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Vision 2020 has helped shift the norms around engagement and con-
sultation in the McGill community. Vision 2020 emerged at a challeng-
ing moment for McGill, rife with internal tensions and external pressures. 
Somewhat to our surprise, Vision 2020 became an important touchstone 
for people in this difficult time. By asking people about their hopes and 
aspirations around sustainability, we created a safe space for people to 
come together and think beyond the status quo.

Vision 2020: Creating a Sustainable McGill
v

has been a year of conversation and planning to set a long-term 
sustainability strategy for—and from—the McGill community. 

This report focuses primarily on the positives of Vision 2020. For those interested in probing a little deeper, 
the companion Vision 2020 Failure Report  highlights some of the lessons we learned the hard way.

We hope this report inspires you to start some conversations of your own and approach your daily work a 
little differently. Those of us who work closely with Vision 2020 care deeply about its purpose and are proud 
of what we have accomplished so far, but we’ve also had a lot of fun along the way. We look forward to 
continuing to work with you—tinkering with systems, asking unexpected questions, pushing the boundaries 

 1.  http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/about/policy/sustainability-policy

WHY WAS VISION 2020
IMPORTANT? 

Vision 2020 has contributed to building a better McGill community in many ways – 
above and beyond the creation of a Sustainability Strategy. Vision 2020 has:  

Fulfilled a directive of the Sustainability Policy (2010) to develop a Sustainability Strategy for McGill, while 
also ensuring that we keep up with peer institutions in our commitment to sustainability. 
Developed a Situational Analysis to benchmark McGill’s Sustainability performance relative to peers and 
best practices.
Developed a shared Vision and Goals and Action Plan for sustainability that go beyond ‘being green’ and 
approach sustainability as a holistic concept. 
Connected people and ideas across silos, helping to build stronger relationships among students, staff, and 
faculty. 
Helped rebuild trust among some members of the McGill community by trying to foster safer spaces for 
people to convene and talk about important issues. This was especially important following a year of labour 
disputes, protests, and strained relationships on campus, and in light of significant university budget cuts.
Explored connections between grassroots (bottom-up) and administrative (top-down) change by occupying 
a middle space and facilitating cross-pollination.
Experimented with new ways of generating meaningful dialogue within the McGill community to 
create a culture of genuine engagement.

The accelerating effects of climate change, rising global inequality, and recent economic crises are just 
a few of many complex and interconnected issues that point to the same conclusion: maintaining the 
status quo is not an option anymore. Human societies must learn to live within the limits of a finite planet. 

Q: Is Vision 2020 finished? Nope. The goal of this process is 
to set a long-term sustainability strategy for McGill, and we’re not quite 
done. We are still working to finalize the strategy, and to put in place the 
structures necessary for its implementation. Many of the changes set in 
motion by Vision 2020 will take years to reach maturity.

Q: So… why write an Impact Report now? Vision 2020 has 
been, first and foremost, a year of conversation with the McGill commu-
nity. As we shift from planning toward action, we feel it’s important to 
document what we’ve heard and learned through this process.

Vision 2020 was undertaken to connect sustainability efforts at McGill 
and to fulfill a directive in the Sustainability Policy adopted in 20101

Sincerely,
The Vision 2020 Team

This Impact Report 
is organized around 
four main questions: 

1) Why was Vision 2020 important? 
2) What did we do? 
3) What were the impacts? 

4) What did we learn? 

There is an urgent imperative for both institutions 
and individuals to adopt sustainable ways of 
living, working, and learning. Toward this end, 
McGill has already taken some important steps. 
We can feel good about our high-level commit-
ments to sustainability, the creation of McGill’s 
Office of Sustainability, the flagship $840,000 
per year Sustainability Projects Fund, and the 
groundswell of sustainability initiatives that have 
emerged across our campuses. There is, howev-
er, still a long way to go. Shifts in attitudes, be-
haviours, and culture at McGill will be necessary 
in order to transition from where we are today 
to where we want to be in terms of sustainability. 
This is where Vision 2020 comes in.
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http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/vision2020/final-reports/failure
http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/sites/mcgill.ca.sustainability/files/mcgill_situational_analysis.pdf
http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/sites/mcgill.ca.sustainability/files/2013-03-01_draft_sustainability_vision__goals_rev.pdf
http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/sites/mcgill.ca.sustainability/files/action_plan_first_draft_2013-06-18.pdf
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Also, check out this video summarizing the 
engagement process!

