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Foreword
When a government is at a turning point in public policy, it needs to listen to two distinct
voices. The first, and traditional, voice is that of the experts and stakeholders. The
second is citizens – the voters, taxpayers and beneficiaries of government services.
The two voices are complementary. Citizens can articulate the values to guide policy
decisions and set the boundaries and priorities. Experts can provide technical advice
and stakeholders provide essential advice on implementation. The combination of the
two leads to more informed policy decisions.
In the winter of 2004, the Ontario government was at a critical turning point in framing its
budget for the next four years. It arrived in office in October 2003, to find a serious
deterioration in the fiscal situation with the prospect of large and continuing deficits into
the future. And the government fully understood that Ontarians were still feeling the
effects of the severe budget corrections made by Ontario and the federal government in
the mid-90s.
The new government therefore undertook an ambitious consultation with experts,
stakeholders and public servants. It consulted with citizens who self-selected to
participate in Town Halls with the Premier and/or MPPs. As an extra dimension, the
government also asked Canadian Policy Research Networks to use its Citizen Dialogue
methodology to give randomly selected citizens a chance to deliberate budget strategy
for a full day. This was the first time a senior government in Canada has given citizens a
chance for an open-ended discussion on budget strategy.
This document reports on the outcome of the Citizen Dialogue in six Ontario cities over
four weeks in February and March, 2004. A seventh session served as a pilot. These
randomly selected citizens showed more frustration and cynicism than emerged in the
Town Halls (which are reported separately), but their core messages to the government
are very similar. What is unique about the Dialogue is that citizens had a chance to
explain why they made their choices. They therefore told a story which links the
messages together in a logic model, reflecting their view of “the right thing to do for all
Ontarians.”
I want to thank the 300 Ontarians who turned out early on a Saturday morning in the
dead of winter. It was not an easy day for these people, and they did have their
differences, as we report. But what you will find here is a citizenry that wants to trust its
government and will do so if it gives them “good management.” Citizens want a budget
strategy which is balanced, which means they want the government to make the right
choices for their children and their grand-children – even if that means that some
government services are going to cost more in coming years.

Judith Maxwell
April 2004
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Executive Summary
“As a new government, I think that the Liberals need to work hard to earn the
trust of the people of Ontario.”

This view, expressed by a participant at the Ottawa Citizens’ Dialogue session,
was echoed by citizens in Dialogue sessions across the province.
Declining trust in government has been documented in many jurisdictions over
recent decades. This group of Ontario citizens was more vehement than others
we have met in Canada in recent years. Their passion seemed to reflect several
factors: the hard times in Ontario since the 1990-91 recession, the sense that
the public services they value so highly are not meeting required standards of
access and quality, and their indignation about breaches of trust by governments.
Looking to the future, they want the government to take a balanced, holistic
approach, one that respects what Ontarians hold dear. They want their
government to show leadership and set an example by cleaning house,
streamlining services, eliminating waste/duplication and demonstrating more
transparent and accountable governance. They also want true citizen
engagement where advice of citizens is really listened to and used.
Ontarians want to trust their government to use their money wisely. Most are
prepared to pay more in service fees for public goods and services in future on
two conditions. The first is evidence that public services are being well managed
and that those responsible are held to account for their actions; and second, they
do not want higher fees to place a greater burden on vulnerable people.
However, there is no green light to raise income or retail taxes at this time.
Ontarians first need to see the evidence of good management -- increased
accountability, efficiency and transparency.

Who Participated in the Citizens’ Dialogue
Over 250 randomly selected Ontarians came together to participate in a unique
consensus-building process in six cities around the province from January to
March 2004. An additional 52 people participated in a pilot session. This
consultation deliberately engaged unaffiliated citizens who participated as
individuals – not as representatives of stakeholder or advocacy groups. They
were recruited by a professional polling firm to reflect a cross-section of voting
aged adults.
Participants were young, old and middle-aged men and women. They were
people who had lived their whole lives in Ontario and those who had recently
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arrived from other parts of Canada and the world. They were single, married and
divorced and included people with disabilities. They were first generation
Ontarians and First Nation Ontarians. They were professionals, students,
homemakers, retail workers, trades people and artists. They had varying
education and income levels. But participants all shared a common interest in
learning more about Ontario’s fiscal situation and having their say about the
development of Ontario’s budget strategy over the next four years.
The Citizens’ Dialogue was part of a multi-pronged consultation on the Ontario
Budget Strategy which included discussions with the public in Town Hall
meetings and on the web; and with experts, stakeholders and the Ontario Public
Service.

The Dialogue Process
Guided by professional facilitators, citizens worked together for nine hours in
large and small groups to formulate advice to the government on:
o the values and principles that Ontarians believe should guide budgetary
decisions during the course of its mandate,
o how the government should achieve the best possible outcomes from the
money it collects and spends, and
o how and when the government should eliminate the deficit.
Participants committed to a journey when they signed on for the Citizens’
Dialogue. They received advance background information on the provincial
budget, the government’s five priorities and key results and the dialogue process.
At registration on the morning of the session, they received a participant
workbook and worksheets (including a pre and post questionnaire). More
information on the methodology is included in the report.
After an orientation to the budget, participants considered the four
complementary approaches to developing a budget featured in their workbook:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Raise Additional Revenues
Streamline Government Operations
Foster Conservation & Sustainability of Natural Resources
Change the Way Government Delivers Services.

They rated their support for these approaches twice: in the morning before they
deliberated in small groups and at the end of the day, at which time they could
attach written conditions to their support. Their learning during the dialogue and
the opportunity to think through their conditions increased the support for all four
approaches:
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Approach

Pre-Dialogue
Rating

Post-Dialogue
Rating

% in favour

% in favour

42

76

45
55

74
78

51

72

Raise Additional
Revenues
Streamline Government
Operations
Foster Conservation
Change Government
Service Delivery

(Citizens rated each approach on a scale of 1 to 7. Positive scores include ratings of 5, 6 and7.)
Source: Participant Questionnaire Results, Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy, 2004-2008,
Strategic Counsel, 2004

As they made these choices, six core values with respect to Ontario’s budget
strategy Ontario emerged.
o Accountability: Government should be accountable, ethical and
transparent.
o Efficiency: Government should manage public funds wisely.
o Shared Responsibility: If government uses public funds wisely,
Ontarians are prepared to pay their share.
o Fairness: All changes must protect vulnerable people.
o Conservation: Government should promote conservation of natural
resources by charging the full cost of services and providing penalties
or incentives to conserve.
o Balance: Budgets should take a long-term, holistic approach.

Citizens’ Advice to Government
Using the principles and values they had agreed to, participants were able to
reach consensus on key steps that should be taken to help meet their priorities
while living within their means. In doing so, they made two overall tradeoffs:
•

The budget should be balanced over the course of the
mandate. In exchange for not cutting the core programs and
services that they most value, Ontarians would be prepared to pay
more in interest on the debt for the short term.

