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An Introduction to Sustainability Tools:
Using effective public dialogue to improve government-civil
sector relations

By: Christine Loh
Civic Exchange

“I cannot recall a time . . . when there was so much talk about the individual’s
capacities and potentialities and so little actual confidence on the part of the individual
about his power to make a difference psychologically or politically.”1

INTRODUCTION

We live in interesting, and perhaps difficult, times. While knowledge and material wealth
have increased for some, poverty, morbidity and environmental degradation remain
widespread. And although the developed world enjoys access to instant
telecommunication, many individuals feel alienated from society. These kinds of
contradictions and concerns are also evident on a political level. Ordinary citizens in
countries around the world do not feel that their political leaders really represent them.
They see politics as cynical and unprincipled, and often overly adversarial.

Civic-minded people everywhere have become discouraged because they do not see
how they can participate meaningfully in public affairs, even if they believe that humans
do have the capacity and ability needed to bring about change. On the other hand, those
in government often lament the lack of interest and participation in public affairs among
citizens and the difficulty of sustaining public-private cooperation.

Public participation

Public participation refers to the forums and processes that are organized to facilitate
communication between government, citizens, stakeholders, interest groups and
businesses regarding a specific decision or problem.2

A distinction needs to be made between public participation and democracy.
Democracy entitles citizens to choose their political leaders through public elections.
Participation in public affairs enables citizens to influence the details of policy-
legislation and monitor implementation.

As education and access to information improve, citizens will be better informed
about different aspects of public policy and should participate in making more
effective, legitimate and just decisions on policies and projects. In a well-educated
society, the lack of adequate or meaningful processes for public participation will
eventually generate frustration and disillusionment.

1 May Rollo, Power and Innocence, 1972 quoted by Brian K Murphy in Transforming Ourselves, Transforming the World,
(London & New York, Zed Books, 1999).

2 Renn Ortwin, Thomas Webler and Peter Wiedermann, eds., Fairness and Competence in citizens participation: Evaluating
modes for environmental discourse (Boston, London: Kluwer & Dordrecht, 1995).1



This paper is introductory in nature. It addresses the question of how different members
of society can participate actively in the public realm in order to enable the government
and civil sectors to work together in making choices and taking action. The paper uses
Hong Kong as a case study, identifying some aspects of the current public consultation
process that could be redesigned to improve government-civil sector relations, and for
citizens to self-organize in order to participate more actively in public affairs.

Existing knowledge in a variety of disciplines can be used in helping citizens to self-
organize and for the public sector to establish new platforms and processes for more
effective dialogue with civil society. The civic sector also has a role to play in organizing
dialogue processes that involve public officials. By drawing on different sources of
knowledge and expertise, societies can devise tools for improving dialogue so that
citizens have an opportunity to participate in governance in meaningful ways.

Governance

“Governance is the sum of the many ways individuals and institutions, public or
private, manage their common affairs.”

Commission on Global Governance, 1995

Establishing the mindset needed for the communication and sharing of knowledge
throughout society is critical for social progress. Human beings represent possibilities
in process – the process of becoming, of development, of change.3  Knowledge already
in existence should be used to direct and coordinate this process.

PART  ONE

THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY AND CIVIC INVOLVEMENT

Governments, international institutions, businesses and the civil sector all agree that
knowledge has become the primary source of economic productivity. Knowledge affects
the content and quality of products and services that are provided. It is regarded as the
key resource for organizations and determines the employability of individuals. As we
move from a labour-based society to a knowledge-based, or “thinking,” society,
individuals and organizations will require a new range of “knowledge skills” in order
to communicate, solve problems, manage risk and structure daily life. This is as true in
government and politics as in the commercial sector.

In spite of support for a knowledge-based approach, educational, commercial and
political structures still lack the platforms and processes needed for people to put their
knowledge to work. The dominant approach still focuses on what people know, rather
than how to use what they know effectively. Attention should be shifted from knowledge
acquisition to knowledge application since a great wealth of knowledge in a variety of
disciplines is already available.

In an economy that rewards the innovative application of knowledge, academic and
professional qualifications are important but insufficient. People must learn how to
3 Brian K Murphy, Transforming Ourselves: Transforming the World (London & New York, Zed Books, 1999).2



draw on the entire spectrum of their education, interests and experience in a creative
fashion. The same is true for government and politics. Knowledge is the product of a
person’s total life experience. There is an urgent need to examine the ways in which
individuals can apply this life knowledge more effectively for personal growth and
societies can tap into the collective knowledge of citizens. People are the real wealth of
a nation because they have the capacity to put knowledge to good use in driving the
economy and finding solutions to community problems. Furthermore, transferring
knowledge gained in one context to another context may lead to innovation. Thus,
enabling people with different experiences to identify problems and solve them together
is a powerful form of public participation, whether in the commercial, non-profit or
public sector.

Learning is enhanced when society creates the right kinds of platforms and processes
for people to communicate with each other. This paper focuses on the importance of
knowledge and learning in the public realm as people deliberate, debate and decide on
community issues. A knowledge-based society needs tools for unlocking community
knowledge so that it can be put to use. In this paper, these tools are referred to as
“sustainability tools” and community discussions on political/public affairs are referred
to as “public dialogue processes.” These tools and dialogue processes are an integral
part of sustainable government-civil sector engagement and should be institutionalized
in public life.

KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY AND COMMUNICATION

Harnessing knowledge requires communication. Effective communication better enables
people to articulate and share their different life experiences. There is a rich collection
of literature about the psychology of human communication and many studies on how
individuals and teams can improve communication. Governments and civic groups
may draw upon this pool of knowledge in redesigning public dialogue processes for
more effective communication.

