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Introduction

‘Consensus building’ has recently been foregrounded in planning theory debates within the broader communicative planning movement. However critics have questioned whether consensus is achievable in practice or even in theory. This paper explores these debates by exploring two very related issues: how is power manifested in consensus building processes, and how does exclusion result from these particular power relations?

The paper draws in part from observation and analysis of a consensus building approach to the preparation of a land management plan for Stanage Edge in the Peak District National Park (Richardson forthcoming), and partly from work which carries out a broader critical review of consensus building practice in rural development (Richardson and Connelly forthcoming). We restrict our review and analysis to European experience, in recognition that there is a further task of comparison between different approaches to consensus building in the US and other regions.

Alongside the analysis of consensus building in practice, we reflect briefly on how researchers and evaluators are handling these issues whilst observing, analysing and evaluating consensus building practice. For example, how are power relations being examined? What is meant when ‘consensus’ is judged to have been achieved in a particular setting?

Consensus building is regarded as having potential across a wide range of policy settings and problems.  It has been identified as an effective response to policy or decision breakdown, particularly where there may be public resistance to proposals, and where more traditional consultation processes have failed (Petts 1995). More broadly, consensus building processes are seen as one of the keys to achieving integrated environmental management, for example of catchments or estuaries (Margerum and Born, 1995; Roe, 2000), and the same philosophy underpins still wider policy initiatives such as Community Planning (DETR, 2000) and LA21 (UNCED, 1992 §28; Macnaghten, 1996).   

The term ‘consensus building’ is, however, used in a variety of ways to describe processes with widely varying formats and underpinning philosophies and assumptions.   Consensus building processes in a strict sense are carefully designed and facilitated to avoid open conflict, and to achieve positive sum outcomes rather than negative compromise (Weisbord and Janoff, 1995). Within these one can identify two rather different approaches, which we suggest reflect roots in differing analytic and normative views of society.  On the one hand are approaches which draw more or less explicitly on Habermasian ideals of communicative rationality (Forester, 1999; Skollerhorn, 1998).  Here, differences in initial positions are explicitly sought out and consensus is reached through a process of argumentation – in an ideal situation attained purely through the force of the better argument, and reflecting the development of opposing positions into shared viewpoints.  On the other hand are processes in which initial differences are explicitly excluded from discussion, and which focus instead on a search for areas of common interest and then seek to build shared visions, working typically towards some kind of agreed action plan. This latter approach appears to be rapidly gaining ground in Britain, though its conceptual underpinnings are more hazy.

An example of the first kind of process is the use of citizens’ panels to assist in difficult planning decisions over waste disposal (Petts, 1995).  The second is exemplified by the Stanage Forum process discussed in this paper.  A shared characteristic of these approaches, however, is that they are explicitly consensus oriented, and follow agreed procedural rules.   The process followed by the Stanage Forum is based on the principles set out in Table 1.

Table 1. Principles underlying the Stanage Forum process

· Explicit Process

· Commitment to abide by outcomes

· Openness, honesty, trust

· Inclusiveness

· Shared responsibility for success 

· Common information base

· Building capacity

· Multiple options are identified 

· Building common ground

· Decisions made by consensus

· Shared responsibility for outcomes and implementation

In contrast is another set of processes in which it is assumed that consensus will emerge more or less automatically from certain structures, particularly from partnerships or steering groups, without such explicit design (Edwards-Jones, 1997).  Further, claims are often made that consensus has been achieved, without examining the decision making process for evidence of genuine consensus, or for signs of coercion, bargaining or other decision making procedures (Hastings, 1999). 

All three of these types of process are described as consensus building. Despite their differences, we suggest that any such process is potentially – perhaps inevitably – an arena within which power will be manifested, and that purportedly consensual decisions reflect this.  In the following sections we examine in more detail the ways in which power is manifested, using the Stanage Forum to illustrate the points. 

A note on the Stanage Forum

Stanage is an area with a fragile moorland ecology partly designated as a Special Protected Area under the EU Birds Directive, but under intense visitor pressure from a wide range of users including climbers, hillwalkers, four wheel drive vehicles, horse riders and dog walkers. In 2000 the National Park Authority launched a consensus building approach to the preparation of a new management plan for the area, bringing together previously conflicting stakeholders to create a Stanage Forum. The Forum consists of an open public arena which holds well publicised meetings, and a linked website (www.peakdistrict.org). A Steering Group selected by the Forum continues the work between the major public events. A lead officer and a facilitator manage the process. The Forum’s task is to produce a new management plan for adoption by the National Park Authority.

Manifestations of power

It is possible to identify a number of ways in which power is manifested in consensus building, which affect the prospects for building ‘real consensus’ i.e. a position agreed on by all participants which is perceived to have been uncoerced.   Here, four related aspects of the manifestation of power are addressed, ordered roughly by their “distance” from the consensus building table itself: power relations around the table; the location of consensus; the boundaries of consensus; and the extent of integration with decision-making and implementation.

