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This toolkit is designed to stimulate a reflection around the potential and limits of multi-stakeholder
processes in promoting socio-political change, and provides practical tools and resources to facil-
itate the use of dialogue processes in new ways.

The toolkit aims to:

• Offer simple arguments encouraging civil society and other sectors to work closer
together to achieve citizen-driven and systemic change;

• Provide guidance on when and how to best approach multi-sector engagement 
(instead of other forms of activism);

• Present a basic, flexible methodology to initiate and run multi-stakeholder 
dialogue processes with insights around some of the key elements for success, 
as well as common challenges;

• Compile a useful list of resources for further reflection as well as essential tools for
action.

For whom?
This toolkit is primarily intended for civil society, particularly small organisations operating at local
level, and seeks to add a civil society perspective to the already existing literature around multi-
stakeholder initiatives. However the guidance provided could be equally useful to other actors
wishing to work with civil society through multi-sector dialogue processes.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE 
OF THE TOOLKIT?
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At CIVICUS, we believe that society will achieve large-scale progress towards 
the complex challenges of our time only if a collective, citizen-powered approach 
is utilised.

However, overall acceptance of this idea seems to remain patchy. Throughout CIVICUS ’ ‘New Social
Contract’ action-research project, we have observed that indeed, civil society is still sceptical of 
experimenting in hybrid business models with the private sector, cynical of partnering with some
elements of government in shaping new development narratives, does not see much value in join-
ing forces with the scientific community in addressing social challenges and is often unable to 
engage the general public more widely. Such reluctance is often reciprocated, as demonstrated
by a lack of commitment from the private sector and weak ownership from government.

We think that at the heart of this resistance lies a rigid sector-based view of how development 
challenges can be solved and by whom. In order to achieve real change, societies need to try new
terms of engagement using a more flexible framework, one that emphasises the central role of 
citizen power in driving transformative processes.

This toolkit marks the final stage of our New Social Contract project, initiated as an attempt to 
promote and analyse new forms of cross-sector collaboration around crucial economic, social and
environmental challenges. The project explored multi-stakeholder dialogues as a possible mecha-
nism to enhance social integration and cohesion.

In particular, between November 2013 and June 2014, seven civil society organisations were 
selected from over 900 candidates to initiate dialogues around crucial challenges experienced in
their communities. Each partner was asked to identify and, using a basic methodology proposed
by CIVICUS, bring together main (and unusual) actors concerned with a local challenge, with the
aim of jointly identifying solutions to address it in a more systemic way.

The whole process gave voice to hundreds of citizens representing different groups of actors from
very different parts of the world. Through the observation of these processes and stakeholder 
surveys (before and after the dialogue meetings), CIVICUS refined its proposed methodology on
multi-stakeholder engagement but also analysed and compared emerging principles and practices
around civic innovation. 

This toolkit takes stock of all the information gathered and lessons learned, informed by the useful
and often unusual perspectives of local stakeholders around challenges, trends and innovations
on how citizens collectively engage in the decisions that affect their lives.

We hope it will offer an inspiring and practical resource for all citizens willing to initiate or engage in
collective processes to shape their common future in a more aware, inclusive and intentional way.

introduction
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List of pilot dialogues carried out through the New Social Contract Project

Country

Albania

Bolivia

Canada

Madagascar

Sri Lanka

Timor-Leste

Venezuela

Challenge 
addressed

Equal access in 
education for Roma 
and other minority 
ethnic groups

Inclusion of indigenous
groups’ development 
vision in regional 
planning processes

Inter-faith dialogue and 
mutual acceptance; 
consideration of
different faith-based 
constraints in public
spaces

Balancing environ-
mental protection and
local development
needs in protected 
areas of Sofia Region

Sustainable watershed
management in Upper
Mahaweli River Basin

Sexual and gender-
based violence 
affecting rural women
and girls in Baucau 
District

Emergency prepared-
ness, resilience and 
disaster response 
capacity within the 
municipality of Sucre

No. of
stake-
holders 

28

69

44

76

136

45

21

Groups 
represented

Central/local government, 
constitutional institutions, 
civil society originations 
including international 
NGOs, representatives of 
Roma communities, 
students, parents, media

National and local 
government, civil society 
organisations, private 
sector, indigenous groups,
farmers’ organisations

Government, civil society, 
private sector, religious
authorities, indigenous 
groups, chaplains (from 
airport and university), 
healthcare providers

Government, civil society,
scientific community, local
communities (including 
local farmers)

Government, civil society,
universities, private sector,
religious authorities, media

Government (including 
social service providers), 
civil society organisations,
chiefs of villages and 
designated women’s 
villages representatives, 
community members

Government, civil society,
private sector, scientific
community, community
representatives

Convening
partner

Partnere per
Femijet 

Fundación
CONSTRUIR (FC)

Richmond
Multicultural
Community
Services (RMCS)

Mikajy Natiora 
(MN)

Nation Builders
Association (NBA)

Centru Feto
Haburas
Dezenvolivmentu
(CFHD)

Grupo Social
CESAP (CESAP)
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We acknowledge the ambiguity of key notions contained in this toolkit so we are providing a few definitions
for our current purpose.

Civic action: a type of action usually involving a public mobilisation motivated by a concern for the whole
community (at whatever scale) and based on the respect of the differences between people and groups 
belonging to that community.

Governance: the processes of interaction and decision-making among multiple actors involved in a collec-
tive creation, reinforcement, or reproduction of social norms and institutions. A key aspect of good gover-
nance is the notion of accountability (answerability, responsibility, liability) by decision makers, i.e. accepting
to take responsibility for own messages and actions and their consequences in relation to other stakeholders
and participation by citizens through consultation and informed consent.

Social contract: a (tacit rather than explicit) agreement between members of an organised society (or 
between a community and decision-makers) that defines the relationship and responsibilities of each to the
other. As a consequence, terms of engagement between public, private and social spheres are shaped often
based on a common socio-political vision.

Civil society/civic sector: the arena – outside of the family, the state, and the market – which is created by
individual and collective actions, organisations and institutions to advance shared interests. In principle, 
organised forms of civil society should be accountable to their constituencies and/or beneficiaries.

Government: the system by which a community or territory is governed. In a democratic system, a govern-
ment consists of elected representatives (legislative branch), ministers and administrators (executive branch)
and arbitrators (judicial branch) and there is separation of powers between the three. In general terms, the
legitimacy of a government rests on the consent of and accountability to citizens.

Public sector: the part of society mandated with the provision of basic services to citizens. The public sector
is expected to provide services which benefit all rather than just certain individuals and groups of citizens.
Examples of services that are part of the public sector include, amongst others, police, public roads, public
transport, primary education and healthcare. The public sector is composed of all officials working in public
departments/offices that are accountable to the government and by extension to the citizenry in general.

Private sector: privately owned enterprises (of any size), both formally registered and informal, whose 
undertaking is motivated by wealth creation and profit-making. In the case of multi-national, national 
corporations or large publicly traded companies, their boards of directors are accountable to shareholders
or investors.

Scientific community: scientists, researchers, academics. It includes many "sub-communities" working on
particular scientific fields that could also be interdisciplinary. Objectivity and high quality is expected of the
scientific community through discussion and debate within journals and conferences.

Stakeholder: anyone who has an interest or ‘stake’ in something because it affects them directly or indirectly.
Stakeholders can be any players from civil society, businesses, government and others that come together
for a common purpose. Stakeholders should have the right to participate in decisions that will affect them,
meaning we are all stakeholders in the decisions made about our society and the global community. In this
guide we will use stakeholders, players and actors interchangeably.

Dialogue/multi-stakeholder dialogue (MSD): a conversation between two or more people, where ideas
and opinions are exchanged with a view to increase mutual understanding or reach agreement on issues or
actions. A multi-stakeholder dialogue should be seen as a long-term and structured conversation between
several actors aimed at initiating and sustaining constructive relationships and collaborations over time in
the public interest.

Multi-stakeholder process: a process bringing together relevant actors who are affected by/concerned
with or can influence an issue; involved actors must have an interest in changing the current situation and
have relevant experience, knowledge or information that will contribute to the creation of a shared vision
permitting collective initiatives, the development of solutions and the implementation joint actions in the
public interest.

Some definitions ...



1.1 Why do we have to do things differently?

We live in a time of great contradictions: deepening economic inequalities and unprecedented
wealth; environmental emergencies and increasing understanding of the reasons and range of 
effective responses; growing political inertia and an explosion in communications and social move-
ments.

Scharmer & Kaufer (2013) captured very well these megachallenges with their iceberg model: within
our existing governance framework, we seem to have difficulty in eliminating what they called
“bubbles” and in addressing the real issues. We also, therefore, seem unable to overcome the existing
ecological, social and spiritual-cultural divides that characterise our society and that “led us into a
state of organised irresponsibility, collectively creating results that nobody wants”1.
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On Your
Marks!