I: “Group literacy”

A key aspect of communication studies is the concept of “group literacy,” which refers
to the dynamics of communication within a group setting. Governments and
organizations that are “group literate” are able to work with groups in productive ways.
Individuals can apply a better understanding of communication to personal relationships
and also use this knowledge to work more effectively as group members in both the
corporate and the political realm.

II: Collaborative leadership

In a knowledge society, individuals are more likely to feel equal to others, including
those who hold political office. Knowledge societies tend to think about authority in
terms of “collaborative leadership,” a style of leadership in which leaders see their primary
role as eliciting, catalyzing and facilitating the work of others. In the political realm,
collaborative leadership focuses on bringing citizens together, building trust and developing
the skills needed for collaboration.4  In order to exercise leadership, political authorities
need to be able to use a variety communication tools and processes for engaging citizens.
4 Paul Markowitz, Guide to Implementing Local Environmental Action Programs in Central and Eastern Europe (Institute of

Sustainable Communities, USA, and Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern Europe, Hungry).3



III: Management skills for the private sector

Companies devote increasing amounts of time to understanding how to communicate
better with workers in order to improve productivity and employer/employee relations.
The corporate world recognizes that having the skills to work with groups and build
consensus can help an organization to work harder, faster and more intelligently.
Corporate executives are hiring professionals to motivate employees, facilitate internal
meetings and help improve communication with an ever-increasing list of stakeholders.
The demand for higher corporate governance and improved corporate social
responsibility requires companies to reach out to a greater number of people than ever
before.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can also benefit from improving internal
working relations among employees and cultivating relationships with volunteers and
supporters. Moreover, as NGOs tend to represent progressive social elements, their
success will depend in part on how effective they are at communicating their agenda to
a wider public audience and to government. NGOs are often involved in social change
and therefore have a vested interest in redesigning public dialogue processes to improve
government-civil sector communication.

Stakeholders

Stakeholders are those who have an interest in a particular decision, either as
individuals or as representatives of a group. This includes people who influence a
decision, or can influence it, as well as those affected by the decision.

Multi-stakeholder processes have emerged as a result of the perceived need for a
more inclusive and more effective method of addressing the many urgent issues of
our time. In the past, the implementation of good ideas and decisions has been
hindered by lack of inclusiveness in the deliberation/decision-making process and
the absence of broad-based constituency support.

Multi-stakeholder processes are being developed and used in many parts of the world
with the aim of establishing new forms of communication between major stakeholders
and facilitating collective decision-finding – and possibly decision-making – on
specific issues. The United Nations is supplementing traditional coordination and
consultation processes with a more active cooperative process. A current example is
the Earth Summit 2002 process.5

IV: The need for public dialogue

The corporate world increasingly draws on cognitive science, sociology and psychology,
as well as the findings from management and group dynamics studies, in formulating
business practices. This type of knowledge can also be applied to the relationship between
the government and its citizens and the dialogue within a community about public/
political issues.

5 See HYPERLINK "http://www.earthsummit2002.org"   www.earthsummit2002.org  or   HYPERLINK "http://www.
stakeholderforum.org"   www.stakeholderforum.org  for online examples of public dialogues. The World Commission on
Dams has also developed a participatory approach to strategic planning. See Dams and Development: A New Framework for
Decision-making, November 2000,   HYPERLINK "http://www.dams.org"   www.dams.org .4



Public issues are collective in nature because they affect a large number of the people
in a given community, if not everyone. These issues are often very complex since they
tend to have a lengthy history, involve difficult decisions about the distribution of limited
resources and determine who has access to power within the community. The proposed
construction of a new highway, changes in the provision of health care services and tax
reform are representative examples of the type of public issues a community faces. The
authorities must collect relevant information on the issue and investigate different
solutions. The community then uses this information in deliberating the issue and
determining the best way forward. The political system provides a forum for debate
and decision-making.

Important decisions are rarely made overnight. A community needs time to think and
talk about the issue. In knowledge-based societies, “thinking” and “talking” about public
issues should be an informed and participatory exercise. Through this kind of collective
deliberation, communities can harnesses the diverse spectrum of citizen knowledge in
addressing complicated problems.

Most governments use various consultation processes as a way of tapping into public
opinion on particular policies. Over time and as public expectations change, these
processes need to be reviewed to ensure that they remain appropriate and effective. The
trend now is for governments to provide more participatory processes that involve as
many stakeholders as possible. The ability to conduct effective public dialogue is
beneficial for both the government and the community as it allows people to solve
problems collectively, builds community and improves relations between government
and civil society.

Public Dialogues

Public dialogues are suitable in situations where discussion is possible and where
listening, reconciling interests and integrating different views in collaborative
solutions seem appropriate and within reach. Public dialogues are by nature multi-
stakeholder processes since they inevitably affect and must therefore include many
stakeholders.

Public dialogue processes cover a wide spectrum of structures and levels of
engagement. Dialogue may be limited to discussion of a particular policy or it may
be expanded to include consensus building, decision-making and implementation of
practical solutions. The specific nature of any dialogue process will depend on the
issues involved, the objectives of the dialogue, the type and number of participants
and the scope and schedule of implementation, among other factors. Thus public
dialogues may take many forms. Each new situation, issue or problem will require a
process designed by participants and suited to their abilities, circumstances and needs.

The challenge lies in designing the best platforms and processes for stakeholder
involvement, which may range from government consultation with stakeholders to
creation of multi-stakeholder processes in which different groups can participate to
government-stakeholder partnerships.

