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Abstract
During the negotiations of the Sustainable Development Goals, the United Nations consulted worldwide nearly ten million
people for their views. Such proliferating megaconsultations are often uncritically accepted as a remedy for an assumed
democratic deficit of intergovernmental institutions. We argue, however, that the potential of civil society consultations to
democratize global governance is constrained by the limited legitimacy of these consultations in the first place. Global consul-
tations regularly fail to include civil society actors from developing countries, or show other sociodemographic biases. Also,
they often fail to strengthen accountability between citizens, international organizations and governments. In this article, we
investigate the causes of this phenomenon by exploring the relationship between the design of consultations and their demo-
cratic legitimacy. The basis for our argument is an in-depth empirical study of three consultations carried out during the nego-
tiations of the Sustainable Development Goals. We find that design is an important variable to explain the overall legitimacy
of consultations. Yet its exact role is sometimes unexpected. Extensive material resources and open access conditions do not
systematically enhance the legitimacy of the studied consultations. Instead, developing clear objectives, allocating sufficient
time to participants, and formally binding the consultation to the negotiations hold considerably more promise.

Policy Implications
• Develop a clear set of objectives for consultations and bind it in an accountable way to the negotiations for which public

input is sought.
• Involve civil society in the design and dissemination of consultations to increase ownership and improve inclusiveness

and accountability.
• Carry out consultations at an early stage of negotiations to allow for greater inclusiveness.
• Secure more resources for consultations with restricted access to improve representativeness in the sample of participants.
• Allocate sufficient time to participants to read and react on the various proposals and take into account time zone differ-

ences.
• Encourage the participation of government representatives in consultations to increase accountability.

1. Civil society consultations and democratic
policy making at the global level

Today civil society participation is considered key to resolve
a perceived democratic legitimacy deficit in global policy
making on sustainable development. Theorists of global
democracy propose different alternatives to enhance partici-
pation. While ‘cosmopolitans’ argue that civil society partici-
pation should be linked to global political representatives
(Bohman, 2010; Held, 1995; Held and Koenig-Archibugi,
2005), ‘critical approaches’ advocate for participation outside
formal institutions (Dryzek, 2000, 2006, 2010; Dryzek et al.,

2011). Both perspectives have been criticized for relying on
national democratic practice and denying the legitimate
desire of civil society to directly engage in intergovernmen-
tal institutions, respectively (Cochran, 2002; Smith and Bras-
sett, 2008). A third, ‘liberal’ approach favours the
institutionalization of civil society participation in existing
intergovernmental institutions (B€ackstrand, 2006; Cohen and
Sabel, 1997, 2005; MacDonald, 2008). Since the 1992 UN
Conference on Environment and Development, formal con-
sultations have been increasingly used by governments and
international organizations to solicit public input into global
policy making on sustainable development. This culminated
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in 2015, when nearly ten million people from 194 countries
participated in consultations on the 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development, and the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) that stand at its centre.

However, doubts have been raised regarding the legiti-
macy of such consultations, regardless of their impact on
policy making (Adams and Pingeot, 2013; B€ackstrand, 2006;
S�enit et al., forthcoming 2016). Studies at the national level
suggest that the legitimacy of consultations varies according
to their design but remain inconclusive as to the direction
of such influence (Abelson et al., 2003; Fiorino, 1990;
National Research Council, 2008; Roberts, 2004; Rowe and
Frewer, 2000; Webler and Tuler, 2000, 2008).

At the global level, the relationship between participatory
design and legitimacy is poorly understood. Two questions
are especially important and demand urgent attention if
one seeks to address a perceived lack of responsiveness of
global policies to widespread public concerns. First, are
some global civil society consultations more legitimate than
others? And second, what is the role of different types of
participation in explaining such variation in legitimacy?

We develop a framework to assess and explain the demo-
cratic legitimacy of civil society1 consultations in intergov-
ernmental institutions. We then apply this framework in an
empirical study of three civil society consultations held dur-
ing the negotiations on SDGs. While acknowledging that
consultations are only one input from civil society in global
policy making, they are a crucial element of the latter’s
democratic legitimacy. Specifically, the democratization of
any global policy making process will depend on whether
civil society consultations within such a process are them-
selves democratically legitimate.

The following section introduces our assessment frame-
work. Section 3 provides a brief overview of the policy making
process that produced the SDGs, and introduces our case-stu-
dies and methodology. Sections 4 and 5 present our findings.
The concluding section reflects on our results and offers rec-
ommendations to improve the democratic legitimacy of civil
society consultations in international institutions.

2. Assessment Framework

This section lays out our framework for assessing the demo-
cratic legitimacy of global consultations. We discuss our con-
ceptualization of democratic legitimacy, and the overarching
independent variable that we seek to study, namely, the
participatory design of consultations.

Democratic legitimacy

Democratic legitimacy, the extent to which citizens can dis-
cuss and decide for themselves the content of norms and
agreements, and hold decision makers accountable (Nanz
and Steffek, 2004), has become a central issue in global sus-
tainability governance (Haas, 2004).

