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Bio – Catherine Goldwater 
 
Catherine has been Technical Director of Jurat Software (previously Acttiv Pty Ltd) since 2002 and 
focuses solely on the development and implementation of software for the process of stakeholder 
engagement.  Over the last four years, she has implemented stakeholder engagement solutions in 
Australia, New Zealand and Canada with organisations as diverse as government, indigenous health 
care, mining, oil and gas, and telecommunications. 
 
Designing data models, workflow and retrieval systems has been part of Catherine’s life since 1981.  
One of her greatest skills is the ability to successfully convey complex technical concepts to non-
technical audiences.  This has been most recently evidenced by the development of Jurat’s 5

th
 

generation stakeholder engagement software. 
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Post Consultation:   What is the real value of the information I’ve 
gathered? 
 
Consultation is a critical component of government and corporate social responsibility.  New 
consultation projects are being triggered at every turn – whether by public pressure, legislation, 
regulation or because of the emerging belief that it is fundamental to creating common purpose and 
addressing complex issues.  We cannot dispute that, when properly undertaken, consultation can add 
significant value not only to governments and corporations, but to all sorts of communities. 
 
We embark on these consultation projects with the best of intentions.  We agonize over the best 
possible techniques to use – we even aim for negotiated solutions.  We aim to reduce our risks and/or 
gain competitive advantage. And we keep on doing it – time after time, very often with the same 
stakeholders. 
 
From a technical perspective, this begs the question: Are we actually building any real, long-term 
knowledge with all this activity? 
 
In short:  No. 
 
Asking why does not elicit a simple answer – there are a multitude of complex reasons – many of 
which will make you shudder as you recognize them: 
 

 No significant, long-term value attributed to information, ie. no vision 

 No formula for obtaining information in the first instance, making it hard to store “apples and 
oranges” in the same box 

 No cohesive formula for storing information in the long term 

 Overwhelming volume of data 

 No data rules taken up – inconsistent use of computing programs 

 Worse – no computer programs used at all …. just paper storage 

 No central place to store information – so each little “collection” becomes a silo, immune to 
outside influence 

 Even if you can collect all your “silos” into one place – which bit of which one is the most 
current or accurate? (Don’t they breed like rabbits on your hard drive??) 

 Having made the effort to collect your “silos” and sort them out, you probably don’t have the 
skills to mine them for information you don’t know how to ask for. 

 Fear of “The Privacy Act 1988” 

 Fear or what you might find (or not, as the case may be) 

 Limited or no knowledge transfer between employees, predecessors, etc. 

 Unwillingness to share information – after all, knowledge is power. 
 
Whether we care to admit to any of these elements or not, we cannot hide from them – but we can 
chose to do something about them. 
 

When we start a consultation project, how many of you have said ñI wish I knew what my 

predecessor did!”;  or  “I wonder what the community thought about this issue five years 

ago?”  or “I wonder why this community is so hostile to our project?”  
 
If you have made these comments or asked these questions you are not alone.  Some of the world’s 
major corporations and responsible governments are facing them on a daily basis, and many are 
deciding to mitigate future risks by investing in “knowledge” about their stakeholders as intellectual 
capital.  At some point soon, they plan to be able to answer these questions. 



 

Finding a Starting Point 

Consistent Process 
From my personal perspective and experience, the only way to establish a starting point for preserv-
ing the knowledge gained through consultation is to look at the process of consultation.  Good data 
collection and storage practice is based on consistent process – so why not apply that to consultation 
as well?  Even if the process is not entirely perfect, you can still collect useful data if it is consistent.   
Reviewing your process makes you review your policy – often finding it lacking and in need of an 
update.  Policy is the backbone for procedure – so have a long hard look at it, and make it relevant – 
particularly your policies on privacy, information collection and data sharing. 
 