So far, public dialogue processes are being organized on a rather ad hoc basis on
both the local and the international level. However, the growing pool of knowledge
and experience in this area provides local authorities and international bodies with5



an opportunity to redesign their own dialogue processes by studying and evaluating
different approaches. Authorities can then develop a consistent framework for
improving communication with citizens.6

BRANDING “SUSTAINABILITY TOOLS”

This paper outlines a range of skills key to communication and dialogue between
individuals, in teams and groups and within the community as a whole. These skills can
and should be introduced to community members in the same way that students are
introduced to basic grammar, mathematics and science. In essence, these skills are
knowledge tools because they enable us to mobilize and utilize the rich diversity of
human experience. These skills are referred to as “sustainability tools” because they
are essential in sustaining an active and rich civic life.

Sustainability

The word “sustainability” is derived from the term “sustainable development.”
Sustainable development is defined as “development which meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs.” 7   Increasingly, businesses and governments recognize that their decisions
and actions have a critical impact on the physical environment. The traditional
corporate objectives of growth and expansion and government pursuit of GDP growth
are tempered by concern for the natural world. Thus, businesses and governments at
least express a desire to pursue activities that are sustainable. Sustainability then
becomes a measure of whether an activity is creating wealth or simply destroying it
in the longer-term through environmental degradation.

In promoting sustainable development, international bodies like the United Nations
and state governments accept that the participation of different stakeholders in
implementing better environmental and social practices is critical to success.

Branding various skills as a coherent set of “sustainability tools” is one way of
encouraging educators, managers and public-policy makers to use these skills to improve
deliberation processes. Sustainability tools help people to focus on the critical issues
and therefore set the stage for debate and decision-making.

This paper aims to develop the concept of sustainability tools. It does not provide details
of existing management and communication studies since these are well documented
and widely available.  The goal here is to show how the knowledge gained from a
variety of disciplines can be repackaged as a coherent set of skills and tools for promoting
public dialogue.

6 Minu Hemmati, Multistakeholder Process: For Governance and Sustainability – Beyond Deadlock and Conflict (London:
Earthscan Publications Ltd, 2002).

7 Our Common Future (The World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).
6



PART TWO

BRIDGING THE COMMUNICATION GAP

In an increasingly complex economic, social and political environment, everyone finds
it challenging to work with people and organizations with different values. How can
public dialogue processes be designed to facilitate discussion and cooperation among
people with diverse backgrounds, expertise, interests, views, needs and concerns?

Dialogue provides the foundation for identifying consensus-based solutions that integrate
diverse views and generate the commitment necessary for implementation. Dialogue
can take us beyond talking and towards common action.8   The development of multi-
stakeholder public dialogues is still in the early stages, but work in this area is critical to
the future of a community. Many issues today can no longer be addressed or resolved
by traditional consultation methods in which decision-makers sound out a small group
of affected parties. Issues must be addressed and resolved jointly by greater numbers
and types of people. Broad and active involvement in public issues will be the hallmark
of a knowledge-based society.

I: Background

In thinking about how to design new processes or adapt old ones, it is useful for
governments and civil sector organizations to understand some common gaps in human
communication. This section describes basic communication “gaps” that are well
documented by psychological and management experts to illustrate their importance in
designing public dialogue processes.

Communication takes place between two or more individuals or groups and involves
the exchange of information from the speaker/sender to the listener/receiver. Effective
communication occurs when the message received by the listener/receiver is the same
as the message intended by the speaker/sender. A communication gap occurs when the
listener/receiver interprets and reacts to a message in a manner different from that
intended by the speaker/sender. In addition to the content and verbal formulation of the
message, non-verbal aspects of the message, such as tone, body language and facial
expression, are also important. Misunderstandings may occur if the sender’s verbal
message is inconsistent with the non-verbal message. Awareness of the many factors
that shape our understanding of a message helps us to deal with personal differences in
a more sensitive manner and communicate more effectively.

Encode  (or transform)
• Feelings
• Thoughts
• Attitudes
• Intentions

Decode (or transform)
• Perceptions • Interpretations
• Experiences • Feelings

8 See fn 6.

Figure 1: Defining the communication gap

The difference Between
Intent and Interpretation

React (or feedback)
• Verbal and nonverbal response
• My understanding

Observable
Behavior

Verbal: 7%

Nonverbal: 93%

1

2

3
4

The Sending Process
• Infomation that I want

to convey to the receiver
• Is transformed into

outward behavior
(verbal and nonverbal)

The Receiving Process
• And is interpreted by

the receiver
• Who reacts to what

was interpreted

Adapted from Harvey A Robbins, How to Speak and Listen Effectively (American Management Association 1992).
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(a) In a private setting

Psychology and management studies highlight common barriers to effective
communication. These include:

• Hearing what you expect to hear – As listeners/receivers, we have a tendency
to listen selectively and hear only what meets our expectations.

• Evaluating the source of the information – We tend to determine the value of an
information by evaluating and making judgments about the information source.

• Different perceptions – People may see issues very differently and can have
very different understandings of the same subject, concept or term.

• Different intentions – People tend to read particular intentions into other
people’s actions or words.

• Ignoring non-verbal communication – We are often unaware of the way we
send and interpret non-verbal signals. This is particularly complicated in a
different cultural setting.