Power relations around the table

A central focus of many studies of planning and policy making adopting a Habermasian perspective has been to focus on the micropolitics of planning processes. Such studies have focused particularly on communication, and on the extent to which a particular arena provides an opportunity for rational discourse. Following such an approach, the focus would be on the power relations within the consensus building arena. One way of operationalising this might be to examine the interactions between different stakeholders as they work together to explore each other’s positions and identify common visions. A particularly interesting issue would be the way in which stakeholders, who are often individuals representing a wider group, interest or organisation, play out their representative role. How do they negotiate the need to act as a fair representative of a particular position, but at the same time participate in a process which requires some movement and flexibility around that position? This question of dealing with positionality around the consensus building table seems critical, particularly where positions are deeply entrenched, or backed up by a strong institutional presence. In such cases, the possibilities of movement seem limited, yet consensus relies on this possibility.

Illustration from the Stanage Forum: 

A key conflict is between access for rock climbing, and conservation of the habitats in the area for bird nesting. The assets of the area are internationally recognised for both! The extent to which climbing and conservation stakeholder interests are open to movement towards consensus is difficult to observe in practice, but evidence suggests that the individuals concerned do not see themselves as prepared to shift their basic positions. Effectively, they have come to the table with positions to defend rather than to explore new possibilities. This remains an open question for the present. 

A second key manifestation of power around the table is then the way in which the facilitator makes a difference to these power relations. Where deep rooted conflict exists, such as in the above example, can facilitators successfully enable the participants to explore this and find a common way forwards? This connects with John Forester’s talk of ‘deliberative practitioners’ (Forester, 1999) and raises important questions about the power relationships between the facilitator and the other participants: can or should s/he be a neutral collator and assessor of facts (Edwards- Jones, 1997) or is the role a more explicitly active, and thus potentially powerful one?   

Illustration from the Stanage Forum: 

Comments on the process by stakeholders suggest that rather than exploring conflict, the process is being managed to suppress and avoid it. A question raised at the end of nearly every meeting is ‘when are we really going to get down to discussing the big issues?’. Some participants appear tired with the processual needs – reiterating progress for those who have missed meetings, using regular exercises to break down barriers, etc. There appears to be a fine line between managing and suppressing conflict.

Locating consensus

Whilst recognising the importance of such analyses, it also seems important to look beyond internal analysis of discrete events or processes which are regarded as examples of consensus building (which is the focus of much of the literature). The structural relations between such events or processes and the institutional environment within which they are deployed needs also to be examined. One approach to this is to try and identify where any consensus is actually located. Who is party to the consensus, and who is excluded? Does the consensus include decision makers, or do they reserve the right to adopt or reject?  Figure 1 shows different configurations within which consensus may be located. It highlights that although an ideal model of open, participative consensuality exists, consensus may also be contained within isolated ‘bubbles’ which are separated from decision making, or may be built within narrow (and necessarily exclusionary) steering groups, or within the structures of local authorities and other agencies, legitimised by more limited consultation with the wider public (see, for example, O’Riordan and Ward, 1997). The literature is surprisingly unreflective on this point, often taking for granted the separation of  ‘stakeholder involvement’ or ‘partnership’ from ‘public participation’ or ‘consultation’ (e.g. Margerum and Born, 1995).

Illustration from the Stanage Forum: 
The central question is where consensus is located: the wider Forum, the Working Group, or between the Working Group and the National Park Authority? The initial Forum meeting set out strongly that consensus would be located in its open arena. Decisions would be made there, and the Working Group would be guided by it. However the Working Group has gradually assumed more authority, e.g.: ‘if we ask them that, we will be there all day!’, and the relations with the authority, as mentioned above, remain fuzzy. So half way through the process, it is not possible to say exactly where any consensus will be located.
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Figure 1. Locating consensus: open participative, closed partnership, authority-, or stakeholder-based?

Boundaries of consensus

So, because consensus is always established or attempted within an arena which is delimited in some way, there is inevitably a question of exclusion of stakeholders or interests. Delimitation results from the structural design of the process as discussed above. Another approach to delimitation is the possible exclusion of particular ‘difficult’ interests to facilitate consensus. It has been argued that processes which are open to wide participation do not lend themselves to explicit consensus building – the risk of veto increases, and the presence of some stakeholders who adopt rigid positions rises. The question arises of when (if ever) is it legitimate to exclude certain stakeholders?

Illustration from the Stanage Forum: 

One stakeholder group who have not participated in the Forum are the All Wheel Drive lobby, who enjoy motorised access to an unmetalled road across Stanage. Almost every participating stakeholder would prefer this use to be stopped. Though efforts have been taken to approach the relevant group, there appears to be some relief that they have not attended. There is a sense that things go better in the absence of a group that is perceived as difficult, and holding an entrenched position. This might seem to raise problems about the legitimacy of any consensus that might result, though this has not been raised.

