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There is an inherent wisdom 
among citizens that business 
would be wise to tap.
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Greater progress on sustainability is needed 
and can be achieved through civic dialogue. 
Business historically has played little role 
in civic dialogues, but can make a major 
contribution. Civic dialogue can be an 
important tool for business, creating business 
value and complementing other forms of 
public engagement, such as stakeholder 
engagement and multi-sector partnerships.

Civic dialogues are facilitated discussions 
that build broad-based consensus and 
commitment around issues that are complex 
and controversial. Dialogues can involve 
citizens, businesses, governments and other 
organizations. They represent democratic 
change, establishing a mandate for action 
through citizen involvement.

This briefing describes: 
•	 Civic dialogue’s potential to promote sustainability
•	 How it relates to other types of engagement 
•	 How business participation in civic dialogue 

benefits business and society

A companion “Best Practices Guide” details 
effective engagement in civic dialogue, focusing on 
implementation. This guide is available on the NBS 
website. 

This report was shaped by a working session on the 
business role in civic dialogue, attended by leaders 
from the public and private sectors. Their quotes and 
pictures are featured throughout the report.
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“Conversations about 
sustainability need to 
move out of privileged 
circles and into the larger 
population. Business 
support of civic dialogue 
can facilitate this 
transition.”

DR. TIMA BANSAL
Executive Director
NETWORK FOR BUSINESS SUSTAINABILITY

executive summary

NBS working session on civic dialogue

http://nbs.net/topic/stakeholder/civic-dialogue/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/
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An Unsustainable Economy

Decades after the United Nations’ Brundtland 
Commission convincingly argued for a sustainable 
economy, the goal remains sadly distant. By many 
measures, we are losing ground: creating a world 
that will not provide decent quality of life. Key threats 
include climate change, resource depletion, species 
extinction, loss of cultures, population growth and 
toxic pollution. These perils threaten national wealth 
and livelihoods.

Western economies are strong, innovative and 
increasingly efficient, but growth in population and 
consumer wealth magnify the effects of consumption. 
Sustainability requires changes at all levels: by 
households, communities, organizations, nations and 
the global community.

Sustainability Decisions in a 
Democracy

Solving these problems at any scale requires broad 
social consensus on the meaning of sustainability 
and how to achieve it. Without agreement 
about change, we can expect political gridlock, 
inconsistent policies and public controversy — 
all things that make it difficult for businesses to 
operate. 

Command and control, top-down decision making 
by government cannot enable transition to a 
sustainable society. Citizens have too little trust in 
government’s ability to make wise decisions, and 
top-down decisions won’t be relevant and effective 
in every local context.

Effective change demands grassroots public 
acceptance and legitimacy. The public must be 
involved in discussion early on, to build shared 
understandings of problems and to define possible 
action strategies that are effective and consistent 
with people’s collective preferences. Such public 
conversations create social norms:  shared 
expectations about the “right” way to behave. 
These are critical to action. Norms can drive laws — 
but laws are often ineffective without norms. 

Leading businesses recognize the need to change 
norms around sustainability. They want to do more 
than customers or shareholders are asking of them. 
In its annual meeting, NBS’s Leadership Council 
of Canadian businesses asked how they could be 
involved in civic dialogue to mobilize sustainability. 

“We don’t know how 
to create a sustainable 
future yet. We have to 
learn our way into it. 
That’s why we need 
civic dialogue. Dialogue 
enables learning.”

CHAD PARK
Executive Director
THE NATURAL STEP CANADA

why dialogue is needed

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brundtland_Commission
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brundtland_Commission
http://nbs.net/knowledge/top-10-sustainability-challenges-for-canadian-business-in-2013/6/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/top-10-sustainability-challenges-for-canadian-business-in-2013/6/


what civic dialogue looks like
Civic dialogues are an effective form of public 
conversation, capable of achieving fundamental 
change. Dialogue participants are regular 
citizens and sometimes also representatives of 
organizations (e.g. business and government). 
Dialogues are built around education and 
understanding, and so produce thoughtful and 
innovative outputs. Because they are rooted in 
democratic processes, they have social licence 
and legitimacy. They use techniques that allow 
people to address controversial issues — such as 
sustainability — with less conflict. They can work 
at any scale, from the neighbourhood to the nation 
or the globe. Civic dialogues can be focused 

narrowly (e.g. green space in Toronto) or 
broadly (e.g. reducing consumption in Canada). 
The core of civic dialogue is the creation of 
mutual understanding: allowing individuals to 
better understand an issue and each other’s 
perspectives. 

