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Background  

 
While home to aboriginal peoples for centuries before European colonization, Canada 
was established in the type of governmental context that we know it now in 1867, with 
the majority of early settlers being of British or French descent.  Canada is an officially 
bilingual country (French and English), with the majority of francophone residents 
residing in the provinces of Quebec (85%) and New Brunswick. The 2001 census 
indicated that there were approximately 30 million residents in Canada.  The census 
established that approximately 50% of residents are of European descent (not including 
French), 25% of French heritage, 3% First nations or Inuit, 4% Chinese, with the 
remaining 18% of other origins with emphasis on India, Africa and the Middle 
East.  80% of Canadaôs population resides in urban areas, and 85% of the population is 
centered along the southern border of the country. 
  
Canada has many legislated and regulated requirements for participation in 
environmental assessment, infrastructure and urban planning, public health policy and 
implementation, aboriginal consultation, and environmental policy situations to name 
just a few.  However, this legislative environment has not necessarily resulted in 
ñqualityò participation versus ñquantityò of participation.  This disconnect between 
meaningful processes, transparency and accountability may be a reason for a 
dramatically declining voter turnout (between 30-45% depending on election), and a 
media focus on increasing distrust in government.  The exception to this growing 
disconnect may be evidenced in many first nations communities, where there is a clear 
connection between participation and governance. 
  
Final interviews conducted included 6 women and 3 men. One independent practitioner 
was interviewed, one senior-level practitioner/decision-maker at the federal level, one 
elected official at the federal level, and one First Nations leader.  One provincial 
employee in Ontario, and one in British Columbia, and three people at the municipal 
level were also interviewed, all from the west coast.  With the exception of the First 
Nations leader, all interviewees were of European descent, and none were 
Francophone, although one resided in the province of Quebec.   
  
Missing from the interviews were participants from the far north, the vast middle of the 
country including Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba.  We had only one candidate 
from the eastern provinces.   
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Process Report  

The Implications of choosing this particular set of interviewees: 

¶ The original list prepared for Canada included interviewees who were all 
known to the interviewers.  By the nature of that relationship, it is likely that 
those who were interviewed were more committed, experienced and/or 
familiar with public participation  

¶ While on the surface it seemed that the original list of interviewees were the 
ñrightò people, the difficulty experienced in getting commitments for 
interviews and the reasons that were provided lead to additional questions 
about the original selection of interview candidates  

¶ The sample provided a view of the participation relationship from the 
sponsor/practitioner and/or decision-maker perspective.  The results of 
interviews may have been very different if participants and/or more 
grassroots interviewees were selected 

  
How might the results have differed if another group had been selected? 

¶ Interestingly enough, there were more women (70%) than men (30%) 
interviewed, even though the initial list contained a different distribution with 
more men.  

¶ A section of this report contains more information on demographics, however 
it is clear that the interviewees did not reflect the distribution of ethnicity in 
the country, nor did they reflect the diversity of the country in terms of 
national distribution of population by region 

  
What surprises were there? 

¶ The biggest surprise was the lack of willingness to participate or follow 
through on a commitment to participate, in this project for many of the 
reasons noted below.  While some conclusions could be drawn, I think the 
field is too small from which to draw conclusions, although the situation 
raises many questions. Is there a disconnect between stated requirements 
for participation and organizational or societal support for that 
participation?  Is there a fear of consequences for participation in this type of 
project that may draw conclusions about what constitutes meaningful 
participation?  How is the increased focus on time 
management/productivity/doing more with less, impacting organizations and 
society?  No answers, but lots of questions.  

¶ Reasons for non-participation or cancellation included: bad timing in terms of 
busy vs. not busy season, too much time required for interview, someone 
else would be able to provide the views needed, fear and concern about 
going ñon recordò about participation in their organization regardless of 
anonymity.   

¶ Challenges with scheduling interviews, frequent cancellations by 
participants, changes of candidates 

  
What did not go according to plan? 

¶ Finishing the interviews on time!  
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¶ Late approval of the interview protocol meant a late start for the project in 
November 2006.  The interviewers had anticipated a project start in the 
summer of 2006, which they surmised would enable many candidates on the 
interviewee list more time in their schedules to participate.  While on the 
surface this made sense, the summer of 2007 did not result in easier 
scheduling or participation for interviewees, although different reasons were 
offered during this time than at other times of the year.  

¶ Both timing of interviewer recruitment and a lack of qualified applicants for 
the interviewer role resulted in a follow-up recruitment for interviewers, and 
only 2 interviewers for the project, although an additional interviewer was 
trained to conduct a few interviews part way through the project. 

 

Findings  

 

Participants of this research were sourced from various organizations and positions in 
Canada including Federally elected official, Federal Administrator, Provincial or State 
Administrators, Local Administrator, Locally elected officials and Public participation 
practitioner.  
 

Research Question 1  

What is the nature of public participation/deliberation in government decision-
making processes across different cultures? 
  
Canada is a parliamentary democracy and a constitutional monarchy of 33 million 
people. [1]  As such, the cultural context of public participation and deliberation in 
Canada reflects itôs predominantly English and French roots as well as those of several 
other nationalities. Queen Elizabeth II is its head of state.  It is a federation consisting of 
ten provinces and three territories.  Both French and English are spoken as official 
languages and it is a multi-ethnic country. 
 
As interviews demonstrated, the organization and context of Canadian public 
participation are shaped by several key factors.  These factors affect how public 
participation is designed and how it is carried out.  A key theme that corresponded to 
both organization and context was that of democracy.  
 
Specifically, participation as an underpinning of democracy was an important theme 
raised by one interviewee. This individual, a federal elected official,  in particular 
reflected on the value of public participation and deliberation in changing democratic 
society, characterizing it as ñan important part of democracyò and as ñone of the 
fundamentals of democracy.ò  Moreover, discussing the role of public participation and 
deliberation was an important part of assimilation.  ñI often would meet with school 
groups and talk to them about how, well, especially in my riding in recent years, I mean, 
there are a lot of new Canadians, many of them come from countries where youôre not 

https://docs.google.com/Doc?docid=0AaaTIFYKxzfTZGc4eGZqdl83NmRyc2Z2emc4&hl=en#_ftnref1
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allowed to criticize the government, youôre not allowed to comment on what the 
government does, it can get you disappeared or killed.  And, so, itôs very important to 
talk about that, to be a part of that vitality in democracy, that dialogue between elected 
people and the people they represent,ò this official said.  ñ...I don't think you can really 
have a fundamental effect on the system unless you do that, unless you take an 
approach of engaging people outside your organization and really having them involved 
in decision-making,ò observed a provincial administrator.  :òI think the effect is very 
energizing.ò 
 
There are larger public purposes at play as well.  Not only do such processes determine 
public support for programs or decisions, they also serve a citizenship purpose, this 
federal elected official said.  ñI mean, people who have never had to hear a different 
opinion than their own, they are automatically going to think, if youôre not doing it the 
way they want, youôre doing it wrong.  Okay?  I went to those budget meetings [Name] 
had because certainly at the end of them, I mean, as the different groups were 
reporting, inevitably several of them would say, weôre glad youôve got to make these 
decisions and not us.  Because they were seeing, then, whatôs the balancing act 
here?  Itôs not just my heartôs program, itôs not just my business program, itôs not just my 
environmental program, itôs all of the many needs of a very diverse and complex 
society.  And, when they can start seeing that, then, youôre building a better citizenship 
as well because people are seeing things from a broader perspective and not just a 
selfish perspective.ò In this way, the official said, participation is ñpart of building 
citizenship to build that understanding.ò 
  