Integration with decision-making and implementation

A tendency in much of the literature is the analytical focus on a self contained consensus building process. However a critical weakness of many processes is the absence of any formal link with the decisions on which the process has been deliberating. This is noted by some critics but generally not explored in depth. The absence of a formal linkage, or commitment to implement the outputs of consensus building, is a terminal weakness which can lead to breakdown of trust (which is often one of the reasons for selecting this approach in the first place).

Illustration from the Stanage Forum: 

The Stanage Forum Working Group deliberated over different iterations of a core vision for the management plan. The issue was unresolved across several meetings due to the presence of different stakeholders from week to week. The aim was to circulate two options to the wider Forum for adoption of one of them. The difficulty centred on a wording which would satisfy the interests of both the access lobby and the conservation lobby. Finally two versions were agreed, but the lead officer, clearly feeling time pressure, consulted senior staff in the authority on the emerging draft. He explained it in this way: ‘It would be a shame if people selected their favourite only to find out that the Authority couldn't agree to it!’ This small event illustrates the conditional commitment of the NPA to the work of the Forum. A number of other events affecting the Stanage area, including a car park planning application and the preparation of ecological management grant proposals, have also threatened to disrupt the process, raising the same question about the primacy of the Forum’s deliberations over other formal decision making and policy development.

Conclusion

Consensus building is increasingly regarded as a useful participative approach when dealing with difficult conflicts, whether existing or anticipated. However, the conclusions from observation of practice and analysis of the wider literature suggest that power relations raise difficult challenges to the possibility of ‘real’ consensus, which have generally remained outside the gaze of researchers. Complex power relations are played out around the consensus building table, and this has been the focus of much analysis. This literature has, however, failed to resolve the problem of irreconcilable interests. But beyond this questions must be asked about the way consensus is constructed: what are its conditions of possibility?

Consensus building is usually presented as the search for an ideal outcome, an agreement on a position – and often on action – subscribed to by all stakeholders and arrived at through an open, participative and non-coercive process. In many cases this will be a very difficult ideal to attain – even impossible from some perspectives.  In practice it appears that this ideal is often “diluted” and in order to reach consensus processes of exclusion occur – exclusion of certain (difficult) stakeholders, exclusion of certain (difficult) issues, or exclusion of substantive outcomes in favour of bland statements which can be agreed by all.  These exclusion processes involve the exercise of power.    

The result is that consensus is often located in closed coalitions or partnerships, or in isolated ‘bubbles’, resulting in deliberate or accidental exclusion of interests. In the case of the Stanage Forum, the steering group was the arena within which explicit principles of consensus building were followed, though the wider forum itself was originally intended as the consensual arena. Within meetings of the entire forum the techniques used were drawn from recognised good practice in public participation, with principles such as listening and paying respect being stressed, but with less attention to questions of decision making and responsibility for outcomes and implementation.

Ultimately, consensus is not usually integrated with decision making, which places heavy demands on the trust and commitment of participants, and may undermine long and difficult work at any moment. Critically, then, attention needs to be given to how (and whether) consensual principles and practices can be embedded in the structure and culture of organisations, rather than implemented in discrete ways which may fail to impact on the thinking or decisions of key actors. In the case of the Stanage Forum, again, there was ambiguity about the location of consensus within the process, particularly in relation to the national park authority, resulted in several difficulties, illustrated by the question of ownership of the vision statement discussed above. 

Institutionalising consensus building may be one way of limiting some of these wider structural problems, but first researchers need to notice them!  This raises further questions about how researchers and evaluators are handling issues of power and exclusion whilst observing, analysing and evaluating consensus building practice.   Contrary to policy rhetoric, attempts to build consensus are frequently located within coalitions or partnerships rather than in open participative arenas.  These coalitions then may enter into forms of public participation with a wider group of stakeholders or citizens. The entire process, or its product, may be ascribed consensual status, but the legitimacy of such claims is often hazy.  This divergence between rhetoric and practice and the processes of exclusion by which it takes place are intimately connected with the power relations between actors in the process.  So important questions to ask of an analysis are, for example, how are power relations being examined? What is meant when ‘consensus’ is judged to have been achieved in a particular setting?   Avoidance of such questions means that researchers are not fully able to understand how and whether the core principles of consensus building are being achieved in practice.

Finally, there are two theoretical issues to highlight.  One is that the problems of consensus building seem related to the more general critiques of the treatment of power in communicative planning.  Empirical evidence suggests that, where power relations are analysed, consensus building is found to be shaped by power relations which include those anticipated by Habermasian principles of ideal speech situations, but that a further set of power relations is revealed when the consensual relationship is analysed within its usually complex policy setting.  

The second is that although explicit theorising about consensus building draws on Habermas this may not be the only body of theory that is relevant.  We have not explored this in any detail, but it would seem that consensus building processes which work from a principle of seeking common ground from the start do not fit the Habermasian model.   We tentatively suggest that their theoretical basis should rather be looked for in other areas of political theory that deal with consensus as a value at a society-wide level (see, pre-eminently, the work of Talcott Parsons e.g. 1957), rather than with the generation of consensus within processes. 
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