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Risk governance, as defined by IRGC, must consider involving a wide array of actors, from
experts to decision-makers to the general public. It embraces the idea of inclusive
governance, i.e. that communication and exchange with interested and affected parties can
improve decisions about risk issues. Public demands for participation and engagement are
steadily increasing, but engagement does not automatically result in a useful, cost-efficient
and more equitable output. For example, in recent years engagement processes (particularly
related to the deployment of new technological advances) have led to decision-making being
paralysed either by single-interest groups dominating the discourse, or by a lack of
management or skills on the part of the convenors, thus preventing the adoption of new
technologies and the benefits that they can generate.
Given the significance of stakeholder engagement for appropriate risk governance, IRGC
held a workshop on 8 July 2010, where members of IRGC’s Scientific and Technical Council
and invited experts discussed various aspects of stakeholder engagement, with a view to
deciding whether IRGC could add value to this field. Half a dozen participants presented
existing guidance documents on stakeholder engagement which could potentially be
incorporated in IRGC’s work, or recommended by IRGC. These presentations prompted a
lively discussion on best practices, the key points of which were the following:
• Every engagement process has to have a clear goal; convenors must know why they are
doing it and what kind of result they expect.
• An effective stakeholder engagement process needs to be well managed, which is, if not
an art-form, at least a highly skilled craftsmanship
• Crucial are the matters of inclusion (fair representation of relevant stakeholders) and
closure (fair competition of arguments).
• ‘Standards for engagement’ could usefully be employed to ensure that participating
stakeholders conduct themselves in a way that serves the outcome (e.g. not presenting
biased information, avoiding ideological argumentation etc).
• To lend structure and ensure useful results, it is important to clearly define which
area/topic each engagement process is meant to cover and which it is not (e.g. risk
management, but not risk assessment or evaluation). There are lessons to be learned in
this regard from the field of radioactive waste management.
• An engagement process needs to ensure transparency of the process and that all
participants understand the information provided and how it was collected and analysed.
• Close attention needs to be paid to facts vs. values
• When it is advisable to include lay people (or the general public -not only interest groups)
the aim should be to make as representative a selection as possible
• It is necessary to make the engagement process a partnership / cooperation process, as
opposed to a competition between different interests and ideologies
• The timing of the engagement process is crucial. E.g. in the case of new technologies, it
is often done too early or too late and therefore becomes irrelevant. When done too early,
it can misguide the decision process. On the other hand, it may also be advisable to
ensure public participation early on, already in the framing process.
Apart from the ‘science’ of engagement, participants also discussed the value of employing it
in the first place. A justification for stakeholder engagement processes in political decisionmaking was that they can counter-balance the influence of lobbies (commercial or
ideological). On the other hand, the risk of engagement processes being used as windowdressing by those in power was raised. One participant even suggested that the need for
public engagement in policy-making can be a way of acknowledging the failure of the
democratic process.
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The workshop moderator suggested a model of six different ‘perspectives of engagement’ as
a means of structuring the process. Before embarking on an engagement exercise, there
would need to be agreement on which perspective to apply and which analytical tools should
be used as a result.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

functionalist (aim to improve output quality);
neo-liberal (to give representative value of affected population);
deliberative (includes debating normative validity and truth criteria);
anthropological (jury model);
emancipatory (to empower underprivileged groups); and
post-modern (to demonstrate and acknowledge diversity and dissent)

Another expert presented the below model of the ‘spectrum of processes’
http://pubcollab.net/wp-content/uploads/2008/10/spectrum-2008-oct-2008-rev-2.pdf
which
presents a framework of steps to take for convenors depending on the purpose of the
stakeholder engagement exercise (see below):

One question that the workshop aimed to resolve is whether IRGC should dedicate
resources to develop guidelines for stakeholder involvement. In view of the many such
guidelines that already exist the Scientific and Technical Council was of the opinion that the
most suitable contribution that IRGC could make in this field would be to create guidelines,
probably in the form of a web-based tool, which would guide convenors to existing guidance
documents that have relevance for systemic, trans-boundary, emerging risks.
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