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CIVIL PARTNERSHIPS, GOVERNANCE & THE UN 

Simon Zadek* 

 

Inventing Tomorrow’s History 

John Maynard Keynes famously argued that what stops us in creating positive futures is 

not a shortage of good ideas, but our inability to let go of the past. We are heavily 

vested in particular ways of thinking about civil society: who is definitionally included 

and what is not, the basis of their legitimacy and the manner in which they bring about 

change. Similarly for the UN, where the pressure to reform is more then matched by 

the inertia that largely maintains it in its current form. 

My brief was to consider the particular connection between the future role of civil 

society organisations in the UN and the phenomenon of ‘partnerships’. In recognising 

the need to over the sort of inertia that Keynes refers to, the approach taken has been 

to address the brief by setting out two scenarios of how the links between partnerships 

and UN relations with civil society might be viewed from someone looking back from 

the year 2020. These scenarios are not meant to provide answers, they are not 

predictions or proposals. Rather, their function is to challenge the assumptions that 

guide our thinking and actions on this matter, and so allow us to reflect more openly 

on the available challenges and options.  

The first scenario, Grey Dawn, is broadly negative and undesirable, whilst the second, 

Civil Governance, contains some of the possible strands of how we might wish civil 

society relations with the UN to evolve in the future. 

The reflections emerging from this approach suggest that how the UN handles its 

future partnerships with non-state actors will be crucial in determining how it relates 

to civil society, in that: 

                                             

* Simon Zadek is Chief Executive of AccountAbility. This paper has been prepared as a contribution to the 
UN’s deliberations on its future relationships with civil society and non-state actors more generally. The 
paper has benefited from inputs from many people. It draws from Carmen Malena’s background paper 
prepared for the UN Workshop convened by the Panel on UN-Civil Society Relations Pocantico, New York, 
February 2004, as well as AccountAbility’s on-going programme of work on Partnership Accountability. The 
paper remains, however, the responsibility of its author. 
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(a) Partnerships with non-state actors will increasingly impact on the core of the 

UN’s future governance arrangements, moving beyond today’s risky adventures 

formed for resourcing, operational or opportunist convenience. 

(b) Civil society’s future engagement with the UN therefore has to be understood 

and designed as part of a wider design of the role of other non-state actors in 

the UN. 

(c) Civil society organisations in the UN may in the future have greater decision-

making power, which will only be possible if the basis of their selection is 

reassessed along with the basis on which those selected can be held to account. 

(d) The ability and willingness of civil society organisations to evolve their own 

governance and accountability will be a crucial factor in determining their 

future relationship between the UN. 

Hopefully these thoughts, although certainly not original, will serve their purpose in 

stimulating debate. More important, they might whet the appetite for as radical a set 

of changes aimed at reinvigorating the UN as those on which the institution was 

originally envisioned and created.  

 

 

 

 

 

Looking Back from 2020 

� Scenario 1: Grey Dawn, which shows how easily partnerships could become part of the

problem, undermining both the UN and the legitimacy and effectiveness of civil society

organisations. 

� Scenario 2: Civil Governance, which shows how future circumstances could radically

transform the basis on which the UN is impacted by partnerships and civil organisations,

and in turn how they can best held to account. 
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Partnerships & Development 

August 2002, some 60,000 people packed their bags to join in the World Summit on 

Sustainable Development1. Winter in Johannesburg. Its antecedents in Monterrey, 

Beijing, Copenhagen and Rio2, just to name a few, have all played crucial roles in 

driving forward progressive agendas. Beyond the events’ themes, such summits 

generate change by ushering in new players and processes into the development 

process. Such Summits validate new players and processes by re-framing the challenge, 

re-assessing lessons from the past, and offering visions of how things can be different 

in the future.  

The Johannesburg Summit was more than anything about partnerships. Just as Rio was 

as much about legitimising the role of NGOs in global governance as it was about the 

environment, Johannesburg was about the legitimacy of the role of business in 

development, working with public bodies and civil society organisations. Partnerships 

were simultaneously the Summit’s silver bullet and bete noir. But the outcome, for 

better or worse (or both) was to usher in an era of ‘partnerships for development’, 

underpinned variously by missionary zeal, market-related, fiscal or statutory reasons. 

 

But the die had in practice already been cast, and the Summit was more the ‘blessing 

on the cake’. History may well point to an event two years earlier on July 26th 2000 in 

New York as best marking the day the roles of non-state actors in global governance 

were irrevocably changed4. On that day, the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, 

flanked by the world’s most senior global civil servants5, hosted the inauguration of 

the Global Compact6. The name plaques announcing those in attendance highlighted 

What is a Partnership ? 