Democratic legitimacy is operationalized most promi-
nently as the inclusiveness and accountability of governance

(Scharpf, 1997, 1999; B€ackstrand, 2006; Biermann and Gupta,
2011), along with criteria of throughput and output legiti-
macy (Bursens, 2009; H€oreth, 1999; Scharpf, 1997, 1999;
Schmidt, 2006). We focus on inclusiveness and account-
ability, because effects of the participatory design of global
consultations are most prominently observable therein.
A global consultation we see as legitimate, among others,

when it includes a range of actors that broadly matches the
demographics of the global population, that is, the ratios
between women and men, younger and older people, and
citizens of richer and poorer countries.2 We further examine
the level of institutionalization of the participating actors,
differentiating between well-structured and highly formal-
ized civil society organizations, and individual citizens, social
movements, and organizations operating mainly at the
national or local level (grassroots) (see also Tarrow, 1998, p.
3; Kaldor, 2003).
Accountability we define here as the capacity of civil soci-

ety participants to exercise oversight and constraint on the
outputs of consultations and their influence in intergovern-
mental negotiations (Biermann and Gupta, 2011; Keohane,
2003). It has an internal and external dimension. Internal
accountability refers to the relationship that institutionally
links civil society representatives in a consultation with orga-
nizers of the intergovernmental policy making process for
which civil society input is sought. External accountability is
accountability of the civil society consultation participants to
their constituencies and, eventually, the general public. We
evaluate internal – as opposed to external – accountability
largely because of the difficulties in identifying who the rel-
evant public is in a global context and the mechanisms
through which they could hold their representatives
accountable.
Internal accountability is met when a global consultation

allows for a two-way flow of information between organizers
and (civil society) participants: Did the organizers provide
feedback reports to the participants on the outputs of the
consultation and its impacts on intergovernmental negotia-
tions (‘top-down’ feedback)? Conversely, were participants
able to provide comments on the consultation and its out-
puts (‘bottom-up’ feedback)? Both indicators are equally
important because this information allows participants to
monitor their engagement and advance accountability
claims to international organizations and governments with
respect to the input they initially provided. Without such
feedback mechanisms, accountability lacks foundation, pro-
vided that the consultation outputs are to inform global pol-
icy making. The precise operationalization of the democratic
legitimacy of a global civil society consultation is summa-
rized in Table 1.

Design

In order to explain variation in the inclusiveness and
accountability of a global civil society consultation, we
hypothesize that the (participatory) design of a consultation
has a major influence. We conceptualize design as the
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different ways in which a consultation is organized, which
includes a format variable and a resources variable (based
on National Research Council, 2008; OECD, 2001). Format
relates to the rules that define the consultation; resources
refer to the means that the organizers of a global consulta-
tion allocate to run the process.

We assess the format of a consultation by three
indicators:

1. Access to a consultation: this can be open or restricted.
Rules of access are determined by the consultation orga-
nizers and by the accreditation policy of the intergovern-
mental negotiations for which civil society input is
sought.

2. Selection of participants: the rules and practices of the
selection of participants can differ. While we acknowl-
edge that engagement in a consultation primarily
depends on the interest of civil society representatives,
we identify two types of selection rules and practices: (1)
insider-oriented selection, that is, when participants are
selected according to criteria that favour actors that usu-
ally engage in global policy making; and (2) outsider-
oriented selection, namely, when participants are
selected according to criteria that favour actors tradition-
ally excluded from global policy making.

3. Degree of transparency: this can differ inasmuch as infor-
mation on the consultation topic, process and results can
be made more or less available and more or less timely
communicated to civil society representatives.

The resources available to a consultation are measured by
three indicators:

1. Staff capacity: there might be variation in the available
staff capacity, that is: (1) the number of staff allocated to
the organization or facilitation of the consultation; (2) the

working time this staff can spend on such activities;
and (3) the overall commitment from organizers and
facilitators.

2. Financial resources: the available financial resources
might vary, according to whether the budget allocated
to the consultation includes: (1) provisions for travel
expenses for civil society participants; and (2) provisions
for communication and outreach activities.

3. Time allocated: the time allocated for preparation and
consultation might differ.

Format and resources are important because they shape
the set of participants, and have crucial implications for
democratic legitimacy. We expect democratic legitimacy to
be higher when the consultation is: (1) more open; (2) more
based on a selection oriented towards outsiders; (3) more
transparent; and when (4) procedural information is accessi-
ble and timely communicated to the participants. Finally, we
expect democratic legitimacy to be proportional to the con-
sultation’s length, staff capacity, and financial resources. The
precise operationalization of these variables is summarized
in Table 2.

Case selection and method

To apply the assessment framework we have selected three
consultations that were all organized during the process of
conceptualizing and negotiating the SDGs in 2012–2015.
This process started in the run-up to the 2012 UN Confer-
ence on Sustainable Development (the ‘Rio+20 conference’),
when the governments of Colombia and Guatemala issued

Table 1. Operationalization of democratic legitimacy

Variable Criteria Indicator

Inclusiveness Demographic

• equal participation
of women and men

• equal participation
of age categories

• equal participation
of HDI level groups
of countries

Social

• balanced participation
of interest groups with
different institutional
structures

Accountability Internal

• top-down feedback
• bottom-up feedback

Table 2. Operationalization of participatory design

Criteria Indicators

Format Access
conditions

Open access
Restricted access

Selection of
participants

Insider-oriented
selection

Outsider-oriented
selection

Substantive and
procedural
transparency

Access to and
dissemination of
information related
to consultation topic

Access to and
dissemination of
information related
to consultation procedures

Resources Human
capacity

Number of staff
Allocated work time
Commitment from organizers

Financial
resources

Provisions for travel expenses
Provisions for communication
and outreach activities