Leads

to
And

produces

                             SENDER RECEIVER

INTENTIONS OBSERVABLE EFFECTS

BEHAVIORS

What I want to Outward actions Internal response
convery

• Based on • Verbal: • Interpretation of
underlying - Written observed actions
motives: - Spoken
- Wishes • Feelings produced in
- Desires • Nonverbal: reaction to the
- Hopes - Body movement interpretation
- Thoughts - Voice inflection
- Fears - Position • Judgements made about

- Eye contact the sender’s intention
• Influenced by:

- Perceptions • By themselves, • Influenced by:
- Priorities have no meaning - Perceptions
- Past experiences - Priorities

• One intention can - Past experience
• Conscious or be expressed by

subconscious different actions • Same action can
lead to different effects

• Private (I know • Public
mine but must • Conscious or
guess yours) subconscious

• Private

    Figure 2 : Key aspects of the communication gap

Adapted from Harvey A Robbins, How to Speak and Listen Effectively (American Management Association 1992).
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(b) In a public setting

The barriers to effective communication listed above also apply to more public
exchanges, such as a discussion between a public official and community activist
regarding a particular issue. The official and activist may end up conducting a frustrating
“dual monologue” because they do not hear each other or because they have very different
perceptions of the subject. The same problem may occur in a community setting between
public officials and a group of citizens. In the political realm, there is an automatic
tendency towards adversarial forms of communication, confrontational exchanges and
aggressive delineation of sides.9

Perceptions

Perceptions result from the process of selecting, organizing and interpreting
observable behaviour. The ways in which we perceive things remains private until
we communicate our perceptions to other through our actions or messages. These
perceptions determine our reality. Perceptions may cause major gaps in
communication unless we are aware of them.

Perceptions influence certain processes involved in communication, including the
selection of stimuli and the organization of data. For example, the different
expectations, needs and wants of two people will cause each of them to focus only
on selected stimuli and block out everything else. Perceptions will also shape their
views of what information about an issue is important. The participants are unable
to understand each other, resulting in a “dual monologue” situation.

II: Behavioural Styles

What is important to one party in terms of the type of information s/he wishes to send
and is willing to receive may not be as important to the person with whom s/he is
communicating. The other party may have a different set of preferences in choosing
how to receive information. Neither party’s view of the “important” aspects of the
discussion is wrong, but it does mean that the ways in which they wish to send/receive
information are different.

Thus, it becomes essential that we understand how to communicate effectively. We
need to:

• Understand our own style of behaviour;

• Understand the informational needs of the other party/parties with whom we
are trying to communicate; and

• Communicate in a way that is sensitive to their informational needs.

9 Deborah Tannen, The Argument Culture, Changing the way we argue (London: Virago, 1998).9



Each style of behaviour exhibits certain dominant characteristics. Depending on
behavioural style, an individual or even an organization may be more task-oriented or
people-oriented, more reactive or proactive. None of these styles is good or bad – they
are only different. Understanding your own behavioural style and the overall behavioural
style of your organization heightens is very important when communicating with others.
Particular government departments are likely to have a particular style that arises from
the personalities of key decision-makers. Indeed, the behaviour of government as a
whole may reflect the personalities and working styles of top leaders.

III: Information-absorbing patterns

It is also useful to remember that people have different information-absorbing patterns:

• Audio – Tune into and retain information they hear, e.g. speech.

• Visual – Absorb visual patterns, e.g. written information.

• Kinesthetic – Prefer to touch and feel, e.g. by trying something out.

Identifying the information-absorbing patterns of others will help us to communicate
with them more effectively. Governments and organizations should also consider the
ways in which they present information to the public. Some people will relate better to
written materials, others to images and a third group to activities and interactive media.
Information to be disseminated to the public can be provided in different forms so that
it reaches the widest possible audience. Using modern telecommunication, it is easy to
provide information in word and image form and in various degrees of detail. Public
dialogue and multi-stakeholder processes provide an experiential tool for communication
that draws on all three types of information-absorbing patterns.

Current time-oriented Action-oriented

Thinking-oriented, working with Shape present circumstances by
existing circumstances overcoming opposition for quick

results

Relationship-oriented Intuition-oriented

Cooperate with people and ensure Shape the environment by bringing
everyone is happy about the process others into the process to generate

support for the results

     Figure 3: Typical behavioural styles
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PART THREE

SUSTAINABILITY TOOLS

The public dialogue, multi-stakeholder approach provides a forum in which the unique
perspectives of various stakeholders can be heard. Listening, reconciling interests and
integrating different views into the deliberation and decision-making processes are
essential features of this approach. This section describes some of the tools that can be
applied to improve communication and promote public dialogue.

I: Sending clear messages

The ways in which we communicate can be a source of mutual understanding or
frustration. The aim should always be to send clear messages and to give clear feedback.
It is useful to remember that both the sender and the recipient of information have an
obligation to understand each other. Techniques for effective communication include:

• Asking for feedback – Ensure that the receiver has understood the sender’s
message.

• Use of multiple channels – Ensure that people and organizations understand a
message by using different forms of information; for example, providing both
verbal and written/visual information.

• Being aware of symbolic meanings – Ensure that the words and images used
reflect multicultural awareness.

• Using simple language – Ensure the message is understood.

• Using repetition – Ensure that the message is expressed clearly, although too
much repetition can be annoying.

II: Active listening

Experts have described listening as the communication skill that is most difficult to
acquire and most frequently neglected. We are taught how to speak, read and write, but
the education system gives little attention to teaching students how to listen.  Yet listening
is a key aspect of communication in every communication process. Active listening
assists clear communication because it allows us to clarify the perceptions and intentions
of the speaker.

In setting the stage for active listening, it is useful to minimize distractions, such as
phones, pagers and background noise. Removing physical barriers like desks or extra
chairs can also be helpful; for example, rearranging seating so parties can be closer
together.