Partnerships are not by definition fair, equal or good. For our 

purposes they can best be understood as: 

“…agreements between one or more parts of the United Nations 

system and non-State actors in which all participants agree to work 

together to achieve a common purpose or undertake a specific task 

and to share risks, responsibilities, resources, competencies, and 

benefits.”3 
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the significance of the moment. Arrayed around one of the UN’s semi-circular 

chambers in New York were a powerful blend of business, NGOs and labour 

organizations – the architects of tomorrow’s world. Present of course were the most 

well-known corporate giants, including BP, the Ford Motor Corporation, Rio Tinto and 

Shell and Unilever; some of the newly emerging corporate Titans, such as the Brazilian 

communications corporation, Globo, the Indian conglomerate, Tata, and the South 

African utilities company, Eskom. Also in attendance were businesses both traditional 

and new-found partners; including the International Confederation of Free Trade 

Unions, Human Rights Watch and the World Wide Fund for Nature. For the record, 

lining the back of the chamber in unmarked seats were representatives of many 

sovereign nations, unusually uncomfortable spectators of what was to come. 

The Global Compact is one of a growing number of recently established partnerships 

that are seeking to redefine the terms on which non-state actors join with the UN and 

other public bodies in seeking to deliver public goods more effectively. These 

partnerships, whilst diverse in scope and form, in the main share two core aims: 

9 To harness the competencies of business and civil society in pursuit of local 

and global public goods.  

9 To establish new governance arrangements over the growing political and 

economic power of non-state actors.  

These two objectives are clearly uncomfortable bedfellows. Yet they are the hallmark 

of today’s governance challenge - where increased expectations of what 

responsibilities business and civil society can and should shoulder go hand in hand with 

a growing and visible unease about the manifest inadequacy of existing governance 

systems to accommodate these changing roles. 

It is easy to criticise partnerships by pointing to examples of green and blue wash, and 

to reveal the real power imbalances between different ‘partners in development’7. But 

it is important to recognise that these critics are more than balanced by those who 

welcome partnerships, including some of the today’s most. Brazil’s recent publication 

of its statutory framework for public-private partnerships signals their core role in Lula 

de Silva’s development strategy, and Mandela’s ever-closer relationship with the 

international business community in furthering his campaign against HIV/AIDS. Kofi 

Annan has been very clear on this issue: 
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Partnership Myths and Truths8 

Aspect Endearing Myths Enduring Truths 
Ensuring that 

the Partnership 
Contains the 
Right Mix of 
Partners. 

Successful partnerships are 
those where partnering 
organisations share an 
interest in addressing 
common goals. 

Successful partnership include the right 
combination of organisations to secure the 
necessary institutional mandates and 
delivery mechanisms to achieve the 
partnership's objectives and activities. 

Partner's Aims 
as Partnership 

Drivers  

Successful partnerships are 
primarily shaped around a 
common or shared long-term 
vision or aim. 

Successful partnerships are those shaped 
around common or shared activities that 
first and foremost deliver against the 
legitimised individual aims of each partner. 

Process Method 
Key to 

Operational 
Success 

Individual champions are the 
key to successful 
partnerships, all the more so 
when diverse organisations 
are involved with very 
different aims and world 
views. 

Methods for building partnerships are 
relatively interchangeable, but as the 
partnership is operationalised, structured 
methodologies become relatively more 
effective than approaches dependent on 
individual champions.  

Fractured 
Contexts Can 

Enhance 
Partnership 
Potential 

Partnership potential is 
greatest when the context 
ensures that partners are 
most receptive to, and 
knowledgeable of, each 
other.  

Potential benefits from partnerships are 
often greatest exactly? where social, 
economic, and political uncertainties have 
historically constrained cooperation 
(although if the historical grievances are 
too great, this can also prevent the 
partners from coming together without an 
initial process of conflict resolution). 

International 
Dimensions 
Provide Key 

Experience and 
Leverage 

Partnership success is 
dependent on those most 
directly involved and with 
most at stake. 

Partnership success often depends on 
individuals and organisations not directly 
involved that can bring critical experience 
and financial leverage, a feature of many 
partnerships involving business and the 
public sector. 

 

Evolving 
Partnerships 

Stable and clearly bounded 
partnerships are most likely 
to be effective.  