Square up to Privacy Issues 
The Privacy Act imposes limitations on the way in which you can collect, use, share and publish 
personal information.  It does NOT prevent you from collecting useful personal information, but IT 
DOES MEAN that you should carefully consider before you start what information you are collecting, 
and why. 
 
The Act requires you to collect information in a fair way, explaining to stakeholders what you will do 
with the information, and their rights in relation to it.  Finally, you must use it in the ways you have 
represented – or gain separate consent to use it in another way. 
 

Who can/could benefit from information collected?   How might they use it? 
If you simply view your data as “for the moment”, the real power of it is lost. 
 
Take the time to review your own organisation’s structure.  Those of you dealing with stakeholders 
directly must know them as individuals.  In large organizations there may be multiple units dealing 
with large numbers of stakeholders.  Spare a thought for your decision makers – do they need to 
know names?  How do you “roll up” this information to give decision makers sound information to 
base their milestones?  
 
One way to reference large numbers of stakeholders is to apply “flags” to them.  Flags may take the 
form of: 

 Demographic descriptors 

 Community group associations 

 Interest in a project 

 Issues or concerns raised 

 
The first advantage in applying any of these flags is that you can preserve the privacy of your 
stakeholders yet still deal with them in appropriate groupings.  Very handy when you have 100’s and 
1000’s of them. 
 
The second advantage is the ability to “cut and slice” your stakeholder data for analysis in multiple 
ways.  For example, looking at the specific concerns of a particular demographic group within your 
community may give you some previously unnoticed insights. 
 
Imagine you had several years’ worth of data in this regard, and were about to embark on a new 
consultation project.  You may not, as yet, have identified those stakeholders with whom you should 
consult – in fact you possibly have no idea where to start.  How much time and effort could you save if 
you could query past data and identify where and when similar issues have been raised.  Review the 
demographic make-up of your community and anticipate what the issues will be now.  See which 



community groups will be influential, by way of relationships.  See what consultation activity worked 
(and what didn’t) when dealing with those people. 
 
Finally, if Australia follows the road some other countries are now traveling, you may be called to 
account for your consultation activities, in courts of law.  It is very reassuring to know that you can 
preserve your stakeholders’ privacy AND produce substantiated reports for submission to higher 
authorities – yes, even political ones. 
 
 

Not thinking in straight lines ( …so what’s wrong with a spreadsheet?) 
So far – so good.  No rocket science yet!! 
 
Things start to get a bit tricky, however when you take a subjective look at a stakeholder.  They’re 
rather difficult to put in a box – they move about, they get married/divorced, have kids, change jobs, 
join community groups, then fall out with them.  Some of them are passionate about one or more 
issues, others seem filled with apathy and inertia.  The only thing you can really count on with a 
stakeholder is that he or she WILL change his/her mind without notice. 
 
So as a professional consultation practitioner, you have to take great care not to permanently label 
your stakeholders with some tag or other.  What you really need is a snapshot of your stakeholder in 
the context of this consultation. 
 
How do you achieve this?  By applying various labels and descriptors to each stakeholder in the 
context of a specific consultation.   
 
For example, demographic labels will change over time.  A “double income no kids” demographic is 
quite likely to morph into “Single income small kids” demographic.  Of course the issues and interests 
of these morphing stakeholders will change.  By tracking these changes, you have a much better 
chance of anticipating actions and reactions, dealing with issues before they become serious or 
controversial.  Preserving past information helps you build a current stakeholder profile. 
 
Understanding the interests of stakeholders in your project – perhaps they are pre-project land 
holders, for example – will allow you to “weight” your approach – different interests need to be 
handled in different ways.  Different “interests” may hold varying levels of influence within your 
community, so you need to be prepared, understand the relationships and proceed accordingly. 
 
So what has all this got to do with spreadsheets?  Quite simply, it is very often the first tool 
practitioners use to “collect” this information.  And as soon as a spreadsheet is created, it becomes an 
impregnable silo of information that cannot be influenced by any other piece of information – ever!! 
 