Finally, the concept of public participation and deliberation also raises questions for 
some as to its purpose and meaning.  ñSo when we are talking about public 
participation, does that mean that we really do want to hear what people have to say, or 
are we are afraid to hear that because it could move us from what we have already 
decided we were going to do,ò asked a local elected official, ñor it could create a real 
problem where the public has expectations that may not be equally met, and so that 
requires much more thorough and rigorous deliberative process.ò 
  
Organization of P2 
Statutory nature of consultation 
The statutory basis of some programs permeates participatory processes and the 
associated terminology thatôs used for them.  History also has an effect, as a federal 
administrator explained.  Canadaôs federal government uses a different terminology for 
the aboriginal community ñbecause of the special relationship with Canada between the 
crown and aboriginal communities.  There are, in the context of [subject], we talk about 
the engagement of aboriginal people, and in the broader context, of, sort of, the review 
and permitting for projects, we talk about aboriginal consultation.  They mean something 
similar, but not identical.  The aboriginal people, in fact, would be the first to say their 
engagement, their involvement, is not public participation like anybody elseôs, that itôs 
special therefore, you know, somehow qualitatively different to determine and deserving 
a different terminology.  In practice, lots of similarities, but a slightly different context so 
different semantics.ò 
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'Standardized' participation 
The federal administrative official said that the public participation process is 
ñstandardizedò at the federal level.  That is, ñThereôs a clear set of procedures and terms 
and conditions that have been approved by the case of the Federal government, the 
treasury board, essentially a cabinet committee.ò  This administrator described the three 
levels of public participation provided under one particular statute.  First, there are 
screenings, ñwhich are for relatively straight forward process and projects and cover 
over ninety-nine percent of our departmental assessments.  We do about 10,000 a 
year.ò 
  
The second and third are comprehensive studies, which entail ñmuch more in depth 
examinations of larger projects and there thereôs about thirty to fifty a year, fifty is 
actually high, itôs probably about twenty-five to thirty a year, typically, and then reviewed 
by review panels, independent review panels, which is going up but is still only about 
ten a year.ò 
  
Canadian law ñrequires the provision of public participation funding for comprehensive 
studies and for panels, so for those two larger, more in depth kind of [subject], and that 
we have to do, we have a special allocation, as I said earlier, for parliament would be 
about [amount] dollars.ò  Once a funding decision is made by the agency head -- who 
possesses óthe statutory power to administer the programô ï the agency head will sign 
off on the amount of money that is to be made available.ò 
  
A public notice, along with a press release and advertising, alerts the public to the 
funding opportunity along with ña deadline for applications, staff who are available to 
explain the application process to anybody who wants that information.ò  A funding 
review committee, ñwhich is an armôs length committee from the agency which reviews 
all the applications against the criteria for the program, provides recommendationsò to 
the agencyôs president.  The committeeôs recommendations are combined with any 
internal staff commentary on the recommendations and the president ñmakes the 
allocation decision.ò  ñOnce thatôs happened, we sign a contribution agreement, which is 
just a normal tool for getting money from the federal government into the hands of the 
citizens.  We sign a contribution agreement with the successful applicants.  That 
agreement allows us to release funds as they provide invoices and receipts and when 
the process is all done and they have been issued all of their funding they are supposed 
to give us a final report which indicates how the monies were used and which allows us, 
if we want, to audit and monitor the participatory funds,ò said the official. 
  
Tension between political party and public interests 
At the federal level, there is a clear line between who serves party interests and who 
serves the public interest at large through policymaking.  A federal elected official 
explained that ñsomeone who is elected to Parliament doesnôt work for the party theyôre 
elected with.ò  As a federal elected official, the nature of the work is different ñ...because 
the issues are different, youôre not dealing with practical issues, youôre dealing with 
more policy issues.ò 
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A provincial administrator explained the role that political parties play.  ñThe party 
initiates it, initiates the process,ò this person said.  ñI mean, in fairness, there is a 
constituency inside politics that is very interested in policy.  So there is always some 
momentum and energy that drives that at the grass roots level.ò  At the ñridingò or 
constituency district level, ñ...it would be like a single policy, there would be a policy 
chair inside of that.  When you get to the regional level, it would be somebody at the, a 
senior regional political person for the party, which is an elected position.  And then 
there is a policy chair for all of Ontario.ò 
  
Role/influence of public 
A federal administrative official explained the role of public participation in 
policymaking.  ñParliament in its wisdom included public participation provisions in the 
legislation.  But by predecessors, you know, who sort of helped to shape the legislation, 
and administered, you know, earlier processes, earlier environmental processes that 
were grounded in this law, introduced the idea precisely because they, well I guess for 
two reasons, because they felt that [subject] with outcomes would be better with the 
benefit of local knowledge politically, but also because they felt that, fundamentally, 
whether or not the ultimate outcome changed, public involvement was a good thing 
simply because it empowered people locally and increased the likelihood of sort of 
decreased social conflict and increased the likelihood of acceptance.ò 
  
To this official, public participation represents a coin that ñhas two sides to it, one of 
which is more substantive, about the actual outcomes of decision making processes, 
and the other one, of which is more social;  and itôs about social consensus and social 
cohesion and not just about outcomes.ò 
  
A provincial administrator detailed how policymaking occurs.  ñFor instance, there is 
usually on a riding by riding basis, each riding association would have a policy chair,ò 
said this official.  ñRegionally they have like a policy chair, which would be a policy 
committee and then they have a process where they have regional policy forums that 
work them away to the provincial party policy level.  Thereôs a whole process of 
resolutions that are brought forward on the basis of building some consensus inside 
regional organizations and inside the party that are voted on at annual conventions.ò 
 
Who sponsors engagement  
Sometimes provinces participate in deliberative events sponsored by the Canadian 
federal government.  ñThe [acronym for project name] was a forum that was being 
organized by others but we were a partner to that,ò said provincial administrator. ñThat 
was a two-day forum.  The province, the Ministry of [ministry name], had put on annually 
a day and they tied it into that and brought together people.  They brought together 
practitioners to talk about it, but in this instance they brought some experts from around 
the world to come and talk about it.  But I don't feel that that was us organizing it, we 
were just helpful in it.ò 
 
Expectations for participation 
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Canadian interviewees identified several institutional expectations regarding public 
participation and deliberation.  A local administrator said, ñI think there is a huge fear 
that expectations would be created that could not be met, and so the communications 
link is do not communicate too much and do not focus too much because then we will 
not be disappointed if we cannot deliver.ò  In describing a past process, this person 
said, ñI know what we behind the scenes and the folks that were facilitating wanted to 
come out of it and all the stuff that we hoped has actually happened.  The 
bureaucracies themselves do not necessarily recognize the value of that.  They 
expected, I think, that having federal and provincial bureaucrats along for the process 
would result in more recommendations for actual funding for these things to 
happen.  That was perhaps naïve.  What I think is the more valuable piece of it is being 
able to better understand the mosaic of our community.ò 
  