A partnership's success can sometimes 
depend on its evolution, for example, in its 
membership and wider relationships, and 
in some instances even in its purpose.  

Direct 
Partnership 
Costs and 
Benefits 

Partnership costs are so high 
as to make them 
unprofitable for the 
participating business units.  

Focused partnerships can yield net benefits 
to the participating organisations, 
including the business units, in both the 
short and long term. 

Extended 
Partnership 

Benefits 

Extending benefits beyond 
those directly arising through 
the partnership requires 
scaling up or replicating 
successful partnership 
experience. 

Benefits beyond those arising directly 
within the partnership are most likely 
where there has been growth in 
participants' own abilities to work across 
sectors, and where these abilities are 
recognised and rewarded. 



 

 

CIVIL PARTNERSHIPS, GOVERNANCE AND THE UN               © ACCOUNTABILITY 2004 6

“When I speak about civil society, I don't mean only non-governmental 

organisations, though they are a very important part of it. I also mean 

universities, foundations, labour unions and - yes - private corporations.” 

The dilemma is that today’s partnerships are little more than a glimmer of what is to 

come. For this reason, one cannot usefully assess partnership futures on the basis of 

their current performance. Instead, we need to more directly imagine the future to 

better understand how partnerships can or should fit into tomorrow’s governance 

framework. A ‘back-casting’ perspective would look back on tomorrow’s events, say 

from the year 2020. From such a standpoint, what might happen in the years following 

the Johannesburg Summit would be facts at your fingertips, allowing you to judge the 

how partnerships had fared in practice. 

 

Scenario 1: Grey Dawn 

Looking back from 20209, the last two decades have been marked by the establishment 

of public-private partnerships as the development vehicle preferred by state and most 

non-state actors. Thousands were created in the first years following the Summit, 

rapidly becoming the entry-condition for accessing public funds for development. U.N. 

agencies were rewarded in the form of member state funding, media, and internal 

recognition for the volume of partnerships. Competition for engagement with top 

companies became fierce with firms becoming overwhelmed by the multiple 

uncoordinated overtures from what they thought was only one international 

organisation, rather than a system of numerous agencies.  

Achieving scale meant bigger, not only more. Ever-larger and more ambitious 

partnerships were created, involving the world’s largest corporations joined at the hip 

with under-resourced governments, multilaterals and civil society partners. Global 

partnerships became complex, multi-billion dollar enterprises with staff and offices 

sprawling across the continents. Partnerships increasingly became contract-based 

commercial arrangements, exporting the experience in Europe10 and elsewhere of 

delivering public service through public-private partnerships funded through long-term 

guarantees of public sector financial subventions11. 

Most partnerships, particularly the larger ones, suffered the same fate as their public 

sector predecessors. Personal, political and commercial interests replaced earlier 
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innovation based on social entrepreneurship. Cultures of low performance set in, 

driven by the high transaction costs and long start up times endemic to partnerships, a 

lack of focus and, increasingly, straightforward corruption. Public demand for greater 

accountability shifted their focus from business to partnerships, and from partnerships 

to their constituent partners, notably public bodies and civil society organisations. 

Calls for greater statutory regulation moved beyond business transparency and foreign 

direct liability as the first cycle of lawsuits emerged targeted at partnerships over 

their alleged misdemeanours. Partnerships began to appear as contingent liabilities 

rather than assets on company balance sheets as the risks increasingly outweighed the 

potential financial gains12.  

By now, 2020, despondency has set in on the part of those who advocated 

partnerships, and frustration and anger by those who were more sceptical from the 

outset. The partnership approach has suffered the same ignominious fate as its 

antecedent, easy-win ‘silver bullets’ for development, nationalisation in the 1960s, 

and privatisation in the 1990s. We are once again facing the question of how best we 

can organise and finance effective development.  

But history cannot be reversed. Our infatuation with partnerships over the years 

following the Johannesburg Summit impacted profoundly on the governance of our 

public institutions. The gap between de jura (what it says in the book) and de facto 

(reality on the ground) governance has never been greater. The UN General Assembly 

still exists but its relevance has steadily declined, symbolised by its  lack of visibility to 

all but the many officials that service their endless debates and their, largely unheard 

and un-enforced, resolutions. Real decisions that direct the will of leaders and the 

world’s resources happen elsewhere, across the higher-level partnerships, Global 

Policy Networks (GPNs). These GPNs emerged during the decades following the Summit 

to cope with topics as diverse as HIV/AIDS and conflict diamonds, water resource rights 

and emission trading.  