•

Ontarians should pay more of the real cost of the natural
resources that they use in order to ensure a basic level of
service for all. To encourage conservation, Ontarians would be
prepared to pay more of the real cost of services such as water.
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Citizens’ advice to government on its budgetary strategy is presented below.
1. Raise Additional Revenue
Citizens advised government to increase discretionary taxes for items such as
alcohol, tobacco, gambling/large lottery winnings and luxury goods (e.g.
recreational boats/large cars). They also recommended increasing fees, user
fees and fines to reflect the real cost of providing discretionary services such as
hunting and fishing licences, and vehicle licence plates for personal use (licences
for professional use are a separate issue). They want any increases to be done
incrementally, fairly and progressively.
2. Streamline Government Operations
Citizens advised government to eliminate waste and find efficiencies in the
following ways:
o Cut duplication in services and programs
o Enhance auditing of government programs/expenditures
o Reward managers for surpluses (end March Madness)
o Control expenses of senior management
o Manage grants to business and non-profits better
o Reduce number of officials on government boards
Government was urged to weigh public policy goals as well as fiscal implications
when it assesses whether to sell public assets. Citizens did not advocate the sale
of the LCBO or TVO.
3. Foster Conservation and Sustainability of Natural Resources
Citizens advised the government to increase fees and prices of natural resources
to better reflect the real cost of providing service. However, in doing so, it must
provide a basic amount to all consumers at a reasonable rate to protect the
vulnerable. Overall, there should be a user pay principle, whereby the more you
use the more you pay (with consideration of unit costs for number of users per
household). In addition, there should be penalties for over users and incentives
to encourage conservation by individuals and industry. Government should also
educate the public about why and how to conserve and on the true costs of
providing services. They advocated that water meters be used to determine
usage. And lastly they want government to develop alternative energy sources so
that Ontario will be less dependent on non renewable sources.
4. Change the Way Government Delivers Service
Citizens advised government to reform health care delivery to focus on
community-based, coordinated delivery, and prevention and wellness. They want
more home care to reduce unnecessary hospital stays, shortened waiting lists,
improved access to specialists, accreditation for foreign professionals, greater
vii
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use of nurse practitioners, personal support workers and telehealth, incentives
for health professionals to stay in communities and an integrated health ID Card.
They recommended that government increase efforts to support training and
workforce preparation. They want government to invest in training and retraining,
increase the number of apprenticeships, provide subsidies for recent graduates
entering the workforce and create a bridging program to support social
assistance recipients to return to work.
Turning their attention to education, they expect the government to reduce class
size, improve conditions for teachers and in classrooms (e.g. textbooks), find less
expensive ways to test students, provide more services for special needs
students and maintain access to education.
5. Deficit Reduction
At the end of the day, citizens were asked to advise the government on how
quickly to reduce the current budget deficit, which in the Dialogue workbook was
projected to average $4.5 billion over the next three fiscal years. The majority of
citizens advised the government to:
Balance the Budget within the mandate of the government
o Within two to four years
o With protection for the vulnerable
o Find progressive alternatives to deficit-obsessed approach
o Report on the state of the deficit before the end of mandate
– no surprises
Conclusion
What citizens have provided in this dialogue is the value structure or the
architecture for the Ontario budget strategy. This input is remarkably consistent
with the messages from the less formal Town Hall consultations. The dialogue
reveals much more about why citizens were saying what they did, and shows
their underlying logic framework. This input from a cross section of Ontarians is
designed to be a valuable complement to the more technical advice from experts
and stakeholders.
Ontarians have a coherent and consistent vision of how they want their
government to function. They made it clear that they believe there is a lot of
room for improvement. Still they took the task seriously. They established their
common views based on what is best for our communities, our children and all
the people of Ontario.
They are now looking for proof that the government has heard their views. They
gave three markers they would watch for:
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o This report - whether it truly reflects what was heard in the dialogues,
o The 2004-2005 budget – whether it incorporates any advice given by
citizens, and
o The size of the deficit – whether it is reduced during the mandate.
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1

Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy —
Introduction and Overview

The newly elected Government of Ontario began its first budget preparations in
the context of a projected average deficit of $4.5 billion1 over the next three fiscal
years. It quickly determined that it needed to understand the values and
principles that Ontarians believe should guide its budgetary decisions during the
course of its mandate.
The government also wanted advice on how to achieve the best possible
outcomes from the money it collects and spends - and it wanted to hear how it
could achieve these goals while living within its means.
To obtain this advice, the Government adopted a multi-pronged consultation
strategy: it convened discussions with experts, stakeholders, the Ontario Public
Service and the public. Consultations with the public included two connected
streams with similar background materials: a day long Citizens’ Dialogue and two
and a half hour Town Hall meetings. Citizens were also invited to participate in
online consultation though the Web site www.townhallontario.gov.on.ca
The Premier asked the Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN) to lead the
Citizens’ Dialogue in six cities around the province. Through this process a
randomly selected group of citizens came together in groups of about 40 to
engage in a full day dialogue to make choices and trade-offs about:
• the values and principles that should underpin budgets over the
next four years,
• how to find the money to achieve priorities and balance the budget,
• the best combination of raising revenue and reducing spending and
• how fast the budget should be balanced.
Many of the Ontarians who participated in these dialogues arrived suspicious or
even cynical about the purpose of the consultation and whether the input would
be truly used. Some challenged the fiscal information provided and demanded
additional data. Nonetheless, citizens worked hard and felt a sense of
accomplishment at the end of the day. They underscored the importance of
making decisions based on what is best for our communities, our children and all
the people of Ontario.
The results of this dialogue provide decision-makers with the citizens’ vision of
what the Ontario budget should look like and the underlying values that informed
their choices. Their insight and wisdom should be considered carefully along with

1

Source: Ontario Ministry of Finance, Potential Medium Term Fiscal Projection, Citizens’
Dialogue Workbook on the Ontario Budget Strategy 2004-2008, February 2004
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the contributions of other stakeholders and experts who participated in the prebudget consultations.

2

Who Participated in Citizens’ Dialogue

Over 250 randomly selected Ontarians participated in the six day-long dialogue
sessions. An additional 52 people participated in a pilot session. This
consultation specifically engaged unaffiliated citizens who participated as
individual citizens, not as representatives of particular stakeholder or advocacy
groups. They were recruited by a professional polling firm to reflect a crosssection of voting aged adults. (See Appendix 1 for additional demographic
information on participants.)
Participants were young, old and middle-aged men and women. They were
people who had lived their whole lives in Ontario and those that had recently
arrived from other parts of Canada and the world. They were single, married and
divorced and included people with disabilities. They were first generation
Ontarians and First Nation Ontarians. They were professionals, students,
homemakers, retail workers, trades people and artists. They had varying
education and income levels. But they all shared a common interest in learning
more about Ontario’s fiscal situation and having their say about the development
of Ontario’s budget strategy over the next four years.
The sessions were held on Saturdays from January 31 until March 6, 2004 in
Windsor, London, Sudbury, Ottawa, Toronto and Hawkesbury. The one in
Hawkesbury was a francophone session. A pilot, held in Toronto on January 31,
tested the process and materials, which were adjusted for subsequent sessions.
Participants who agreed to come were eager to take part – very few who said
they would attend did not come.