An active listener needs to be able to understand the central issue(s) raised by the speaker/
sender. This may be difficult because most people tend to speak as they think. When we
listen actively, we concentrate on the speaker/sender in order to identify the central
idea of the message. Since we speak more slowly than we think, the listener’s attention
may wander away from the message, leading to confusion. Active listening allows us
to focus on evaluating the message and understanding it fully. A useful listening device11



is to paraphrase the message received in order to confirm with the sender that it is
correct. Paraphrasing also helps to build empathy between the parties since they are
able to confirm the successful transfer of a thought or emotion, even if they do not
agree on the issue at hand. Understanding and being understood precede agreement.
When listeners demonstrate engagement with and interest in the views and feelings of
the sender, it usually motivates reciprocal active listening.

III: Speaking and presentation

Speaking and presentations skills are also essential to effective communication. In
general, the education system focuses more on reading and writing skills than on speaking
skills. After listening, speaking is the next most neglected communication skill, despite
the fact that almost all of our interactions with others are dependent on verbal
communication. Many people feel uncomfortable about speaking up in groups and
making public speeches. Corporate executives and public officials hire professionals to
help them become more effective speakers and presenters. Asia’s more progressive
schools are beginning to encourage class presentations as a component of learning, but
even at the university level, most students have limited experience in practicing effective
speaking skills. This will affect their future careers since organizations look for
employees who can speak effectively and present information in a clear way.

IV: Successful meetings

Meetings provide an indispensable forum for communication in both the private and
the public sectors and between civil society and government, regardless of group size.
Certain skills are involved in organizing, running and participating in meetings. Everyone
at the meeting has the responsibility to make it a success. Meetings can fail for a number
of reasons. Participants may be poorly prepared, overly verbose or silent or drift away
from the subject at hand. The meeting may be poorly chaired, too long or too short.
When a meeting fails, valuable time is wasted and people feel negative about the
interchange. While there is no one formula for a successful meeting, there are basic
ground rules about preparation, planning, facilitation and communications skills that
help to generate a positive outcome. A successful meeting makes everyone feels good.

It is too often taken for granted that adults know how to conduct meetings. The reality
is that many very important meetings are boring and unsuccessful. Business groups,
such as chambers of commerce and professional bodies, should find ways of promoting
successful meeting skills among members.  Government departments could also improve
productivity by helping officers to understand the basic skills involved in conducting
and participating in a variety of meetings, including departmental meetings, cross-
departmental meetings and meetings in a public setting, such as town hall gatherings,
public consultation meetings and multi-stakeholder processes.

V: Group facilitation

One way of handling multiple constituencies is to use task-oriented group facilitation
as an alternative to the formal meetings that originated from parliamentary procedures.
A facilitator is present to minimize dysfunctional group dynamics and ensure optimal
results. The aim is to help people become architects of their own future by building
awareness and enabling learning.

Since the late 1980s, group facilitation has become a popular tool for making meetings12



more successful. It involves a variety of different factors: belief in the power, wisdom
and creativity of people; search for synergy and overlapping goals; ability to listen
actively; understanding thinking processes and group dynamics; respect for individuals
and their different viewpoints; patience and tolerance in maintaining a certain degree
of ambiguity in decision-making; strong interpersonal and communications skills and
awareness of flexible approaches to resolving issues.

Role of the facilitator

“A facilitator is an individual who enables groups and organizations to work more
effectively: to collaborate and achieve synergy. S/he is a “content neutral” party
who by not taking sides or expressing or advocating a point of view during the
meeting, can advocate for fair, open, and inclusive procedures to accomplish the
group’s work. A facilitator can also be a learning or dialogue guide to assist the
group in thinking deeply about its assumptions, beliefs, and values and about its
systemic processes and context.”

Facilitator’s Guide to Participatory Decision-Making

VI: Mediation

Mediation is a tool that can empower people to solve their own conflicts and take
responsibility for their own problems. Mediators do not arbitrate, make decisions for
others or tell them what to do. They see the parties in conflict as the people with primary
responsibility for finding solutions to the problem and work to convey a sense of
ownership of the discussion process to the parties. The role of the mediator is to provide
the forum and process for the parties to make the decision.

Figure 4 : Approaches to handling conflict

Legal Due-Process Boundary

Negotiation

Conciliation

Mediation

Arbitration

Litigation

Legislation

Community Ends Law Begins

Legally Enforced
Decision Making

(Pressure to Enforce
Legal Standards)

Avoidance

Violence

Private or Community
Decision Making (Possibility
of Enhancing Relationships)

Adapted from www.communityboards.org.
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Nature of conflicts

The word “conflict” comes from the Latin term conflictus, meaning “to strike or
clash together.” People clash when they are unable to work out their differences.
Conflicts may be caused by disagreement over a variety of factors: resources,
information, relationships, interests, psychological needs, structures (social or
organizational) or values. Conflicts over values are often most difficult to resolve
because they involve deeply held personal beliefs.

VII: Levels of involvement

The level of public involvement in deliberation and decision-making processes may
vary. In an increasingly knowledge-driven society where citizens are well informed,
there is likely to be a demand for processes with a higher level of public involvement.

Level 1: Raise general awareness of public issues through the dissemination of
information without public participation in the decision-making process.

Advertising – print and electronic media Brochures
Press releases Newsletters
Press conferences Publication and reports
Public service announcements Exhibits and displays
Special events Direct Mail

Level 2: Distribution of information with a request for public feedback. However,
the public has no way of monitoring the impact of feedback on decision-
making.

Analysis of data on public involvement Briefings
Social profiles Focus groups
Content analysis Policy profiling
Written submissions Questionnaires
Surveys and polls Computer participation

Level 3: Consultation with two-way communication that is based on mutually agreed
objectives, allowing the public to influence decisions.