6Finalize and 
transition to 
implementation

1 Engage the 
broad
community

2Deepen 
conversation through 
working groups

3Re-engage broad 
community

4Revise draft 
through 
working groups

5Community
validation

ENGAGEMENT 
PROCESS

Vision 2020 is about more than writing a Sustainability Strategy, 
it is about connecting people and working together toward a vi-
sion for a more sustainable future. The Vision 2020 process has 
reached out to McGill students, faculty, and administrative staff, 
asking them to imagine a sustainable McGill. Since kicking off 
the community visioning process in March 2012, Vision 2020 has 
held numerous events aimed at reaching a broad cross-section of 
the community—over 1,000 people have participated in targeted 
events. As a result, the vision and goals for sustainability devel-
oped through Vision 2020 are truly “for and from the community”. 

Broadly speaking, Vision 2020’s engagement has 
included six major steps and a multitude of engage-
ment styles. Large community events, focused work-
ing groups, hallway installations, and online feed-
back forms are just some of the ways Vision 2020 
has experimented with engagement at McGill. 

I have been really impressed by V2020! At universities, we are rarely invited to discuss 
ideas with staff, faculty & students. It felt like a very genuine process that sincerely 

sought to consult and implement sustainability at McGill.
- Shona Watt

Sustainability Coordinator, PGSS

Vision 2020 has modeled a new, participative model of consultation that is so 
needed by McGill at this time to reconnect and reenergize a dispirited and fa-

tigued community behind a positive and purposeful vision. 

WHAT
DID WE
DO?

Details behind this process are available in 
Appendix A of the Vision and Goals report, 

on the Vision 2020 website,
and on our blog.

 - Anonymous, Vision 2020 online survey3 4 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o_SZm63qZWM
http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/sites/mcgill.ca.sustainability/files/2013-03-01_draft_sustainability_vision__goals_rev.pdf
http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/vision2020
http://mcgillvision2020.com/blog


Vision 2020 has positively impacted the McGill community in two major ways. First, it has helped to make 
connections within the community and across silos. Second, it has inspired others to lead change processes 
of their own. 

It is also important to think about ripple effects. Many of the most profound impacts of Vision 2020 are still 
to come. Vision 2020 started with big ideas and the intention to build a shared direction for sustainability at 
McGill. We have only recently turned the page to catalyzing actions on the ground. The forthcoming Sustain-
ability Strategy includes many actions that will advance sustainability at McGill at an institution-wide scale. 
This is where much of the long-lasting impact of Vision 2020 will be felt.
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Overall, Vision 2020 reached out to thousands of students, faculty and staff through dozens of public events 
and many, many presentations and discussions with targeted groups. We have also generated significant 
buzz through word of mouth on campus and through social media. However, Vision 2020’s legacy is about 
more than numbers.

We hosted nine relaxed, outdoor “Talking Tuesday” 1 gatherings where students, faculty, and ad-
ministrative staff mingled, drank lemonade, and schemed about sustainability at McGill. We also 
set-up a living room outside in James Square. 

We installed seven large hallway displays 2 of the draft Vision & Goals report in campus hallways to 
“crowd-source track changes” with sticky note comments from passersby. 

We gathered groups of 10-40 people at a time to explore, debate, and engage more deeply in the 
nitty gritty of specific sustainability themes at 14 Vision 2020 working groups and category jams. 3 

Through community conversations,4 we brought together hundreds of people for a friendly, ener-
gizing, and creative discussion of their vision for a sustainable McGill.

We painted a community sustainability mural (opposite) at an outdoor Sustainability Fair.

Across the downtown campus, we stopped passersby in the street and asked for their no-holds- 
barred visions of a sustainable McGill during flash consultations.

At the Vision 2020: Making it Real! event, dozens of students, faculty and staff pitched and work-
shopped their sustainability action ideas in a fun and frantic atmosphere.

HIGHLIGHTS

Participants

Events

Direct jobs 
created

Blog views

Twitter
followers

Facebook 
“likes”

Newsletter 
subscribers

WHAT WERE THE 
IMPACTS?

What is education for? Vision 2020 has connected people from across the university 
to grapple with this question in a spirit of openness, respect and optimism.  It has 

been truly inspiring to take part in this process and imagine a better future together.

 – Marcy Slapcoff
Educational Developer, Teaching and Learning Services

In assessing the impacts Vision 2020 has had at McGill, 
it is important to take a look back at our initial goal: to 
bring the McGill community together around a shared 
vision, goals and action plan for sustainability. Through 
a year of intensive - and fun - engagement, we have 
done exactly that. 
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SURVEY

Vision  2020 events were...