3

The Dialogue Process and Four Budgetary Approaches

Once they agreed to participate, citizens received an information package
including a letter from Premier Dalton McGuinty, a description of the dialogue
process and background information on the budget. The budget information
included material on where money comes from and where money goes, how
population changes affect the need for services, the economy, the fiscal outlook
and the structural deficit2.
2

Participants at the Windsor session recommended that future participants would benefit from
receiving more background material before the session. Following on their advice, additional
information on the budget was sent to participants prior to the dialogue session.

2

Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy 2004 - 2008

To begin the day, two professional facilitators, trained in the dialogue
methodology, invited participants to introduce themselves and to highlight one
concern that brought them to the session.
Following introductions, facilitators did an orientation providing information on:
• The government’s five priorities and key results (student achievement,
healthier Ontarians, better workers and jobs, safe and vital communities
and more active citizens)
• Basic facts on the budget
• The importance of dialogue vs. debate (these ground rules were
included in the workbook and hung on wall charts in the meeting rooms
– see Appendix V)
• The design of the dialogue which is intended to enable citizens to learn
together, to surface common values and to make trade offs and policy
choices
• Overview of four possible complementary approaches to developing a
budget. The four approaches were presented in the same format in the
workbook with a brief introduction, underlying principles, arguments
for/against, and examples of how that particular approach would work.3
Facilitators answered participants’ questions and responded to emerging
concerns. However, budgetary questions of a more technical nature were
compiled and referred to provincial experts. Information received back from the
experts was given to the groups as soon as possible by the facilitators to assist
participants in their deliberations.
Probing Four Budgetary Approaches
Before breaking into small groups, citizens completed a short questionnaire to
give a sense of their individual support for each of the four approaches outlined
in the workbook:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Raise Additional Revenues
Streamline Government Operations
Foster Conservation & Sustainability of Natural Resources
Change the Way Government Delivers Services.

With their fellow citizens’ and their own concerns fresh in their minds, participants
spent the rest of the morning working in small pre-selected and self-facilitated
groups. Participants reviewed all four approaches (focusing on the principles and
pros and cons provided in the workbook) and deliberated on the following
question:
3

A copy of the workbook can be found on the Government of Ontario website
www.townhallontario.gov.on.ca
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What principles and values should guide the Ontario government’s budget
decisions over the next four years?
Returning to the plenary around noon, each of the four to five groups presented
their points of agreement, concerns and differences. With the aid of facilitators
the group identified the common ground: a list of principles and values to guide
the development of budgets in Ontario.
The afternoon task was more concrete: the small groups addressed this
question:
Given the values and principles we believe should guide the budget
approach for Ontario, what steps should we take to ensure that we meet
our priorities while living within our means?
The facilitators circulated among the groups during their discussions, reminding
them of the importance of developing a list of steps that are concrete, consistent
and affordable…“if we don’t make the choices and trade-offs they will be made
for us… and they may not be the choices that we want.”
Developing Common Ground
When participants returned to plenary, each group identified steps that they
wanted the government to take to raise revenues, find savings, foster
conservation and improve services. They then searched for and sought to clarify
the common ground among all groups. They also deliberated on deficit reduction.
At the end of the day, citizens were asked once again to complete the
questionnaire to rank the approaches. They were invited to provide written
conditions that would modify their support and/or explain their position.
And to conclude their day, participants were asked to state their greatest insight
from their dialogue and to deliver a message to decision makers.
The results of these processes informed this report. Following each session
CPRN analyzed data from participants’ opening and closing statements, the
morning and afternoon rating of and conditions for the four approaches, and the
agreements and disagreements identified in the morning and afternoon
plenaries. Audio tapes, video tapes and transcripts of each session were also
reviewed for deeper analysis. (More detailed information on the methodology is
provided in Appendix IV.)
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4

Listening to Citizens: What Citizens Brought into the
Dialogue

Over 90 percent of participants (234 out of a total of 254 in the six dialogues)
opted to introduce themselves and identify key budget issues of concern to them.
While each dialogue session developed its own unique flavour and tone a
common pattern of issues and concerns emerged across the sessions.
Over half of all participants identified concerns related to health care and the
ability to sustain this essential service over the long term so that their children
and grandchildren could have access to health care. They highlighted the need
to make better use of nurses and nurse practitioners, increase support for home
care and community-based services and refocus attention on prevention and
wellness.
Just under half of participants highlighted concerns with the education system.
Their recommendations included the need for improvements within the
classroom, additional textbooks, better treatment of teachers and the need to
address the high cost of post secondary education and training.
Some participants questioned the real purpose of the consultation and whether
the input would be truly used. Others questioned the timing of the consultation
and whether advice would be fed into the budget-making process or influence the
budget.
Other issues of concern noted by more than 10% of participants included:
• avoid waste in government spending,
• use funds more effectively and efficiently,
• address the deficit and live within our means,
• protect the environment, and
• maintain the social safety net and social services.
Other issues identified spanned a variety of topics: seniors’ issues and pensions,
crime, taxes, housing, need to improve public transportation,
refugees/immigrants, the economy, and skilled professionals leaving Canada for
better prospects.
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Table 1 - Issues Identified by Citizens in Opening Statements
Opening Statements
Health Care
Education
Avoid Waste/
Better use of funds
Live within means
Budget Deficit
Environment
Social services/
Safety net

Total
234*

TO
43

Ottawa
38

London
39

Sudbury
39

Hawkesbury
24

Windsor
51

115
100
27

24
14
4

17
16
4

18
23
6

16
14
5

13
7
8

27
26

1

10

4

23
22
19

8
10
5

6
1

4

6
9

* numbers may not total, as comments made only a few times or once are not included in chart.
Source: 2004 Transcripts, Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy 2004-2008