By phone Brainstorming sessions
Public meetings Workshops
Town hall gatherings Technical assistance
Panel discussions Participatory television
Public conferences Simulation games

Level 4: Extended public involvement in decision-making bodies.

Advisory committees Task forces

Level 5: Joint planning and shared decision-making in which the public has control
of the participatory decision-making process.

Arbitration Conciliation
Negotiation Mediation
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VIII: Goals of public dialogue processes

Public dialogue and multi-stakeholder processes aim to create a space for communication
and eventually to facilitate agreement on concrete action for change. These processes
bring stakeholders together in order to:

• Promote greater diversity and breadth of input in making decisions more
inclusive and integrated;

• Bring into the process those who have expertise pertaining to the issues at
hand;

• Allow groups that are un-represented or under-represented in formal governance
structures to have their say in policy-making;

• Create trust and an atmosphere of cooperation by honouring each participant’s
contribution as a necessary to the overall process;

• Create mutual benefits (win-win solutions);

• Develop mechanisms for sharing power through a partnership approach;

• Foster commitment by providing participants with an stake in the outcome of
decision-making, thus increasing the likelihood of successful implementation;

• Put issues of concern to stakeholders on the political agenda; and

• Allow for clear and shared definitions of responsibility in implementing change.10

Dialogue processes can be very useful for dealing with complex issues. They can be
used to:

• Create participatory frameworks;

• Develop indicators for various practices;

• Create monitoring and evaluation mechanisms and collective review
procedures; and

• Create and carry out joint action plants.11

10 See fn 6.

11 See fn 6.
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PART FOUR

I: The local context: Hong Kong & Mainland China

Hong Kong needs to recognize the importance of sustainability tools and public dialogues
in making decisions about the future. This need is particularly urgent at present, given
the current economic and political situation.

In 1997, Hong Kong became a Special Administration Region of China after 156 years
of British colonial rule. There is a pressing need to review the ways in which the new
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) government communicates and
consults its people and examine whether or not these methods are still appropriate. The
expectations of Hong Kong people as citizens differ from their previous expectations
as colonial subjects. Inability to create processes that enable participation in important
issues may alienate the public, who feel they should be included in decision-making.
Furthermore, Hong Kong citizens have a tremendous amount of expertise and knowledge
that the government should harness in identifying problems and solutions.

Hong Kong is now experiencing a period of major restructuring that will require effective
public dialogue between the HKSAR authority and citizens. Restructuring is necessary
in every sphere – political, economic and social. Tough choices will have to be made.
Thus, informed deliberation is essential.

RESTRUCTURING CHALLENGES

Hong Kong has to redesign its political system in order to fulfill the constitutional
mission outlined in the Basic Law – the “ultimate aim” is universal suffrage. The Basic
Law provides that major change in the political system is possible after 2007, now fast
approaching.12   Furthermore, given China’s membership in the World Trade Organization
(WTO),13  Hong Kong’s economic challenge will be to adapt itself to an increasingly
open hinterland that is being used as a testing ground for market evolution. Economic
change will result in social dislocation for some sections of Hong Kong society, creating
the need for a new social contract that can meet people’s expectations. Moreover, as
Hong Kong and China are integrated into “one country,” it will be necessary to
communicate on multiple issues in a variety of public and private settings. In order to
maintain “two systems,” Hong Kong must make a case for continued difference within
“one country.” 14

II: Communication is key

These are critical public issues for Hong Kong. The city and its citizens need to ensure
that they have the tools needed to conduct deliberation and dialogue processes so as to
take issues forward. The people of Hong Kong need to be able to communicate with
each other and with the governing authorities. The HKSAR government needs to be

12 The Basic Law is Hong Kong’s post-1997 constitution. Articles 45 and 68 provide that the ultimate aim of electoral evolution
is universal suffrage.

13 China became a member of the WTO in 2001.

14 China’s national policy regarding the Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong is to allow a “high degree of autonomy”
with certain special privileges outlined in the Sino-British Joint Declaration and Basic Law.
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able to communicate effectively on an internal level in establishing new values,
reaffirming longstanding values and achieving decisions on policy. On an external level,
the government needs to communicate ideas, proposals and decisions to the public and
must be prepared to receive and act on feedback. As a city, Hong Kong needs to be able
to communicate effectively with the rest of the world because what happens in Hong
Kong may have regional repercussions, while regional and international events will in
turn have repercussions for Hong Kong.

Communication skills and processes are critical in creating a new framework for
governance. Sustainability tools provide the equipment for building a contemporary
governance system that enables the government and citizens to work together.
Acquisition and application of these tools need to be approached in a coherent way
rather than as an ad hoc solution in a situation where traditional methods do not seem to
work anymore.

LEARNING SOCIETY

It is accepted gospel in management studies that the key differentiating factors in the
success of an organization are not its products, services, technology or market share but
its ability to mobilize, harness and focus the intellectual capital of employees and
stakeholders. This is equally true in a society. In meeting current challenges, Hong
Kong must be able to mobilize and focus the intellectual and social capital of its people
and obtain the goodwill of other governments in order to move ahead. In the same way
that it is fashionable to speak of organizations as learning organizations, it is important
for a society to continue to learn.

The HKSAR government has already highlighted the importance of life long learning
in helping Hong Kong to remain dynamic in a knowledge-driven world. How people
learn is as important as what they learn. Learning to do things well does not have to be
a solitary experience. It does not necessarily mean taking more examinations. Group
learning at school, in teams or in a commercial or non-profit context is a way for people
to continue to learn throughout the course of their lives. Knowledge and insight can be
translated into decisions and action.