Expectations also are centered on attaining consent for action.  Another local 
administrator described such expectations as having ñ...the support of the community to 
move forward, and at least, the support of the majority of the community to move 
forward in a direction that is consistent with the cityôs vision and acceptable to the 
community.ò 
 
A federal administrator identified two kinds of desired outcomes. ñOne is actual changes 
to project designs because the public brings forward evidence or concerns that are 
persuasive and the other is better social cohesion, more buy-in, higher comfort levels 
among the public projects when they do proceed.  Those are, I think, the two primary 
outcomes that are sought as a result of participation.ò 
  
A provincial administrator concurred.  ñI think what happens in public participation ï 
number one, you can get an idea of where peopleôs heads are at in terms of the broad, 
for the broad stroke stuff, what concerns people.  From when you look at, when you 
look at individuals, when you look at stakeholder groups, you tend to be a little bit ï you 
tend to see the more specific, whatôs in it for meôs, because they tend to be usually a 
little bit more specific.ò 
  
Some expectations are also personal in nature.  ñ...I remember the first time I took my 
seat in the House of Commons, itôs a very strong feeling that there have been hundreds 
who have sat in these seats before me, theyôll be thousands who come after, and, 
theyôve left us a pretty damn good country, and, we have an obligation to the ones that 
come after us, for them to be able to say they did a good job,ò said a federal elected 
official.  This person also saw public participation and deliberation as pragmatic.  ñI 
mean, from my point of view as an elected representative, I always came away from a 
meeting with new ideas, always opened up my mind to thinking of things in a different 
way,ò said the official.  ñI always felt it was important to not just be a blank listening 
board, but to engage in the dialogue, to let people know where I stand in terms of 
fundamental values and things that are not open for discussion as far as Iôm 
concerned.ò 
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These expectations are also shared by public servants at the administrative level; 
however they may not be broadly shared across the public sector at the administrative 
level.  A federal administrator said: 

...the people who work directly on the program, that administer the program, are 
extremely committed to it and so for them, you know, they have a passion, and for 
them the program is all about, making sure that decision making by government is 
well informed by the citizens that it touches.  I said the people that administer the 
project, but itôs not just them, there is a significant, you know, proportion I guess, of 
public servants who feel that way who are passionately committed to the underlying 
philosophical principal that the public should have an opportunity to have its voice 
heard.  But I donôt think thatôs the majority.  I mean I think that thereôs a passionate 
minority that feels that way.  The majority probably see it as a good thing but itôs just 
one more element to a complex process they have to administer and it is in a sense 
taken for granted....I think there is no doubt that there is some that find it, you know, 
they look at comparable processes elsewhere, [subject] and regulatory processes, 
where there is not any particular provision for public participation, you know, with a 
certain amount of envy I suspect because they probably feel that itôs more hassle 
than itôs worth and in the end the publicôs engagement doesnôt fundamentally add 
that much to the process so I think you could find that opinion but I think it would be, 
you know, the real minority.  
 

Other administrative expectations exist.  According to a provincial administrator, this 
person saw public participation first as providing ña monitoring roleò for the program 
being administered, ñand that the Ministry of [ministry name] should be doing this 
monitoring.  And that there was no way that an institution our size could do all that was 
necessary in terms of monitoring.  So I expected that there would be, by asking 
questions, by expecting that there would be monitoring, and by offering support to get to 
that in various ways, that there would be better monitoring internally within [ministry 
acronym].ò  A second goal ñwas in terms of advocacy.  Again, one institution in 
downtown Vancouver isn't able to provide the advocacy services that are necessary 
throughout.  So my expectation was that we would work with, for example, the 
complaints people within the [ministry acronym] and they would be encouraging 
advocacy.ò 
  
Sometimes there is limited awareness about issues among those who were being 
engaged.  On one particular issue, ñ...I did the core review report.  It was then turned 
into legislation, accepted by the government, put into effect,ò said a provincial 
administrator.  ñI think what I learnt fairly soon on was that [people] didn't understand 
really what I was saying.  So there weren't a lot of people with expectations around.  To 
the extent that there were expectations, I think people's expectations of an external ï 
the word 'watchdog,' an external watchdog, is that the watchdog will watch and then 
bark loudly when they see that something is not going right, and possibly embarrass the 
government by doing that and force some change.ò 
  
In addition, the public may offer specific rather than general feedback, a provincial 
administrator said.  ñ...maybe they are just more specific because they are 
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concentrated, because they have specific asks about things that they want to change, 
so then they have specific benefits.  At least the good stakeholder groups do when they 
are building a rationale for trying to transform or change something.  Good stakeholder 
groups will provide you with a rationale and the benefits, the what is in it for you, as well 
as the whatôs in it for me.ò 
  
Public expectations about the speed of government action may be at odds with 
reality.  ñThey're getting lots of product right now but it doesn't happen fast,ò said a 
provincial administrator.  ñ....You try to do something that is a joint project out of which 
there comes a report.  It doesnôt happen fast, although the expectation is there that it 
will happen fast.ò 

 
A public participation practitioner interpreted the expectations differently, placing greater 
emphasis on the value of creating a better understanding of the problem being 
addressed through engaging stakeholders.  ñ...I do think that -- I think the vast majority 
of government clients and industrial clients in the government processes would look for 
an evaluation at the end amongst -- for the stakeholders who said, óWe are satisfied 
with this process.ôò  Meaning that, ñ...those who participated should be satisfied, should 
be pleased that it was a good process and that they were heard and those who were 
making the decisions should be looking at the results and saying, óThis is very helpful to 
me.  It may not tell me exactly what I have to do, but it has contributed significantly to 
my understanding of the situation and will help me make this decision.ôò 

 
Focus on outcomes 
There are also differences in perspective for those at the administrative as compared to 
the elected level of government, according to the federal administrator. 
...we [engage people] today because thatôs what the law tells us to do 
right?  Parliament in its wisdom included public participation provisions in the 
legislation.  But by predecessors, you know, who sort of helped to shape the 
legislation, and administered, you know, earlier processes, earlier environmental 
processes that were grounded in this law, introduced the idea precisely because 
they, well I guess for two reasons, because they felt that [subject] with outcomes 
would be better with the benefit of local knowledge politically, but also because they 
felt that, fundamentally, whether or not the ultimate outcome changed, public 
involvement was a good thing simply because it empowered people locally and 
increased the likelihood of sort of decreased social conflict and increased the 
likelihood of acceptance. So I mean it, I think that public participation is that coin 
has two sides to it, one of which is more substantive, about the actual outcomes of 
decision making processes, and the other one, of which is more social;  and itôs 
about social consensus and social cohesion and not just about outcomes. 
  