While some participants said they were pleased to be invited to the session and
looked forward to the opportunity to provide advice to government on how it
should develop the budget, many were skeptical about the underlying reason for
the consultation. They questioned the participant selection process, the
information that was included (or not included) in the workbook, the structure of
the day, how open the discussion would be and whether the input from the
dialogue would be truly used.
“… We’re coming off ten years of a government who was a past master in Orwellian
speak…you’re talking about Government of Truth here…It was just crazy. And a lot of us
developed cynicism…we were given many questionnaires …and told to rate on [scale of]
1 to 5 how great our government is: a little bit great, greater than that, very great, super
duper great. And there wasn’t any room for anything else but that.” (Toronto)
“The cynical would say that the Conservative government in 02/03 minimized the deficit
and the Liberals may, on entering government, be exaggerating it by the way they are
keeping the books.” (Ottawa)
“My primary concern is the $10 billion we spend in interest. It does nobody in this room
and in the province any good.” (Sudbury)
“I am interested in accountability – and not just on the part of the government, but the
people who use the money given by the government and by individuals like myself who
use the services.” (Windsor)
“My main concern is health. I don’t want to ride to the hospital on a smooth road and get
bad service.” (Sudbury)
“…most of my concerns focus around the future for my three small stepchildren. I want
to be sure they get an education, that they can access health care, and that there is an
environment left for them to live in.” (London)
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“We want to be assured that the government will do something to reduce the deficit. And
be assured that our children and grandchildren will have a better future.” (Hawkesbury,
translated from the French)

5

Citizens’ Set of Guiding Values

Participants worked for about 90 minutes in pre-selected and self-facilitated
groups of about 10 people (designed to reflect the diversity of the larger group).
They reviewed the four budgetary approaches and discussed the principles and
values that should guide the Ontario government’s budget decisions. The
principles listed for each approach were provided in the workbook and in
participant worksheets. Participants were encouraged to revise or add to the list.
Approach 1 – Raise Additional Revenue
The first approach is to raise additional revenues by charging more for services
and benefits provided by the government and reducing and eliminating selective
tax incentives. This approach will help to reduce the government deficit and help
to generate more funds to invest in core priorities.
Guiding Principles:
o The government should charge fees for services it delivers
but it should never charge more for a service than the cost to
provide it.
o The government should reduce and eliminate tax incentives
and exemptions in the tax system that no longer serve an
important public purpose.
o Where Ontarians can afford to pay for goods and services
available on the market, they should pay a greater share of
the cost.
Approach 2 – Streamline Government Operations
The second approach is for government to sell or lease the business assets it
now owns, if they feel they are no longer central to government priorities. This
approach would generate lump sum payments to the government which could be
used to finance investments in core priorities like health and education. (See
Approach 4)
Guiding Principles:
o Government should extract as much financial value as
possible from the businesses it owns and the money should
be invested in core priorities such as health and education.
o The government should maintain or enhance regulatory
standards for businesses it sells or leases to protect the
public interest.

7
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Approach 3 – Foster Conservation and Sustainability of Natural Resource
The third approach is to ensure conservation of scarce natural resources, by
charging users more of the full cost of these resources, while ensuring that basic
needs are met for all Ontarians. This approach would reduce government
subsidies and build up surpluses needed to invest in future capacity.
Guiding Principles:
o Where the government delivers an essential service that
consumes natural resources, businesses and households
should pay a price to cover the full cost.
o Fees charged for services should never cost more than the
full cost to provide them.
Approach 4 – Change the Way Government Delivers Service
The fourth approach is to change the way government delivers services in priority
areas such as health and education to produce better services. This approach
would require a significant transformation of services which would cost more
money in the next few years, but would reduce growth in annual operating costs
in later years.
Guiding Principles:
o In proposing new ways of delivering services the
government should focus on making services affordable and
sustainable in the long-term.
o These new ways of operating should provide better service
to Ontarians.
o The government should raise extra revenues from areas
described in Approaches 1 and 2 to pay for the upfront
investments required to transform key services like
education and health.
Each small group developed its own set of values and principles, which they
reported back to the large group. In plenary, and with the guidance of facilitators,
participants identified areas of agreement and defined their collective list of
principles and values that should guide the development of Ontario’s budgets
over the next four years.4
Citizens across the dialogue sessions developed a coherent list of key principles
and values to guide the budget-making process. While other principles were
highlighted in some dialogues, the following set was remarkably consistent
across all communities.

4

Areas of differences were also captured and recorded on flipcharts.
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•

Accountability: Government should be accountable, ethical and
transparent as it conducts its business and provides services for
Ontarians. It should lead by example.

•

Efficiency: Government should operate more efficiently, manage better,
spend more wisely and make the very best possible use of the funds it
collects. It should eliminate waste and find savings, starting at the top – in
citizens’ words – “good management”.

•

Shared Responsibility: If the government proves it can use taxpayers’
money wisely Ontarians would be prepared to pay more taxes (i.e. income
and retail) providing there is protection of lower income people. In the
meantime they support raising luxury/sin taxes and user fees for
“discretionary services” but not on core services such as health care,
education and policing.

•

Fairness: Whatever changes are made, the government must protect the
vulnerable – they have already paid enough. Remember core values and
what makes people proud to be Ontarians.

•

Conservation: Conservation should be promoted by charging more of the
full costs of providing services and goods that use natural resources;
providing incentives for innovation; and developing alternative energy
sources. Based on the “more you use, the more you pay” principle, basic
access would be provided for all. Educating the public about why and how
to conserve would be reinforced with penalties for overuse/abuse.

•

Balance: It should have a long term holistic approach to decisionmaking…profitability is only one criterion. The government should not be
debt-obsessed. When assessing whether to sell valuable public assets,
decisions should be based on the asset’s contribution to public policy
goals and general revenue.

“[Government should be] looking ahead far into the future and have some vision for the
future, and realizing that the way to lead us to that future and that vision is by example
from the top down.” (Sudbury)
“I feel we should not consider eliminating the deficit as sacrosanct. I think we should
consider gradually reducing it and building up our social services.” (Windsor)
“…Restore and maintain a humane society and natural environment – do it with great
courage. People are willing to share the burden so long as it is shared equitably,
including with corporations.” (Toronto)
“One other thing that concerns me about this whole meeting is the premise seems to be
that we should not be considering general raising of taxes…I think it has to be a serious
consideration.” (London)
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6

Key Findings: Citizens’ Advice to Government

Participants committed to a journey when they signed on for the Citizens’
Dialogue. Together they developed a solid consensus about desirable budgetary
steps and the tradeoffs required to achieve these steps. This consistency, seen
not only within dialogues but across communities, demonstrates how Ontarians
hold very similar values and ideas about how they want the government to
achieve priorities.
During the day, participants explored different approaches to the budget,
weighed the pros and cons of each, considered examples, and identified actions
to raise revenues, find savings, foster conservation and improve services. They
also examined how quickly the government should eliminate the deficit.
Citizens delivered a clear message to government about the need to show
leadership and set an example by cleaning house, streamlining services,
eliminating waste/duplication and demonstrating a more transparent and
accountable government. Once government has established a track record of
good management (while not compromising essential services), citizens would
consider paying more taxes (i.e. income and retail).
There was also a call for true citizen engagement where the advice of citizens is
really listened to and used.