Civic dialogues take many forms, from national 
conversations to debates within a small group 
that is selected to represent a larger population. 
We provide four examples; the companion 
“Best Practices Guide” has additional examples 
and models.
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“Sustained dialogue across 
different perspectives speeds 
knowledge exploitation and 
innovation. With sustainability 
issues so pressing, we need to 
make those processes as fast 
as we can.”

DR. ANN DALE
Canada Research Chair in Sustainable
Community Development 
ROYAL ROADS UNIVERSITY

Civic Dialogue In Action

National 
Environmental 
Policy Plans 
(The Netherlands)

In the 1980s, the Netherlands chose to move away from command-and-control 
environmental regulation, preferring to set strategic environmental goals in the form of 
the National Environmental Policy Plan, or NEPP. The NEPP amounted to a national 
consensus on environmental objectives. The logic was that everyone in society — 
including business, government, NGOs and citizens — should be involved in setting 
national and regional environmental goals. Because everyone was involved in shaping the 
goals, everyone would also take responsibility to achieve those goals by adopting specific 
behaviours or policies. 

During the first NEPP in 1989, five roundtables were set up with industry, NGOs, 
consumer organizations, employers’ organizations and trade unions. Each roundtable 
set its own targets to meet the national objectives and developed its own policies for 
achieving those targets. Once the national-level targets were in place, municipalities 
oversaw citizen engagement in realizing the policies. In several cities, industry and 
citizens came together in government-sponsored dialogues to build a vision for key 
environmental goals.

Source: Hofman, P. 1998. Public participation in environmental policy in the Netherlands. TDRI 
Quarterly Review, 13(1): 25–30.

http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/
http://tdri.or.th/archives/download/quarterly/text/m98_4.htm
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Civic Dialogue In Action

The Commission on the Future of Health Care in Canada held 12 regional conversations 
to learn how Canadians reconcile trade-offs inherent in sustaining the health care system. 
Each dialogue had 40 citizen participants, randomly selected to provide a representative 
cross-section of the Canadian population. Participants were asked to consider different 
scenarios for health service reform developed by health care experts. They received 
relevant background and arguments for and against each scenario. They developed a 
vision of the health care system and worked through practical choices and trade-offs. 
“The cost of the dialogues was significant ($1.3 million) but the results had a marked 
influence on the commission’s report released in November 2002 and on the debate that 
has ensued.”

Source: Maxwell, J., Rosell, S., & Forest, P.-G. 2003. Giving citizens a voice in health care policy in 
Canada. BMJ, 326(7397): 1031–1033.

World Wide Views on Global Warming was a global civic dialogue, held shortly before the 
UN Copenhagen climate meeting in 2009. For one week, 4,000 people in 38 countries 
deliberated about climate change and expressed their opinions, which informed the 
actions of delegates to the climate meeting. World Wide Views on Biodiversity happened 
in 2012 with 3,000 citizens from 25 countries. The results were presented at the UN 
Convention on Biodiversity in India.

Source: WWViews Alliance. N.d. World Wide Views.

Encountering community resistance to nuclear waste storage, Canada’s Nuclear Waste 
Management Organization (NWMO) changed its approach. From 2002-2005, the NWMO 
engaged Canadians in dialogue through face-to-face conversations, internet dialogues 
and other means. NWMO engaged both stakeholders directly interested in the issue and 
citizens who otherwise would not have been involved. The dialogue led to a different 
strategy for managing waste and greater community willingness to house waste facilities.    

Sources: Webler, T., Tuler, S.P., & Rosa, E.A. 2011. Options for developing public and stakeholder 
engagement for the storage and management of spent nuclear fuel (SNF) and high level waste 
(HLW) in the United States. Technical report prepared for the Blue Ribbon Commission on America’s 
Nuclear Future

Dowdeswell, E. 2009. A contract between science and society: The Canadian experience with 
nuclear waste management. Physics and Society, 38(4), pp. 17-19. 