This chapter motivates for the need to find new ways 
of working to affect sociopolitical change, and highlights 

both the opportunities and challenges of doing so.

1.

Illustration 1. Scharmer and Kaufer Iceberg model (2013).

1. Scharmer, O. & Kaufer, K., 2013: Leading from the Emerging Future: From Ego-System to Eco-System Economies. 
Berrett-Koehler Publishers



Manifestations of such discontent are confirmed by the spontaneous protests demanding change
between rulers and the ruled happening across the world that are involving citizens from all walks
of life, animated by the common aspiration of a different future 2.

New frameworks need to be created by giving more space and centrality to citizens’ power and by
promoting a new wave of civic action, overcoming the sharp divisions across public, private and
civic sectors that could enable new forms of engagement and accountability across different 
domains and at different scales.

That is why at CIVICUS we believe it is time to explore new avenues for collective action. For civil
society this means seeking the desired change also by engaging unusual actors (i.e. players with
whom we don’t usually collaborate) and adapting our methods of interaction. Other sectors also
need to dare to experiment with new roles, responsibilities and ways of working that could 
ultimately pave the way towards revised social contracts within their communities. This requires
everyone to abandon established comfort zones, suspend judgments about others and be open
to the unknown, building trust and cooperation.

Embrace complexity!

The social challenges that the world is facing today have several causes and different effects which
often take place in rapidly changing social and political contexts. Think for example of climate
change and social inequality. Traditional responses have proven inadequate because they have
failed to address their complexity. Addressing contemporary social challenges requires an approach
that is systemic, participatory and adaptive 3.

Based on this belief, CIVICUS re-imagined multistakeholder processes as a possible way forward
and parts of this toolkit present the learning that happened along the way.

Illustration 2. The key elements to address complexity, adapted from Z. Hassan (2014)

2. Protest movements and governments’ responses have been well documented, as the consequent 
restrictions on civil society space. See “The Year that Was” section of the CIVICUS State of Civil Society 
Report 2014 (http://civicus.org/index.php/en/socs2014), for instance.

3. Zaid Hassan provides very interesting insights on how to approach complexity. See The Social Labs
Revolution: A new approach to solving our most complex challenges, 2014 in http://social-labs.org

Involve key 
stakeholders in 

decision- making

Address
root causes,

understanding
causes/effects

Adapt to the context as it constantly changes

PARTICIPATIVE SYSTEMIC

ADAPTIVE
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1.2 One possible way: Multi-stakeholder dialogue processes

There are many ways of affecting socio-political change through activism and participation. Civil
society organisations seek change through their activities and programming, their advocacy and
lobbying, raising awareness and building capacities. Choosing the most appropriate approach 
depends on a number of factors, such as the type of desired change, how the involved actors wish
to relate to others, the required timeframe and of course the resources available.

This toolkit offers a closer look at multi-stakeholder dialogues specifically aimed at affecting socio-
political change, because we believe that under certain conditions 4, they can be a valuable option
when more traditional approaches have not produced the desired results.

For our purposes, a multi-stakeholder dialogue (MSD) is defined as a long-term structured conver-
sation between several actors aimed at initiating and sustaining constructive relationships and 
collaborations driven by a shared vision of an ideal future. It can be a powerful space where different
cultures, languages, interests, world-views and power relations come together to find solutions
around a common challenge.

Based on our observation and analysis of locally-initiated dialogues, a MSD is a good option to 
address systemic change when at least three main factors are in place:

• Key actors must be willing and ready to work together towards a long-term
process, to build a common narrative and imagine together a desired future 
scenario.

• Partners plan in an iterative, adaptive approach without working towards 
prepackaged results and activities to follow, nor a predetermined and fixed 
group of stakeholders.

• Dialogues accept conflict and contention as a creative force rather than as an 
obstacle.

Going beyond business as usual

In order to be truly far-reaching and comprehensive, a dialogue process needs to address the socio-
political forces that are at the basis of the challenge or desired change. There are so many players
that can influence a given issue: rulers, service providers, consumers, producers, sellers, researchers,
scientists, journalists, teachers, community leaders and citizens more widely could all play a crucial
role. The ability to mix the differences and richness that each actor can bring to the table in terms
of knowledge, influence, relationships, resources and capacity is without doubt the key ingredient
for a successful process.

The case studies from the New Social Contract project can confirm this. In highly polarised societies
such as Madagascar, Bolivia or Venezuela, the participation of universities and research centres
helped greatly to build a shared narrative on the context and challenges since dialogues were
“backed” by experts’ evidence. In Albania, the interaction of school teachers and parents with 
government representatives and social service providers offered unusual perspectives around the
real challenges and provided more viable solutions to enhance school attendance for children 
belonging to the Roma minority group.

4 . Though multi-stakeholder dialogue processes are in fashion within the global sphere associated with the 
post-2015 development framework, they are not the solution to each and every situation. If, for instance, 
your intention is to advance your particular view and you can’t review your initial position by taking into 
consideration others’ perspectives and aspirations, then a dialogue process is definitely not the way to go
and you should rather consider more (or less!) traditional advocacy initiatives.



Yet, in many of the observed local dialogues, partners were not always inclined to engage unusual
players, particularly from private sector and the scientific community, as they couldn’t find much
value. What emerged was a certain degree of resistance amongst participants to imagine mean-
ingful roles and contributions for different sectors, and there was a lot of confusion in positioning
consistently major players (including themselves) within sectors. Most of the dialogue conveners
involved well-established partners, mainly from government and civil society, engaging only to a
limited extent with unusual actors that could have brought greater knowledge, new perspectives
and suggestions for unexplored solutions to the local challenge.

Overcoming the “sectors” approach

This was the biggest takeaway from the New Social Contract project: if we want to initiate radically
inclusive processes, we require an alternative to the three-sector framework.

One way of thinking beyond the three-sector notion is to consider the overall ‘system’ in which the
challenge you seek to address takes place. The system will show the interlinked relations between
socio-political forces, processes and change goals. This approach will help to identify key actors to
be involved irrespective of their sectors. At the same time it will help in revealing the intersections,
overlaps, and opportunities between sectors that can inform strategic choices about the dialogue
process itself 5.

Illustration 3.  How to analyse a system?

5. A very interesting perspective on how to overcome the three sectors approach using change domains is
provided by K. Biekart and A. Fowler. See: Civic Driven Change 2012: an Update on the basics, February 2012
http://www.iss.nl/fileadmin/ASSETS/iss/Documents/Research_and_projects/CDC_Update_February_2012.pdf
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1.3 Is it worthwhile?

The whole experience was interesting and enabled 
us to look at communication in a different light.

Local partner from CIVICUS’ New Social Contract project

Multi-stakeholder dialogue processes can be very inspiring and motivating, as they can trigger 
positive dynamics and enhance new ways of working towards the desired change. The feedback
received by convening organisations and hundreds of stakeholders involved in the local dialogue
processes initiated through CIVICUS’ project confirms the validity of such an approach and the great
potential of its use.

Illustration 3.  The most recurrent words used by stakeholders to describe their experience of the
local dialogues supported by the New Social Contract project

Having said that, it is important to keep in mind that dialogue processes are complex. It is not easy
to develop them, maintain them, facilitate or evaluate them, because they involve many different
actors, perspectives, interests, and individuals.

Context, time, resources and capacity, all need to be taken into careful consideration. If a MSD
process is not well considered, it can lead to frustration, withdrawal, or even increased conflict
among stakeholders, which can in turn damage your reputation. It is important to make a realistic
assessment of the efforts that will be required to coordinate the process properly: most of the 
convening partners we interviewed have found it overwhelming. Think about all this carefully before
venturing on your own into a process of this type.

Another very important element to consider before embarking on such a journey is who can 
convene or invite others to join a multi-stakeholder dialogue process. Questions around who has
the capacity to initiate and coordinate a dialogue of this nature need to be considered, especially
if very controversial issues are at stake. Who has access to some of the key stakeholders that will
need to be involved? Who has the necessary credibility to bring together the right mix of expertise
and authority that could realise change? Our observation suggests that a number of complemen-
tary abilities are needed for that purpose and no single citizen or organisation (no matter the sector)
embodies them all.

interesting
empoweringuseful

inspiring necessary

“ ”



In the case of CIVICUS’ New Social Contract project, dialogues were initiated by local, small and
grassroots civil society organisations. In some cases, our partners’ organisations struggled to ensure
the participation of certain key actors, particularly from government, and it took a huge effort to
get local buy-in and/or to get them on board. More influential or legitimate partners with access
to key stakeholders might have had more success in bringing them on board. Also, some partners
discovered that local stakeholders were not used to high level consultations, and that they needed
to balance managing reluctance with raising unrealistic expectations.

