclusion 

 

The SDGs now under development by the United Nations Member States are broad and highly 

ambitious—as they should be. Real progress on them will require more than goodwill, resources 

and effort from governments around the world. Governments’ resources and authorities, while 
considerable, are limited. The issues, however, are complex and reach into all parts of a 

community. The response therefore must also be community-wide.  

 

Progress on such issues will require a willingness to raise some far-reaching questions about the 

traditional roles played by the private sector, civil society organizations and individual citizens 

in the development of public policy and the delivery of public services. Based on our discussion, 

we can consolidate these into three basic questions: 

 

1. What are the key issues, interests and organisations (state and non-state) at play? 

2. Can the actors clearly articulate their shared interests/goals? 

3. Are they ready, willing and able to engage in a genuinely collaborative process to realize 

these goals? 

 

As we learned from the geomatics example, a comprehensive strategy cannot be forced on 

organizations or individuals. They must align behind it voluntarily. Whether we are talking 

about geomatics, poverty reduction, healthy living or quality education, different actors will 

have different reasons for participating in a collaborative partnership and the process must make 

room for that.  

 

The first step is to recognize that a comprehensive plan requires community dialogue. This is 

necessary to map the space in question and identity the organizations, interests and issues at 

play. Without such a map, the effort to arrive at a plan that fits the community’s needs will be 
little more than guesswork. 

 

But such an exercise is also about engagement. A community dialogue on the community’s 
needs, priorities and resources not only clarifies what needs to be done, but who is best 

positioned to do what tasks—and whether they are likely to be willing. This is the first step 

toward the identification of shared goals and, ultimately, a collaborative plan for 

implementation. 

 

Finally, there is the issue of motivation and capacity: Are governments likely to understand such 

an approach or grasp the benefits? Would they know how to carry it out? Do they have the skills 

and tools? What risks and obstacles would need to be overcome to make it work? Could anyone 

else lead such a process if the government is unable or unwilling? And what could be done by 

international organizations, including the organizers of the Expert Group Meeting on 

Formal/Informal Institutions for Citizen Engagement for implementing the Post 2015 

Development Agenda, to encourage and support collaboration?  

We began this paper by suggesting that governments need a better way of aligning actions, both 

around shared goals and between formal institutions and informal influences. We can now 

conclude by saying that the SDGs need to be more than aspirational goals. Hence these 

questions will need to be answered.  

 

The good news is that they can be answered and that, along with the answers, a new generation 

of public policy processes is emerging. If governments are willing to take the next step and 

begin experimenting with them, it could lead to a historic gain in their overall effectiveness and 

legitimacy as public institutions.  
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