The federal administrator noted how public input has shaped policy or decisions. 
...I wouldnôt want to over generalize about this.  There are definitely projects that 
have been, kind of, fundamentally shaped or reshaped by public commentary.   I 
can think of one project where Iôm fairly confident that the proponent simply 
discontinued the project not because they thought it was wrong thinking 
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environmentally but because of the constant din of public opposition.  That, I think, 
is relatively rare of complete discontinuation for reasons only of public oppositions, 
but it happens.  I think there is probably a relatively large number of projects where 
the design of the project has been adjusted to take into account public concerns.  I 
couldnôt say exactly what percentage but in some cases thatôs because I think 
government decision makers and proponents are persuaded that public concerns 
are well founded and so, in a sense, itôs a substantive change.  You know, thereôs a 
decision that, you know, the public is right, that this intervener is right.  And another 
case is, people may not be persuaded.  The change in design may be essentially a 
cost mutual    option which may reduce public concern.  So it may not mean that the 
scientists that work for government or for the proponent are actually convinced that 
the impacts of the projects that were originally proposed are that great, but they 
may be willing to make adjustments simply to address public concern.  
 

There are also instances "...where probably public participation does not really shape 
anything," the federal administrator said.  "You know, the project proceeds as 
proposed.  If itôs adjusted, itôs adjusted not because of any commentary by the public, 
but because of scientific analysis that would have taken place anyhow.  In those cases 
the primary benefit of public participation is what I alluded to earlier which is 
acceptance." 
 

Context of P ublic Participation  

The context of Canadian participation reflects the culture and society of Canada itself.  
 
Diversity 
Diversity is one such influence that affects how engagement takes place. ñThe cultural 
mosaic of the city is extremely broad,ò said one local administrator.  This requires 
localities to try to balance the question of óHow do we provide good public service to all 
of our citizens or to at least the majority of our citizensô according to this 
administrator.  In one instance, this requires making "arrangements to ensure that we 
have that service available in the languages of our population and there is, you know, 
multiple.  So, that is the service that the city is going to deliver and have available.ò 
  
First Nations 
Canada has a significant population of native or aboriginal Canadians, who belong to 
tribes known as First Nations.  A local elected official from a First Nation described how 
the process of decision making varies from others that are commonly used in 
Canada.  ñWe have secret ballots on major initiatives, like, land code, the treaty 
agreement in principle, land code is through First Nationôs land management act, a 
federal initiative to devolve land management from the Department of Indian 
Affairs.  What else?  Right now we have, our last election we had an election code 
passed.  This election we are having a membership code voted on...ò 
  
How the First Nation vote carries also depends on the issue at hand.  ñIt depends on the 
referendum, under the Indian Act itôs 50 percent plus 1, for designations, line 
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designations, and the rest, I think, well, I think for that standard itôs 50 percent of all 
eligible holders, and in other cases itôs a majority, a straight majority of who votes,ò this 
individual said.  ñSo, in our case, our Constitution is going to have a higher than normal 
standard so it will be more difficult to change it.  Our Treaty has a relatively high 
standard as well.  So there are different thresholds for different initiatives.ò 
  
Consultation takes place within the First Nation at the program level, although ñitôs more 
from a political level, it gets advanced from the council level,ò the local elected official 
said.  For some the consultation process is not ideal: ñ....when we talk about the 
constitution process, and some of Councilôs biggest opponents have been participating 
in this constitution process, and they hate the Indian Act style of government, but theyôre 
not very receptive to changing it either.  So, I donôt know, itôs left me scratching my 
head, wondering what people actually want.  So what weôre trying to do is extend our 
government to be, have a legislative and executive function should the treaty pass.  So 
weôll have a much higher number of community members participating in the 
lawmaking, and then a similar council to what we have now, about five, participate in the 
day-to-day types of activities.ò  This official is ñ...hoping it opens up community 
participation and decision-making and the information that flows with that.ò 
  
The local elected official also described how this particular First Nation community is 
transitioning to a form of government that is more representative.  Under this new 
structure, the First Nationôs governing body ñ...would have 12 people, and they would be 
elected, and the Constitution says it would have to meet at least once a year.ò This 
official sees great promise in the transition, noting that ñ...weôre changing from the 
Indian Act to Bound Council to Self-Governing Lawmaking First Nation, so we have 
huge capacity to build there.ò  According to this official, this community will be the first 
Canadian First Nation that has separated the legislative and executive functions of 
government.  Several new laws will go into effect should the transition be ratified.  ñSo 
this Constitution group is advising, is going to be advising on those laws as well, and 
hopefully most of these people will be the new legislature when the post-treaty vote 
happens for the new government,ò said the official.  
  
Often the elected official is involved in deliberations about community issues, which has 
its benefits and drawbacks for this person.  ñIf itôs an important community issue, I try 
and be involved as much as possible, and that has its proôs and its cons,ò this individual 
said.  ñIf I do participate I find, lately, that my opponents are just using it as an 
opportunity to discredit anything I try and say.  It makes the issue more political than 
normally would be.  If I donôt participate, then people are more likely to look at the issue 
more seriously because the opposition doesnôt have a soapbox if Iôm not there, if you 
get what I mean.  So itôs actually, Iôm discouraged from participating in a lot of things 
lately, like, the longer Iôm in leadership capacity, the sort of harder itôs getting to get 
things done, I find.ò 
  
Gender 
A federal elected official noted the role of gender in public participation and deliberation 
in Canada at large.  ñ...Iôm particularly interested in new and emerging democracies, 
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and Iôm particularly interested in the role that women play, and the role that people who 
usually arenôt listened to play.ò  While perhaps less prevalent in Canada, ñcertainly when 
youôre doing work internationally, itôs most likely to be the men who are out there telling 
you what to do, I mean, somebodyôs got to stay home and look after the kids, right?  Itôs 
not going to be me.  The guys are going to say, yes, Iôll go to the meeting, you look after 
the kids.  Thatôs usually not even a subject of discussion.  But, thatôs even more true in 
less developed societies, where, women are more likely to play more traditional roles, 
have less resources for themselves, to do anything for themselves, or on their own 
initiative.  Sometimes itôs cultural, sometimes itôs just plain economics.ò 
 
Appreciation for other practices 
Interviewees expressed appreciation for understanding how public participation and 
deliberation occurs in other countries and cultures.  A federal elected official said, 
ñBecause Iôm interested in the subject, itôs sort of been a guiding principle of my whole, 
both my private life and my public life, and Iôm particularly interested in new and 
emerging democracies, and Iôm particularly interested in the role that women play, and 
the role that people who usually arenôt listened to play.ò 
  
A local elected official compared how deliberation occurs locally with experiences in 
Brazil, particularly in the Sao Paolo municipality of Santo Andre.  This individual 
"actually saw the teatros, the opremado, the theater of the oppressed, community bands 
playing.  The theaters, they are much like our Headlines Theatre and the discussions 
that were going on in this improv production where members of the audience could 
jump in and talk about issues and change things around; it was very intense.  The 
council members of the municipality of Santo Andre who were there, you could see that 
this is what they do.  And it was not just a field trip; it was sort of a parachute in, we 
have never seen this place before and will never see it again.  They knew the people in 
this little ghetto and you could tell that there was ongoing communication and 
respect.  And there is some reciprocity there that was really deep and rooted in 
culture.  So some people do it way better than I do it.ò 
  
This local elected official added how ñfrom town to town there are totally different 
approaches.  But there are processes that are long established and are highly 
participatory and really represent democracy at its radical root basis and fundamental 
principles far better than the kind of more adversarial process that we engage in 
here.ñ  The official reflected on what was learned on the Brazilian trip and hinted to its 
possible implications for Canadian public participation and deliberation: 
  