Future of Health 
Care (Canada)

World Wide Views 
on Global Warming 
and Biodiversity 
(Global)

Nuclear Waste 
in Management 
(Canada)

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1125934/ 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1125934/ 
http://www.wwviews.org
http://www.wwviews.org/
http://seri-us.org/sites/default/files/webler_etal_pse_report16june11.pdf
http://seri-us.org/sites/default/files/webler_etal_pse_report16june11.pdf
http://seri-us.org/sites/default/files/webler_etal_pse_report16june11.pdf
http://www.aps.org/units/fps/newsletters/200910/dowdeswell.cfm
http://www.aps.org/units/fps/newsletters/200910/dowdeswell.cfm
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Civic dialogue differs from other common forms 
of business engagement with society, such as 
traditional stakeholder engagement or multi-sector 
partnerships (MSPs). It broadens the range of 
people, issues and outcomes.

In traditional stakeholder engagement, businesses 
interact with those affected by their operations. 
MSPs bring organizations from different sectors 
(e.g. businesses and NGOs) together to address 
common concerns. (For more on MSPs, see 
NBS’s new report on such collaboration between 
organizations.)

Civic dialogue addresses issues of wider interest 
than those dealt with by traditional stakeholder 
engagement. Civic dialogue also has a unique 
ability to grapple with issues that are unclearly 
defined or widely misunderstood. These issues 
require discussion, learning, and agreement 
before action is possible. MSPs, by contrast, 
pursue solutions to agreed-upon problems.

Civic dialogue is one step removed from task-
oriented problem solving. Participants are thus 
insulated from the pressure to form opinions on 
action and can more easily consider different 
perspectives.

Most issues need some conversation to become 
defined. For example, civic dialogue and MSPs 
are often confused because MSPs frequently 
begin with an informal dialogue to produce shared 
understanding of the problem and agreement for 
action. (For more on MSPs, see NBS’s new report 
on such collaboration between organizations.)

Figure 1 shows key questions to ask when 
choosing between different types of engagement. 

Moving Issues to Solid State

Issues that are undefined can be 
seen as a gas or vapour that lacks 
shape or form and cannot be 
grasped. Civic dialogue is a way to 
gather this vapour and compress 
it into a shape that has form and 
clarity. Once given definition, the 
issue can be addressed through 
action strategies such as multi-
stakeholder partnerships.

how civic dialogue relates to other engagement

http://nbs.net/knowledge/partnerships/executive-report/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/partnerships/executive-report/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/partnerships/executive-report/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/partnerships/executive-report/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/partnerships/executive-report/


FIGURE 1: CHOOSING THE BEST FORM OF ENGAGEMENT FOR CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES
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Governments have long recognized the value 
of public engagement in decision making. 
Governments set standards for minimal levels of 
public engagement in policy, and have often gone 
beyond these minimal standards to host civic 
dialogues.

As governments have fewer resources and become 
more polarized and less trusted, their role in 
organizing civic dialogue is changing. Increasingly, 
civic dialogue funding comes from philanthropic 
foundations.  Businesses have historically played 
little role, but can make a major contribution. 

Researcher Tom Webler at the working session 
on civic dialogue

“We recognize the value of 
meaningful civic dialogue and 
collaboration as an integral 
part of decision-making.”

KAREN CLARKE-WHISTLER
Chief Environment Officer
TD BANK GROUP

“How do we set the agenda? 
We don’t! It’s the risk business 
has to take to get things 
done.”

COURTNEY PRATT
Director
CIVICACTION

an opening for business
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How Involvement Benefits 
Business

Businesses can achieve broad sustainability goals 
by participating in civic dialogue. Civic dialogues 
can also help businesses understand customers, 
build brand and market and change the rules of the 
game. 

Understand customers: Civic dialogue provides 
direct contact with public and customers. Managers 
learn about their customers’ values and needs. 
Civic dialogue interactions are more open and 
meaningful than the artificial context of focus groups 
or customer surveys.

Establish brand and expand market: Societal 
beliefs affect the success of certain products. 
For example, public concerns about genetically 
modified organisms can impede marketing of 
such food technology, while public support for 
sustainability makes it easy to market green 
products. Civic dialogue builds consensus and 
gives participating companies an opportunity to 
communicate their point of view.