The upsurge in civil society engagement in such GPNs did not, deliver the expected 

democratic dividend. The very idea of ‘civil society organisations’ has become a 

misnomer through their steady corporatization. Their growing leverage through access 

to the UN and other bodies in practice de-linked them from their much-proclaimed 

constituencies, and made them dependent on business and politically-vested funders , 

leaving an air of sameness around the Board tables of most multi-stakeholder processes 

and institutions. Civil society’s increasing involvement in such partnerships left them 
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open to challenge. From the Republican right came attacks building on the early work 

of the American Enterprise Institute. From the progressive end of the scale came the 

more considered calls for NGOs to consider their position13. But repeated attempts 

over two decades to reinvigorate the basis on which NGOs could be held to account 

have failed, because NGOs simply would not accept the need for a maturing of their 

basis of accountability to their constituencies14. 

Similarly for the UN. Two decades of intensive partnering has had its toll on its claims 

to independence as it has become embedded within networks of public and private 

institutions delivering complex blends of public and private goods. Its ‘terms of 

engagement’ in partnerships were constantly revised, but somehow never really 

grappled with the realities of the impact of its engagement with business and civil 

society on its operations, governance and legitimacy. Kofi Annan was the last Secretary 

General to truly represent the spirit of the UN’s founders as his successors found 

themselves running an increasingly comprised institution in hoc to both political and 

business interests through their newly embedded relationships with business and 

special-interest non-profit organisations.  

 

The Bottom Line 

But of course this is 2004, not 2020. None of this has really happened, although it 

might. The history of partnerships lies in the future, waiting to be invented, by us. The 

first scenario (although undoubtedly over-simplified) throws light on possible futures 

for partnerships that can guide today’s policy decisions. 

(a) Today’s ‘partnerships’ are prototypes for tomorrow’s governance arrangements 

and programmatic delivery vehicles that need to embrace. 

a. A rights-based approach to interpreting the universal values stewarded by 

the UN, with; 

b. Multi-stakeholder and market-based approaches to mobilise and direct 

resources in seeking to realise these values in practice. 

(b) Tomorrow’s partnerships must be based on more meaningful accountability 

than has been achieved to date, including the accountability of the partners 

themselves. Today’s models of public sector bureaucratic and electoral-based 
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accountability, business-based fiduciary duty or civil forms of participation and 

network-based legitimacy are visibly inadequate. 

a. Far greater attention paid to how business accountability has to evolve to 

make performance more pro-development. In particular, today’s statutory 

basis and interpretation of businesses’ fiduciary duty is simply not 

consistent with business as a ‘partner in development’15, irrespective of the 

potential to earn profit from being responsible16.  

b. An acceptance of the need for accountability of civil society organisations 

to evolve in line with their growing governance roles and access to 

resources. Yesterday’s bases of civil accountability – public empathy-based 

trust, donor reporting, and formulaic accreditation systems, will simply not 

do17. 

c. A profound shift in our understanding of public accountability. The 

bureaucratic and political approach to hierarchical accountability common 

to most public institutions simply will not work in tomorrow’s more complex 

blend of governance and operational models for delivering public goods18. 

(c) Reinventing the basis on which civil society should engage with the UN: 

a. Has to be framed in terms of the rights and responsibilities of civil 

society organisations as participants in the UN’s governance. 

b. Cannot be dealt with separately, as it has in the past, from dealing with 

the same issue for other non-state actors, notably the business 

community. 

c. Must effectively and efficiently connect the hierarchy of governance 

from UN policy through to partnership accountability. 

(d) Civil society organisations’ that wish to be part of a new governance compact 

covering policy development and resource allocation should demonstrate an 

adequate basis of accountability to the poor and marginalized. 

With this bottom line in mind, we can redevelop our back-casting from 2020. 
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Scenario 2: Civil Governance 

Looking back from 2020, and contrary to the expectations of many, the decades 

following the Johannesburg Summit demonstrated our collective ability to confound 

the doomsayers, and evolve significant social innovations to address our changing 

environment and needs. 

Seeking to cope with a growing resource deficit, the UN accelerated its engagement 

with better resourced and networked business, public bodies and civil society 

organisations. Such partnerships were envisaged as complementing the UN’s core 

development expertise. But it soon became clear that such non-state actors were able 

to internalise such expertise, so reducing their need for any UN operational 

involvement.  