...accessible

...innovative

After participating in Vision 2020, I...

Vision 2020 has...

...felt inspired to take action for sustainability

...feel more connected to the community around me

...helped develop a better practice model for 
consultation and engagement at McGill

...connected and enhanced existing 
sustainability efforts at McGill. 

...transparent

...candid
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Connections are important. Through over 28 public events and countless be-
hind-the-scenes meetings, Vision 2020 brought together community members to talk 
to one another, break out of silos, and learn different perspectives. These connections 
are unquantifiable - friendships have formed, professional networks have broadened, 
and a diverse group of students, staff, and faculty have met one another outside of 
traditional forums. While building community is an important end in and of itself, some 
of these connections also bore fruit in sustainability actions. For example:

At one of the Vision 2020 Category Jams, McGill’s Associate Vice-Principal (Human Resourc-
es) met a professor from the Faculty of Management and they discussed how to integrate 
energy efficiency objectives into incentive structures for people responsible for energy use at 
McGill. As a result, a Management Professor, a Labour Negotiator, and Utilities & Energy 
Management united to form the Committee on Better Practices for Energy Conservation.

At the Vision 2020 Making It Real! Event, a group of students met McGill’s Hazardous Waste 
Manager and got excited about some ways to minimize hazardous lab waste. The group 
has since collaborated with the Department of Chemistry and the McGill Waste Project and 
received funding from the Sustainability Projects Fund for a project titled “Reducing Chemical 
Lab Waste”. 

At one of the Vision 2020 category jams, a staff member from McGill’s Office for Students 
with Disabilities talked about how she receives many requests for help from staff with disabil-
ities, but serving them is outside the scope of her unit. Luckily, high-level staff members from 
Human Resources were present and there is now potential for these units to work together to 
meet the needs of McGill community members with disabilities more effectively.  

Through their participation in the Vision 2020 steering committee, staff from McGill’s Procure-
ment Services, Utilities and Energy Management, and Food and Dining Services built stronger 
relationships. As a result, these staff all participated in a strategic sustainability planning 
process within Procurement Services, resulting in a more comprehensive plan and a stronger 
framework for future collaboration. 

Imitation is the sincerest form of flattery. While Vision 2020 has al-
ways been about advancing sustainability at McGill, we have also placed great 
importance on the need for better community engagement practices at McGill. We 
have tried to set a good example for what genuine engagement could look like at 
McGill, and we are happy to see that our engagement methods have inspired oth-
ers to step-up and engage differently. For example:  

In Fall 2012, we held ‘Talking Tuesdays’ – an outdoor lunchtime event to bring 
staff, faculty, and students together in an informal, friendly, and experimental 
setting. Currently, McGill’s Dean of Students has discussed modelling some future 
student engagement on the outdoor model used for Talking Tuesdays. 

Members of the Vision 2020 project team have played an advisory role in the 
development of the Quartier d’Innovation de Montréal (QI) McGill, particularly with 
respect to the importance of including students as genuine stakeholders in the de-
velopment and activities of the initiative. QI is thus learning how to better embody 
principles of inclusion and multi-stakeholder representation and harness student 
energy. 

McGill’s Management Forum, a networking group for managers, has been in-
spired by the Vision 2020 process and is considering ways to incorporate Vision 
2020 principles into their practices. They are also convening working groups to 
discuss how to take Vision 2020 goals forward through their work. 

The Sustainability Projects Fund (SPF) has reworked its application criteria to better 
align with the sustainability vision and goals developed by Vision 2020. As a result, 
recent SPF projects have better aligned themselves with community priorities and 
are demonstrating a more integrated and holistic understanding of what sustain-
ability means. 

*Results are from an online survey from May 2013 (N=46).
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10Throughout the Vision 2020 process, we have learned several lessons about 
doing engagement work both specifically at McGill and more generally. 

  
To be clear, we learned some of our lessons the hard way. Engaging with an 

entire university whose diverse sub-groups maintain a high degree of autonomy is 
a difficult task. Sometimes we got lost in the fog. See the companion piece to this 
report – the Vision 2020 Failure Report – for a no-nonsense summary of some of 
our failures and the lessons they have helped us learn. While it may seem strange 
to highlight failures, we believe that it is in fact crucial to actively document and 
learn from mistakes, big and small. We hope that these lessons are transferable, 
and may help others working on related projects. 