In other instances, these organisations did succeed in bringing together diverse actors who 
together had the right combination of abilities and authority needed. They also managed to ensure
a shared ownership of the process as it unfolded. This happened mainly when the dialogue 
addressed a challenge that already resonated with different sectors such as gender-based violence,
inter-faith tolerance or emergency preparedness.
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Some of the requirements for initiating and coordinating a 
successful dialogue process are:

• Capacity to organise a group of people around a shared vision

• Being perceived as a trusted and honest broker by most stakeholders

• Awareness of the problem system and appropriate scale

• Capacity to understand and navigate power dynamics

• Ability to attract the most relevant actors (in terms of skills/knowledge, 
credibility and authority) and at the appropriate time

• Multi-cultural mediation skills bridging divides across languages, cultures, 
literacy levels and unequal access to Information and Communication
Technologies

Key elements of successful MSDs emerging from the New Social
Contract project:

• The change sought has traction across government, general public and other 
groupings. The theme of the dialogue must not be sector-specific, in the sense 
that no sector is immune from the problem.

• Dialogue partners are motivated by locally rooted concerns rather than by the 
funding and will progressively invest their own resources in the change 
processes and learning that they prioritise.

• The initiators are able to identify, draw together and empower diverse partners 
who are passionate, credible and committed to playing their part in a collective 
approach to action.

• The dialogue partners embrace a process based on their inclusiveness, 
responsiveness and accountability to citizens, as well as their understanding of 
the politics and power relations involved at every level.
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The New Social Contract pilot dialogues demonstrate that Civil Society Organisations can start MSD
processes without having the formal authority to do so, but that, in most cases, a careful analysis
and an honest assessment of the capabilities required is necessary. Our recommendation is not to
initiate, nor deliver, all aspects related to a process of this type alone. Think strategically about the
essential team of players, combining the necessary resources and capabilities to coordinate the
process and try convince them to join you on this exciting journey!

Building a core group of champions:

Working together within a MSD process should begin with creating a core group of 
champions – individuals who ideally represent different key stakeholder groups in the
process. Champions should be passionate about the issue and the proposed dialogue, 
willing and able to work together to guide the process and share responsibilities for it. 
They must 
possess the drive to make change within their communities and obviously have the 
potential to bring other people to the table. The core group should be composed of 
individuals with skills to facilitate the right relationships, conditions and spaces. Often 
these champions will be identified during initial discussions with stakeholders.

Nevertheless the core group needs to be balanced in terms of stakeholders, sectors 
and interests. Failing to embed enough diversity in the group may result in too much 
homo- logation, meaning that members may seek to minimise conflict and reach 
consensus by actively suppressing alternative or dissenting viewpoints without critical 
evaluation.

The core group will not be and should not be confused with the facilitator who guides 
individual meetings. 

Once established, the core group will adopt ways of working and decision-making 
according to what best suits the team and the context. In all cases, it will be important  
that the core group acknowledges the value of dissent as a creative source for the  
purpose of MSD.



This chapter provides methodological guidance on 
how to set up a multi-stakeholder dialogue (MSD) process. 

It is not meant to be a step-by-step guide but rather 
a presentation of reflections, tips, tools and lessons learnt

that will need to be adapted to each particular context.

2.1 Process Thinking

Multi-stakeholder dialogues are dynamic processes that can be considered as a continuous flow
associated with movement, activity, events, change and temporal evolution. Thinking in terms of
process involves considering how and why things – people, organisations, strategies, environments
– change, act and evolve over time throughout the dialogue. Of course, in concrete terms, the 
activities characterising a MSD process are just meetings, events, workshops, site visits as well as
individual conversations, correspondence, surveys, presentations, etc. But as part of a process, all
of these actions will contribute towards the goal of changing what is not working well in a society.
A process of this nature also includes moments of less interaction while stakeholders gather infor-
mation, implement agreed actions or consult with their constituencies and/or institutions.

With the above in mind, we propose four building blocks characterising a multistakeholder
dialogue process specifically designed to affect socio-political change. This is however just
an indication of a possible process flow since each dialogue is based on its contextual specificities
and may need to follow a different path. More specific steps to design the dialogue process are
provided later in this section.

15
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Building blocks of a MSD process addressing socio-political change

BUILDING
BLOCKS 

RATIONALE/ 
LEAD
QUESTIONS

POSSIBLE 
ACTIONS 

POSSIBLE
WAYS OF
WORKING

POSSIBLE 
OUTCOMES

1. Identifying the 
added value 
of working 
together

• What is not 
working well in 
our society? 

• What would be
the added value in
collaborating with 
different actors 
that typically do 
not work together 
to address a 
common challenge
that is too big/ 
complex to be 
tackled alone?

• Analyse the system.
• Identify and 

engage key stake
holders

• Create shared 
knowledge and a 
common language

• Desk research.
• Interviews/focus 

groups with key 
informants

• One-on-one 
dialogues or
small focus groups 
and interviews

• Clarification of 
issue at stake,
common goals 
(added value) and 
expectations from 
each actor

2. Co-creating 
a vision and 
shared priorities, 
imagining new 
scenarios

• What would the 
ideal solution/
situation be?

• What could be 
done differently, 
more effectively?

• What needs to 
change?

• Create visions of 
desired change

• Develop change 
narratives

• Conduct learning 
journeys

• Share research

• Creation of a 
Core group of 
Champions

• Hosting initial 
face-to-face 
meeting(s)

• Organising a big 
kick-off meeting

• Determination of 
priorities for 
collaboration and 
ideas

3. Action! 
Adopting
collective and 
individual 
initiatives

• What needs to
be done, by 
whom and how? 

• How can each of 
us embed the 
collaborative 
priorities in our 
respective groups
or organisations?

• Design and 
implement 
projects/actions/
campaigns

• Share knowledge,
raise awareness.

• Collect and 
analyse data

• Empower 
vulnerable 
groups

• Formalised 
partnerships

• A joint action 
plan

• Small meetings/
conference calls 
at periodic 
intervals

• Implementation 
of the agreed
initiatives

• Achievement of 
envisaged results

4. Monitoring the
process and 
learning along 
the way

• How is the 
progress going? 

• What corrective
measures are 
needed to better 
address the
challenge? 

• Do we need to 
bring on board 
new actors?

• Assess progress
against plans

• Share views 
around challenges 
and gaps, if any

• Share lessons 
learned

• Plan way forward 
based on learnings

• Convening meet-
ings at periodic 
intervals

• Collecting feed-
back through 
online/telephonic
surveys

• Identification of
necessary adjust-
ments/additional 
actions/new stake
holders, if needed

16



17

Key elements to consider when outlining a dialogue process

Below are a few recommendations on crucial aspects to consider when starting a MSD, particularly
when initiated from within civil society.

Don’t be in charge of everything on your own

As mentioned before, it is practically impossible that a single organisation embodies all the abilities
and resources necessary to initiate and sustain a MSD over time, hence the need to work in a team.
Working together begins with creating a core group of champions (see dedicated Box in Chapter 1).

Make sure all stakeholders take part in shaping the process

Ideally, all key stakeholders should play an active role in shaping the dialogue. Although there is
not a single recipe for how to best involve stakeholders in these processes, you should try to find
a balance between giving everyone the space and possibility to contribute and creating a process
that is too demanding or overwhelming.

There may be cases where a considerable amount of time and resources are needed in order to
ensure the meaningful participation of key actors. This was the case for the dialogues observed in
Madagascar and Bolivia, where meeting particularly remote communities entailed several days of
travel. In that case the huge effort was worth it and there was no other way to ensure an equitable
inclusion of indigenous communities in the process. But the takeaway from those experiences is
that such constraints should be factored in and taken into account when setting up a dialogue
process.

On the other hand, there is no need to organise too many face-to-face meetings if in your context
it is possible to gather inputs telephonically or using virtual discussion groups through internet.

Make the most of all the locally available resources

To avoid unwanted breaks and interruptions, a dialogue process should try as much as possible to
diminish its dependency on external donor funding by harnessing all locally available resources,
collective knowledge and networks.

Think strategically about what each stakeholder could contribute in terms of time, human resources,
and in-kind contributions (research, meeting venues, transport, etc.). Pooling resources will reduce
dependence on a single funding source, thus ensuring more stability, independence and sustain-
ability. At the same time, this will increase the sense of ownership from key stakeholders.

Limiting funding to local resources might also mean reducing the scope of the MSD, including the
number of meetings, stakeholders to be involved, frequency of the communications and ‘quality’
of the logistics. Each specific context will determine these aspects as well as the limitations linked
to resources. 

Adapt the process to your own context

MSD processes need to match their specific context, available resources and capacity. This means
that each process may vary in length, size, methodology and type of location. Remember, dialogue
processes appear to be most successful where there is a local enabling environment that encour-
ages their development. Also, as observed in a number of local dialogues, certain themes may lend
themselves more easily to MSDs than others.



Embed periodic reviewing and learning

Taking a step back and reviewing if there’s a need to adjust the process should take place contin-
uously through conversations within the core group and periodic surveys with other key stake-
holders. For example, consider simple questions such as:

• What has worked well so far? What has not worked so well?