Change rules of the game: Businesses must 
understand regulatory and policy changes. Such 
changes are sometimes responses to changes 
in social consensus. As a direct exchange 
among citizens, stakeholders and policy makers, 
civic dialogue allows business to make policy 
arguments directly to decision-makers.

While there are some risks to business in 
participating in civic dialogue, these risks can be 
managed by adopting best practices (see “Best 
Practices Guide”). 

Rachel Guthrie, TD Bank Group, at the civic 
dialogue working session

“The value of deep civic 
dialogue is that you access 
people’s value base. Citizens 
engage on values — what’s 
important to them. They 
dialogue on the trade-offs. 
You can understand the value 
base, the trade-offs, the way 
citizens are thinking about 
this, what they are inclined to 
be empathetic about — that’s 
very powerful for business.”

MARY PAT MACKINNON
Senior Account Director
HILL & KNOWLTON

“Dialogues are hothouses for 
ideas. Companies pay a lot of 
money for consultants to give 
ideas … [At these events], 
you get as much as you give, 
more often than not.”

JAMES BAXTER
Publisher
IPOLITICS

http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/
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How Business Involvement 
Benefits Society

Businesses can make civic dialogues more 
successful by contributing resources or expertise. 
They can also help lobby government and other 
members of the business community to support 
civic dialogue.

Corporate citizenship

Many argue that businesses have a responsibility 
to engage in societal issues as “corporate citizens.” 
It’s possible to speak of individuals and companies 
as citizens, with many parallel responsibilities. 
Citizenship responsibilities include obeying laws 
and customs; giving back to the community 
through taxes and philanthropy; and participating 
in politics, whether by voting or lobbying. Another 
responsibility is shaping community and societal 
norms through public conversations about what the 
community values. Indeed, government is “of the 
people” when it embodies the people’s sense of 
shared identity. 

To be true corporate citizens, corporations should 
participate in such dialogue. Business represents 
certain societal interests: e.g. employees’ interests 
in safe and secure livelihoods. When business 
does not participate in civic dialogue, an important 
societal perspective is missing, and missing 
perspectives lead to sub-optimal outcomes.

Speakers at the civic dialogue working session
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Business and society can clearly benefit from civic 
dialogues which engage firms. How can businesses 
advance such dialogue, while recognizing 
constraints? Three different types of involvement are 
possible.

•	 Leading involves responsibility for all aspects 
of the dialogue, from framing its scope to 
inviting participants and distributing information. 
Business may choose to organize a civic 
dialogue — rather than just participate — 
because they want to ensure that the dialogue 
happens, and in a specific manner. Business 
must have significant legitimacy or public 
confidence to lead.

•	 Helping to plan (i.e. serving on a planning 
committee) is simpler. The planning committee 
will usually involve a dozen or so organizations 
and will strive to include representation from 
all relevant sectors.

•	 Participating — engaging in the dialogue — 
imposes little risk and few costs. For example, 
participants have more flexibility in exiting.

Figure 2 shows the three involvement options by 
the level of commitment and legitimacy required.

“Business needs to have 
empathy for parties it’s 
engaging with; I call this the 
moral imagination.”

COURTNEY PRATT
Director
CIVICACTION

an action agenda

FIGURE 2: OPTIONS FOR INVOLVEMENT IN CIVIC DIALOGUE
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Explore Civic Dialogue

To expand your involvement:
1. Appoint an employee to become knowledgeable 

about civic dialogue, including following 
and learning from other civic dialogues for 
sustainability.

2. Establish a review process to determine your 
company’s potential contribution and risk from 
participating in a new civic dialogue (see “Best 
Practices Guide”).

3. Before initiating a multi-sector partnership, 
explore whether civic dialogue could help to 
establish public legitimacy for the effort.

4. Consider partnering on civic dialogue with an 
NGO whose interests in sustainability overlap 
with your firm’s interests. 

5. Ensure that company participants in civic 
dialogue have the necessary skills (e.g. 
speaking and listening effectively and 
respectfully). (See “Best Practices Guide.”)

6. Make only commitments your firm is going to 
keep.

7. Seek to understand others’ beliefs. 

The future is ours to make, and we make the 
roadmap for it together in civic dialogue. Through 
involvement in civic dialogue, business can help 
society achieve the consensus on sustainability 
issues needed to resolve the challenges we face.