Time resources Allocated time for preparation
Allocated time for consultation
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a proposal to develop goals as a tool to secure political
commitment to sustainable development. At the outcome
of the Rio+20 conference, governments agreed to launch
‘an inclusive intergovernmental process open to the involve-
ment of all relevant stakeholders’ to elaborate the goals
(UN, 2012). To this end, the UN General Assembly estab-
lished in January 2013 an Open Working Group on SDGs
(the ‘OWG’), which submitted in 2014 a proposal of 17 goals
and 169 targets for consideration by the General Assembly
(UN, 2014). Governments adopted the SDGs at a UN
high-level summit in September 2015 as part of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development (Kanie and Biermann,
forthcoming).

The UN Secretary-General hailed this intergovernmental
process as ‘the most inclusive and transparent negotiation
process in UN history’ (UN, 2015a). It provided civil society
with many participatory channels, including direct participa-
tion in formal sessions of negotiations, hearings with the
members and co-chairs of the OWG, global surveys, 11 glo-
bal thematic consultations, and more than 90 national and
regional consultations. We have chosen three pivotal consul-
tations as case studies:

1. The Rio dialogues: although these dialogues took place
before the beginning of the OWG negotiations, they are
included in this study due to their unique participatory
methods, based on the crowdsourcing of and vote upon
recommendations. The Rio dialogues were organized by
the Government of Brazil with support by the UN Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) and the offices of the Execu-
tive Coordinators of the Rio+20 conference. They
provided an online and onsite space for discussion on
ten sustainable development issues, with one dialogue
addressing each issue. They evolved in three phases.
They were first launched through a digital platform
where civil society actors could partake in discussions
facilitated by academic experts, and then craft their own
recommendations. The Rio dialogues resulted in 100 rec-
ommendations (10 for each issue), identified by the facili-
tators based on their relevance and support. The
recommendations were then submitted to the vote of a
broader public on an open website.3 This vote resulted
in 10 recommendations (the most voted recommenda-
tion from each of the 10 dialogues), which the facilitators
presented to the participants in the onsite dialogues in
Rio de Janeiro. During this final phase – which resembled
a traditional conference – high-level panellists from civil
society engaged in discussions and agreed on twenty
additional recommendations.

2. The OWG hearings with major groups and other stake-
holders: following the mandate of the outcome docu-
ment of the Rio+20 conference, the OWG co-chairs
requested to hold ‘open and inclusive meetings with
major groups4 and other stakeholders’5 within the frame-
work of each OWG session at the UN headquarters in
New York (UN, 2012). Beginning with the third session of
the OWG in May 2013, civil society representatives could
participate in daily one-hour morning hearings,

coordinated by the major groups programme of the Divi-
sion for Sustainable Development of the UN Department
of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). The hearings
provided a space for civil society representatives to share
their views on the theme addressed by the OWG on that
day.

3. The MYWorld Survey: this survey was launched in
December 2012, developed by UNDP and the UN Millen-
nium Campaign (UNMC).6 The survey asked individuals
which six issues (out of 16 possible) would make the
most difference to their lives and those of their family. In
addition to the 16 possible issues, a 17th free-text option
allowed participants to suggest a priority of their own
choice. Although anonymous, the survey asked partici-
pants to report their gender, age and country. It aimed
to reach out to ‘people all over the world’ and inform
governments on citizen priorities as the latter were defin-
ing the SDGs (UNMC, 2014). For that reason, the survey
was available on the Internet, on mobile technologies
through text messaging, and through paper ballots dis-
tributed by partner organizations around the world.

All three cases share the same policy domain (sustainable
development), the same overall negotiation context (the
SDGs), and have been conducted in the same period (2012–
2015). Yet all three differ in their design characteristics. We
expect different rules in terms of access, selection of partici-
pants, and transparency of information. Also, because differ-
ent agencies organized the consultations, we expect
variation in their resources.

Data and methodology

We used two types of data to assess the democratic legiti-
macy of our three cases. To assess inclusiveness, we col-
lected quantitative sociodemographic data on the set of
participants in the three consultations. However, the breadth
of the samples of participants on which we were able to
gather such data varies, depending on whether the organiz-
ers kept track of the participants on an attendance sheet,
and whether they were willing to give us this information.
For the MYWorld Survey, we collected data on the entire
sample of participants directly from the MYWorld Analytics
website. For the Rio dialogues, we could gather quantitative
sociodemographic data on the participants only on the
online vote. These data were disaggregated by gender, age
and country of origin on the entire sample of voters.7

Accessing similar information on the participants in the dia-
logues’ online and onsite discussions was not possible,
because UNDP could not share the list of participants in the
online discussions and because the organizers did not keep
track of the participants in the onsite dialogues in Rio de
Janeiro. For the OWG Hearings, the quantitative information
was based on a web survey that we designed and emailed
to all participants who were included in a list that UNDESA
had previously shared with us. We collected data disaggre-
gated by gender, age and country of origin on a partial
sample, as only 31 per cent of the participants from the list
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answered our survey. Additional research on the websites of
professional social networks allowed us to bridge this data
gap up to 86 per cent of the participants from the initial list.
Despite these limitations, our data provides relevant insights
into the inclusiveness of the three consultations; in any case,
ours is the most comprehensive dataset available at this
stage.

