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Step 4. Ensuring stakeholder participation 

Processes for sustainable development are characterised by openness, transparency and 
the participation of all stakeholders. Thus, the formulation and implementation of 
sustainability assessments and strategies should involve a wide range of actors (not only 
governments). In all cases, the assumptions and information on which the assessment 
process is based should be fully accessible, while decisions and outcomes should be well-
founded and clearly explained. Although the tools for increasing participation in SIAs are 
described here as a separate step, they are relevant throughout the entire assessment 
process (also see Table 4.1). 

Studies of the political economy of reform show that open decision-making is more 
effective and efficient in achieving policy results. Transparency and accessibility increase 
stakeholder and public confidence in the policy-making process. Checking assumptions and 
assessments from the different viewpoints of various interest groups leads to mutual 
understanding and more robust and justified conclusions. It also increases the acceptance 
and credibility of the results of impact assessments, which should be broadly backed by the 
stakeholders involved. In addition, the use of participatory and qualitative exercise logic 
(along with quantitative measures) involving stakeholders provides a more balanced and 
solid sustainability impact assessment. Often, social and environmental impacts cannot be 
quantified and monetised in the same way or to the same extent as economic impacts 
(OECD, 2008b).  

The composition and representation of stakeholder groups – business, trade unions, 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and others – should be decided in advance for the 
overall SIA process. A minimum requirement is ensuring that economic, environmental and 
social interests are represented. Owing to difficulties in selecting individual participants, 
governments may find it easiest to work with national umbrella groups of companies, 
unions and NGOs. Many countries have established Sustainable Development Councils 
which include a wide range of civil society representatives. Their function is to advise 
governments on policies and they can ensure relevant and qualified participants in SIAs. 

The scoping stage should determine the appropriate extent of stakeholder involvement 
for the specific assessment. This might include identifying the relative role of stakeholders 
(broad inclusion vs. depth of contributions); time and resource constraints (whether 
financial support should be provided to participants); degree of technical knowledge 
(background required); and logistical issues (documentation, timetable, number and timing 
of discussions, use of email and conference calls). Furthermore, gender, different age groups 
and regional and ethnic coverage have to be taken into account.  

Sophisticated tools have been developed for incorporating the knowledge, ideas and 
inputs of stakeholders in SIAs (Table 5.1). These include information technology (IT) tools 
such as electronic focus groups and participative web tools. More conventional approaches 
are consensus conferences, repertory grids technique, interactive back casting, focus 
groups, Delphi surveys, in-depth interviews, and citizen’s jury techniques. Other 
participative tools include deliberative polling, 21st century town meetings, and scenario 
building exercise (Table 5.2). The choice of participatory method will depend on the 
objectives, the content and complexity of the topics, and the time and resources available. 

IT can either be at the core of consultations or else can support the process by 
informing discussions. Different methods can be used for: (i) general consultations with 
stakeholders; (ii) developing partnerships in co-defining and co-conducting the assessment; 
and (iii) joint deliberations and decision-making on final results. Various participatory tools 
can also lead to different outcomes, depending on the assessment. These can include a list 
of options, a shared vision, new ideas and perspectives for change, recommendations for 
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improving proposals, or the empowerment of participants by giving them the skills and 
confidence to take a more active role in decision-making. 

Table 5.1. Tools for involving stakeholders in sustainability assessments 

Method 

ICT Goal Outcomes 

Support Process Consult Partner Deliberate Map of 
options 

Shared 
visions 

New 
ideas 

Recom-
mendations 

Empower-
ment 

IT based           

Electronic focus 
groups           

Tools to inform 
debates, 
dialogues and 
deliberations 

          

Conventional           

Consensus 
conference           

Repertory grid 
technique           

Interactive 
backcasting           

Focus group           

Delphi survey           

In-depth 
interviews           

Citizen`s jury           

Source: Adapted from Sustainability A-Test (www.SustainabilityA-test.net). 
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Table 5.2. Comparative chart for participatory methods 

Method Objectives Topic Participants Time EUR 
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1-
4 

21st 
century 
town 
meeting  

To engage thousands of people at a 
time (up to 5 000 per meeting) in 
deliberation about complex public 
policy issues 

+ +/- + +/- Anyone 1-3 days 1 year 4 

Charrette Generate consensus among diverse 
groups of people and form an action 
plan 

+/- +/- - +/- Average citizens or 
stakeholders 
Others give input 

1-5 days 2-3 
months 

3 

Citizens 
jury 

A decision that is representative of 
average citizens who have been 
well informed on the issue. Aims for 
consensus. 

+/- +/- +/- + 12-24 randomly 
selected citizens 
Experts, stakeholders 
and politicians give 
input 

3 days 4-5 
months 

4 

Consensus 
conference 

Consensus and a decision on a 
controversial topic  

+ +/- + + 10-30 randomly 
selected citizens 
Others give input 

3 week-
ends 

7-12 
months 

4 

Delibera-
tive polling  

To get both a representative and an 
informed (deliberative) view of what 
the public thinks and feels about an 
important public issue 

- +/- - +/- A random and 
representative sample 
of the population 

1 day 8 months 4 

Delphi Expose all opinions and options 
regarding a complex issue 

- - + +/- Experts Variable Variable 1-3 

Expert 
panel 

Synthesise a variety of inputs on a 
specialised topic and produce 
recommendations 

- - + +/- Experts Variable Variable 2 

Focus 
group 

Expose different groups’ opinions 
on an issue and why these are held 
(reasoning) 

+/- - m +/- Stakeholders and/or 
citizens 

2 hours – 
1 day 

1 month 1 

PAME Evaluating and learning +/- +/- +/- +/- All stakeholders Variable Variable Var 

Planning 
Cells 

Citizens learn about and choose 
between multiple options regarding 
an urgent and important issue. 
Develop action plan. 

+/- - m - 25 average citizens 
Experts and 
stakeholders present 
positions 

5 days 5 months 4 

Scenario- 
building 
exercise 

Planning and preparedness for 
uncertain future. Vision-building. 

- - + +/- Anyone 2-5 days 6 months 1-3 

Techno-
logy 
festival 

Provide a means for public debates 
about societal issues of science and 
technology 

- - +/- +/- Anyone 1-2 days 6-12 
months 

4 

The World 
Café  

Generating and sharing ideas +/- - - +/- Anyone 4 hours –  
1 day 

1 month 1 

Legend 

Topic + m = medium - 
Knowledge A lot of common knowledge exists There is little general knowledge 
Maturity Most people have already formed 

opinions on the subject 
The subject is new; people are still forming their opinions

Complexity Highly complex or technical Not very complex or technical 
Controversial  Highly controversial Not very controversial  

+/- means that the method can address subjects with either + or –. 

EUR: 1 = inexpensive; 2 = moderate; 3 = expensive; 4 = very expensive 

Source: King Baudouin Foundation and the Flemish Institute for Science and Technological Assessment (2005), 
Participatory Methods Toolkit, A Practitioner’s Manual, King Baudouin Foundation and the Flemish Institute for 
Science and Technological Assessment, Brussels.  


