


“We learned that consultation 
is really about the work of 
building power.”

- PACSA
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The experiences recorded in this document 
show that good consultation drives a more 
comprehensive process towards public 
participation and public-office accountability, 
and that it is possible to systematically facilitate 
consultation so that it catalyses deepening 
levels of responsiveness in households and 
communities. Ultimately, getting consultation right 
early on is a strategic springboard to achieving 
active civic engagement by ordinary people in the 
environments where they live.

The same evidence suggests, however, that 
a prescriptive “one size fits all model” in the 
traditional sense is overly simplistic and 
reductionist as a way to approach consultation. 
Instead, it is possible to observe a few basic 
practices, and pay special attention to the 
principles of “how” – the character of the approach 
– in order to design activities that positively 
provoke, animate, activate and accompany 
communities along a trajectory towards change. 

Two dimensions of response have become 
evident: a pattern of response for intermediary 
organisations in their work of supporting public 
participation towards accountability, and a 
strategy for the facilitation of local community 
consultation by CBOs working directly with 
families, households and communities at the 
grassroots level. These two dimensions should, 
ideally, be concurrent and complementary in any 
public participation process. 

The work need not be done; there are yet 
opportunities to deepen practice and learning. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

In synthesising and analysing experience 
generated through the NHI Accountability Project, 
this publication attempts to make a sufficient 
start towards better understanding the mechanics 
that drive community response, active citizenship 
and broad-based civic engagement. It is hardly 
complete or exhaustive. Instead, it is a tool – a 
first round – from which to build a more robust 
knowledge asset of principles for approach, 
dynamically improving as new experience is 
identified and added, reviewed, refined, edited 
and adapted.

Committing to development that views 
consultation in this way can be lonely for 
intermediary organisations attempting to 
model this approach within civil society. And it 
is not without implications for such process-
driven organisations, one being the experience 
of isolation within the sector because the 
practice seems uncommon and unfamiliar and 
inefficiently labour-intensive. There is a cost 
to genuine participation with those who are 
marginalised: it is often the experience of being 
marginalised oneself. 

This publication has been developed with 
the hope that the lessons learned and 
reflected here will contribute to promoting 
a more supportive, appreciative, enabling 
environment within civil society and the 
public sector for organisations seeking 
to stimulate and facilitate authentic 
community consultation, and for local 
communities seeking to amplify their own 
voice on issues material to their own lives.
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Meaningful public participation in processes where 
policy is developed is a critical contributing factor to 
successful development in any functional democracy. 
In the absence of such robust civic engagement, 
the disconnect between policy and implementation 
becomes all too sharply exposed.  

This publication is the first in a series exploring the principles 
and practices for effectively facilitating active civic engagement, 
beginning with genuine consultation. It draws directly on the 
experience of those organisations and communities participating 
in Governance and Accountability in the Health Sector: a People’s 
Policy for Health in South Africa, an action-research project 
implemented between Oxfam Australia in South Africa, the Global 
Health Unit at Monash University in Melbourne, and the School of 
Health Sciences at Monash (2011–2013).    

Stories emerging from that experience suggest that good practice 
in development is characterised by communities taking initiative 
for action, and by organisations responsibly and respectfully 
supporting that action through facilitation of community 
response, based around a few systematically applied steps, 
principles and practices. Democratic and developmental processes 
can, in fact, be more participatory, inclusive and representative of 
civil society and communities.

This content might offer insight to programmers and policy-
makers about approaches that stimulate responsiveness in 
citizens and communities – especially amongst those who are 
traditionally or historically marginalised owing to socioeconomic 
and political status – and enable more confident expressions of 
their civic voice and agency.