You have to engage in some empathy or compassionate consideration beyond your 
own interest, and the way that they do that in Santo Andre in their participatory 
budgetary process is the 19 very large neighborhoods that the municipality is 
divided into, each have committees that establish their budget committee.  They 
elect them from members of the community.  They came up with their list of 
priorities and attached budget figures; they do that.  These all come together in a 
very large draft proposed budget or whatever that is going to be a little down.  And 
in order to do that, all 19 committees have to meet collectively all together with each 
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other.  So they all go in buses to each neighborhood to see physically what are their 
priorities, to talk to the people what are their priorities.  They are required, in order 
to have their committee recommendation considered, to do this, to engage with the 
other interest groups essentially and to discover why is it that this neighborhood -- 
there were wealthy neighborhoods that prior to the participatory budgeting process 
never have to show up at the council meeting.  Never.  They knew that their elm 
trees will be well cared for all down their street, that everything would be lovely, that 
the sidewalks are always clean.  They did not have to do a damn thing essentially; 
things just were running along fine.  No one had to show up at the council 
meeting.  But in the other areas, like the [indiscernible] I was describing, they have 
got sewage open -- sewage running down their streets.  Their pipes are broken and 
roads washing out and gravel pouring down into somebodyôs back room.  So by 
having the nice neighborhood people get on the bus and go and see what is going 
on here, suddenly pruning the elm trees twice a year does not seem as important 
as dealing with the rough woods.  They cannot help but engage in a compassionate 
analysis of what are other peopleôs needs in my city.  So, it is very effective in terms 
of community building to do that, but where we are here in our process is a long 
way from that because we are not encouraging that kind of compassionate 
conversation. 

  
Conflict / who has control 
The process itself is also important, although the perceived disorder that participation 
may create can be perplexing to some.  ñIt is also though a bit chaotic and it's very hard 
for government to tolerate chaos, because it makes things happen that when they get 
out of control, they get criticized,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñThat's when you get 
fairly quickly to the political level and that's not easy for them to take.  So it's pretty hard 
to figure out how you do it, and in some sense I was fortunate that I was able to do it..ò 
 
A provincial administrator described how difficult it can be for social service 
professionals to take public criticism that arises from participatory processes.  ñ...the 
notion of opposites coming and clashing and out of that comes something better still 
allows you, if you're one of the people doing the clashing, to imagine the something 
better and sort of transcend the emotions of the clashing.  So I think what happens ï my 
view is, at least in the social services -- we're getting way off track in participation ï but 
in the social services world, they feel it so much.ò  In such instances, ñ...it's very difficult 
for them to transcend that.  Whereas in the legal world, you can be on one side one day 
and a different side another day.  You're always imagining that you're in this role of 
conflict but it's a conflict that will resolve in something that is "Truth" or something that 
you're not directly responsible for, unless you're a judge, but you're not responsible 
for.  But you are responsible for the conflict itself getting that.  Whereas I think the 
conflict for social workers, I don't think they're used to that notion.  So they feel it 
strongly and then of course your personal emotions get into it because you get 
attacked.  It all gets hyped up and more difficult.ò 
  
ñInterestingly, what you're talking about in the clash-clash, the sort of adversarial 
approach, I think about this as a lawyer,ò this provincial official said. ñI think it's 
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something different than that in the social welfare system, though there's a part of that 
too.  You ask a social worker or someone in the social services, are you for a 
collaborative approach or an adversarial approach?  You're not going to get many of 
them that would admit that they're for an adversarial approach.  So what's going on for 
them though is that I think it's a moral conflict.ò 
  
"...So for them, there's a right," the provincial official said..  "There's a right, there's a 
wrong, there's a 'justice.'  Justice isn't being done, so they're on the side of justice being 
done.  Those guys over there are not on that side.  So then you can't compromise on 
that and you get the clash.ò 
  
Openness and transparency 
A federal administrator credited the openness and transparency of process, logistics 
and procedure as making a significant contribution towards making it possible for 
people to participate meaningfully. ñThe absence of clear and transparent procedures 
and opportunities can really make the difference between whether or not from ten to 
eleven at night, they are going to get their thoughts organized and intervened because if 
theyôve got to spend a huge amount of time figuring out where the information is located 
and when they get their views on the record theyôre going to throw in the towel because 
they are not doing this as their full time job,ò said this official. ñAnd I think that you know 
the first two factors to identify, money and legislation are easy, but the third one, that 
takes work.  It takes work at its almost cultural.  You need to kind of foster, among 
decision makers, a set of procedures but also a set of attitudes which say public 
involvement is part of our goal.  Itôs not an afterthought, itôs not an externally imposed 
obligation, itôs an inherent, integral part of the process because once youôve fostered 
that kind of an attitude then in a sense those clear processes and those, kind of, open 
forum will kind of flow.ò 
  
Research Question 2: 
How do different cultures support or provide space for public 
participation/deliberation in government decision-making processes? 
  
This question sought to understand how different cultures ï and in turn, different 
associated governments ï provide support for or how they facilitate the practice of 
public participation or deliberation among those they serve.   
 
Like all countries included in this study, the design of Canadian participatory or 
deliberative processes is related to how participation / deliberation is conceived and 
defined.  The definitions and concept of participation influence the process design and 
how it is implemented.  We identified support for public participation / deliberation in the 
data through responses to interview questions concerning how such processes are 
defined and designed, how people access such processes and the practices that are 
used for engagement.  
  
How is public participation/deliberation defined? 
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This part of our research focused on how public participation is defined and the 
corresponding design framework. 
 

Concept of Public Participation  

The nine Canadian interviewees offered a variety of conceptual definitions for public 
participation.  These included: 
¶ Interest-based.  ñI think [public participation] reflects the agency, the statute that 

we work under, what it means is that members of the public who have a stake in, 
interest in, concerns about the proposal project, that could touch on their lives 
somehow, affect their communities, affect the quality of their [subject] 
environment, have social economic ramificationsò said a Canadian federal 
administrator. ñIf those individuals have the opportunity to have their voices heard 
in the course of review processes prior to final decisions being made to allow 
those projects to proceed or not.ò  

¶ A place to be heard and respected. ñSo for me public participation is about 
providing resources and the forum for individuals and groups with interests 
and/or concerns about a project to be heard,ò said a federal administrator. ñWhat 
itôs not about, its maybe an important clarification, is vetoes....it is a guarantee 
that when those voices are in they will be respected.  It is not a guarantee that 
their opinions will always carry the day.ò  

¶ As a ñprocess of transformation,ò according to a provincial administrator. ñI 
think in terms of, because they largely have a similar role to me inside their own 
organizations and in their dealings with their public or their stakeholders.  So I 
would say that they would, I think ï the good ones that is, would see it in the 
same, would see that itôs engaging people in the process of transformation.  Itôs 
how you pull people in and to give them ownership.ò  

¶ A means for providing direct input into policymaking.  ñWell, on the one hat, 
if you take a look at in terms of the grass-roots politics, I think what it would mean 
to them is to have direct input into the formulation of policy,ò said a provincial 
administrator.  