To evaluate internal accountability and further assess
inclusiveness, we collected qualitative data from two
sources: primary documents and interviews. Primary docu-
ments include the consultations’ concept notes and output
documents, which were available on the websites of the
consultations or sent by e-mail to participants. We also car-
ried out 64 interviews between 2013 and 2015 (all con-
ducted by the first author). We identified two key
interviewees for each consultation, based on their level of
engagement as either participants or organizers. Key inter-
viewees for the Rio dialogues were identified using the
database of the Institute for Sustainable Development and
International Relations (IDDRI), which had facilitated one of
the online dialogues. Key interviewees for the OWG Hear-
ings and the MYWorld Survey were identified through per-
sonal observation in the 10th OWG session, and on the
websites of the organizers of MYWorld, respectively. We fur-
ther targeted interviewees based on snowball sampling.
Although this method does not offer the representativeness
of a random selection approach, it nonetheless allowed us
to access a broad enough range of participants. Interviewees
included civil society actors, representatives from the UN
system (UNDP, UNMC and UNDESA) and from governments.
We then transcribed the interviews from which we retrieved
the key qualitative data on the basis of our legitimacy indi-
cators. Comparing interviews with the sociodemographic
data, primary and secondary documents allowed us to trian-
gulate the data, increasing the credibility and validity of the
results.

3. Findings: the democratic legitimacy of civil
society consultations

Inclusiveness

The breadth of the sample of participants varies greatly
from one consultation to another, with 55,000 participants
from 193 countries engaging in the online vote of the Rio
dialogues; 216 speakers from civil society, from 56 countries,
delivering a statement in the OWG Hearings; and 8.5 million
citizens from 194 countries answering the MYWorld Survey
(as of September 2015).

In absolute numbers, the MYWorld Survey was thus
more inclusive than the Rio dialogues and the OWG hear-
ings. However, the representativeness of such inclusion did
not match the demographics of the world population.
Regarding country representation, civil society participants
from industrialized countries were overrepresented in both
the Rio dialogues and the OWG hearings. Participants from
industrialized countries – countries with a very high
Human Development Index (HDI) – represented 68 per

cent in the dialogues and 64 per cent in the Hearings,
even though these countries only accounted for 17 per
cent of the world population in 2012 (UNDP HDI database,
2012). Additionally, in the OWG hearings 30 per cent of
civil society speakers were citizens of the United States,
and 25 per cent lived in New York. Conversely, people liv-
ing in developing countries – countries with low, medium
and high HDI levels – accounted for 83 per cent of the
world population but contributed merely 32 per cent of
the participants in the Rio dialogues and 36 per cent in
the OWG hearings. Interestingly, the results of the
MYWorld Survey show a reverse bias towards the participa-
tion of people from developing countries: 95 per cent of
the respondents came from developing countries, and only
5 per cent from developed countries. Within the group of
developing country participants it is striking that 75 per
cent of the respondents came from five countries alone –
Mexico, Nigeria, India, Pakistan and Sri Lanka – that
accounted merely for 25 per cent of the world population
in 2012 (UNDP, 2012). So, while the Rio dialogues and the
OWG hearings were biased towards people from richer
countries, the MYWorld Survey was much more inclusive of
people from developing countries, even though with a
heavy dominance of just a few countries.
Regarding representativeness of different types of civil

society actors, the Rio dialogues and the OWG hearings
favoured participation of institutionalized civil society actors,
such as internationally operating nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), at the expense of grassroots organizations,
social movements and citizens. In the Hearings, 61 per cent
of civil society participants spoke on behalf of an interna-
tionally operating NGO or a global coalition of NGOs, and
only 11 per cent spoke on behalf of a grassroots organiza-
tion. None of the respondents to our online survey of the
OWG hearings’ participants claimed to be part of a social
movement. Conversely, the MYWorld Survey favoured the
participation of less institutionalized civil society actors as it
targeted individual citizens.
Participation was fairly balanced across gender in the Rio

dialogues and the MYWorld Survey, with respectively 47 per
cent and 48 per cent of participants being women. This
reflects to a certain extent the gender ratio of the world
population in 2012, where 50.4 per cent were men and 49.6
per cent were women (UN Population Division, 2012). In the
OWG hearings, however, we identified a gender bias
towards the participation of women, who represented 67
per cent of the participants.
Only 31 per cent of the participants were under 35 years-

old in the Rio dialogues, whereas this age category
accounted for 60 per cent of the world population (UN Pop-
ulation Division, 2012). Such underrepresentation of children
and youth was even more severe in the OWG hearings,
where speakers under the age of 30 accounted for 18 per
cent of the participants while they represented 53 per cent
of the world population (UN Population Division, 2012). Con-
versely, young people participated much more in the
MYWorld Survey, where respondents under the age of 30
represented 78 per cent of the participants.
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In sum, the MYWorld Survey was on several accounts
more inclusive than the Rio dialogues and the OWG hear-
ings, despite a strong bias towards a small group of devel-
oping countries that largely belong to the English-language
based tradition of the British Commonwealth.