• Did you feel your views were considered? Have other players’ views been properly
considered?

• Is the dialogue doing what it initially intended to do? Is it tackling root causes and
finding innovative solutions?

• Is the dialogue positively affecting a wider community (beyond the immediate
stakeholder group)?

• Will the process be sustainable over the medium and long-term?

Often, the answers to these questions will lead to changes in the process, the composition of the
group or the engagement of stakeholders.

Follow-up mechanisms should be accessible and allow all stakeholders to provide feedback and
raise concerns about the progress made. Make sure stakeholders agree on appropriate ways to
monitor progress and report back to each other. Ensure that there is a common understanding
about the purpose for periodic reviewing, and how the data will be used.

Outcomes of the MSD should be widely disseminated. People will not engage (again) if nothing
seems to come of the process.
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2.2 Understanding the variables

It is usually a deep concern in a community that triggers a MSD and it is important to produce
good evidence about what is not working well in the society to motivate for a deep transformation,
one that will change rooted socio-political structures and dynamics.

Understanding the problem, the related system and key players are not necessarily three different,
distinct steps therefore can be undertaken simultaneously and whenever possible in conjunction
with other concerned stakeholders. A good way to carry out such analysis is by combining desktop
research and consultation of official sources (reports, newspaper and scientific articles) together
with first-hand information and opinions collected through short surveys of key informants 
(depending on the context, this can be done by phone, short meetings or email). Key informants
do not necessarily need to later take part in the MSD.

If a core group of champions is already in place, the issues and related players should be identified
and analysed together as preparation work. Circulating this information with other stakeholders at
the onset of the dialogue and reviewing it according to the feedback received will help to create
the shared knowledge (and language) needed to build a conducive space for collaboration.

Key elements to consider for understanding the issue at stake and its players

Understand the issue - what needs to change?

As mentioned earlier, dialogue processes are triggered by an issue, a challenge – the belief
that something needs to change.

• What is the key issue you are trying to address and why is it important?

• Who is it a problem for?

Provided that every process must be context-specific, a suggestion to enhance understanding on
the issue is to collect evidence and illustrate your views to other key actors. Using data (quantities,
values, figures and statistics in terms of its evolution, relative degree of occurrence, and impacts)
combined with concrete examples and witnesses will help you build your case.

Yet we might be looking at a specific challenge without knowing that there is a deeper problem.
That is why it is important to think of the problem from various angles: it can be helpful to see the
problem through different eyes to ensure we are focussing on the key issues. You can gain addi-
tional information and perspectives by considering the point of view of other actors, backed by
the evidence they are able to produce.

Being flexible in revising your own analysis is essential. It might lead to reconsidering the challenge
or how it is framed if it is discovered that the issue as it stands won’t carry enough traction across
sectors and stakeholders (which is a precondition for a successful MSD). You need to come up with
a shared understanding of the current problem.

Understand the system – what revolves around the challenge?

Once a shared understanding of the challenge has been reached, a simple but comprehensive
analysis of the bigger picture – or system – will allow the group to have a better idea of who (and
how) is best to address it through the dialogue process.

By system we mean the set of relationships, interactions and structures existing between citizens,
groups and institutions revolving around the given issue, which is also delineated by spatial (and
temporal) boundaries and influenced by its surrounding environment.



SEE AN ExAMPlE: Chapter 4, page 42, provides an example of a simple but  inform-
ative context analysis prepared by the grassroots organisation Centru Feto Haburas
Dezenvolivmentu in view of a MSD around gender-based violence in a District of Timor
Leste.

Understand the players - who do we need to involve and how?

Once you have an idea of the system related to the challenge you want to address, it is time to
analyse the key stakeholders to be ideally involved in the MSD process.

a)    Analyse your organisation– understand your place and role in the dialogue as a stake-
        holder

You should not consider your organisation or yourself as a neutral convener but rather as a key
player, one that will be implicated in the dialogue process. For this reason, it will be useful to
include your organisation (or yourself ) in the scope of the stakeholder analysis through an 
honest self-assessment. A self-assessment can help you understand how best to position your 
organisation within a bigger team, what role it could play based on capacity and abilities, and
also how to bring your views and aspirations in the most conducive way while approaching
and engaging other stakeholders. Start from this simple but crucial question: what makes you
want to initiate a MSD? The motivation is very much related to your set of values, and values
are more influential than anything else in shaping what you do. Sharing your values with others
will be useful to enhance their motivation.
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What to look for in a system analysis

• Brief analysis of the context (e.g. history, demographic characteristics, cultural 
values and perceptions, etc.)

• Key components of the issue/challenge (break it down into smaller, more 
manageable parts)

• Delimitation of the impact zones of the challenge (definition of the area, 
community, etc.)

• Decision-making bodies and processes that affect (positively or negatively) the 
challenge and related power dynamics

• Other key players

4

The mapping and consultation process was 
extremely useful and we will continue to implement 

it in our future programming.
Local partner from CIVICUS’ New Social Contract project“ ”
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SEE AN ExAMPlE: Chapter 4, page 44 provides an example of a basic self-
assessment prepared by the small organisation Partnere per Femijet in view of a MSD
around equal access to education in Albania for minority ethnic groups.

b)    Analyse the stakeholders – who are the key actors?

Understanding who are the key players to bring on board is a crucial element for a meaningful
multi-stakeholder process and it will be an on-going exercise as the dialogue evolves.

Carrying out a stakeholder analysis means identifying the most important players and position-
ing them in relation to the challenge and desired dialogue process. The most common aspects
that are typically analysed relate to stakeholders’ interests and expectations in relation to the
proposed dialogue, how they will be affected by it, and how influential they could be for the
desired change to happen. This information will help you understand which stakeholders need
to be actively involved, which ones need perhaps to be motivated or reassured about joining
the proposed dialogue as well as which ones can be left out of the process, at least for the 
moment. Given the time and resource constraints associated with every dialogue process, get-
ting just the right mix of players (and nothing more) is going to be fundamental.

Possible questions for a self-assessment as an organisation 
or individual

• What are our objectives, explicit or implicit, for the dialogue?

• What are our interests and positions on the identified challenge? 
How can these affect the proposed dialogue? 
How can we best disclose our position with others? 
Do we need to mitigate it for the sake of the dialogue?

• How do we currently communicate with key players? 
Have we established open lines of communication with them that permit both 
sides to express needs, concerns, and problems easily and honestly?

• What are the major conflicts (if any) between the anticipated needs of the 
stakeholders and those of our organisation? 
How are those conflicts being managed? 
Will the proposed dialogue really create an avenue for moving toward a 
mutually satisfactory resolution of those conflicts?

• Are we able to identify all the appropriate key actors? 
Who else should help us in doing so? 
Do key players already know us? 
If so, would they trust us enough to accept our invitation?

• What skills/capacity are required to drive this process? 
Which ones do we have? For which ones should we instead look to others for 
help?

4



In the context of this specific type of MSD, we encourage moving beyond a purely sectorbased
analysis and rather looking at the key ‘players’ using a systemic approach (see Chapter 1). This means
that the identification of key stakeholders should not be driven by sectoral affiliations (public sector,
private sector, civil society, etc.) but rather by political and strategic considerations revealing the
forces at play.

In terms of methodology, there are many ways of proceeding and you should choose the one that
best suits your context. Based on our first-hand experience and observation of a number of 
dialogues, we detected five main steps typically used to strategically map stakeholders. You can
see our stakeholder mapping tool in Chapter 4, page 36.

SEE AN ExAMPlE: Chapter 4, page 46 offers an example of a stakeholder map from
the dialogue in Sri Lanka on how to sustainably manage the watershed in the Upper 
Mahaweli River Basin  organised by Nation Builders Association.

22

Ensuring the right mix of diversity and power

The diversity of the group can determine how effective the interventions and outcomes 
of the process are over the long term. If members of the group are from just one sector or 
organisation, you’ll get a “single perspective” outcome. If all participants share a certain 
political point of view, or a similar institutional role in relationship to a particular challenge,
then you will fail to address systemic change.

There is another factor to consider: the group must include the right people with the right
kind of power, those who can make decisions and influence change across the system
when the time for action comes. Power is not always equal to authority. For example, a
prominent community leader with no institutional power as such but with a considerable
network of supporters can be a very influential player. Combining these two not only 
ensures that all voices are heard but also that when action is necessary, stakeholders will
be able to respond collectively.



BUIlDING BlOCK 1

Identifying the added
value of working
together 

BUIlDING BlOCK 2

Co-creating a vision
and shared priorities,
imagining new 
scenarios

BUIlDING BlOCK 3

Action!  Adopting
collective and 
individual initiatives

BUIlDING BlOCK 4

Monitoring the process
and learning along the
way

PURPOSE POSSIBLE STEPS WHERE IN THIS
TOOLKIT

Scoping – what is not working well in our society? 