¶ A grass-roots or bottom-up process. ñEssentially what it means to them is, 
forum is ï I think what it expresses is that youôve got a wide range of divergent 
ideas,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñItôs more of a grass roots process, as 
opposed to a process that already has established goals.ò  

¶ A means for systemic change.  According to a provincial administrator, ñthe 
way I've seen it and the way I've expressed it and explained it is that my job is to 
make recommendations about how the system might change.  That I can't just 
develop that in an office.  The better way to do it is to engage with people who 
are in fact involved in some way or another.  It may be that it could be the 
clientele, although we've done less of that, though we've begun to do that.ò  

¶ Convenience-based.  ñI think it is a pliable concept,ò said a local elected 
official.  ñThey have something that there is some plasticity to it, and I think that is 
a function sometimes of expediency, sometimes of convenience.ò  
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¶ Varied based on the purpose.  ñTheyôre a bit different because generally to us 
community consultation is wide open and advisory is a little more specified as far 
as the number of people [indiscernible],ò said a local elected official.  

¶ Type of accountability.  ñPublic participation to me means the ability for an 
organization that has an accountability role to the public to be able to create an 
appropriate space and to convene the right players to be able to define, to 
debate, and to collaborate on issues that are of public importance,ò a local 
administrator said.  This interviewee also asked, ñSo the other piece of public 
participation is how do we use the energy of community in order to remind our 
politicians of what their responsibilities are about to community?ò  

¶ Input-driven.  ñI think my personal opinion would be that for federal government 
officials, the definition of public participation is much narrower than the one I just 
described.  It is more of an input-driven process I would say, rather than one that 
requires people to share ideas and interrupt and problem-solve together,ò a local 
administrator said.  

¶ Deliberative in nature.  ñI would say at the provincial level, there had been more 
what could be classified as public conversations,ò said a local administrator.  ñI 
mean the Premier is just having one now on health issues and the way it goes if 
they are structured, have generally been wide open, but the level of outcome 
orientation and the ability to track how those outcomes are being used is not 
necessarily as regress as what we have attempted to do at the municipal level.ò  

¶ Relationship- or service-oriented.  ñAt the municipal level, there is more of a 
commitment perhaps to be, perhaps more respectful of how information is given 
and how it then gets used and there is a more visible relationship between what 
people are providing and the policy and service delivery that a municipality 
provides,ò a local administrator said.  

¶ Establishing trust.  ñWell, if you hold the view that government is simply 
representatives of the people, then it has fundamental and profound effect on 
government decisions,ò a local administrator said.  ñBut, if a government does not 
hold that view, then their decisions are going to be extremely disconnected from 
the community and they wonôt have the support of the community.  And if you 
donôt have that, then youôre not going to have a very effective government, I donôt 
believe, and nor will you have the trust required of your citizens to go forward and 
carry out the job of governing.ò  

¶ A means of influence.  ñI almost automatically think of a spectrum of activities or 
ways of engagement or levels of engagement, starting at sort of a lower level 
with things like education and information exchange, and then moving across the 
spectrum of --the word ñconsultationò usually arises which I think of as the 
opportunity to influence,ò said a Canadian public participation practitioner.  ñIt 
does not mean that someone will do exactly what you want, but there has to be 
an openness on the part of the receiving party, the government, to take your 
thoughts and your comments into consideration in a genuine way.ò  There are 
also ñmore formal mechanisms like advisory committees or boards or panels, and 
then toward the end you are actually -- you would get into consensus decision-
making.  Some of the processes are being used around the [name] processes 



© 2008 International Association for Public Participation 

 

and then to delegation which is not used all that often, I do not think.  But in some 
cases there is an actual ability to delegate authority to another body.ò  

¶ Community-based.  A provincial administrator defined the concept as ñan 
approach that engages the community.ò 

  
In addition, a federally elected official defined public participation as meaning ñif 
decisions are going to affect peopleôs lives that you involve them in the discussion, you 
discuss with them what the issue is, what the problem is, and what they think are some 
solutions, what direction theyôd like their community to take, their country to take, their 
government to take.ò 
  

Common terms  

Interviewees also reflected on the terminology itself.  A federal administrator said, ñfor 
me public participation is not something in the middle.  Itôs not consultation, allowing the 
voice to be heard, potential to be respected, to potentially shape outcomes that itôs 
neither vetoed, nor is it simply information done by decision makers.ò  The use of the 
words ñpublic participation,ò the administrator said, ñagain because, I think in our case 
itôs just a bit shaped by the fact that thatôs the language used in the law.ò  A provincial 
administrator also pointed out the use of terms such as ñyouth participationò and ñyouth 
engagement.ò 
  
The federal administrator further differentiated between concepts of Canadian 
participation at large and of Canadian aboriginal participation.  ñThe aboriginal people, 
in fact, would be the first to say their engagement, their involvement, is not public 
participation like anybody elseôs, that itôs special therefore, you know, somehow 
qualitatively different to determine and deserving a different terminology.ò 
  
Similarly, a public participation practitioner distinguished between the terms ópublic 
participationô and ócitizen engagement.ô  Our interviewer asked, ñ...you mentioned that 
you thought there was an interpretation that ócitizen engagementô meant a deeper 
involvement?ò  This individual replied, ñI think that is sort of the view of the government 
of Canada.ò  The practitioner also noted that the commonly held definition of ópublic 
participationô ñis the involvement of citizens and stakeholders at some level mostly in 
government decision-making.ò   
  
The practitioner said that there sometimes is resistance to the word óinvolvementô in the 
participatory lexicon because it implies limited engagement.  A potential reaction might 
be, according to this individual, that ñsomeone would take the word óinvolvementô and 
say óWell, that is not significant.  I want more than involvement.ôò 
  
Common terms used for public participation in Canada included:  
¶ Participatory democracy (federal elected official)  
¶ Public participation (federal administrator)  
¶ Co-decision makers, co-management (federal administrator)  
¶ Aboriginal consultation (federal administrator)  
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¶ Engagement (federal administrator, provincial administrator)  
¶ Engaging the public in a process of transformation (provincial administrator)  
¶ Consultation (provincial administrator)  
¶ Forum (provincial administrator)  
¶ Citizenôs jury (provincial administrator)  
¶ Joint projects (provincial administrator)  
¶ Not the words ñpublic participationò (provincial administrator)  
¶ Community consultation (local elected official)  
¶ Advisory (local elected official)  
¶ Community participation (local elected official)  
¶ Public involvement (local administrator)  
¶ Public process (local administrator)  
¶ Citizen engagement (public participation practitioner) ï according to this 
interviewee, ñthe term óengagementô is seen by people to have much more 
meaning than óparticipation.ôò 

  
Moreover, a local administrator said, ñI would say in the last two years through the work 
that we had been doing on this kind of multiple-level, community-based projects and 
programming, we have deliberately used terminology like community engagement 
rather than public participation.ò 
  
A public participation practitioner stated that ñparticipation is better than involvement so 
the term ópublic involvement.ô  I think those terms are often used interchangeably.  óCo-
managementô is another term that one level of government will toss out and think of as 
primarily an advisory process and another will think of it as more of a delegation or a 
partnership.ò  This person also observed, ñI'm not sure that the terms are always used 
very clearly between and among the different levels of government.ò 
  
Terms that seemed particularly distinct to Canada, based on interview responses, 
included participatory democracy, co-decision making, co-management, aboriginal 
consultation, joint projects and citizen engagement. 
  