Accountability

Regarding top-down feedback, participants in the Rio dia-
logues received the report of the online discussion in which
they partook, as well as the final report of the dialogues
detailing the recommendations presented to governments
during the Rio+20 conference. However, the organizers did
not provide participants with feedback information on how
their inputs affected the outcomes of the conference (BG,
interview 13 August 2014).8 In the OWG hearings, the co-
chairs provided oral feedback to civil society speakers on
the quality of their statements (NC, interview 13 April 2015),
which they then summarized in a document conveyed to
governments in the OWG formal sessions. They also drafted
negotiating texts to allow civil society participants to trace
their contributions: each target for one SDG from the draft
text referenced the actors supporting such target (JR, inter-
view 14 October 2014). Therefore, civil society actors could
trace whether their input was conveyed to intergovernmen-
tal negotiations and could formulate accountability claims.
However, neither the OWG co-chairs nor the major groups
programme of UNDESA’s Division for Sustainable Develop-
ment formally reported back to civil society participants
on the outputs of the Hearings and their impact on
negotiations.

In the MYWorld Survey, data from the online, mobile and
paper formats of the Survey was consolidated in real time
and available on the MYWorld website. Yet, as the Survey
was anonymous, feedback information was available only to
the extent that respondents searched for it on this website
(RS, interview on 9 February 2015). In addition, the website
did not provide any information for civil society participants
on whether and how the results were to feed into these
negotiations. Accordingly, participants could not formulate
accountability claims vis-�a-vis international organizations and
governments.

Concerning bottom-up feedback, civil society participants
in the Rio dialogues were not able to comment on draft ver-
sions of the facilitators’ reports, or to provide their opinion
on the consultation. During the OWG negotiating phase,
civil society used the Hearings to provide their feedback on
the revised draft of the SDGs, which the co-chairs circulated
ahead of each monthly session. However, in terms of the
evaluation of the consultation itself, the UN did not formally
request the feedback of civil society participants in the Hear-
ings (SB, interview 19 November 2014). Because the
MYWorld Survey was anonymous, civil society respondents
were not formally asked for their feedback on the consulta-
tion (BF, interview 16 February 2015). However, they could
provide comments to the organizers through a contact form
on the MYWorld Survey website.

In sum, the Rio dialogues, the MYWorld Survey and, to a
lesser extent, the OWG hearings scored low on our account-
ability indicators because they did not allow for a two-way
flow of feedback information between participants and
organizers. Overall, the democratic legitimacy of global civil
society consultations varies, with some performing better on
inclusiveness (MYWorld Survey), and others on internal
accountability (OWG hearings).

4. Explaining Variation in Democratic Legitimacy:
the Role of Participatory Design

Format

Access conditions differed from one consultation to another.
Access was open in the Rio dialogues and the MYWorld Sur-
vey. Any interested civil society actor could participate,
because virtual and physical sites used to rollout these con-
sultations were publically accessible. For instance, the physi-
cal sites used to disseminate the MYWorld Survey and
collect ballot cards included markets, fairs, schools, and uni-
versities (SCS, interview 23 January 2015). Open access thus
broadened the sample of participants in these two consulta-
tions, without ensuring their full representativeness, how-
ever, as we have previously shown. Conversely, access to
the OWG hearings was restricted and depended on the
accreditation policy set by the UN for the OWG negotiations.
Participation was limited to NGOs in consultative status with
the UN Economic and Social Council. Although there were
almost 4,000 NGOs in 2013 with such status (UNDESA NGO
Branch, 2014), such restrictions still limit participation to
institutionalized civil society actors and hampered that of
grassroots organizations, social movements and individual
citizens.
The outreach policy and primary target population set by

the organizers varied in all three cases. In the Rio dialogues,
selection was carried out according to criteria which tar-
geted insiders. UNDP staff acted as gatekeepers by review-
ing the registrations on the online platform according to the
instructions given by the Brazilian government (LH, inter-
view 23 April 2014). According to the concept note of the
Rio dialogues, the Brazilian government wanted to let in
actors: accredited to participate in the conference; nomi-
nated by the facilitators or a major group; affiliated to the
dialogues’ partner universities; invited by the Brazilian
Government or by the Offices of the Executive Coordinators
of the UN for the Rio+20 conference; and finally invited by
people already registered to the platform. A selection
according to such criteria partly explains why the sample of
participants does not include actors beyond those belong-
ing to institutionalized civil society networks.
Similarly, in the OWG hearings selection was oriented

towards insiders, though with different criteria from the Rio
dialogues. The steering committee selected civil society
speakers according to gender, country of origin, and con-
stituency (from the nine major groups or other stakehold-
ers). However, as demonstrated previously, this only partially
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ensured representativeness in the hearings. Indeed, outreach
to approach speakers was mainly carried out within the con-
stituencies of major groups and other stakeholders and did
not go beyond institutionalized civil society networks.

Conversely, in the MYWorld Survey, the selection of par-
ticipants was oriented towards outsiders. Although the orga-
nizers did not establish specific selection criteria, they
primarily reached out to actors who traditionally do not par-
ticipate in global policy making. The UN specifically wanted
‘as many people in as many countries as possible to be
involved, [. . .] particularly the world’s poor and marginalized
communities’ (UN, 2015b). The target population and out-
reach policy of the MYWorld Survey thus explain the high
representation of young citizens from developing countries
among the total sample of respondents.