Recommended Reading

NBS companion guide to civic dialogue involvement:
Webler, T. 2014. How to engage in civic dialogue: A best practices guide for business. Network for    
 Business Sustainability. Retrieved from http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/. 

Leading organization for civic dialogue:
National Center for Deliberation and Dialogue maintains an excellent and exhaustive Resource Center    
 webpage at http://ncdd.org/rc/.

Discussion of corporate citizenship:
Matten, Dirk, and Andrew Crane. 2005. “Corporate citizenship: Toward an extended theoretical     
 conceptualization.” Academy of Management Review, 30(1), 166-179. Retrieved from
 http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.195.10&rep=rep1&type=pdf 

“Sustainability is all about 
dialogue. With civic dialogue, 
we don’t know for sure 
where we will end up. But by 
involving everyone, we can be 
sure we will end up in a place 
we have designed together.”

TIMA BANSAL
Executive Director
NETWORK FOR BUSINESS SUSTAINABILITY

http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic-review/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/civic-dialogue/systematic
http://ncdd.org/rc
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.195.10&rep=rep1&type=pdf


about the research
NBS’s work on this topic was inspired by the NBS Leadership Council, which gathers annually to identify the top sustainability challenges 
for business. Dr. Thomas Webler wrote both this executive briefing and a more detailed report addressing dialogue implementation: “How to 
engage in civic dialogue: A best practices guide for business.” Participants at a working session on the business role in civic dialogue provided 
feedback on the draft report. 

About the researcher: Dr. Thomas Webler is a research fellow at the Social and Environmental Research Institute (United States). Dr. Webler’s 
research specializes in bringing local and expert knowledge together in collaborative, democratic ways to produce innovative solutions to 
problems of environmental management and risk decision-making. He has published extensively and served as the consultant to the US 
National Research Council committee that wrote the book Understanding risk: Informing decisions in a democratic society. He is also co-
author of Fairness and competence in citizen participation (Kluwer Academic Press) and Risk, uncertainty, and rationality (Routledge). 

Ms. Jennifer Shepherd (Living Tapestries) designed the images for the project.
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Join the Conversation!

We welcome feedback on the guide and on your experience with civic dialogue. Please share your impressions and stories with us. Post a 
comment on NBS’s website or email us directly at info@nbs.net. 

http://nbs.net/knowledge/working-session-on-civic-dialogue/
http://www.seri-us.org/content/thomas-webler
http://www.livingtapestries.ca/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/working-session-on-civic-dialogue/
mailto:info%40nbs.net?subject=


•	 For additional resources, visit the NBS Knowledge Centre at nbs.net/knowledge. Read other NBS 
Executive Reports: Sustainability through Partnerships, Embedding Sustainability in Organizational 
Culture, Driving Social Change, Innovating for Sustainability.

•	 Join the more than 4,500 sustainability managers and researchers who rely on NBS’s authoritative 
resources for their work. Sign up to receive the latest in sustainability research at www.nbs.net.

•	 Follow NBS on Twitter: @NBSnet.

NBS Knowledge Centre
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About the Network for Business Sustainability
A Canadian non-profit, the Network for Business Sustainability (NBS) produces authoritative resources on important 
sustainability issues with the goal of changing management practice. We unite thousands of researchers and professionals 
worldwide who believe passionately in research-based practice and practice-based research.

NBS is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC), the Ivey Business School 
(Western University) and the École des Sciences de la Gestion (Université du Québec à Montréal). We also receive funding from 
private sector partners in our Leadership, Industry Association and SME (small and medium enterprise) Councils.

NBS Leadership Council
NBS’s Leadership Council is a group of Canadian sustainability leaders from diverse sectors. At an annual meeting, these leaders identify 
their top priorities in business sustainability – the issues on which their organizations need authoritative answers and reliable insights. 

http://nbs.net/knowledge
http://nbs.net/knowledge/partnerships/executive-report/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/topic-culture/culture/executive-report-organizational-culture/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/topic-culture/culture/executive-report-organizational-culture/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/stakeholder/social-change/executive-report/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/strategy/innovation/executive-report/
www.nbs.net
http://twitter.com/#!/NBSnet
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