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Preface

With the convening in Geneva of the first phase of the United Nations 
World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS) in December 2003, 
the processes of global governance through international conferences was 
transformed, as was the role of transnational advocacy networks in the 
process. Historically, governments have dominated the official “confer-
ence diplomacy” surrounding these World Summits. However, reflecting 
the UN General Assembly resolution authorizing WSIS, transnational 
civil society and private sector organizations were invited to participate as 
official partners in a multistakeholder dialog at the summit alongside the 
more traditional participants—governments and international organiza-
tions. Civil society activists quickly mobilized to take advantage of this 
historic opportunity. Some of these networks are still active today.

It soon became clear, however, that the structure of participation in 
WSIS would carefully limit the participation of non-state actors, particu-
larly global civil society, which faced several deficiencies relative to gov-
ernments and private sector stakeholders. Civil society has a very large 
number of diverse participants, an extremely heterogeneous set of policy 
preferences, and few financial and transnational institutional resources on 
which to draw. In contrast, governments, including those of developing 
countries, have long established diplomatic infrastructure on which to 
draw. Private sector participants not only have more financial resources at 
their disposal, they also have substantial institutional resources, such as the 
International Chamber of Commerce, which they have used as a secretariat 
to organize Business Action to Support the Information Society (BASIS). 
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With these limitations, transnational civil society may have been destined 
to participate in WSIS more as pawns rather than as true partners.

As the analysis in this book shows, important lessons for transnational 
advocacy networks and broader multistakeholder global governance 
emerged out of the WSIS processes and its follow-on structures: the 
UN Global Alliance on ICT and Development (GAID) and the Internet 
Governance Forum (IGF). This book explores the participation of global 
civil society actors, struggling to make an impact on a dizzying plethora 
of substantive policy issues in the complex processes leading up to and 
following the two phases of WSIS. We undertake this analysis in order 
to better understand the limits and potential of multistakeholder global 
governance. In this book, we develop a conceptual framework for ana-
lyzing these multiple and complex processes, drawn from a voluminous 
literature on global governance and international cooperation, conference 
diplomacy, epistemic communities, and transnational advocacy networks. 
We trace these processes back to the founding of the United Nations and 
initial attempts to involve ordinary citizens into the work of this multi-
lateral, state-centric body, up to the WSIS, and beyond. We benefit from 
the use of the voluminous amount of digital, text-based data now avail-
able to the social science analyst, along with computational text analysis 
approaches. Of course, we also benefit from decades of participant obser-
vation in nearly all the processes described in this book. In the end, we 
find mixed results. On the one hand, some of these global governance 
processes used transnational civil society participants as little more than 
pawns, claiming to have a much-vaunted multistakeholder process, almost 
as if it were a new religion. However, on the other hand, some of the trans-
national advocacy networks that emerged out of these processes have been 
extremely effective, and, although not without their own problems, have 
formed deep relationships with relevant epistemic communities, overcome 
their reticence to working with governments and the private sector, used 
information technology effectively, and developed rich, robust structures 
and processes of their own to enable them to have a lasting impact on 
global policy processes related to the information society.

Rock Hall, MD, USA� Derrick L. Cogburn
�  25 June 2016
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CHAPTER 1

Multistakeholderism and Contestation 
in the Global Governance 
of the Information Society

Introduction

Since the founding of the United Nations (UN) in 1945, the question 
of how to enable effective participation for individual citizens in its mul-
tiple and complex deliberative processes has presented scholars and prac-
titioners with a persistent problem. Various solutions to this problem 
have been explored by a wide range of actors, from the United Nations 
Associations (UNAs) in 1946, to the Conference of nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs) in Consultative Relationship with the United 
Nations (CoNGO) founded in 1948, to the “Major Groups” framework 
emerging from the 2000 Millennium Summit, to the innovative multi-
stakeholder processes of the WSIS in 2003 and 2005, and its successors 
the Global Alliance for ICTs and Development (GAID) and the IGF, to 
the more expansive “Major Groups and Other Stakeholders” (MGoS) 
approach taken in the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) of the 2030 
Sustainable Development Agenda and the General Assembly of Partners 
(GAP) and the sixteen Partner Constituency Groups (PCGs) of Habitat 
III. Each of these approaches has had some success in involving private 
citizens in the work of the UN, and each has also had its shortcomings. 
Moreover, no approach has been applied consistently across the UN sys-
tem to facilitate multistakeholder involvement.
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