The accessibility and timely dissemination of substantive
and procedural information also influence the inclusiveness
and accountability of consultations. Although participants in
the Rio dialogues and the OWG hearings alluded to substan-
tive transparency as a way to improve the quality of the dis-
cussions, unlimited access to information on the topics of
the consultations hampered inclusiveness. Most of the dia-
logues resembled a forest of comments, articles and discus-
sions that discouraged citizens, social movements and
grassroots organizations in developing countries from partic-
ipating actively in all the Rio dialogues (LH, interview 23
April 2014). Indeed, processing an important amount of
information in order to keep track of the process and partic-
ipate requires capacities that these actors usually do not
have (PV, interview 4 April 2014).

Lack of procedural transparency also negatively affected
internal accountability. In the Rio dialogues and the
MYWorld Survey, many procedures lacked transparency,
including the criteria for selecting civil society contributions
to be compiled in the consultation output, and the consulta-
tion objective and link to the negotiations. In the Rio
dialogues, the academic facilitators selected the recommen-
dations on the online platform according to the support
they received and their relevance. Yet, this last criterion
being subjective, the selection of recommendations was
likely to be biased towards the preferences of facilitators (JB,
interview 16 July 2014). Although the organizers provided
extensive procedural information on the MYWorld Survey
methodology, the criteria for analysing and aggregating the
contributions uploaded as the 17th free text option were
not communicated on the website (CS, interview 12 January
2015). Besides, without a clear consultation objective and
link to the negotiations, organizers were unable to provide
feedback to participants, while participants were unable to
make accountability claims to the organizers. This further
hampered the ability of civil society participants to trace
their contributions and hold international organizations and
governments accountable with respect to the input they
provided.

In the OWG hearings, procedural information was more
accessible. However, it was not disseminated beyond institu-
tionalized civil society networks. This again resulted in less
access from less institutionalized civil society actors and less

informed about the different requirements for civil society
participation in intergovernmental negotiations, namely,
logistics and registration deadlines. This explains the over-
representation of internationally operating NGOs and coali-
tions of such organizations, as a civil society participant
testified:

When I first arrived in New York, it was not trans-
parent at all how the OWG sessions were working.
Sometimes we found out about something hap-
pening the next day by word of mouth with some
people I got acquainted with. Even though I was in
touch with UNDESA, I didn’t receive any informa-
tion whatsoever. (AD, interview 30 January 2015)

In sum, procedural transparency and democratic legiti-
macy are positively correlated: the more opaque the proce-
dures and objectives, the less inclusive the consultation and
the less accountable the convening entities. Unexpectedly,
our results further show that consultations with open access
favour the participation of North-based civil society actors
with major capacities, just like in consultations with
restricted access. Finally, the selection of participants accord-
ing to sociodemographic criteria does not systematically
enhance inclusiveness (OWG hearings), unless it is coupled
with an outreach policy prioritizing the participation of out-
siders (MYWorld Survey).
Thus, format indicators cannot fully explain the demo-

cratic legitimacy of a consultation. Other variables, particu-
larly the resources allocated to the consultation, need to be
examined.

Resources

As a numerical benchmark of the impact of human and
financial resources on the democratic legitimacy of a global
consultations is lacking, our findings provide a qualitative
assessment.
Inclusiveness and internal accountability increase when

consultations are appropriately staffed, working time to
promote consultations is available, and staff is committed
to supporting the process (Adams and Pingeot, 2013;
National Research Council, 2008; OECD, 2001). In the Rio
dialogues, UNDP assigned nine full-time officers to the
coordination team, 10 part-time officers to the facilitation
support team, and nine part-time volunteers to a youth
mobilization team. Yet, because UNDP senior management
did not sufficiently commit to supporting the consultation,
they did not assign sufficient staff resources on communi-
cations (LH, interview 23 April 2014). Besides, the 30 aca-
demic facilitators responsible for stimulating lively and
inclusive debates as well as identifying relevant networks,
institutions and organizations to be invited to participate in
the online dialogues engaged very unevenly in the process
as they had to perform these tasks in addition to their
usual workload. This consequently affected outreach efforts
and limited inclusiveness.
As for the OWG hearings, the understaffing of the major

groups programme of UNDESA’s Division for Sustainable
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Development had a major negative effect on internal
accountability. The major groups programme was supported
at that time by only two officers, who facilitated participa-
tion not only in the OWG negotiations but also in many
other UN processes (AR, interview 11 April 2014). Although
the OWG co-chairs were firmly committed to supporting
civil society participation and provided summaries of the
hearings, monthly negotiations made it difficult for UN staff
to keep up with the process, compile civil society contribu-
tions and report back to participants on whether and how
their contribution affected intergovernmental negotiations.

In the MYWorld Survey, however, a limited coordination
team did not negatively impact inclusiveness. Indeed, UNMC
allocated only 7–10 officers to the outreach and data analy-
sis of the survey, with part-time staff from other UN agen-
cies and offices providing support, for example, the UN
Children’s Fund and the office of the UN Secretary-General
(XL, interview 20 November 2014). Yet, more than 80 per
cent of the votes were cast through ballot cards to reach
the most marginalized citizens, because more than 1,000
partner organizations voluntarily committed to disseminate
the survey nationally and locally. Such a system was
designed to foster partners’ empowerment and ownership
of MYWorld and help the UN extend the survey. However,
relying on partners also has limitations. Their uneven com-
mitment and associated human capacity explain why only
five countries represent 75 per cent of the total votes. For
instance, the municipality of Mexico City recruited more
than 3,000 volunteers that eventually collected the votes of
1.25 per cent of the total Mexican population (XL, interview
20 November 2014). In contrast, the 40 volunteers recruited
by the UN Volunteers Programme in Bhutan collected a sub-
stantially lower number of votes (0.3 per cent) in proportion
to the total Bhutanese population (RS, interview 9 February
2015).