The UN was in a sense returning to its roots. Rather than seeking to manage a 

sprawling global empire of thematic programmes, it began to focus again on its unique 

ability to convene the world’s governing institutions to deliberate on, develop and 

enforce a framework of universally accepted values.  

But the growing importance of partnerships created a governance challenge quite 

unlike the UN’s older style projects and programmes. Partnerships involved institutions 

with attitudes and influence, and the ability to withdraw support. Many of the UN’s 

new-found partners were not content to work within the confines of one partnership, 

but increasingly demanded a greater say in how the UN itself made decisions.  

The upturn of this development was the UN Governance Convention of 2009, which set 

out the basis on which non-state actors could be incorporated into the UN’s 

governance19. Now is not the time to recall the tortuous negotiation process and the 

host of subsidiary clauses that continue to make it difficult to effectively implement 

this crucial part of the deal. But the basics were as follows. The Convention, building 

on important early work at the now-defunct World Social Forum20, established a 

second UN Chamber, aptly named the Civil Chamber.  
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Can Business Be Civil ?21 

The term ‘non-state actor’ covers both business and civil society. Civil society includes 

all organizations, networks, and associations between the level of the family and the 

level of the state, but is usually taken to exclude business. Nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs), labor unions, and business associations form subsets of civil 

society, but business is excluded because it is assumed to exist to make and distribute a 

private profit. NGOs are further defined  and differentiated from business as being non-

profit organizations that are neither government nor business22.  

This definition of civil society is helpful in clarifying the institutional and legally 

mandated aims of corporations like Shell or IBM. But it is less helpful in categorizing 

sections of the business community that exist, at least in part, to generate a social good 

or advance a collective interest. This would include cooperatives, and social and 

community enterprises. Moreover, for some civil society would include partnerships that 

combine traditional (including multinational) businesses with public and private, non-

profit actors.  

A business’s contribution to sustainable development needs to be understood in terms of 

its viable options and what it makes of them. Internal and external factors together 

create a spectrum of possibilities at any point in time - or degrees of freedom - that 

defines a corporation’s practical scope for action. Whether and how a corporation acts 

within its degrees of freedom is the fundamental test of responsibility.  

A ‘civil organisation’ is therefore one that, whether for example established as a 

business or a campaigning body, integrates social, economic and environmental 

objectives into its governance, policy development, practices and overall basis of 

accountability23.  
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The Chamber was intended as, and remains, essentially a powerful dialogue partner to 

the General Assembly. It provides focused debate, and can table amendments to, and 

resist for a period of time the will of the General Assembly. It thereby plays a powerful 

‘ombudsman’ role in the UN at the highest level, challenging and bringing into 

international debate aspects of sovereign state policy and practice. Since its 

establishment, the Civil Chamber has of course been testing the boundaries of its 

mandate, and it seems likely going forward that its executive power is likely to grow. 

The Civil Chamber is currently made up of 832 elected organisational members, 

including NGOs, religious and labour organisations, and businesses. At one stage it 

looked as if there would be fixed numbers for each organisational category. But by 

then the distinctions were not clear-cut, and so the Civil Governance Code was agreed 

in Ulaan Baatar in 2011. This Code established eligibility to the UN’s Civil Chamber 

based on how an organisation was governed, rather than its functions or activities. 

Core was the requirement that an organisation establish a Civil Council to oversee 

strategy elected by a (non-paying) membership made up of impacted stakeholders24.  

The Code was quickly adopted by a first rash of organisations wishing to make 

themselves eligible for the Civil Chamber. The unexpected level of take-up by 

businesses was helped, undoubtedly, by tempting tax incentives hitherto unavailable 

to commercial organisations. More surprisingly was the subsequent acceleration in 

take-up by many organisations, previously uninterested, in being nominated to the 

Chamber. This followed the publication of a study by the UN/World Bank’s joint Civil 

Governance Unit, which observed that organisations operating under Civil Councils 

performed materially better then previously, and also better than others operating 

with traditional governance frameworks25. 

The Civil Chamber emerged from the recognition of the legitimacy of other routes 

along which the voices of people should be heard. This recognition was grounded in 

experiences of building and running operational and global policy partnerships. But 

just as the early partnership experience was shifting the UN’s approach to its own 

governance, it was also feeding back to impact on partnerships themselves.  