There are, however, also some things we got right. We want to share the les-
sons from those too. Looking back, we feel that many past engagement processes 
that have taken place at McGill – whether undertaken by students, faculty, or staff 
– have not met their full potential. Looking forward, we hope that Vision 2020 will 
inspire others to seek out more genuine and creative forms of engagement that 
lead to lasting and inspiring change within and beyond the campus. 

TOP 10 LESSONS FOR BETTER 
ENGAGEMENT AT MCGILL

Meet people where they are. Don’t expect that one event or engagement tactic will 
reach or represent everyone. Know your audience and creatively customize your 
approach to their needs and interests.  Consider the space, the time, the format, and 
the messenger. 

Be aware of hidden power dynamics. Work to foster safer spaces in multi-stakehold-
er settings by considering and listening to the many different voices within them. 
Observe and respond to silences and absences as much as the action in the room.

Be adaptive to a changing process. Don’t let “the plan” override your ability to re-
spond with flexibility to new information and unexpected developments. Make room 
for uncertainty by recognizing the creative potential that lies within it. 

Don’t start from scratch unless you absolutely have to. If an issue exists in the com-
munity, chances are there is already someone thinking about it or catalyzing a 
response. Contact them and work together to build off of existing efforts.  

Reach out to students through unconventional channels. Look beyond the usual 
touchpoints at the Students’ Society of McGill University (SSMU), the Post Graduate 
Students’ Society (PGSS) or the Macdonald Campus Students’ Society (MCSS). Make 
new connections with student groups, student faculty associations, etc.

Be open to taking risks and learning from your mistakes. Good engagement at 
McGill inevitably involves putting yourself out there and trying new things. Stay 
responsive to how your experiments run and focus on documenting and sharing your 
learning.

Make sure you have enough capacity and energy in your team. There’s no way 
around it: good engagement takes a lot of time and energy. Don’t make promises 
you can’t keep, and make sure that the priorities of your consultation are clear for 
everyone. 

Provide tangible entry-points for students to co-design and drive efforts forward. 
Harnessing student energy requires being clear about how students can get involved 
(e.g. attend an event, lead a project, organize a campaign, etc.) and being open to 
the innovations they’ll bring. 

Build in delays where necessary. Within a hierarchical institution it can take signif-
icant effort and strategy to reach senior decision-makers with the right messages. 
Allow extra time when building relationships with these governing bodies. 

Enjoy. The best community engagement processes are dynamic, creative, and fun.  
Small details like food, interactive games, break-out activities and music can set a 
positive, inclusive tone that makes an enormous difference to everyone involved.    

• Savage, J., and L. McIntosh. A Toolkit for Planning and Implementing Deliberations on Campus. 
• The Natural Step. 2009. Integrated Community Sustainability Planning: A Guide.  
• Boyer, B. et al. Recipes for Systemic Change. Helsinki Design Lab
• Lakey, Berit. Meeting Facilitation: The No-Magic Method. (http://www.trainingforchange.org/                         
   meeting_facilitation). 
• Westley, F. 2006. Getting to maybe: How the World is Changed. 
• Hopkins, R. 2008. The Transition Handbook: From Oil Dependency to Local Resilience.

LEARNING FROM OTHERS (ADDITIONAL RESOURCES)
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WHAT DID WE 

LEARN?

http://www.mcgill.ca/sustainability/vision2020/final-reports/failure
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Vision 2020 has been and remains a huge success in terms of bringing together a 
diverse set of stakeholders – students, staff, administrators and academics – to collab-
orate towards the development of a comprehensive and compelling vision for McGill. 
It has fostered a collective sense of common purpose as well as an improved under-

standing of the different perspectives that constitute the McGill community. 
- Steve Maguire

Director, Marcel Desautels Institute for Integrated Management

V2020 has already made McGill a much better place, by articulating broadly held visions 
and goals and by demonstrating the value of broad-based engagement in consultation.

 - Morton Mendelson
Deputy Provost, Student Life and Learning

Vision 2020 is far from over. We are continuing on in the process of making McGill’s vision for 
a sustainable future a reality. We hope you will join us. For more information, please visit the 
Vision 2020 website and blog. Also, feel free to contact McGill’s Office of Sustainability directly.

CONCLUSIONS
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http://mcgill.ca/sustainability/vision2020
http://mcgillvision2020.com/blog
mailto:lilith.wyatt%40mcgill.ca?subject=RE%3A%20Vision%202020%20Impact%20Report