Tradeoffs Made
The tradeoffs citizens made determined that:
•

The budget should be balanced over the course of the
mandate. In exchange for not cutting the core programs and
services that they most value, Ontarians would be prepared to pay
more in interest on the debt for the short term.

•

Ontarians should pay more of the real cost of the natural
resources that they use in order to ensure a basic level of
service for all. For example, to encourage conservation,
Ontarians would be prepared to pay more of the real cost of water
services.

The following section highlights where citizens ended up after a day of dialogue.
It outlines both the agreements in plenary and the ratings individuals assigned in
the pre/post questionnaires. In the post questionnaires, participants also added
conditions to clarify their support for or expectations about each approach.
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Support for all approaches grew substantially from morning to afternoon. This
suggests that participants recognized the need to raise revenues and find
savings. They also recognized the need to conserve our natural resources and to
improve the delivery of core programs and services such as health care and
education.
The pie charts that follow illustrate how participants rated the four approaches in
the morning and how their opinions evolved after a day of dialogue. (Using a
scale of 7, a score of 5+ was favourable, 4 neutral and 3 or less was
unfavourable.)
The conditions participants attached to each approach reinforce the key themes
identified in plenary and add additional insight on what citizens would like to see
done and how the budget strategy should be implemented.
Over 90% (233 out of 254) of participants attached conditions to the approaches
to clarify their expectations or modify their support. This high percentage
demonstrates the extent of citizens’ engagement in this process.
The conditions listed below emerged as consensus points across the dialogue
sessions. Only those conditions that were recorded by a minimum of 17% of
respondents are included here. In some cases almost 50% of participants noted
the same concerns. They are listed in order of frequency (i.e. those mentioned
most are listed first).
Similarly, points coming out of the plenary sessions are only reported as
agreements if there was substantial support within a dialogue and across five or
six dialogues. Other points that were discussed (often in great depth) and even
agreed to in one or two sessions, but did not receive the support of the majority
are captured under the section on minority views.
The repetition of messages from different sources is significant. Similar
information received from both the plenary consensus and the conditions
demonstrates a high degree of consistency between quantitative and qualitative
data.
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Approach 1 – Raise Additional Revenue
The first approach is to raise additional revenues by charging more for services
and benefits provided by the government and reducing and eliminating selective
tax incentives. This approach will help to reduce the government deficit and help
to generate more funds to invest in core priorities.

Initially, citizens’ support to raise additional revenues was 42%. At the end of the
day, after reflecting on budget numbers and discussing the options with fellow
participants, 76% supported this approach.
Pre

Neutral
22%

Post

Neutral
14%
Totally
Favourable
42%

Totally
Unfavourable
10%

Totally
Unfavourable
36%

Totally
Favourable
76%

Source: Quantitative Results from Participant Questionnaires; Data Tabulations, Strategic Counsel, 2004

Conditions
At the end of the day, when participants ranked the approaches on the post
questionnaire seventy-nine per cent (79%) of participants attached conditions to
this approach. Half (49%) stated that fees/taxes could be introduced or increased
for “non-essential services” and discretionary or luxury items (e.g. alcohol,
cigarettes and recreational boats). Another 17% of participants stressed the
importance of accountability and the need for government to eliminate waste and
duplication.
Plenary Consensus
Citizens advised the government to take the following steps:
1. Increase discretionary taxes to reinvest in the same or similar program
area. Participants’ suggestions for areas where taxes could be raised or
introduced included:
o Alcohol, tobacco
o Gambling/large lottery winnings
o Overuse and luxury goods (e.g. on recreational boats and
large cars).
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2. Increase fees, user fees and fines to reflect the real cost of providing
“discretionary” services such as “services or programs that we benefit
from but would not suffer without”. Examples participants agreed to
include hunting and fishing licences, and plates for personal use
(licenses for professional use are a separate issue). Participants want
any increases to be done incrementally, fairly and progressively.
Minority Views
Issues related to increasing corporate and personal income taxes and a one time
“deficit tax” generated significant discussion in several dialogues but were not
accepted by the majority of participants. There was also no majority opinion on
taxing meals under $4. Taxing legalized prostitution and marijuana were agreed
to at some dialogues but were not supported at the majority of sessions.

Approach 2 – Streamline Government Operations
The second approach is for government to sell or lease the business assets it
now owns, if they feel they are no longer central to government priorities. This
approach would generate lump sum payments to the government which could be
used to finance investments in core priorities like health and education (See
Approach 4)

At the beginning of the session, citizens’ support for finding savings was 45%. At
the end of the day, following deliberations 74% supported the approach subject
to some conditions.
Post

Pre

Neutral
15%

Neutral
17%

Totally
Unfavourable
11%

Totally
Favourable
45%
Totally
Unfavourable
38%

Totally
Favourable
74%

Source: Quantitative Results from Participant Questionnaires; Data Tabulations, Strategic Counsel, 2004
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Conditions
At the end of the day seventy per cent (70%) of participants attached conditions
to this approach. Thirty per cent (30%) highlighted the need for accountability,
efficiency and elimination of waste (e.g. eliminate the duplication of services and
programs). They called for government to:
• enhance auditing,
• reward managers for surpluses,
• control expenses at senior management levels,
• manage grants for business and not-for-profit organizations better, and
• reduce the number of officials on government boards.
Another 26% want government to use a balanced approach when making
decisions about selling valuable government assets (i.e. decisions should be
made on their contribution to public policy goals as well as revenue generation).
Plenary Consensus
Citizens advised the government to take the following steps:
1. Eliminate waste and find efficiencies in government by:
o Eliminating duplication in services and programs
o Enhancing auditing of government programs/expenditures
o Rewarding managers for surpluses (end year-end spending
– “March Madness”)
o Controlling expenses of senior management
o Managing grants to business and non-profits better
o Reducing number of officials on government boards.
2. Government should consider social policy goals as well as fiscal
implications when it considers selling assets. Citizens did not advocate the
sale of the LCBO or TVO.
Minority Views
A minority advocated a freeze on the wages/pensions of elected officials and
senior managers and a reduction of the public service but this recommendation
did not receive the support of the majority.

