
This presentation takes the skills of negotiation and conflict management 
and applies them to a multi-stakeholder consensus building context.  
How do we design and structure negotiation and problem-solving 
processes in the complex situations you deal with - with multiple 
stakeholders, multiple issues – where real engagement and buy-in is 
needed to move forward?  
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There is a spectrum of stakeholder engagement in decision-making, and 
where you are on that spectrum depends on level of stakeholder buy in 
you need – the higher the influence and the interest of stakeholders, the 
more engaged they need to be. 
 
•  In the outer ring, with low levels of stakeholder interest or influence, the 

goal might just be sharing information – explaining to stakeholders 
what is going on, hearing their input, advise, or opinions.   

•  If technical or scientific information is in dispute, you may want to 
engage in Joint Fact Finding – a method that involves stakeholders 
(including decision-makers and experts) in agreeing on information 
needs and the methods for collecting analyzing, and presenting 
needed information. 

•  Consultation involves a deeper level of stakeholder engagement, 
where stakeholders may have a role in crafting options and more 
influence over the outcomes. 

•  In the center is Consensus Building, which we will now discuss in more 
detail. 
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Consensus building is a way to structure and facilitate the process of 
multi-stakeholder, multi-issue negotiation, using several steps and tools.  
Fundamental components include: 
 
•  Representation of all affected stakeholders, including people who will 

be affected by the decision, those who are needed to implement the 
agreement , and those whose opposition could undermine the 
decision or implementation. 

•  Drawing on the MGA, clarify interests, values, and needs 
•  Develop option, and 
•  Seek agreements that all parties can live with. 
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The Consensus Building Process has several steps and components. First, 
stakeholders must be brought together by a convenor.  A convenor is an 
individual or agency with  
• a stake in an issue or situation (it may have well-defined interests or a 
more general involvement with the issue area, region or nation); 
• a desire to bring other stakeholders together to make progress on the 
issue/situation; 
• resources (financial, technical and/or logistical) to invest in bringing 
stakeholders together; 
• enough legitimacy/authority in the eyes of other stakeholders so that 
they are willing to consider working together under its auspices. 
 
The first Step in the Consensus Building Process is Assessment.  Assessment 
is evaluation of a conflict, issue, or situation, based on confidential 
interviews with stakeholders, to help all parties understand their interests, 
other people’s interests, and initial options;  clarify the potential for a 
negotiated agreement, increase understanding of the issues, the 
stakeholders, and the relationships, and  determine what type of public 
process is most appropriate.  It results in a verbal or written report, shared 
with all. The main technique used in the assessment process is direct 
interviews with individual stakeholders. 
 
The assessment (sometimes called a “stakeholder-,” “issues-” or “conflict 
assessment”) is a tool not only for gathering information, but also for 
building trust and for helping to design a process that maximizes the 
likelihood of reaching a broad consensus on the most important issues at 
stake. 
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Based on the Assessment, the next step is to Design the process.  
Consensus Building Processes are NOT one-size-fits-all!  Each one is 
tailor designed to fit the specific situation and challenges it is 
meant to address.  Among the questions to answer in process 
design are: 
•  What is the intent/goal of the process?  What is the group’s 

authority over the decision (input, advisory, binding decision)? 
•  What stakeholder groups should participate?   
•  What are their roles and responsibilities? 
•  How will decisions be made? 
•  What communication channels are needed? 
•  What is the facilitator/mediator’s role? 
•  What are the context constraints (legal frameworks, timelines, 

etc)? 
•  What is the schedule (how many meetings, when, how often, 

how long, what is the goal of each, etc)? 

The answers to these questions should be laid out in ground rules 
and a Work Plan . Clear, agreed ground rules can make a very 
substantial contribution to the work of the group, by ensuring that 
all participants have the same understanding of their roles and 
responsibilities, and by creating an environment for productive 
discussion, negotiation and consensus building. 
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The group needs to clarify its information needs – what do they 
know, what don’t they know, what do they need to know – and 
how to go about acquiring the information.  If the “facts” are 
contested, there may be a need for Joint Fact Finding.  The group 
should jointly define the scientific/technical questions to be 
answered, identify and select qualified resource persons to assist 
the group, agree on, the methods that will be used to develop 
information, and how it will be reported.  They might also monitor 
(and possibly participate in) the study process, and review and 
help interpret the results.  
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This is the stage of a consensus building process where individuals 
can make major contributions to achieving agreed goals by using 
the Mutual Gains Approach: preparing effectively, focusing on 
interests, exploring options without committing, and developing 
shared criteria to guide decision-making. To encourage all 
participants to use a mutual gains approach, it may be useful to 
offer a short (1/2 day to 2 day) training in mutual gains negotiation 
to all participants at the beginning of the process.  
 
In addition to the individual use of mutual gains strategies, the 
group can also make deliberations more productive by using 
skilled facilitation and single text drafting.  
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After the group has gone through the process of joint fact finding, 
clarifying interests, brainstorming to invent options, and developing 
multiple proposals for each possible clause, it will still need to reach 
agreement. On issues where the group cannot easily find a solution 
that satisfies all participants, the group should pursue the following 
strategies described in the Mutual Gains Approach:  
• seek wise trade-offs;  
• create contingent agreements;  
• use agreed standards of fairness/objective people to make 
decisions.  
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At the end of a consensus building process, stakeholders are asked to 
endorse the final recommendations. It is extremely important to devise a 
means of holding the parties to their commitments. Some agreements 
can be nearly self-enforcing, because they are closely aligned with the 
interests of all stakeholders and no additional resources are needed to 
implement them. Others may require legal or regulatory changes, 
additional resources and/or organizational capacity building to be fully 
implemented. It is very important for the group to specify the steps that 
will be taken and who must take them to ensure that the agreement will 
be formalized and implemented. 
 
Even where adequate resources (financial, political and organizational) 
are available to support implementation, periodic monitoring and review 
are essential to assess whether implementation is achieving the group’s 
goals, and to respond to new information and circumstances. Ideally, 
monitoring systems should be joint (i.e. involving representatives of all key 
stakeholder groups), and should periodically seek to assess the extent to 
which the agreed actions are achieving their underlying goals. In this 
sense, monitoring can be understood as a continuation of joint fact-
finding. 
 
It is a good idea for any agreement reached by a consensus building 
group to include a mechanism by which participants can be re-
assembled if there is a change in circumstances, a failure on the part of 
some participants to live up to their commitments, and/or a new 
opportunity to achieve joint goals through a different strategy. Periodic 
meetings of the stakeholders can promote stronger long-term 
relationships, and reduce the risk that some representatives perceive 
others to be unresponsive if difficulties do arise. 
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Coming back to the principles of Consensus Building – in order to engage 
in a consensus building process, these are all required. 
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There are implications to selecting a consensus building approach, 
especially on time and money. 
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The benefits – if these are things you want or need to achieve, the core 
conditions exist, and the time and costs are acceptable, consensus 
building may be a good choice. 
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Pending analysis of Volume/Capacity. No operational information was 
received… 
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