An adequately funded consultation does not systemati-
cally guarantee inclusiveness. The Brazilian government pro-
vided UNDP with a budget of US$1 million to deliver the
Rio dialogues. However, because they were mainly allocated
to the customization of the online discussion and voting
platforms and to staff expenses to the detriment of far-
reaching communication policies, financial resources did not
ensure the representativeness of inclusion in that consulta-
tion (HC, interview 13 November 2013).

In the OWG hearings, the lack of funding to cover the tra-
vel expenses of participants from developing countries
undermined inclusiveness. Civil society actors can rarely rely
on funding granted through UN mechanisms for their partic-
ipation. The major groups programme of UNDESA does not
have a separate budget, even though its Division for Sus-
tainable Development receives extra-budgetary funds to
support participation of civil society from developing coun-
tries (Adams and Pingeot, 2013). UNDESA could not provide
extra-budgetary funding for the first two hearings (CC, inter-
view 27 September 2013). This substantially undermined the
participation of civil society actors from developing coun-
tries, which accounted for only 8 per cent of the participants
in the Hearing of the third OWG session. In subsequent

Hearings, the Division for Sustainable Development provided
extra-budgetary funding mainly through a grant of the Euro-
pean Union to ‘bring about 6 to 8 people from developing
countries’ to participate (AR, interview 11 April 2014). There-
fore, funding for participants mainly relied on the capacities
of each major group, their organizing partners9 and the
organizations they worked for. However, these differ sub-
stantially from one major group to another. For instance,
the Women and NGO major groups have higher financial
capacities than others. The organizing partners of these
major groups are paid by their organization for facilitating
the participation of their constituencies in intergovernmental
policy making, because it is in line with the goals their orga-
nizations promote (GA, interview 14 April 2014). However,
this is not the case for the organizing partners of other
major groups, such as children and youth or indigenous
peoples, as one interviewee concluded:

We have to fundraise both for this position and to
be able to bring people from indigenous communi-
ties to New York to speak on behalf of the indige-
nous peoples major group. [. . .] The NGO major
group has the funding and CIVICUS10 is working
full time on this, the women major group is very
strong, they bring 10 to 20 women for each of the
OWG session, while we as indigenous peoples can
bring one or two people. (GA, interview 14 April
2014)

The amount of financial resources thus explains the gen-
der bias towards the participation of women in the OWG
hearings, as well as the important share of civil society
speakers based in New York (thus not requiring any travel
funding).
An interesting case in point is the MYWorld Survey. With

a similar budget, it was more inclusive than the Rio dia-
logues. The organizers benefited from start-up funding from
the UNDP (US$25,000 USD) and the United Kingdom gov-
ernment (US$1.5 million) for the design and launch of the
survey. Despite limited capacity, UNMC developed commu-
nication campaigns including television, radio and newspa-
per advertisements, and provided outreach tools for
partners to translate, adapt and use at national level (XL,
interview 20 November 2014). Then, the functioning of the
survey relied on the volunteering work from partner organi-
zations. In Haiti, for instance, the survey was rolled out with
almost no funding. A small operational budget of the UN
Volunteers Programme covered travel expenses of the vol-
unteers, while the UN Stabilization Mission in Haiti printed
the ballot cards at no extra cost (BF, interview 16 February
2015).
Finally, the time allocated to the preparation of the con-

sultation and the consultation itself affects democratic legiti-
macy greatly. In the Rio dialogues and the OWG hearings,
lack of time negatively affected inclusiveness. The Brazilian
government decided to go forward with the Rio dialogues
in January 2012, which left the UNDP’s team three months
to prepare the online phase. The online discussions and
vote lasted 6 weeks and 10 days, respectively. More
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preparation and consultation time would have allowed
reaching out to a broader set of civil society actors. One UN
officer pointed out that ‘if the online dialogues had been
longer we would have had more people coming in’ (LH,
interview 23 April 2014). Although the OWG process lasted
18 months, the frequency of the sessions (one per month)
left civil society with extremely short deadlines to provide
contributions from a diverse and representative set of
actors. As a civil society participant in the hearings said:

Inclusive participation is difficult because the dead-
lines are always too short so [civil society actors]
do not have time to organize their visas, they are
asked for input today for tomorrow so they do not
even have time to read their emails with time dif-
ference. It is partly because the process is not really
well organized but also because there is not a lot
of consideration of time constraints (SG, interview
22 April 2014).

This view was corroborated by one of the consultation
organizers (AR, interview 11 April 2014). Besides, the OWG
hearings were not simultaneously interpreted, and time con-
straints did not allow for important documents, such as the
draft texts of negotiations, to be available in other UN lan-
guages than English. This disadvantaged the participation of
those civil society representatives for whom English is not a
working language or not used at all, for instance indigenous
peoples (see also Adams and Pingeot 2013, p. 19).