Approach 3 – Foster Conservation and Sustainability of Natural Resources
The third approach is to ensure conservation of scarce natural resources, by
charging users more of the full cost of these resources, while ensuring that basic
needs are met for all Ontarians. This approach would reduce government
subsidies and build up surpluses needed to invest in future capacity.
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At the outset of the session citizens’ support to foster conservation was 55%.
Following discussion at the end of the day 78% of participants favoured this
approach.
Post

Pre

Neutral
10%

Neutral
18%

Totally
Unfavourable
27%

Totally
Unfavourable
12%

Totally
Favourable
55%

Totally
Favourable
78%

Source: Quantitative Results from Participant Questionnaires; Data Tabulations, Strategic Counsel, 2004

Conditions
In the post questionnaire completed in the afternoon, sixty-six per cent (66%) of
participants attached conditions to this approach. Forty-five per cent (45%) stated
that beyond a reasonable rate for basic service, the cost of consuming natural
resources should reflect the full cost of providing the service on the condition that
the vulnerable are protected (i.e. “the more you use, the more you pay” principle
will result in greater conservation).
Almost one third said that government should lead by example by applying high
standards in its own operations, using incentives and penalties to foster
conservation and innovation and educating the public about the true cost of
services and why and how they should conserve.
Plenary Consensus
Citizens advised the government to take the following steps:
1. Increase the fees and prices of natural resources to better reflect the real
cost of providing service.
o Provide a basic amount to all consumers at a reasonable
rate to ensure protection for the vulnerable
o Apply “the more you use the more you pay” principle (with
consideration of unit costs for number of users per
household)
o Impose penalties for over users
o Educate the public on why and how to conserve
o Inform the public about the true costs of providing services
o Use water meters to determine use.
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2. Use incentives to encourage households and industry to conserve natural
resources among individuals and industry.
3. Develop alternative energy sources.
Minority Views
Charging tolls on new 400-type highways was supported in three dialogues on
the condition that alternative routes exist. One dialogue sent a clear message
about the need to invest in public transit. The use of penalties to reduce industry
overuse, capping the number of garbage bags, increasing gasoline taxes (except
on diesel) and the use of a dual-water system (separation of drinking water and
water for other purposes) in homes and industries were also advocated but did
not receive the support of the majority.

Approach 4 – Change the Way Government Delivers Service
The fourth approach is to change the way government delivers services in priority
areas such as health and education to produce better services. This approach
would require a significant transformation of services, which would cost more
money in the next few years, but would reduce growth in annual operating costs
in later years.

At the beginning of the day citizens’ support to change the way government was
51%. At the end of the day participants support rose to 72%.
Post

Pre

Neutral
14%

Neutral
19%

Totally
Unfavourable
30%

Totally
Unfavourable
14%

Totally
Favourable
51%

Totally
Favourable
72%

Source: Quantitative Results from Participant Questionnaires; Data Tabulations, Strategic Counsel, 2004
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Conditions
At the end of the day sixty-six per cent (66%) of participants attached conditions
to this approach. Almost half (46%) highlighted the need to find efficiencies within
the health care system by managing resources better, eliminating waste and
duplication, reducing administrative costs and reallocating savings to other
priorities within the health care system.
Almost one quarter of participants attaching conditions wanted to see a focus on
community-based, coordinated delivery and prevention in health care; greater
use of nurse practitioners, nurses and other health professionals; more home
care to reduce unnecessary hospital stays; reduced waiting lists; and improved
access to specialists.
Plenary Consensus – Health Care
Citizens advised the government to take the following steps:
1. Health care reform:
o Focus on community-based, coordinated delivery of health care
o Focus on prevention and wellness
o Provide more home care to reduce unnecessary hospital stays
o Reduce waiting lists
o Improve access to specialists
o Use more nurse practitioners, personal support workers and
telehealth
o Accredit foreign professionals
o Provide incentives for health professionals to stay in
communities.
o Use an integrated health ID Card.
Minority Views
One dialogue sent a clear message that the existing system should be fixed - not
transformed. They cautioned that transformation is often costly and that “different
is not always better”. There was also a great deal of discussion about user fees
for health care and clinics, whether patients need to visit their family doctor in
order to see a specialist, the use of Smart Cards and the use of incentives for
graduating professionals to work in more remote regions. However, no majority
opinion emerged on these issues.
Plenary Consensus - Education
Citizens advised the government to take the following steps:
2. Training and Preparation for Workforce:
o Invest in training and retraining
o Provide more apprenticeships
o Offer government subsidies for recent graduates entering
the workforce
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o Create bridging programs to support social assistance
recipients to return to work.
3. Invest in Education:
o Reduce class size
o Improve conditions for teachers
o Improve conditions in classrooms (e.g. textbooks)
o Find less expensive ways to test students
o Provide more services for special needs students.
o Maintain access to education.
Minority Views
Other education-related issues that were advocated but did not receive the
support of the majority included the combining of school boards to reduce
administrative costs, the use of education graduates as interns/teachers’ aids
and eliminating/reducing tuition fees for post secondary education for high
achieving students.

Deficit Reduction
In each dialogue citizens wrestled with the issue of how and when the deficit
should be paid off. They discussed deficit reduction and reflected on the
principles and values that Ontarians hold dear.
Plenary Consensus
Finally, the majority of citizens advised the government to take the following step:
Balance the Budget within the mandate of the government
o Two to four years
o With protection of the vulnerable
o Find progressive alternatives to deficit-obsessed approach
o Report on the state of the deficit before the end of mandate
– no surprises.
Minority Views
Some citizens believed that the deficit should be eliminated within a year, while
others argued that we should take ten years to pay off the deficit rather than risk
our safety net and infrastructure. While these views were advocated by some
they did not receive support of the majority.
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7

The Last Word: Citizens’ Closing Comments

During the citizens’ dialogue, participants explored approaches, examined
principles, weighed the pros and cons of each approach, discussed tradeoffs and
used their core values to make the best possible choices. They listened to
opinions that reinforced their views as well as to arguments for different
positions.
At the end of the day citizens gave their closing comments. Almost three quarters
of participants chose to share their greatest insight from the day and to deliver a
message to decision makers.
Comparing their opening and closing comments provides insight into how the
concerns of citizens evolved as a result of their shared learnings. In the morning
the majority of participants identified concerns related to health and education as
their top of mind issues. By the afternoon, a broader range of issues were
identified. The following table illustrates these movements.

Table 2: Citizens’ Opening and Closing Comments by Theme and
Frequency
Opening Comments
Health Care
Education
Avoid Waste/
Better use of funds
Live within means/
Budget/Deficit
Environment

234*
115
100
27

Social services/Safety net

19

23
22

Closing Comments
Positive experience
Listen to us – we want to be heard
Accountability and honesty in government spending/
No more waste or scandal
Impressed with level of discussion/
Intelligence of participants
Invest in core services – health/education/
Social services/mental health
Balance the budget but protect vulnerable

184*
111
50
49

Don’t be “debt obsessed” pay gradually
Quality of life is key – citizens willing to share burden
Make Ontario a better place for future generations

7
16
16

New understanding of complexity of budget process

14

28
26
19

* Numbers may not total, as comments made only once or infrequently are not included in chart
Source: 2004 Transcripts, Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy 2004-2008

In over half the comments, participants noted that they were very pleased to
have had the opportunity to participate and contribute to the process. In the
evaluation over 85% said the day was worthwhile to them and they would be
willing to participate in another dialogue. (See Appendix III for more detail.)