Identifying and Engaging – identify key stake-
holders and if suitable, secure their involvement; 
motivate them and engage to work together; embed
their views in the scoping.

Resourcing – involved stakeholders mobilise the 
necessary resources based on their possibilities (people,
cash, external funds and other non-monetary ones).

Initiating – establish working relationships by agreeing
on desired change, related objectives and core principles;
agree on suitable formats for the dialogue process.

Planning – stakeholders define the possible actions and
who should carry them out.

Managing – organise the management structure of the
dialogue process for the medium-long term.

Implementing – stakeholders take action based on the
agreed plan and timeframe.

Institutionalising – stakeholders build appropriate
mechanisms ensuring a longer-term perspective for the
process or for some of the actions taken.

Sustaining/terminating – based on the review of the
progress, stakeholders decide to ensure sustainability or
agree on a conclusion for the MSD.

Reviewing – stakeholders periodically assess the
progress and consider if it is time for new stakeholders 
to join and/or some current ones to leave the process;
they might also decide to revisit the dialogue format
based on the experience gained.

Chapter 2
On your marks!

Chapter 3
Go!

Chapter 2
On your marks!

2.1 Process thinking
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2.3 Co-creating the process

Once a shared understanding has been reached – at least amongst members of the core group of
champions – about what the issue to address is and who needs to be involved, the next step is to
gradually kick off the desired MSD process. This entails discussing with other stakeholders how to
articulate the dialogue and what needs to be done to make this happen.

MSD processes go through progressive steps as indicated in the box below. Stakeholders should
steer the process and go through the steps together. In each one of these steps, monitoring and
reviewing processes should occur.

Possible steps to follow together in a MSD process 6

6 Adapted from Tennyson R., 2011, The Partnering Toolbook. An essential guide to cross-sector partnering, 
The Partnering Initiative (IBLF).



Key elements to consider while planning the way forward together

Ideally, the process and management mechanisms should be formulated around the specific 
composition of the group and more particularly around the capacities, knowledge, resources and
availability of stakeholders. Other elements such as the current levels of knowledge and perceptions
of the problem, and the different attitudes towards change should also be factored in when 
deciding of the format, location, number of meetings and stakeholders to involve.

Shared knowledge

Creating a shared knowledge (of key terms, of the challenge, the dialogue steps, roles during the
dialogue, etc.) is a difficult but essential part of a MSD, and is particularly important when trying to
convey complex ideas. Key players, particularly in the core group, should not take this for granted
and should check continuously with stakeholders. You may have to adjust the language used to
the literacy level of others or select words/notions that can be easily translated in local languages.

location

Choosing the most appropriate place to meet can be challenging. In principle it would be better
to bring everyone closer to the areas where the impact of the process will be felt most acutely, and
where tangible examples of the challenge can be found. This will enhance understanding of the
problem amongst stakeholders and will motivate them to take action. On the other hand, if meet-
ings are located too far from some key stakeholders, the distance could discourage participation.
The experience from the observed dialogues suggests that meetings convened outside of the 
capital may attract less decision-makers and that rotating the location of meetings could help 
address this.

Regardless of resource constraints, consider where to meet and how to use a meeting space in a
way that fosters dialogue, listening, understanding and learning. See Chapter 4, page 41 for tips on
the meeting space.

How many meetings?  How many people?

Dialogues do not start and end within one single group meeting. The amount and frequency of
face-to-face meetings is a joint decision that will depend on the context, stakeholder availability
and dialogue purpose.

Ideally, the number of participants of the stakeholder group should be contained so as to sustain
a viable dialogue. Too large of a group risks diluting the purpose of a real dialogue in which people
have time to get to know each other, speak to and engage with one another.

Based on our observation of MSDs we recommend that no more than 15-20 people attend each
meeting. At least one and, at most, two representatives from each key group should be included
to ensure the group is as diverse as possible.

SEE AN ExAMPlE: The dialogue initiated by Fundación Construir in the region of
La Paz, Bolivia, intended to make sure regional development planning processes 
include indigenous groups’ views and aspirations. In order to ensure meaningful 
participation of the different indigenous’ groups, while at the same time controlling
the number of meetings and stakeholders to involve, 7 smaller preparatory dialogue
meetings were organised in rural areas and a long multi-stakeholder meeting took place
in the capital city combining plenary sessions and working groups.
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3.1 Engaging Stakeholders

Once the common challenge has taken a more defined shape, and key players have been identified,
it is time to get the dialogue started.

Even if every issue, process, and stakeholder consultation is unique, and it is impossible to prescribe
general steps towards successful engagement, there are some general principles of engagement
that could guide the process.

Principles of engagement

Equity: Valuing all contributions equally is imperative. Strong and vocal stakeholders’ 
contributions may need to be limited, and less powerful voices may need support or 
specific attention. It is particularly important to ensure balance of gender, ethnicity, regions,
and other characteristics, depending on the issue at hand. Providing equitable access to all
relevant information is equally important. Check with all stakeholders that everything is
indeed accessible to them – for example, not everyone can download documents from the
Internet.

Flexibility: Remaining flexible is key to a successful process. However, flexibility needs to
be balanced with clear plans and transpaent communication, because participants need to
explain process changes to their constituencies, and institutional partners have limited 
ability to support openended processes where focus, participants, and desired outcomes
change too often or too much.

continued ...
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Go!
This chapter provides methodological and 

practical guidance on how to run the dialogue 
in a participatory and inclusive manner.

3.



Elements to consider on how to involve and bring on board key stakeholders,
including most vulnerable groups

Approaching stakeholders meaningfully

When reaching out to stakeholders it is important to arrive well prepared.

If you already know them the approach should be easier. If, instead, it is your first contact, and 
depending on the type of player and the context, you might consider a formal letter requesting a
meeting, an email or telephone call.

A good starting point will be to introduce yourself, the organisation you represent and the core
group of champions (if applicable). You could then present briefly the challenge at stake (at least
the way you see it) and your idea of dialogue process, disclosing and eliciting background infor-
mation that is needed for better understanding and meaningful negotiation. Expose your intentions
by sharing why you wish to initiate the dialogue and highlight the reasons why it would be so 
important to have that particular stakeholder on board.

Tailor your message to each stakeholder. Think of the most appropriate language and format to be
used for each. Disclose as much objective information as possible: present the facts, be transparent,
and explain the uncertainties (if any).
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Principles of engagement continued ...

Inclusiveness: Engaging everyone who is affected or can affect an issue is one of the main
pillars of successful dialogue. Try to bring all relevant perspectives, interests and needs to
the dialogue. Agree within the core group who needs to be there. Make every effort to 
motivate those who initially show no interest, and invest as much as you can in enabling the
participation of those who need support or capacity building in order to take part. These are
the building blocks of good and balanced inputs, as well as a legitimate and credible
process.

learning: Taking a learning approach throughout the process is important and strategic.
Everyone needs to learn about the issues, the context, the opportunities and obstacles to
create the best possible solutions and action plans. Demonstrating that you learn along the
way also enhances the credibility and legitimacy of the process.

Ownership: Co-creating processes and outcomes creates shared ownership and commit-
ment, which is needed to legitimise the process and ensure that agreements and action
plans are implemented.

Transparency: Sharing information about what you do, who is coming together, and pur-
suing which goals is very important. When stakeholders come together in one forum they
can see who is involved and hear opinions and suggestions directly. Whenever 
possible, you should also inform those who are not participating and the general public
about the process.
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Challenges of engaging unusual and/or high-level actors

Be careful: some of the target stakeholders will be hard to reach!

You may find it very difficult to access the right people and even to keep them on board. 
Or, if you did manage to have the right person attend the first meeting, he or she might not
be available for the following ones. Almost all of the dialogues we observed faced 
challenges of this sort.

For example, in Albania the officers that replaced the invited Government representative
had little idea about the dialogue process they were attending. In other cases, inviting 
directly technical officers from government (as in the case of Venezuela’s dialogue) allowed
for greater participation in the discussions although without much decision-making power.
In even less fortunate cases, as happened in Sri Lanka with key private companies that were
mostly responsible for the pollution of the river basin, stakeholders did not want to engage
at all in the process.

All the above examples show how difficult it can be to bring on board high-level 
representatives or other key players that do not belong to your existing network. 
Anticipating and addressing the reasons will help you to minimise the risk of not getting
key players on board! In all instances you will have to go the extra mile in order to secure
their active participation: rarely will you secure high-level participation through a letter of
invitation alone.

In the table below we highlighted the most recurrent causes that we observed and, for 
each one, tried to suggest possible mitigation strategies.



listening and managing expectations

When holding the preliminary conversations with key stakeholders, you have a great opportunity
to listen to what they have to say about the challenge and the proposed dialogue. They probably
see the challenge from a different angle so let them tell you frankly their own perspective, which
will have to be considered ahead of and during the dialogue.

