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The MASS LBP Parable

With an election less than a year away, a group of 
developers walks into the Mayor’s office with a deal. 
They want to build a Convention Centre. Biggest in 
the region.
	 “Oh great!” says the Mayor.
	 Then he realizes that the developers want to plop  
it right next to the Heritage District. 
	 “Oh no!” he says. He now has a problem on  
his hands.
	 The Mayor speaks to his Advisors. Two say: “Jim, 
you’ve got to do this. It will be great for the economy 
and just think of the jobs. In an election year to boot!”
	 “Are you out of your mind?” say the other two. “We 
just spent three years creating that Heritage District.  
If you so much as think about doing this, there’ll be  
a public outcry. You’ll be sunk.”
	 The Mayor doesn’t know what to do. So he talks to 
his Councillors. Half love it. Half hate it. He’s still no 
further ahead. 
	 “What to do?” he sighs to himself before deciding  
to do what any public official who doesn’t know  
what the heck he or she should do does. “I’ll commis-
sion a poll,” he says. “Find out what my public wants.”
	 A week later, the results come in: 46% of the peo- 
ple love the idea. And, well, 54% hate it. “Rats,” says  
the Mayor. “I can’t make a decision. The numbers are  
too close. And public opinion could change overnight.”
	 Besides, maybe the question was wrong or the 
respondents didn’t really understand the issue. He 
decides to throw the dice a second time.
	 The Mayor hires a public relations firm to con- 
vene a focus group. Volunteers are found and after  
several hours of discussion, the results come back.  
But they’re inconclusive. Some people like the idea.  
Others still hate it. It’s another tie game.
	 The Mayor thinks about what to do next. And  
while he thinks, word starts to slip out about the  
Convention Centre. The town’s buzzing. Questions  
are being asked. 
	 The Mayor really wants to know what people want, 
so he holds a series of town hall meetings. He takes  
to the podium. Explains the pros and cons of the  
situation. Then he agrees to take questions and soon  
realizes the discussion is going nowhere. “How dare  
he build a Convention Centre near the Heritage District!”  
one woman tsk-tsks. “How dare he even think of  
funding big business,” another man sputters, “when 
there are other issues at stake.” 
	 The Councillors are getting edgy. The Mayor feels 
that they are beginning to lose faith in his leadership. 
	 “Have patience,” says the Mayor. “I’m studying the 
issue. I want to make sure I do the right thing.”
	 “The answer is so obvious. Can’t he see it?” whis-
pers one Councillor to another. 
	 The Major Opinion Maker in the local newspaper 
accuses the Mayor of poor leadership. “He should  
be the Mayor of Springfield,” she says. “He can’t make 
a decision to save his life.”
	 “If you don’t take action soon, Jim,” warns another 
Councillor, “you could be toast at the next election.”
	 The Mayor knows that this is a big decision, but  
he worries that it’s become a high-stakes, win-lose 
game and he’s still not sure which side is which. “What 
I need isn’t just an answer, but the right answer,”  
he says. 
	 So he does what his Advisors tell him is the best 
thing to do: He bites the bullet and hires a Major 
Management Consultancy Firm. Big Wigs from a big 
city with experience and clout. 
	 “We need six months and $600,000,” say the  
Big Wigs.
	 The Mayor gulps, signs a cheque and gets out  
of the way.
	 Six Consultants come to town in neat pinstriped 
suits. They measure the potential increase in tourist 
dollars. They count hotel rooms and taxis. They pore 
over the census data and ask questions about the 
economy. They count and count, jotting down num-
bers all the way. And then, they leave. 
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	 Six months later, six thick binders arrive. Over  
the next six nights the Mayor works his way through  
the piles of tables, appendices and graphs. He reads 
the Tourism Assessment, the Traffic Impact Statement, 
the Economic Evaluation. He compares case studies 
and reads long lists counting up costs and cancelling 
out benefits. 
	 And there it is. On the last page, an answer.  
The answer. 
	 “Aha!” says the Mayor. “I’ve got my answer. I now 
know what to do.”
	 Or so he thinks. He’s got his answer, sure. But the 
thing he doesn’t have is a way to explain to the public 
that this really is the best thing for the City to do. 
	 The Mayor has read each table, pored over every 
graph, but no one else, not one Councillor, not one 
member of the public, has even taken a look at the data. 
More importantly, most don’t feel they’ve had a say. 
“But if I were to make the documents public,” says the  
Mayor, “I doubt anyone would bother to read them. 
The nay-sayers would simply ignore it, dig in their heels 
and decide not to agree.” 
	 Time is ticking. The Mayor has spent his money. 
He’s got his answer. So he does what any public offi- 
cial who knows he or she has the right answer does: 
without any further public consultation or debate,  
he sets on to complete what seems like a thankless  
task – convincing everyone else that he’s right. 