Yet learning in groups can be difficult. Group thinking is often unimaginative and
mediocre in quality, despite the fact that deliberation and decision-making should benefit
from a collaborative, collective approach. Deeply rooted cultural values often make it
hard for people to think and work as a group. Much of the time, it seems easier to avoid
exploring these and other complexities, but this reduces the possibilities for innovation.
Thus, finding ways to integrate divergent points of views in a group setting is an essential
step in developing participatory mechanisms for collective learning.

Political, corporate and community leaders have a responsibility to create environments
where people can use public dialogue in order to deliberate, identify and solve problems,
engage in joint planning, make collaborative decisions, resolve community conflicts
and self-manage civic activities. Indeed, they can become “facilitative leaders” who
are aware of groups and organizational dynamics and are fluent in communication skills.

Branding these skills as a coherent group of sustainability tools will help both the private
and public sector develop and use them in a systematic way and in a variety of settings.
It will also allow leaders to experiment with different models to see what works best for17



Hong Kong and explore the ways in which these skills could be applied to improve
communication between Hong Kong and the Mainland.

III: Past efforts

The HKSAR government has made various efforts to improve communication with the
public and provide training for officials. The government provides a large amount of
information about its policies and plans and conducts surveys regularly. In terms of the
level of public involvement, Hong Kong relies heavily on Level 1 and Level 2 activities
(discussed in Part V). There is also a growing number of Level 3 consultations,
particularly in relation to projects launched by the Planning Department and the
Education Commission.

Over the last few years, the Planning Department has set up a range of large and small
meetings with specific stakeholders and the general public to discuss major reclamation
and development plans.15  The Education Commission also held several rounds of
stakeholder meetings on reforming the education system.16  In addition, Hong Kong
has some Level 4 extended involvement since there is a vast network of advisory
committees, boards and councils with a majority of non-official members.17

The Civil Service Training and Development Institute and various government
departments run regular courses for civil servants in a variety of areas. A number of
departments, including the Housing Department and the Civil Engineering Department,
have hired private sector consultants to help officers improve public presentation and
media skills.

Typical consultation process

The Environmental Protection Department (EPD) environmental and engineering
feasibility assessment studies for the Harbour Area Treatment Scheme (HATS)
provide a typical example of the way in which a government unit initiates consultation.
In late 2001, the EPD appointed an outside consultant to carry out the technical
study and assist with public consultation. The public consultation process is set to
take place between August and October 2003.

The three-month consultation period will allow the consultant and EPD to touch
base with stakeholders. The consultation process will follow the format of other
consultation projects in which formal and informal meetings are arranged with internal
groups, including the Project Technical Group and the Project Monitoring Group, as
well as external groups, such as the Environmental Affairs Panel of the Legislative
Council and District Councils and other bodies that have an interest in the issue,
such as the Advisory Council on the Environment, the Town Planning Board, green
groups, academic institutions, political parties and professional institutes. Interested
individuals will also be able to submit views.

15 The Planning Department is now conducting consultations on a number of projects, including the development of a planning
vision for 2030, a study on planning for pedestrians and a study on futures uses for the harbour and waterfront areas.

16 Between 1997 and 2000, the Education Commission organized a series of stakeholder meetings to discuss education reform,
which resulted in three consultation documents, eventually leading to the abolition of the Academic aptitude Test.

17 Throughout its colonial history, Hong Kong has relied on a large network of advisory bodies as a substitute for democracy,
although the membership and agenda of these bodies are controlled by the executive to limit participation by non-official members.18



CURRENT PROBLEMS

At present, government efforts to improve communication and consultation processes
are implemented in an ad hoc manner. For example, the Planning Department introduces
consultation at a much earlier stage of the decision-making process than the
Environmental Protection Department, taking HATS as a case in point.  The government
as a whole needs to consider and adopt some basic principles as to why and how it
wishes to conduct public dialogue and involve stakeholders in decision-making – and
then redesign processes in order to achieve these objectives and harness the collective
intelligence of citizens and residents. Individual consultation processes should be
approached with the goal of achieving comprehensive multi-stakeholder dialogue
between government and the public. Furthermore, the consultative processes introduced
by the Planning Department and the Education Commission should be assessed as
learning models for future public dialogue. While innovative, these efforts might be
made more effective with training in the use of sustainability tools and facilitation
skills.

In terms of training, many officers could benefit from a review of the kinds of tasks
they are doing and the skills that are needed. For example, frontline officers in the
Housing Department, Social Welfare Department, District Offices and the Police Force
could benefit from learning how to mediate and facilitate meetings, a role they are
often asked to fill despite lack of any formal training. Many officers have become quite
experienced in addressing and motivating diverse groups, but this expertise is the
outcome of individual trial-and-error. An innovative course designed to upgrade existing
skills would be very useful. Experienced officers could then mentor younger officers
unfamiliar with these skills.

Another group of people who could benefit from familiarity with sustainability tools
are District Councillors, Legislative Councillors and their assistants. These people come
into contact with constituents who frequently ask them to take sides on issues, even
though the best approach may be to mediate or facilitate between conflicting groups to
see if a new approach is possible. Busy politicians will pay more attention to these
skills once they are more widely used and their value in the problem-solving process is
apparent.

IV: New public dialogue processes – The example of HATS

The Environmental Protection Department’s HATS consultation process could be used
as the starting point for designing a comprehensive public dialogue process.