They also may have some doubts or hesitations about joining the dialogue which will require some
clarifications and reassurances from your side. For example, institutional actors may be more reluc-
tant to engage in a process unless their expected role is clear. This is particularly true for government
representatives who may fear joining a dialogue where everyone will expect them to have the right
answers and to take care of addressing all requests. Similarly, representatives of private companies
may fear that everyone will be finger pointing at them as the enemies.

It is very important to understand stakeholders’ expectations, how they will measure success of the
dialogue and what obstacles do they envision. Try to find a common thread on the expectations
and - in case of conflicts – bring this up during the meeting.

Building trust and mutual understanding

The most difficult part of a MSD addressing socio-political change is to ensure that stakeholders
agree to re-evaluate their initial positions and pre-conceptions in favour of a more collective 
approach, which can only happen if the relationships are genuinely based on trust and confidence.

As pointed out by the vast majority of surveyed stakeholders, trust and trustworthiness of the actors
are key ingredients of a MSD since it deals with aspects of uncertainty over the future and over the
success of the process. A trusting relationship, however, neither happens by itself, nor does it occur
instantly. It evolves alongside the dialogue process and over time.

Securing trust is only possible once there is a good level of knowledge and understanding across
stakeholders. Trust is then nurtured through openness, transparency, patience, inclusiveness, respect
and accountability.
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         Building knowledge and trust across faith 
          communities in Richmond, Canada

The MSD “Highway to Heaven” dialogue series in Richmond, Canada, was set out to develop
an understanding of the various faith communities amongst a range of stakeholders, 
discuss and explore certain dynamics of faith in
public culture and agree concrete steps towards 
a more cohesive interfaith society. A challenge
for constructive and equitable dialogue was the 
imbalance of power and societal influence that
some participants enjoyed. In the lead-up to the
dialogue, faith communities opened their doors
for influential participants such as government
and the private sector.

Tours were organised to the various centres of faith to create awareness and under-
standing, but also to provide a space for stakeholders to build trust amongst each other 
and an opportunity for the convenors to come to grips with the underlying dynamics in 
the group prior to the actual dialogue.

The tours were led and facilitated by leaders in the faith communities themselves, and 
were meant to illustrate how that particular community expressed faith in public spaces.
Many participants indicated that the opportunity to learn about various faith communities
in thoughtful ways while also building relationships and connecting with the other stake-
holders were positive outcomes of the tours.

Visiting and hosting stakeholders in this manner created commitment, ownership and 
appreciation, and also helped participants to get to know each other better.

CASE 
STUDY 1

© Richmond Multicultural Community Services, Canada

© Richmond Multicultural Community Services, Canada
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          Empowering vulnerable groups ahead of a MSD

In Timor-Leste, the dialogues initiated by CHFD aimed to address sexual and gender-based
violence against women and girls from two villages. Knowing that communities tend to 
participate more when given a longer time to prepare, CFHD decided to organise a work-
shop prior to the dialogue to increase their knowledge on sexual and gender based 
violence and gender inequality and to
allow them time to prepare material
they wanted to discuss with other stake-
holders.

High illiteracy rates are often barriers to
learning; therefore CFHD used pictorial
methods in their workshop.

The use of pictures or diagrams was 
intended to explain the various stake-
holder groups that would be included in
the MSD process, gather information on
their perceptions and share some basic
information on the challenge at stake (law and its enforcement, relevant support groups
and institutions, etc.). Pictures were also used in the surveys and questions on the commu-
nity issues. For instance, different female demographics were placed along a horizontal axis

(female girls, females with a disability,
single mothers, etc.) and different 
issues were placed along the vertical
axis (violence, leadership, education,
heath, etc.). Using post-it notes, partici-
pants were able to draw or write about
specific problems affecting their com-
munity, which were then presented to
other stakeholders.

Following the workshop, CFHD
arranged for service providers and local
government to travel to both commu-
nities for the local dialogues.

CASE 
STUDY 2

Building capacities to engage

To address possible power imbalances, in principle, all stakeholders joining a MSD should engage
with an even level of awareness and understanding of the issue and should all be given an appro-
priate space to be part of the process.

The concept (of MSD) was quite abstract, it was difficult 
for some participants to understand that they had to 

imagine how they would perceive the dialogues when 
asking them in the pre-interviews.

Local partner from CIVICUS’ New Social Contract project.

“ ”

© Centru Feto Haburas Dezenvolvimentu, Timor-Leste

© Centru Feto Haburas Dezenvolvimentu, Timor-Leste



31

Particular attention needs to be paid to the most vulnerable groups, the marginalised voices that
are typically left out in these processes. Think about the challenges such as remoteness, customary
law and tradition, language barriers, illiteracy, insufficient information or lack of infrastructure.

Once gaps and weaknesses of these vulnerable groups are known, the core group could consider
organising preparatory workshops where relevant information is collected or shared in a more 
understandable and culturally appropriate way.

Imagining together the desired change

The way to anticipate a desired future follows a logical flow that, starting from the present situation,
tries to first imagine the ideal future and then works out what is the change that needs to happen
in order to get there. By engaging stakeholders through one-on-one meetings, small focus groups
and large gatherings, this will become progressively clearer.

The table below suggests a simple three-step approach and provides sample questions that may
be useful when initiating the different conversations.

STAGES

Stage 1
Analysing the
current
situation

Stage 2
Visioning how
it could be
different

Stage 3
Identifying
possible steps
to that future

PURPOSE

Getting people to
describe their
concerns and
goals

Getting people to
imagine paths to
improvement

Getting people to
begin planning to
take action

SAMPLE QUESTIONS

• When you think of this issue, what comes to your mind?
• How does this issue affect you and people you know? 

Your organisation/members?
• How important do you think this issue is for you and 

your organisation/members?
• How important do you sense the issue is for the 

community as a whole?
• What do you see as the major barriers to improving the 

situation?

• What should we aim for? What objective should we set 
to improve this issue?

• How will we know when we have reached the desired
change? What would it look like?

• How would it affect you/your organisation/members? 
How would you/they benefit?

• What do we think can be done to help improve the
situation?

• What ideas do we have about how to address the 
barriers we have mentioned previously?

• What role might you/your organisation/members have 
in implementing some of these suggestions?

• Who else should we engage in making this happen?
• What resources do we need?
• Who else do we need to address the challenge?

The 3 stages of a transformative collective, reflection and action process



7 This could include relevant background documents, media clippings and articles, think pieces, website 
addresses and blogs, policies and legislation, official and verified statistics, annual reports, pamphlets 
and/or video links.

3.2 Convening dialogue meetings

Group meetings need to be well prepared and well facilitated otherwise they can become a waste
of time and resources, creating frustration amongst participants and hindering the whole dialogue
process.

Getting everyone ready for the meeting

Making sure that everyone arrives prepared is crucial for a successful meeting. If appropriate, you
may want to share useful background information ahead of the meeting7.

Another good way to prepare participants for a meeting is circulating the meeting agenda in due
time. An agenda will typically indicate the purpose, date and venue of the meeting, the starting
time and duration, the order of proceedings, the facilitator or chairperson and the rapporteur (if
applicable).

A well thought-out agenda will also allow you to think through how the meeting could unfold,
what topics will be covered and how much time it may take. It should help in unpacking what the
outcomes of the meeting could be.

SEE AN ExAMPlE: To see the example of a (quite detailed!) agenda, you can have a
look at the one used in Bolivia for the Dialogo Amazonico (Chaper 4, page 48). The
Agenda lists different thematically-driven working sessions, conceived to make the most
of the meeting by dividing a large audience in smaller mixed groups, and also by 
addressing simultaneously different themes related to the identified local development
challenges.

In a true co-creation spirit, it will be important to share a proposed agenda enough in advance and
to revise it according to the feedback received. This will ensure that all the issues considered im-
portant by stakeholders are addressed.

Using a facilitator

Having a good facilitator is important for a successful meeting and will avoid mixing the leadership
role of the core group that guides the dialogue process with the actual facilitation of the meetings.
In case you cannot hire a professional facilitator, identify who from the core group is able to facilitate
some meetings, exploring co-facilitation in pairs and/or rotating the facilitation. Whatever the 
circumstances, always prepare together and support designated facilitators. You might also need
to find interpreters in case of language diversity.
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Good facilitators:

• Introduce procedures at the beginning

• Ensure that the meeting agenda is kept

• Help to engage everyone and prevent individuals from dominating

• Keep a timely and focused conversation

• Assist in bringing out differences as well as common ground

• Leverage common ground to bring the group closer together

• Support conflict resolution, resolve disputes

• Practice neutrality and impartiality
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Creating a safe space and fostering good dialogue

Dialogue meetings should be facilitated in a way that ensures participants feel safe to express their
views and encourages an attitude of working collectively. The facilitation should be mindful of 
cultural diversity and culture’s impacts on the discussions and behaviours.