As the numbers and scale of partnerships increased following the Johannesburg 

Summit, the terms on which they operated became increasingly subject to legally-

binding contract, and therefore also to the courts. What had started as open 

development partnerships became closed to stakeholders, often even to the very 
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basics of civil inspection. With growing proportions of both public funds and private 

investments being channelled through such partnerships, there was growing concern as 

these developments.  

The tipping point came in 2006, when a rash of court cases were initiated by Chinese 

human rights lawyers on behalf of community groups in Germany who had been denied 

access to water under the control of a public-private partnership. The success of the 

legal action, and the subsequent bankruptcy of several of the partnering business and 

civil organisations, created panic amongst the now hundreds of thousands of 

commercial and non-profit organisations involved in comparable partnerships. A high-

level Roundtable of some of the world’s leading partnerships was hastily called which, 

dominated by lawyers, called for legislation to establish a new legal form limiting 

partner liability.  

The UN, by now dependent on partnerships for its arms and legs, stepped in, and 

brokered a deal which became known as the Global Partnership Convention. Under this 

Convention, a new, international legal status was created for partnerships giving them 

(and partners) limited liability. Mirroring the recently completed debates about the 

UN’s Civil Chamber, it was agreed that this status would only be available to these 

partnerships that conformed to a three-pronged model of governance.  

9 That the partnership adopted the Compact’s eleven UN Principles as a legal 

element of its own constituency.  

9 That the partnership conformed to a series of accountability measures covering 

transparency and access to its governance process for its own stakeholders, and in 

particular committed to a civil reporting standard26.  

9 That the partnerships Boards incorporated at least one, certified non-executive 

Director, whose task it would be to publicly report, annually, on the partnership’s 

adherence to the terms of its protected status.  

A new institution was created under the UN that provided regulatory oversight to this 

new agreement, which included establishing and monitoring the basis on which non-

executive Directors were trained and certified, who by the time of writing this in 2020 

numbered over 140,000 people. 

Predictions in the early years of this millennium of the demise of the UN have 

therefore proved utterly wrong. Three extraordinary social innovations, the UN Civil 

Chamber, the related Civil Governance Code, and the Global Partnership Convention, 
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have together reinvigorated the UN’s legitimacy and effectiveness. One more thing. Of 

course we should have realised that these innovations would migrate towards each 

other, creating yet further, unexpected developments in global governance. 

Partnerships adhering to the terms of the Convention quickly realised that they in fact 

complied with the terms of the Civil Governance Code, making them eligible for 

nomination to the Civil Chamber. They made very presentable candidates, being able 

to demonstrate more than others their multi-dimensional constituencies. Following the 

most recent elections in 2018, almost one third of the Chamber’s members are in fact 

partnerships, and there is every sign that this will grow further in the future. As the 

Civil Chamber approaches its tenth birthday, we are seeing the ascendance of civil 

partnerships in the governance of the UN, and more broadly our global community. 

 

End piece 

Evolving tomorrow’s relationship between civil society and the UN is a complex, multi-

faceted challenge. Aspects of this relationship can be consciously redesigned as a self-

contained exercise. But this brief paper suggests that the important changes to this 

relationship cannot be self-contained in this way. They will be intertwined with the 

UN’s broader evolution, and indeed with changes in the governance of development 

that go beyond the operations of the UN. 

Designing change in the context of such dynamic complexity is common to all of 

today’s major challenges. Normal problem-solving techniques and processes can be 

less helpful in such situations, since the inter-dependency between different issues can 

easily lead what the Chilean economist, Manfred Max-Neef, refers to as a state of 

‘perplexity’, where we become so embedded in the present that we cannot see 

productive strategies for moving forward. Common in this situation is stalemate 

between major vested interests, and ‘prisoner’s dilemmas’ where difficulties in 

mobilising collective action impede the adoption of strategies that all parties knows to 

be correct. Typically, outcomes in such circumstances are incremental and 

inadequate. 

Scenarios are intended to help in overcoming such ‘perplexity’. They are not 

predictions, although to be effective they need to describe futures that stakeholders 

view to be possible. Their intention is to reveal the relationship between systemic 
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change and the specific point of desired intervention. When effective, they illuminate 

the present in ways that create energy, agency and focus for change.  

The particular scenarios set out above, Grey Dawn and Civil Governance, are hopefully 

a useful starting point. What this would mean is that they are discussed, probed, 

changed or, better still, rejected and replaced with other, improved scenarios. In this 

way, they would contribute to a process of radical design that locates changes in 

policy and practice in an appreciation of how these will play out in, and impact on the 

dynamic environment in which we all live. 
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