Justifications  

There were several kinds of broader social justifications provided for 
participatory/deliberative activities that interviewees. 
  
A provincial administrator emphasized service delivery as a means of justification.  ñI 
think as a government, essentially you look at the government hat and they are 
essentially our customers,ò this person said.  ñSo I think there is a certain need and 
expectation inside the public just in terms, I think from a perception perspective, that is 
an imperative like in governments, because they are elected and funded by people.  In 
the first instance, you need to be perceived as being connected to those people.ò  
 
The mandate for this administratorôs agency ñis to independently observe services for 
children and youth and their families, and to advise government about how to improve 
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those services and also to support access to those services for children and youth and 
families.ò  However, this ñmandate is broader than the capacity to do all the things, so 
one of the major things we have done is work in projects,ò the person said.  ñThose 
projects vary considerably.  For example, we've had a project looking at gathering data, 
the administrative data that is routinely collected by government, gathering it together 
and analyzing it to get a picture of youth in care, children in care, and compare them to 
the general population in such things like their use of health services and health 
outcomes, but also education, income assistance and employment, involvement in the 
criminal justice system.ò 
 
Serving particular constituencies, such as consultations focused on large institutional 
stakeholders was likewise important.  ñIn my role in government, largely my involvement 
in public participation is largely to do with large stakeholders, so a lot of the work that I 
do is directed towards large organizations, public organizations like school boards, 
hospitals, colleges and universities,ò a provincial administrator said.  ñMy role with them 
is essentially to engage stakeholders to help, to engage them in what as a government 
and what politically we want to bring forward in terms of our legislative and policy 
agenda.  What is required in that is really essentially two things ï itôs on a one-on-one 
basis with individual stakeholder organizations and then as groups as well, too, in 
forums such as roundtables and some public meetings.ò 
  
A provincial administrator said that change transformation justified engagement ñ...as 
importantly, you need to be able to do that to engage people in any kind of process of 
change or transformation.  Like you canôt ï in order to get, to build some consensus, 
understand the whatôs in it for me, for the people that you are consulting with.ò 
  
Public participation/deliberation can also be an antidote to public cynicism.  A local 
administrator explained that ñthere is a huge cynicism, I think, in the general population 
in the [municipality name] proper, around public consultation.  I think for a variety of 
reasons, there has been a historic perception that input-driven consultations do not 
actually result in outcomes that people can see as their own, or they do not feel like they 
have had a real impact on how decisions are being made.ò 
  
In addition, the local administrator explained, ñWe deliberately use the word 
"engagement" because we wanted to, first of all, be clear what we were working 
towards with the community, why we were calling them together, that it was a two-way 
communication versus the usual municipal public process where you come and you 
report to council what it is you want as zoning or rezoning, by-law change, and then 
council decides whether or not they go ahead and do that.  In this case, we have 
deliberately been more transparent.  We have attempted to be very inclusive and we 
called it an engagement because we wanted it to be a two-way dialogue more than just 
information out.ò 
  
Interestingly, it was change at the community level that spurred this locality to seek to 
meaningfully engage residents.  ñThe work that we started really happened because 
there has been a huge shift in the social landscape in the downtown core of 
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[municipality name].  I think probably for the last five years, we have seen a steady 
decline as most urban centers in North America have been experiencing in terms of 
increasing homelessness, increasing public drug use, business decline, economic 
development stagnation, and difficulties in terms of managing the balance around the 
environmental footprint and the amount of potential growth within the confined 
boundaries of a city like [municipality name].ò  Further, ñit was because we, as a 
municipality, do not have jurisdiction over environmental responses and certainly 
around the deep social issues that are at play.  We needed to involve other 
partners.  And as a municipality, we are being put under a huge amount of pressure by 
the general public, but we have not been very good at using community energy in order 
to help us to resolve some of these issues, even when we do not have the mandate to 
do it.ò 
  
ñAnd so,ò this interviewee said, ñI think the purpose of conceptualizing this agreement 
was to formalize a process whereby we could motivate community to work with us and 
to help engage the federal and provincial governments in responding to the needs of the 
community in financial as well as policy realm, from which they have the fundamental 
responsibility.ò 
  
Public processes are also justified by law, making compliance essential.  A public 
participation practitioner explained that ñsomeò of the organizations that hire this person 
ñdo it because they have to....Because it is legislated or because the elected officials 
are required.  Iôm not sure that public servants would always do it on their own.  I do 
think that there is a feeling among the public and stakeholders these days that if you are 
to be impacted or possibly impacted by something, or you have an interest in it, you 
should be consulted and engaged.ò 
  
Other goals for participation included:  

Á Policy formation.  A provincial administrator described consultations that mostly 
consist of creating public policy and serving people.  As a result, these 
consultations "may be driven towards things like education, healthcare, 
environment." 

Á Developing or cultivating 'grass roots.'  A provincial administrator who is also 
a party official noted how party efforts involved "just engaging party members in 
forums to discuss the grass-roots development of policy, organization." It also 
includes "other organizational goals for the party, things like fundraising and 
obviously election campaigns.ò 

Á Individual advocacy.  In some instances, a provincial administrator said, ñwe do 
cases where we help individuals who are having trouble getting services to 
break through the bureaucratic barriers or the problems that they're having.ò  

Á Public advocacy.  ñI don't have any authority to order government to do 
anything,ò a provincial administrator said.  ñIt's basically the attempt to change 
the system by making recommendations and it depends on the influence you 
have.  Part of that, there's kind of two powers I have that make a 
difference.  One is that I can get information from any government body and 
they have to give it to me.  The second is that I can comment publicly.  So I don't 
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do everything by commenting publicly, but in a sense that's the hammer that I 
have.  I can talk publicly about concerns I have with government services.ò 

 

Types of public participation/deliberative processes  

Interviewees also identified many types of public participation/deliberative processes. 
 

¶ Public forums.  Agencies sometimes partner with others to host public 
forums.  ñThe province, the Ministry of [ministry name], had put on annually a day 
and they tied it into that and brought together people,ò said a provincial 
administrator.  ñThey brought together practitioners to talk about it, but in this 
instance they brought some experts from around the world to come and talk 
about it.  But I don't feel that that was us organizing it, we were just helpful in it.ò 
In other instances, such as at the municipal level, forums are a means for solving 
other problems.  For example, ñ...if they raise staffing issues we encourage them 
to meet with the appropriate people outside of a meeting to resolve their 
concerns.  Iôm trying to think of other things, you know, like people treated as a 
forum to get up on the soapbox and sort of hold up their smoking gun about how 
Council or the Administration office has failed the community,ò said a locally 
elected official. 