HISTORY OF HATS

HATS has a history of controversy. It was previously called the Strategic Sewage
Disposal Scheme (SSDS). The first stage of the project – building deep tunnels to
channel sewage to a central treatment plant – was delayed substantially. Later stages of
the project provoked fierce objections from green groups because the level of sewage
treatment was considered insufficient. After years of argument, the government appointed
an international panel of experts to review SSDS plans. In its 2000 report, the panel
noted that some aspects of the plans needed to be revised. The current round of study is
the result of the panel’s recommendations. To mark a break with the controversial SSDS,
the government renamed the project HATS.19



In view of prior history, the three-month public consultation process for HATS is likely
to prove inadequate for creating consensus on an agreed option for the following reasons:

• Stakeholders have negative memories of the previous process;

• Technical information on SSDS/HATS is voluminous and complex;

• Different stakeholders have produced contradictory information, causing
confusion and confrontation;

• Stakeholders may not appreciate the pros and cons of technical options fully; and

• Decision-making will involve issues other than technical feasibility, such as
the direct and indirect costs associated with each option, which are political in
nature.

The three-month period is not sufficient for implementing the essential elements of
effective consultation, which include dissemination of basic background information,
allowing time to digest information and seeking stakeholder views on the preferred
form of consultation. These steps precede the more formal elements of the consultation
process.

ALTERNATIVE CONSULTATIVE PROCESS

Benefits of a more comprehensive consultation process include the following:

• Give stakeholders a chance to express their views on how they wish to be
consulted and develop a process that takes these views into account;

• Provide stakeholders with basic and useful information on the issues to
minimize misinformation and misunderstanding, as agreement on factual data
will facilitate consensus;

• Allow stakeholders sufficient time to digest information throughout the process
before engaging them in consensus building;

• Ensure that the process is interactive to encourage flexibility and discourage
stakeholders from assuming entrenched positions;

• Make additional time available for stakeholders who need further assistance
assessing information about HATS, technical options and the related policy
issues;

• Provide opportunities for exploring unexpected but feasible ideas;

• Set up a series of public and private workshops/forums of different sizes for
stakeholders to discuss key issues as part of the consensus building process; and

• Keep the HKSAR government informed throughout of areas of concern to
different stakeholders so that responsible officers remain aware of the political
dimensions of decision-making among stakeholders.

10

20



REVISED SCHEDULE

The creation of such a process would involve initiating consultation at the start of the
project (at the same time as the technical feasibility study):

Months 1 – 3: Conduct a first round of interviews – intense period of interviews
with identified stakeholders of which there are likely to be
approximately 100+ parties. At these meetings the stakeholders should
specify the way in which they wish to be consulted.

Months 3 – 6: Prepare a briefing document for stakeholders that explains the issues
involved. There should be two versions of this document: (a) a longer
version for stakeholders and (b) a shorter version for media
distribution.

Months 1 – 5: Design the formal part of the consultation process, taking the
comments from stakeholders into account. During months 4-5, consult
stakeholders on the structure of the proposed consultation process to
engender “buy-in” to the process.

Months 6 – 7: Hold the first public workshop/seminar to bring stakeholders together.
During the process, encourage stakeholders to agree on available data
and the issues most important to them in decision-making.

Months 7 – 8: Write up stakeholder feedback from the workshop/seminar so that it
can be sent back to the stakeholders as a part of the continuous
engagement during the consultation process.

Months 9 – 10: Conduct the second round of interviews with a more targeted group
of stakeholders to work through issues and disagreements. This process
should also include government departments, who will benefit from
a thorough understanding of the issues, concerns and disagreements
expressed during the process since they are also stakeholders.

Months 11 – 12: Analyze results from the second round of interviews since all
stakeholder concerns should have been expressed.

Months 13 – 15: Team up with the appropriate academic institutions and/or professional
institutes to organize a major public seminar as part of the consensus
building process.

Months 16 – 17: Write-up a report documenting the public dialogue process to inform
decision-makers of public views in order to assist them in deciding
how to move forward with the feasibility study options; for example,
deciding whether or not further consultation is needed.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Hong Kong has a solid base to use in creating the public dialogue processes necessary
for a knowledge society. The government already provides a vast range of information
for public consumption – a comprehensive review of how the HKSAR government21



prepares and disseminates information may offer opportunities for generating
communication processes that take into account different information-absorbing patterns.
With a heightened sensitivity to behavioural science, the government could be much
more effective in involving citizens in a new framework for participatory governance.
The government could observe how United Nations agencies are now exploring multi-
stakeholder processes to assist its own development of these processes,

The review should also include an assessment of the different sustainability tools needed
to improve the effectiveness of particular departments and suggestions as to how training
might be provided. There are private sector trainers who could help the government
develop courses on the use of communication and facilitation skills. If the government
is willing to allow greater public involvement in setting agendas and explore more
innovative ways of conducting and facilitating public meetings, Hong Kong’s vast
advisory committee system could be used to institutionalize public dialogue and multi-
stakeholder processes.

It is particularly important for Hong Kong to develop public dialogue and multi-
stakeholder processes in view of the fact that its political system is still in transition. If
the legitimacy of a political system and its leaders is in question, rigorous application
of public dialogue processes offers the opportunity to increase transparency and
accountability. While these processes are not a substitute for true democracy, they will
help to build trust between the government and citizens during a period of rapid and
extensive change.

By being able to use sustainability tools and public dialogue processes, citizens and
civic groups can also benefit since they need to be able to self-organize and self-manage
civic involvement and engagement in public issues. The tools and processes mentioned
in this paper provide a more coherent framework for active citizens to make themselves
more effective and organize themselves to deal with complex subjects involving many
stakeholders.
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