Postscript:

The Convention Centre clearly presented the 
Mayor with a major problem. What at first looked 
like an easy win turned out to be a lot more  
complicated – and costly – than anticipated. When 
the Mayor ran into opposition, he discovered 
that the mechanisms he had available to solicit 
informed input and to build public agreement  
were inadequate. The real problem wasn’t making 
the ‘right’ decision. It was including his constit- 
uents in the process in a viable way, so that both 
their voices and the information that the Mayor  
had gleaned were heard. 

MASS LBP addresses these and other intractable 
problems that are part of modern leadership.  
We believe that better public processes make it 
possible to turn losing situations into winning ones 
that enjoy greater legitimacy, new perspectives 
and better options. Ultimately, we work to create 
processes in which more people feel heard and 
understand what’s at stake. 
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MASS LBP provides an unparalleled range of  
consultation and engagement services. From concep-
tion to execution to evaluation, MASS LBP delivers 
highly innovative engagement strategies that increase 
public understanding, legitimacy and support.

We also speak regularly to audiences about our work 
on the future of responsible government, public  
systems design and civic engagement. We offer sem- 
inars and related programming for clients on many  
of these themes.

Inspired by Canada’s first Citizens’ Assemblies, 
MASS LBP was founded in 2007 by Peter MacLeod 
and George Gosbee to extend this model and  
reinvent public consultation. 

MASS LBP is based in Toronto with staff in Vancouver, 
Ottawa and London, UK and is allied with the British 
think tank Demos.

Public learning processes

MASS LBP designs public learning processes. We 
think of our work this way because it puts an emphasis 
on what we feel is most important: creating opportu- 
nities for members of the public to learn about policy 
issues from multiple perspectives and develop an 
informed view.

Democratic fitness

Unlike ‘civic literacy,’ which refers to a citizen’s ability  
to appreciate and use political and historical knowl-
edge, ‘democratic fitness’ relates to the readiness and 
capacity of all people to play an active role in the  
governance and life of their community. We believe 
good democratic processes are essential to acheiv- 
ing democratic fitness, and that good government  
should work to maximize the democratic fitness  
of its citizens.

Democratic dividend

A democratic dividend is the value created as  
a result of participating in a well-designed process. 
For individuals, the dividend paid includes greater 
confidence and knowledge, and an improved sense 
of agency and inclusion. For a public, the dividend 
includes a heightened sense of trust, mutual aware-
ness and cohesion. 

Public judgement

American pollster Daniel Yankelovich popularized 
the phrase ‘public judgement’ in his landmark book, 
Coming to Public Judgement: Making Democracy 
Work in a Complex World. We refer to it frequently and 
recommend it to many of our clients. Ultimately our 
work builds on Yankelovich’s theories of how we move 
from public opinion — which is often an aggregate 
of prejudice and misinformation — to a richer kind of 
informed public judgement.

Our services include:

•	 Comprehensive process design and delivery – 
from 20 to 200+ participants 

•	 Strategic advice, analysis and recommendations 
concerning effective public engagement  
and stakeholder consultation 

•	 Corporate and public needs assessment
•	 Program evaluation and analysis
•	 Custom research and dissemination 
•	 Facilitation and training
•	 Public communications and  

curriculum development 
•	 Event coordination and logistics

MASS LBP is a new kind of company that works with 
visionary governments, public agencies and corpo- 
rations to deepen and improve public consultation and 
engagement. We exist because people want a say 
and our clients want to make decisions that enjoy high 
levels of public understanding and support.

Where polling, focus groups and other consultation 
processes are insufficient and where quantitative  
analysis and outside expertise often neglect the intan-
gibles that can sabotage an initiative, MASS LBP  
offers a comprehensive set of public processes for 
identifying options, exchanging knowledge and  
agreeing to the path ahead. 

By developing effective public processes that create 
legitimacy for difficult decisions, leaders can take action 
with newfound clarity and confidence.

The four phases of any MASS LBP process:

1.	Civic lottery
2.	Learning
3.	Citizen-to-citizen consultation
4.	Deliberation and recommendation

Devolving out

Governments tend to think that decision-making 
authority travels on a single axis: up towards a strong 
central executive or down to a local and possibly  
more diffuse council. We think there’s a second, equally 
important but undeveloped political axis that allows 
public authorities, whether high or low, to reach out to 
the public and ‘devolve out’ responsibility for devel- 
oping policy recommendations that enjoy high levels 
of consensus and support.

Civic lottery

We use civic lotteries to allocate places in our public 
learning processes through a largely random, rep- 
resentative selection protocol. We invite a randomly 
generated list of citizens to opt into a pool of potential 
participants. From this pool, members are blindly 
selected until a given number of demographic attri-
butes such as sex, age or geography are satisfied.

Representation and recognition

Despite being enfranchised and represented by 
elected officials, many people don’t feel heard by their 
representatives or their government. This paradox of 
representative democracy has led us to draw a distinc-
tion between representation and recognition. We argue 
that political legitimacy is as much a consequence  
of informal efforts to recognize individual voices as it 
is to secure mandates from formal mechanisms such 
as elections.

We design  
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that build  
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consensus  
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