19

Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy 2004 - 2008

The key themes in the closing comments are highlighted in the following pages.
“It’s really been an honour to be part of this process. It was quite a surprise. But I also
learned so much from this. I think one thing that I truly learned is that this (budget) is not
an easy process…politicians do not have an easy job.” (London)
“I usually run away from government forums and discussions, but when I got the phone
call I was really pleased. This is the first time. Tells me government is caring enough to
want to hear from us. And I hope that this goes back to them… I think that as long as the
government stays open, keeps us informed, I think things can be conquered.” (Windsor)
“What I realized today, through all the discussion we had, is that if we invest in
education, we can educate people about their health…their social responsibility. And this
education about civic responsibility will mean that at election time, people will go and
vote. We will know what kind of government we have elected.” (Hawkesbury, translated
from French)
“I am a new Canadian and I am pretty much happy to be part of this forum. I am
impressed by the knowledge of the people, their empathy towards the environment, their
concerns about the issues…I should say I’m living in one of the best societies in the
world…there are some savings and there are some challenges, but those challenges
have to be taken, not brushed under the carpet.” (Toronto)

Participants’ Assessment of the Dialogue
Participants felt a sense of accomplishment at the end of the day. In the
evaluation over 80% strongly endorsed the facilitators’ work (clear explanations
and guidance). The same proportion found the small groups useful, with
sufficient time for them to participate. Sixty per cent said that the workbook was
clear, relevant and useful.
“…forty or fifty people have come together, and the thought and the passion and the
effort that everyone has put into this day. I hope that Mr. McGuinty and his people will
give it due consideration, and hopefully, we have made a difference.” (Ottawa)
“I learned a lot of things, and what really impressed me is the amount of knowledge and
expertise that is found in all sorts of people, whether they have diplomas or not. And I
am pleased that the government is making such good use of it.” (London)
“I don’t know where all those cynics are that are supposed to be out there in voter-land
because there wasn’t anyone in this group that was. Everybody worked very hard that I
could see and came up with a lot of intelligent contributions, and I am most impressed by
the fact that very few of us are afraid to say we are willing to pay more as long as we get
good service and good government.” (Windsor)
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Call for Good Government
In addition to budgetary advice and a call for greater citizen engagement,
participants also delivered a very clear message to government about the need
to:
o clean house,
o streamline services,
o eliminate waste and duplication and
o demonstrate more transparent and accountable government.
Citizens want the government to be fiscally responsible and the vast majority
expects the deficit to be gone by the end of this mandate. Another key message
was that citizens are willing to take greater responsibility and do their bit to
tighten their belts. Participants would consider paying more taxes, but only after
government has cleaned up its act … and not at the expense of the vulnerable or
essential services.
Some participants cautioned the government not to become “debt obsessed”
while others said it was time to stop living beyond our means.

“What I am asking of this government is to eliminate all unjustified expenditures and
make sure that everything is done honestly.” (Hawkesbury, translated from French)
“I am thinking about long-term fiscal responsibility for the government. I know that
everybody has to manage their own household budget, but the government has to do
the same thing. It’s a wonderful opportunity that we can actually have some input here
and make a difference – not just for us but for future generations.” (London)
“Live within your means, balance the budget without increasing taxes, either personal or
corporate…Pay down the debt so that my eight grandchildren are not going to have to
pay something that they did not create.” (Ottawa)

Lingering Skepticism
While many participants were energized by a day spent renewing their faith in
democracy, some lingering skepticism surfaced at the end of the day. While 50
citizens stated that they hoped that their views would be listened to, a small vocal
minority still had questions about the process and how and when this advice
would be used. They reiterated their hope that this government would be open
and honest and make a real difference to improve the quality of lives of
Ontarians.
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“If I had to communicate one message to the government it would be: Look at the energy
that is in this room and what has come out of it. Keep doing it. Keep talking to us and
listening to us too -- because we will judge based on how well we are listened to.”
(Toronto)
“I think that Mr. McGuinty did a good thing with these dialogues. I only hope that it won’t
just be another budgetary expense. And about balancing the budget, it’s not a question –
it has to be done.” (Hawkesbury translated from French)
“I enjoyed the day, but the next important day for me is in April when I receive the report.
And when I read the report I hope the report reflects what I see along the wall and that
…when you [CPRN] formulate the report that it is based on this, not any particular input
from a government department, but it reflects our views that will guide the government,
not the government guiding you in preparing the report.” (Windsor)

Less cynical at day’s end than they were in the morning, participants emphasized
that they would suspend judgment until they saw proof that the government had
heard their views. They gave three markers they would watch for:
o This report - whether it truly reflects what was heard in the dialogues,
o The 2004 - 2005 budget – whether it incorporates any advice given by
citizens, and
o The size of the deficit – whether it is reduced during the mandate.

8

Conclusion

This random sample of Ontarians, meeting in six different cities from Hawkesbury
to Sudbury to Windsor, developed a very consistent vision. Ontarians spoke with
one voice not only within dialogues, but also across the six cities, demonstrating
that they have a common set of values, principles and priorities.
After working hard studying the budget, listening to each other and working to
develop consensus citizens determined that they want a “contract” with their
government.
They want a government with a balanced approach, one that recognizes all that
Ontarians hold dear. And they want a government that they can trust to use their
money wisely. They value public services and are prepared to pay more in
service fees for public goods and services on two conditions. The first is trust that they see evidence that the public services are well managed and that those
responsible are held to account for their actions; and second, that the higher fees
do not place a burden on vulnerable people.
However, there is no green light to raise income and retail taxes at this time - first
Ontarians need to see some evidence of increased accountability, efficiency,
transparency and good management.
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“I think if I have two words for government those would be trust and balance..
Trust goes back to the idea of accountability, ….I don’t think we trust them to
listen to what we’re telling them, to actually manage the stuff that they’re trying to
manage now or to do the next step properly.
The second part is balance. You are not going to be able to fix these
problems all with one approach… You can’t just raise revenues, you can’t just
find expenses and just cut for the heck of it. You are going to have to find a
balanced way, to find new ways of doing things, more efficient ways of doing
things, innovative ways of doing things, and then balancing them all out.
When you can do all that and make people believe you, I’ll trust you and
you can raise my taxes.” (Ottawa)
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Appendix I – Participant Demographics
Table 1
Comparison of Dialogue Participants
and the Ontario Population
% Total
Total
Sample Citizens'
Dialogue
participants

Ontario
Census
Data 2001
Statistics
Canada

Gender
Male
Female
No answer

46
49
5

49
51
-

Age
Under 25
25-44
45-54
55-64
65+
No answer

8
34
26
16
11
5

9
45
21
14
11
-

Highest Level of
Schooling
<High School
High School
Trades
Some College/University
College
University
Professional Certification
No answer