Meeting formats should provide a platform for exchanges on an equal basis, and panellists should
not be given too much space (otherwise it becomes a monologue, not a dialogue!). Good dialogue
moves from speaker to speaker in a flow.

Ensure that facilitation makes use of informal times and spaces to promote continuous dialogue8.
Giving people sufficient breaks for them to engage with each other in informal, offthe- record 
conversations might work better than presentations.

Agreeing on ground rules

With the objective of enhancing respect and equity among participants, agreeing on some guide-
lines for behaviour in a dialogue meeting can be helpful. Group conversations can benefit from a
set of simple “ground rules”, fostering listening, respect and openness, to be agreed at the outset.
One approach is to suggest a few of these rules (see Box below), go over them with the participants
and invite them to ask questions and suggest modifications. Write these down and put them up
on the wall during each meeting to serve as a reminder throughout the process.

Using participatory methods

There are many participatory methods for facilitating workshops that need to create visions and
actions around agreed goals, the most famous being World Café, Open Space Technology, Future
Search or Fish Bowls. All are great methods for a MSD as long as they are well-prepared and adapted
to each context. To learn more about these methods and see which ones could be most appropriate
for your dialogue have a look at Chapter 4, page 39.

SEE AN ExAMPlE: The method used for the first dialogue meeting in Venezuela 
included a participatory exercise that allowed stakeholders to build a comprehensive
map of all the organisations, initiatives and knowledge existing in the domain of 
emergency response for Sucre Municipality. All participating stakeholders shared their
knowledge on institutions, legal frameworks, major risks and hazards for the area, as
well as existing early warning systems. The meeting was a great achievement in itself
confirming the validity of cross-sector cooperation for knowledge generation, while it
also provided insights on how to create a more systemic and integrated and effective
emergency response.

8 To foster active participation and mutual understanding of stakeholders, consider making people work in 
small groups on certain phases of the dialogue. Alternatively, you can send people on ‘dialogue walks’: ask a
small group of participants to address a specific question, then let them go out if at all possible.

Example of possible ground rules:

1. Listen to what others say.

2. Support the participation of everyone.

3. Suspend judgement.

4. Avoid monopolising the time.

5. Don’t only make statements, but ask questions to learn from others.

6. Be open to different perspectives.

7. Forget about titles and status.

8. Talk about what is truly important.

9. Respect what others have to say.



3.3 Nurturing the dialogue over time

Typically, in the medium and long-term, most day-to-day actions are carried by individuals, smaller
groups or a core group of champions on behalf of all the dialogue stakeholders. Only major 
decisions are brought to all the partners as a whole group. This entails making sure that between
group meetings there is regular, easily accessible and succinct information sharing between the
stakeholders.

Moving forward

At the end of each meeting, try to agree on the next steps that will take the process forward: a
short summary of what the group would like to achieve with clear, manageable tasks, how they
are going to do it and who will be responsible for what. In the days following the meeting, a 
designated rapporteur should share an abridged report of the meeting with the rest of the group
for comments and feedback. A final version should then be circulated more widely. By doing so,
the process will be made more transparent and possibly it will attract more attention for future
gatherings.

Keeping momentum

The dialogue process does not stop between meetings. Each stakeholder will be reporting back to
their constituency and/or implementing the agreed actions. It will be important that the core group
checks the pulse of what is going on with each stakeholder and keeps everybody else in the loop
as well so that all efforts remain aligned and participants hold each other accountable. Every 
successful step along the way should be celebrated. This can be done by thanking people for their
contributions or highlighting a milestone reached.

Determine together with stakeholders how they wish to be contacted. Keep in touch regularly with
as many stakeholders as possible. Allocate time to do appropriate individual follow-up sessions
using accessible communication tools.

Be mindful that maintaining momentum between meetings and even after the end of a MSD
process will require dedicated resources (both human and financial) to coordinate all the actors
and players.

Reviewing, sustaining, and terminating a MSD

A MSD will continue over time only on the basis of the agreements made between all parties 
involved, the value and motivation to continue, and the trust among stakeholders.

To ensure a more structured and long-term perspective for the MSD, stakeholders may agree to
build appropriate mechanisms. For example, they may consider signing an agreement (such as a
Memorandum of Understanding) to define partners’ roles and responsibilities more clearly and out-
line all the necessary resources. Whilst not legally binding, these agreements can help in developing
the partnership by outlining the way forward in a clear and transparent manner.
Whatever the form, agreements and structures should accommodate the possibility of changing
circumstances. As MSD develop, they are inevitably subject to change: for example, staff changes
occurring with core group representatives and other key actors; wider contextual implications, such
as political and economic disturbances; and the issues related to securing wider stakeholder 
involvement. MSDs therefore need to be flexible enough to withstand, manage and adapt to
change over time; and their success or failure will inevitably depend upon their ability to do so.
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Periodic reviews amongst key stakeholders will assist in checking progress towards the desired
change and assessing if there is any value in continuing the dialogue. These moments may highlight
the need to reconsider parts of the plan that are not working well, introduce more suitable ways
of working amongst stakeholders, or suggest new stakeholders who should join and dormant ones
that should leave the dialogue.

Based on these reviews, stakeholders will decide how to further sustain the process or agree on an
appropriate conclusion for the MSD.

Engagement and participation on a meaningful and effective 
level is at times overlooked in the context of Timor Leste. 

Therefore, this methodology was useful in guiding local staff 
through effective engagement with all stakeholders; providing 

on the job learning for them. Through the process academic 
institutes were identified as potential stakeholders, a stakeholder 

previously never included in many dialogues and 
network meetings in Baucau.

Local partner from CIVICUS’ New Social Contract project.

“ ”



4.1 Suggested Tools & Methods

A)  Stakeholder mapping and analysis tool

This five-steps approach can help you list all the relevant players, understand each one’s abilities
and constraints, as well as their attitude towards the proposed dialogue, all crucial information to
develop an engagement strategy. This exercise is best done together with a core group or during
the initial phase of individual conversations with different actors.

Step 1.  Brainstorm on possible stakeholders

Take a few minutes by yourself, in an initial one-on-one conversation, and/or with the core group
to identify the most important stakeholders by simply making a list answering few questions. 
A non-exhaustive list of questions can be for example:

        • Who is affected by the issue? In which ways?

        • Who has relevant knowledge that could help better understand the issue?

        • Who could influence the course of the current situation?

        • Who can make decisions that would change the current situation?

        • Who has the necessary resources/skills to implement potential ideas and 
          solutions?

        • Who of the above listed players can be an obstacle to change? 
         Who might have no interest in change?  Who has a desire for change?

        • Of all the listed players, who can really play a key role then?

useful 
resources

This chapter complements the toolkit with useful
resources and readings, structured as follows:

• Tools, methods and tips on stakeholder 
mapping and group work;

• Examples from the New Social Contract 
project partners;

• Selected readings;

• Relevant communities of practice, networks 
and associations.

4.
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Step 2.  Profile each identified stakeholder

Find different key information on each person or institution you have listed as a key player such as
their roles in the system, their possible interests which will motivate them to participate in the
process and their potential contributions among others. Using a matrix like the one below could
be very helpful to easily collect and visualise relevant information. List the stakeholders by the name
of their organisation or position. Determine if it would be relevant to list several people belonging
to the same organisation when they have different portfolios, positions, motivations or views on
the process. Make sure that the information you gather is based as much as possible on actual data
and not only subjective perceptions or intuitions.

You may want to regroup stakeholders following a determined criteria (be their geographical 
location, type, sector or interests) to make it more manageable, or you can keep the full list as it is.
The list can also be re-adjusted overtime, with new stakeholders or updated information, and further
columns for additional information can be added if needed. It will serve as the primary contact
database of the MSD process, even if not all the stakeholders listed will be active or participate in
the MSD.

Step 3.  Assess the stakeholders’ influence and interest

Continue the analysis by evaluating two main elements for the MSD process: each players’ capacity
to influence the system, and their interest in engaging in the process. The assessment should be
rooted as much as possible on facts and concrete data, not just on subjective opinions.

To visualize each player’s position you can use an Influence Grid. Mark out four quadrants and name
the vertical and the horizontal axes as per the below example. Place each stakeholder in the matrix
based on the information collected. The result will look like the example below.

Example of an influence grid
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STAKE-
HOLDER
NAME

TYPE

government,
civil society,
private
sector,
scientific
community,
other

ROLES

local
planning,
service
provider,
advocate,
rights holder,
production,
etc.

INTERESTS

i.e. what
would
motivate
their
participation
in the
dialogue

CONTRI-
BUTIONS
TO THE 
DIALOGUE
PROCESS

knowledge,
decision-
making,
money,
labour,
etc.

RELATION-
SHIPS

who in the 
core group
has or should
keep the
relationship
with this 
stakeholder

CONTACTS

name,
position,
email
address
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Step 4.  Determine an engagement strategy

Once completed, the influence grid can be used to prioritize stakeholders and to strategize how
to best involve key actors. Four main engagement patterns are suggested below.