In contrast, the extensive set of respondents in the
MYWorld Survey is partly due to its duration. The UN collected
nine million voices between the launch of the survey in
December 2012 and its closing in December 2015. Besides,
the online survey was available in 17 languages, while the off-
line form was often translated into local dialects, such as cre-
ole in Haiti (BF, interview 16 February 2015).

In sum, the more consultation time, the more inclusive
the consultation. The impact of human and financial
resources on democratic legitimacy is less clear, however.
Lack of human and financial resources for the consultation
negatively impacted inclusiveness and accountability in the
case of the Rio dialogues and the OWG hearings. Neverthe-
less, the lack of such resources did not hamper the inclu-
siveness of the MYWorld Survey because the organizers
relied on a widespread network of national and local part-
ners to reach out to the most excluded.

Conclusion

The examples of the Rio dialogues, the OWG hearings and
the MYWorld Survey show that design matters, yet it does
not affect democratic legitimacy as expected. Neither closed
nor open consultations allow ‘all concerned citizens’ to par-
ticipate in intergovernmental policy making on sustainable
development issues, as enacted in the Principle 10 of the
Rio Declaration in 1992. While under-resourced global con-
sultations hinder the capacity of civil society to hold interna-
tional organizations and governments accountable when

consultations are not tied in any formal way to intergovern-
mental negotiations, this is less true for inclusiveness. The
example of the MYWorld Survey indeed contradicts the
norm, as it demonstrates that lack of resources did not neg-
atively affect inclusiveness.
More generally, our case-studies allow us to draw lessons

for the design of consultations. First, it is possible to over-
come resource constraints and enhance inclusiveness when
the organizers of the consultation develop partnerships
with grassroots actors from civil society and the public and
private sectors, and delegate its rollout from global policy
making centres to national and local communities, prioritiz-
ing the voices of the most marginalized. Second, enhanc-
ing democratic legitimacy requires substantial political
commitment from the organizers to supporting the consul-
tation. Such commitment includes developing clear objec-
tives and procedures for the consultation, allocating
sufficient time to participants, formally binding it to inter-
governmental negotiations, and encouraging the participa-
tion of government representatives to foster accountability.
It further encompasses engaging civil society early in the
design of the consultation: co-defining the consultation
agenda and rules is likely to increase ownership and
inclusiveness.
Beyond determining the optimal design for consultations,

however, lays the issue of their effects on intergovernmental
negotiations. In particular, the relationship between inclu-
siveness and influence is a critical question which invites
further research to document the conditions to effectively
democratize the global governance of sustainable develop-
ment. While this issue goes beyond the core question of this
article, our findings nonetheless tend to indicate that
democratization of global policy making cannot only rely on
the insider participatory channels of the ‘liberal approach’.
Engagement channels based on disorganized protests or
formalized citizen deliberation outside authoritative circles
are at least equally important to increase the responsiveness
of global policies to citizen concerns.

Notes
1. We use the term ‘civil society’ here in a broad sense that follows

usage in the UN system, that is, comprising actors who are both
non-governmental and not-for-profit, and who may also include the
private sector and parliamentarians, along with citizens, social
movements and nongovernmental organizations.

2. We defined age and country categories in accordance with those
set up by the organizing entities of the Rio dialogues and the
MYWorld Survey on the websites of the results of the consultations.
The UN used similar country categories for the Rio dialogues and
the MYWorld Survey, based on the level of Human Development
Index (HDI), with low HDI countries, medium HDI countries, high
HDI countries and very high HDI countries. We then attributed one
of these categories to each of the participants in the OWG Hearings.
However, the UN used different age categories in the Rio dialogues
(≤34; 35–54; ≥55) and the MYWorld Survey (≤15; 16–30; 31–45; 46–
60; ≥61). Because they provided a higher degree of precision, we
took up those set up in the MYWorld Survey and attributed them
to the participants in the OWG Hearings.
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3. The results of the final vote, including disaggregated data by conti-
nent, HDI, age and gender, are available at http://vote.riodia-
logues.org

4. The major groups were created in 1992 following the UN Confer-
ence on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro to facili-
tate the participation of nine sectors of civil society in global
policymaking. They include business and industry, children and
youth, farmers, indigenous peoples, local authorities, non-govern-
mental organizations, scientific and technological community,
women, workers and trade unions.

5. The ‘other stakeholders’ category comprises private philanthropic
organizations, educational and academic entities, persons with dis-
abilities, volunteer groups and other stakeholders active in the areas
related to sustainable development (High Level Political Forum
2014). Since 2012, these actors have increasingly engaged in UN
negotiations on sustainable development in addition to the major
groups, who are the traditional civil society interface mechanism
with these negotiations since the 1992 UNCED.

6. Ipsos MORI provided advice on survey design and methodology.
7. Seed Media Group kindly gave us access to these data. Seed Media

Group participated in the organization of the Rio dialogues on a
pro-bono basis: in particular, it designed and provided the voting
website, collected and processed the data from the vote, and finally
designed and developed a tool to visualize the voting results.

8. We conducted the interview discussions on the condition of confi-
dentiality and anonymity, thus we indicate interviewees only by
their initials.

9. Organizing partners act as liaison between their constituencies and
the UN system and governments.

10. CIVICUS World Alliance for Citizen Participation is the home organi-
zation of one of the organizing partners of the NGO major group.
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