9
15
5
20
11
23
11
6

31
24
9
2
16
18
0

Children
Yes

67

65

Source: Strategic Counsel, Questionnaire Tabulations,
Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget Strategy
2004-2008

Note: Strategic Counsel recruited the participants for
the citizens' dialogue and tabulated the results of the
pre and post questionnaires.
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Table 2

Household Income Profile – Dialogue Participants

Less than $20,000
$20,000 - $29,999
$30,000 - $39,999
$40,000 - $49,999
$50,000 - $59,999
$60,000 - $79,999
$80,000 - $99,999
$100,000 or more
No Answer
Total

Percentage
22.8
10.2
11.1
11.8
9.1
8.7
7.9
9.8
8.6
100

Number (Count)
58
26
28
30
23
22
20
25
22
254

Source: Strategic Counsel, Questionnaire Tabulations, Citizens’ Dialogue on the Ontario Budget
Strategy, 2004-2008

Note: It was not possible to compare the income household results with Statistics Canada income
data for Ontario households — the income categories used by Statistics Canada could not be recalculated to match participants’ sample categories.
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Appendix II - Dialogue Sessions: Dates and Locations
Pilot Session/Toronto
Windsor
Sudbury/London
Toronto/Ottawa
Hawkesbury
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January 31, 2004
February 14, 2004
February 21, 2004
February 28, 2004
March 6, 2004
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Appendix III - Dialogue Evaluation (Questionnaire Tabulations)
Citizens demonstrated discipline and commitment as they worked throughout the
day on a very difficult task.
Ninety-five per cent of participants (247 out of 254) completed the evaluation
questions, which were structured the same way as the two other sections of the
questionnaire (with the same rating scale of 1 to 7).
The vast majority felt very positive about the day. Over 85% said that the day
was worthwhile to them and based on this experience they would participate in
another dialogue. Over 80% said the facilitators provided clear explanations,
guidance and support during the day. The same proportion found the small
groups useful, with sufficient time for them to participate. Sixty per cent said the
workbook was clear, relevant and useful.
•

Overall Dialogue was useful to me
o 86% agree
o
7% neutral
o
7% disagree

•

Based on this experience, I would come to another dialogue
o 85% agree
o
7% neutral
o
7% disagree

•

Small group discussions were useful to me
o 83% agree
o 10% disagree
o
7% neutral

•

Sufficient opportunity for me to contribute
o 80% agree
o 12% disagree
o
8% neutral

•

Facilitators provided clear instructions, guidance and support throughout
the day
o 80% agree
o
9% disagree
o 11% neutral

•

Workbook was clear, relevant, and useful
o 60% agree
o 17% neutral
o 23% disagree
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Appendix IV - Dialogue Methodology
The underlying premise of CPRN’s citizens’ dialogues is that ‘ordinary’ citizens,
when given the tools and opportunity for meaningful and respectful learning and
deliberation on important public issues, can usually find common ground (i.e.
they can find areas of agreement on fundamental values-based choices and are
able to move beyond their differences). This does not mean that there is100%
unanimity but there is substantial consensus on the value basis for policy
directions. While differences are neither suppressed nor ignored, there is a
deliberate choice to build on the common ground.
CPRN’s citizen dialogue methodology has evolved over time and has benefited
from its collaboration with Viewpoint Learning Inc. (ChoiceWork Dialogue).
CPRN methodology is designed to give decision makers a deeper understanding
of citizens’ value-based policy choices and to predict the future direction of
people’s preferences on important issues.
CPRN Citizens’ Dialogues Chronology
i.
ii.

iii.

iv.

v.

vi.
vii.

Frame the issue to be explored by citizens. This is done in collaboration with the
partners/funders.
Undertake research to better understand the historical, theoretical and practical
dimensions of the issue and/or to obtain a baseline view of public opinion on the
issue (usually existing polls, sometimes new polling).
Prepare a participant workbook, which includes facts and data, plausible scenarios or
approaches that reflect different societal views, arguments for and against the
scenarios/approaches and other tailored information. Recruit professional facilitators
to conduct the dialogue sessions and to collaborate on the dialogue process.
Recruit a random sample of participants to achieve as representative a group as
possible– a professional polling firm does this. Typically up to 55 participants are
recruited for each session and about 40 attend (the target number for each dialogue
session).
Hold a series of one-day dialogue sessions (ranging from 6 to 12 depending on
whether it is a provincial or national project).
• A typical dialogue session includes both plenary and small group
deliberations, and individual and group reflection.
• Participants are also invited to complete a pre-dialogue questionnaire that
asks them to rate the scenarios/approaches, and are then asked to complete
it again at the end of the day, this time adding any conditions that they wish to
include. The questionnaire also includes an evaluation of the process and the
workbook.
• Each participant gives opening comments to share their biggest concerns and
closing comments centered on their key message to decision makers.
• Plenary sessions are videotaped and transcripts are prepared.
Analyze qualitative and quantitative data (questionnaire tabulations and conditions,
opening and closing statements, plenary consensus points).
Dissemination of report to participants, decision-makers, media and the public. The
report and workbook are available on the CPRN Web site. A video of the dialogue is
usually prepared to complement the report.
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Appendix V - Ground Rules for Dialogue & Debate vs. Dialogue

GROUND-RULES FOR DIALOGUE

1. The purpose of dialogue is to understand and to learn from one
another (you cannot “win” a dialogue).
2. All dialogue participants speak for themselves, not as
representatives of any particular interest.
3. Treat everyone in a dialogue as an equal: leave role, status and
stereotypes at the door.
4. Be open and listen to others even when you disagree, and
suspend judgment (try not to rush to judgment).
5. Search for assumptions (especially your own).
6. Listen with empathy to the views of others: acknowledge you have
heard the other especially when you disagree.
7. Look for common ground.
8. Express disagreement in terms of ideas, not personality or
motives.
9. Keep dialogue and decision-making as separate activities
(dialogue should always come before decision-making).
10. All points of view deserve respect and all will be recorded (without
attribution).
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Debate vs. Dialogue

Debate

Dialogue

Assuming that there is one right
answer (and you have it)

Assuming that others have
pieces of the answer

Combative: attempting to prove
the other side wrong

Collaborative: attempting to
find common understanding

About winning

About finding common ground

Listening to find flaws

Listening to understand

Defending your assumptions

Bringing up your assumptions
for inspection and discussion

Criticizing the other side’s point of
view

Re-examining all points of view

Defending one’s views against
others

Admitting that others’ thinking
can improve one’s own

Searching for weaknesses and
flaws in the other position

Searching for strengths and
value in the other position

Seeking an outcome that agrees
with your position

Discovering new possibilities
and opportunities
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