So stakeholders get permanently lumbered with whatever labels were applied at the time.  If that 
spreadsheet gets used more than once, the next person using it will immediately form an inaccurate 
picture of the stakeholders listed.  And the information in this spreadsheet is mutually exclusive to 
every other spreadsheet where those stakeholders may be listed.  And if, for some reason, some of 
the labels are updated, all the previous information held is then inaccurate. 
 



Funding 

Requests

Submissions

Complaints 

& 

Objections

Document

s

Demographic

ÅEmployed in area

ÅAge: 35 ï50

ÅFamily + teenagers

ÅLandholding: Lifestyle

Project Interest

ÅPre-freeway landholder

ÅAffected resident

Issues/Concerns

Å Ongoing employment

Å Youth access to township

Å Land values

Å Access during construction

Å Noise during construction

Å Inappropriate further land 

development post freeway

Commitment

s

Participation in other 

Consultations

Notes

Info 

Requests

Group Associations

ÅDeep Creek Landcare

ÅCountry Fire Authority

ÅP&C Highschool

 
Multi-dimensional stakeholder view. 

 
 
And what about all the other things you need in order to deal appropriately with stakeholders, such 
as: 

 Address (one – often many) 

 Telephone numbers (usually many) 

 Notes – naturally you will make file notes that reflect discussions, correspondence, etc 

 Documents – possibly even submissions 

 Complaints and Objections – formal or informal 

 Requests for Information – often overlooked and forgotten 

 Commitments made 

 Funding applications 

 Details of when stakeholder information was accessed and/or downloaded – by whom, 
when, what for? 

 
Every element of information held and/or known about a stakeholder changes that stakeholder’s 
profile.  This is fundamentally what is wrong with a spreadsheet when used in conjunction with 
stakeholders – it is a linear, one dimensional view of a lumpy, amorphous subject – a stakeholder.  A 
classic example is when a stakeholder applies to your organisation for funding – the stakeholder’s 
view of you changes immediately – but if you keep your stakeholder profiles in spreadsheets, it won’t 
change your view of him at all because it probably wasn’t you who received the funding request! 
 



So how do I store multi-dimensional data? 
In a fully relational database.  Sounds daunting – and when viewed in their raw state, they can be, but 
in this day and age they should have a friendly interface.   Some of the advantages of a relational 
database are obvious, such as: 
 

 Forced completion of mandatory fields; 

 Data integrity checks; 

 Defined relationships between elements of data; and 

 The real investment for the future – the ability to interrogate and deduce what you don’t 
know. 

 
All of these advantages come from well defined, well specified and well executed data.  You will never 
achieve these results with a spreadsheet. 
 
Databases are big objects – you generally don’t have lots of them (unless you use desktop databases, 
which are as effective as spreadsheets).  So it would stand to reason that you will then be able to 
eliminate all the duplicate stakeholders you now have, the multitude of incorrect addresses and 
phone numbers – and end up with a single source of accurate information that may be influenced by 
the myriad of activities within your organization. 
 

Hidden Agenda 
A not so obvious advantage of using a fully relational database to store your stakeholder profiles is 
Sarbanes Oxley (SOX).  SOX compliance is becoming a major issue for many organizations (USA, UK, 
Europe, Australia) and encompasses many things, including financial data, and stakeholder data.   
 
Part of the SOX requirement is the ability to not just audit a database, but to audit the fields within a 
database to ensure the full integrity of what is recorded.  This can be applied to all editing, deleting, 
downloading of stakeholder information and more.  Another good reason not to use a spreadsheet! 
 



Conclusion 
Invest in the future – leave a legacy of well designed information in a shareable but protected format. 
 
Share the lessons you have learnt with future generations – develop and sustain long-term 
proficiencies and maintain organizational knowledge. 
 
Unlock the value in your stakeholder data.  Be prepared and able to respond to emerging needs, even 
if you are unaware of them now. 
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