1. With stakeholders whose support for the dialogue is high but whose influence is low, the
strategy should be to empower them. Work with these stakeholders to enhance their 
influence by supporting their efforts to communicate their points of view and recommen-
dations to the larger group.

2. With stakeholders whose support for the dialogue and whose influence are low, the strat-
egy is simply to monitor them, tracking their behavior and communications so that if the
dynamic should change such that these stakeholders gain greater influence, you will be
prepared to change your approach. For now, engagement can be minimal.

3. With stakeholders whose support for the dialogue is high and whose influence is high, the
strategy should be to partner with them. Look for opportunities to work together in co-
convening the proposed dialogue and enhance their ownership over the process, thereby
increasing the chance of creating a successful and sustainable MSD.

4. With stakeholders whose support for the dialogue is low but whose influence is high, the
strategy is to engage them. Actively keep the lines of communication open, seek areas of
agreement, and add value by highlighting reasons for their participation and potential
long term partnerships.

Step 5.  Select the key stakeholders

All in all, some stakeholders will need mobilizing, others convincing and others capacity building
but not all can or should be included in the dialogue. Consider what needs to be done given the
resources available. Now go through all the listed stakeholders and strategically select the ones
that will be really necessary to involve at this stage. This should be a collective decision, agreed at
least with the core group of champions. 
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B)  Suggested methods and formats for participatory group work

World Café

Purpose:                        Exploration
Group size:                     Up to hundreds in one room at tables of four
Session type:                  Single event ranging from 90 minutes to 3 days
Participant selection:  Often held at conferences, involving all attendees; otherwise, invitations 
                                boost representativeness
Description:                    World Cafés enable groups of people to participate together in evolving 
                                rounds of dialogue with three or four others while at the same time 
                                remaining part of a single, larger connected conversation. Small, intimate
                                conversations link and build on each other as people move between 
                                groups, cross-pollinate ideas, and discover new insights into questions 
                                or issues that really matter in their life, work or community.
Website:                            www.theworldcafe.com

Open Space Technology

Purpose:                        Exploration; collaborative action
Group size:                     Up to hundreds in one room, then break up into interest groups once 
                                or multiple times
Session type:                  Varies
Participant selection:  Varies
Description:                    Open Space Technology is a self-organizing practice that invites people 
                                to take responsibility for what they care about. In Open Space, a market-
                                place of enquiry is created where people present topics they are 
                                passionate about and reflect and learn from one another. It is an 
                                innovative approach to creating whole-systems change and inspiring 
                                creativity and leadership among participants.
Website:                            www.openspaceworld.org

Future Search

Purpose:                        Conflict transformation; deliberation and decisionmaking; collaborative 
                                action
Group size:                     60-80 people 
Session type:                  3 days
Participant selection:  All-inclusive (attempts to bring in all involved)
Description:                    Future Search is an interactive planning process that helps a group of 
                                people discover a set of shared values or themes (common ground) 
                                and agree on a plan of action for implementing them.
Website:                            www.futuresearch.net
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Fish Bowl

Purpose:                        Exploration; exchange; wide participation
Group size:                     Up to hundreds 
Session type:                  Varies
Participant selection:  Varies
Description:                    A fishbowl conversation is a form of dialogue that can be used when 
                                discussing topics within large groups. It allows the entire group to 
                                participate in a conversation. Several people can join the discussion. 
                                Four to five chairs are arranged in an inner circle. This is the fishbowl. 
                                The remaining chairs are arranged in concentric circles outside the 
                                fishbowl. A few participants are selected to fill the fishbowl, while the 
                                rest of the group sit on the chairs outside. In an open fishbowl, one 
                                chair is left empty. In a closed fishbowl, all chairs are filled. The 
                                moderator introduces the topic and the participants start discussing 
                                the topic. The audience outside the fishbowl listen in on the discussion. 
                                In an open fishbowl, any member of the audience can, at any time, 
                                occupy the empty chair and join the fishbowl. When this happens, an 
                                existing member of the fishbowl must voluntarily leave the fishbowl 
                                and free a chair. The discussion continues with participants frequently 
                                entering and leaving the fishbowl.
Website:                            http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fishbowl_(conversation)

Other methods and formats include:

AmericaSpeaks, 
21st Century Town Meeting    http://www.americaspeaks.org/

Appreciative Inquiry                     http://appreciativeinquiry.case.edu/
Bohmian Dialogue                         http://www.infed.org/archives/e-texts/bohm_dialogue.htm
Deliberative Polling                      http://cdd.stanford.edu/polls/docs/summary/
National Issues Forums               http://nifi.org/index.aspx
Search for Common Ground     http://www.sfcg.org/
Sustained Dialogue                       http://www.sustaineddialogue.org/
Wisdom Circle                                  http://www.wisdomcircle.org/
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C)  Tips on the physical environment of dialogue meetings

We often don’t think much about the physical environment where we meet, and most of the time,
we don’t have the resources to choose particularly beautiful or convenient venues. But even being
mindful of the constraints, considering where to meet and how to use a room can fosters dialogue,
listening, understanding and learning:

        • Having an open space with natural light is helpful. Being outdoors is good if there 
         isn’t too much noise and the weather cooperates.

        • Everything that brings people together is useful. Do you really need tables for
         people to sit around? It’s better if they can sit in a circle of chairs, which you can 
         also quickly re-arrange to form small or big groups.

        • Use simple materials such as paper and pens on flip chart boards and/or walls 
         rather than writing at tables or giving PowerPoint presentations.

        • Put up pictures relating to the issue to focus people’s minds while providing 
         something colourful, lively or soothing.

        • Use beautiful, or fun, objects as talking sticks when sitting in a dialogue circle.

        • It is good to be in an environment that relates to what the meeting is about. 
         See if  you can go to a national park when discussing biodiversity, a school when 
         talking about education, and so on



4.2 Examples from New Social Contract Project

A)  Context analysis

Centru Feto Haburas Dezenvolivmentu, Timor-Leste. 

Multi-stakeholder dialogue on gender-based violence.
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B)  Self-Assessment

Partnere per Femijet, Albania.

Multi-stakeholder dialogue on equal access to education including minority ethnic groups.
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C)  Stakeholder map

Nation Builders Association, Sri Lanka. 

Multi-stakeholder dialogue on sustainable management of a river basin.
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D)  Dialogue Meeting Agenda

Fundación Construir, Bolivia.

Multi-stakeholder dialogue on the inclusion of indigenous groups’ development views into regional
development planning.
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4.4 Communities of practice, networks and associations

The National Coalition for Dialogue and Deliberation (NCDD) “is a network of innovators who
bring people together across divides to discuss, decide and act together on today's toughest 
challenges. We serve as a gathering place, a resource center, a news source and a facilitative leader
for this vital community of practice“. The website offers resources, access to networks of dialogue
practitioners, information about events, and news. www.ncdd.org

The International Association of Facilitators was created by a group of professionals in order to
have an avenue for exchange, professional development, trend analysis and peer networking. It
has over 1200 members in 60+ countries. www.iaf-world.org. There is a specific methods database at
http://www.iaf-methods.org that can be searched by purpose and group size, and offers brief descrip-
tions, how-to’s and materials on over 560 methods.

The Partnerships Resource Centre (PrC) is a (virtual) network of professionals, academics and
practitioners around the world that share and collect information on selecting appropriate part-
nerships and increasing their efficiency, impact and effectiveness.
http://www.partnershipsresourcecentre.org

The Partnering Initiative sees partnering as a key mechanism for creating a sustainable world,
and works in action research, services & training, networking & knowledge exchange. The website
offers information and tools for professional development, support services, resources, etc.
http://thepartneringinitiative.org

The IDS Participatory Methods website provides resources to generate ideas and action for 
inclusive development and social change. It explains participatory methods – from programme
design to citizen engagement - , their use, problems and potentials. http://www.participatorymethods.org

University of Wageningen, The Netherlands - the Portal on Multi-stakeholder Processes offers a
wide range of resources on all aspects of multi-stakeholder processes.
http://www.wageningenportals.nl/msp/

The Consensus Building Institute is a not-for-profit organization founded by leading practitioners
and theory builders in the fields of negotiation and dispute resolution. They engage in research
and teaching, and offer tools for analysis, design and facilitation. www.cbuilding.org

The Community Development Resource Association (CDRA) is a civil society organisation serv-
ing as a centre for organisational innovation and developmental practice. The site offers resources, 
information on programmes and courses, etc. http://www.cdra.org.za

The Democratic Dialogue Network website offers resources, communities of practice, and links 
relating to dialogue and change. http://www.democraticdialoguenetwork.org

The Change Alliance is an emerging global network of organisations joining forces to increase
the effectiveness of the multi-stakeholder processes. The site offers concepts, resources, news and 
information on events. http://thechangealliance.ning.com/ 
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