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A problem of multistakeholderism 

 Multistakeholderism is often understood as the embodiment of transparent, open, inclusive 

and thus democratic governance. Recently, some have argued that the label of 

multistakeholder approach may be used to conceal exclusive initiatives that only involve the 

participation of stakeholders and exclude non-stakeholders. Such an approach would 

strengthen the presence of more powerful stakeholders instead of broadening participation 

and balancing the power distribution among the different stakeholder groups. This is 

therefore leads to undemocratic governance. This submission looks into whether the problem 

is apparent or real and if it is real, then the possible solutions to address this issue.  

 

What does multistakeholder mean 

 The term “multistakeholder” had been used and understood loosely, even before the Working 

Group for Internet Governance (WGIG) report, as the inclusion of three stakeholder groups, 

namely government, private sector and civil society. The term had been used as far back as 

1919 in the International Labour Organization
2
 and also in the Agenda 21 of the 192 UN 

Conference on Environment and Development.
3
 Meanwhile, according to Kummer

4
, in the 

context of Internet governance, the term has been used in the Geneva Plan of Action (Point 

C. Action Lines, Sub-point C1 about the role of governments and all stakeholders in the 

promotion of ICTs for development
5
 and in the document titled “Internet Governance: A 

Grand Collaboration” in a meeting of UN ICT Task Force for the preparation of WGIG.  The 

Final Report of WGIG then reinforced the term by recognizing a gap in the inclusiveness of 

stakeholders during deliberations and hence proposed the formation of a global 

multistakeholder forum, which has become known as the Internet Governance Forum (IGF). 

 The take-away message is that the multistakeholder approach was intended and understood 

as being inclusive and democratic because all potential participants would fall into one of the 

three broad groups of government, private sector and civil society. 

 

Deliberative democracy as a solution  

 This paper proposes deliberative democracy and particularly a deliberative system as a 
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possible solution to the issue of democratic deficit in the global Internet governance. The 

specification of type of democracy in addressing any real world issues is important.
6
 

Otherwise, the understanding of what democracy is and the expectation of the actual 

practices can vary from one person to another. Deliberative democracy itself emphasizes the 

deliberation process to ensure all views to be publicly testable and thereby enhance the 

legitimacy of the output and process of the deliberation.
7
 This type of democracy is probably 

more suitable in the fluid context of global governance where there is no such central 

established authority and system wherein the related actors need to deliberate in order to 

justify their decision or actions.  

 Before further explaining the concept of deliberative system, there are at least two reasons 

the concept is especially worthy of consideration in the global Internet governance:  

1. The multistakeholder approach in Internet governance has been understood as occurring 

in a single forum, initiative or institution. The drawback to such an understanding is that 

the approach varies between one multistakeholder initiative and the nextanother.
8
 This 

leads to inconsistencies and different understanding of the term in different fora, 

initiatives and institutions.  

2. The multistakeholder approach applies in both public and also empowered spaces. A 

public space is one where the public can discuss their views freely without resulting in 

any final outcome. Civil society groups have a large role here. An empowered space is a 

space that has the potential to produce an authoritative shared outcome from the 

discussions.
9
 The largest role, because of the authoritative outcome, is often occupied by 

governments. 

 A deliberative system consists of public space, empowered space, transmission, 

accountability, meta-deliberations and decisiveness. Public and empowered spaces have been 

explained earlier. Transmission is the mechanism that transfers public views into the 

empowered space. Accountability is for the empowered space to be held responsible for their 

decisions and actions to the public. Meta-deliberation is a mechanism to reflect the overall 

deliberation in both spaces. Decisiveness is the consideration and incorporation of public 

views into the decisions of empowered space.
10

 A deliberative system enables us to see the 

relationship and influence of one multistakeholder initiative on another, considering that 

there are different degrees of linkage between each multistakeholder initiative and the 

decision-making entity.
11
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 A democratic deliberative system consists of a diversity of deliberation sites, views, 

communication modes and also public decision-making procedures.
12

 The first three 

elements refer to the inclusiveness of deliberative system by listening to diverse views. The 

last element implies there should be an appropriate mechanism of interaction between public 

and empowered spaces wherein the empowered space could be held responsive to public and 

that public views are to be taken into account and be a decisive consideration to decision 

making in the empowered space.
13
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The limits: Democratic deficit is a bug but also a feature in global Internet governance 

 There are two issues that might pose a hurdle to the creation of democratic global 

governance. First, there is the tension between democracy and globalization and between 

democracy and national sovereignty. Or in other words: the “trilemma” of globalization, 

national sovereignty and democracy.
15

 Countries can only achieve two out of those three 

goals. In the Internet governance realm, states will try to hold their national sovereignty even 

as they aim for globalization. This implies democracy might be left behind. Second, is the 

tendency of democracy to conflict with globalization in a free market environment.
16

 Such an 

environment tends to concentrate wealth and power. Those powerful states will uphold their 

national sovereignty and again democracy will be left behind. 

Looking forward 

The centrality of multistakeholderism in the future may be known from the answers to the 

following two questions: 

 What is the model of democracy, which resonates with the multistakeholderism, that global 

Internet governance should take? A plausible answer is deliberative democracy because it is 

open in terms of accepting any concerned participants. However, there are questions of 

accountability, inclusiveness, and decisiveness that still need some theoretical and empirical 

works.  

 Where is the IGF to be headed – to continue as a public deliberation space or attempt to be a 

form of empowered space? The latter is probably impossible because it would require much 

effort from stakeholders in the public and empowered spaces. Also there is reluctance on the 

part of some actors for the IGF to produce any output. If so, then the multistakeholder 

approach must play an even more—not less—central role to continue public discussions and 

forward it to the related empowered space. 
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