¶ Public hearings.  ñI guess if we are going to place it in a hierarchy, the public 
hearings I would say are the most formal processes for public participation,ò said 
a locally elected official.  ñAnd though they are required statutorily and there is a 
set line, so we have to do that preamble saying this is the opportunity for the 
public to speak.  We may have received documents, written documents or other 
input from the public up to that date of the public hearing, but at the close of the 
public hearing, by the close of that public hearing, after calling for three times for 
any more submissions, the council cannot, may not receive any further input and 
will make their decisions based on the input up to that second when the gate 
closes.  So that is very formal and sort of goes on as long as it has to go on.  But, 
at the same time, there is no obligation for the council to take anything that they 
hear into account....So you could sit there for 12 hours as they do at 
[indiscernible], the [organization acronym], and hear all sorts of 
submissions.  They may all be in absolute consensus, and the decision-making 
body can make a decision completely contrary to that.  So there is that really 
formalized process wherein you have to sit there and listen but you do not have 
to necessarily take it into account.ò 

¶ Formal meetings.  At regular council meetings, a locally elected official said, 
decisions on local matters ñare all ready before councilsò because they have 
been considered and decided in advance.  ñSo the body of the regular council 
meeting agenda is generally or predominantly consisting of decisions that have 
been forwarded from the committee of the whole meeting [otherwise known as 
the regular council meeting], and that meeting is a meeting of council and the 
community at that point.  At least this has been our practice, or it was my practice 
and continues somewhat, that the community is encouraged to come to those 
meetings and participate to a certain degree.  If they have some information or 



© 2008 International Association for Public Participation 

 

opinions on the matter that is being discussed at the community hall as part of 
the agenda, then they just raise their hand and take their turn on the speakerôs 
list as the chair who goes through council and other members of the public or 
staff who wants to comment on the subject matter.ò 

¶ Informational materials.  One local elected official said the council distributes ña 
Councilôs Corner, in the community notice, thatôs another information item we 
send out once a week about upcoming meetings and employment opportunities 
and different stuff happening.  So, we try and put a little note in that periodically 
to let them know things happening within Council.ò 

¶ Joint projects.  ñWe had one joint project in which the other partners were the 
leadership of the Aboriginal political organizations, who together have basically 
set up a leadership council or ï together they are negotiating with the provincial 
government,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñSo I head a joint project with them 
to look at [subject].  We had a conference and we worked on it together.ò  This 
official also has worked on several joint projects with the provinceôs health 
officer.  ñWe've done some joint projects, like we did an evaluation of [subject], 
which is an out-of-court way of trying to settle issues about child protection 
issues and what's going to happen, develop plans for children who are in need of 
protection.  We did an evaluation and that was with a regional [ministry acronym], 
Ministry of [ministry name].ò  In one instance, the joint project involved an 
advisory group of people who work with youth who are turning age 19 and 
leaving care.  This group ñgave input over timeò on the project. 

¶ Special reports.  ñThe very first special report I did, which is one of the things I 
do is under the legislation I can do a special report on any issue related to 
children and youth, so choosing to do that, the very first one we did was on 
[subject],ò a provincial administrator explained.  ñWe worked with a group of 
various, mostly government people but that were in the ï not just government, 
government and NGOs.  They provided a kind of advisory group. It came out of a 
forum that was planned where we were a partner but we weren't the key 
partner.  I offered in that context to do a special report, so it kind of came out 
from there.ò  This official also worked on a youth report.  ñThat's a youth 
participation, so we use the word participation there,ò the interviewee said.  ñBut 
in the other ones that I'm talking about, it's tended to be more the people 
engaged in providing the services in some form or other, in different ways, and 
engaging with them.  The purpose being to, because this observing mandate that 
I have is that it's easier to observe through the eyes of the people that are 
actually participating in the thing themselves, and get more insights into what 
changes there might be.  But also better buy-in when you come up with the 
recommendations ï they're more likely to be useful recommendations because 
you test them out with people who can say, that sounds all very nice but it 
doesn't work that way.ò 

¶ Questions projects.  ñWe went around and talked to service providers in 
different parts of the province to get their sense of what was working and what 
wasn't working, and then brought that together,ò said a provincial administrator. 
ñOut of that, one of the key points that came was that there was a real gap in 
youth services that had gotten worse because of cutbacks in the 
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government.ò  As a result, ñwe decided that we would go out and talk to 
youth.  So we have our youth coordinators doing that, so that they were youth 
themselves talking to youth, and they went around and talked to quite a large 
number of varied groups throughout the province, and then pulling that together 
and trying to create a report that reflects that but also has our own reflections as 
well.ò  This kind of project was ña good way for us to learn but it's also helpful, 
especially when you're bringing groups together.  For example, this one that I 
talked about with kids with fetal alcohol syndrome, this spectrum disorder, all 
these people who were working in that field coming together and sharing their 
experiences was useful for them, aside from what we got from it.  They 
recognized there were other people who were having these same issues.ò 

¶ One-on-one interviews.  ñWhen we did the questions project, the one-on-one 
interviewing was something I like to do, is go and sit down and talk to people who 
are involved, sort of key people,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñI find that often 
you can get more of their insights, they're more prepared to ï again, it's giving 
them something too, because they're having a chance to reflect on what they're 
doing.  So I've done that a fair bit.  Personally, that's one I've done.  But 
members of the team have done that.  So we've got a fair variety of ways of 
doing it.ò 

¶ Committee meetings. The locally elected official also noted there are 
opportunities to participate in council committee meetings at the community 
level.  These meetings ñare open to the public as well.  And also the committee is 
formed by members of the public, so there are members of the public 
contributing, others through formal committees such as the advisory planning 
committee on task forces so that it is an ad hoc approach.  So if there is a 
problem that is set before the task force, that they are supposed to advise 
counsel on.  And then, in those task forces there are set mandates and terms of 
reference where there will be opportunities for further public involvement in 
seeking information or information sharing.ò 

¶ Advisory committees.  One local elected official described efforts ñto involve 
community in decision-makingò through the use of ñadvisory committees for 
different areas, whether it be landôs management, treaty negotiations, economic 
development, the parents committee for education, those types of things.ò  For 
example, ñwe also have been undergoing a community constitution project for the 
past couple of years, so, itôs a really broad group, between 12 to 24 people come 
out every two weeks to work on developing a constitution for a new structure of 
[organization name] government.ò 

¶ Community meetings. These meetings ñcover all kinds of issues, whether it be 
annual budgets and audits, to, major decisions we need to have community input 
on, whether it be proceeding with economic development, or, that type of 
initiative,ò said a local elected official.  ñAnd, so, in the past weôve tried to meet 
once a month, but we find thereôs just not enough, thereôs no need for meeting 
that often, so itôs becoming more like a quarterly type of meeting.ò 

¶ óOpen doorô policy.  An elected official reported having an óopen doorô policy 
where community members can drop in without an appointment. ñ...I have an 
open-door policy, not many people take advantage of it, but, anyone who tries, 
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know they can come see me whenever they want, and that type of thing,ò the 
official said.  ñI also rely on my councilors to sort of relay information, appropriate 
information, to the community about whatôs going on as well.ò 

¶ Public conversations.  This type of public participation/deliberative activity is 
unstructured and generally ñwide openò; however, a local administrator noted that 
at the provincial level there is less emphasis on outcomes and their use, as 
compared to similar efforts at the municipal level.  This interviewee also said, ñAt 
the municipal level, there is more of a commitment perhaps to be, perhaps more 
respectful of how information is given and how it then gets used and there is a 
more visible relationship between what people are providing and the policy and 
service delivery that a municipality provides.ò 

¶ Annual meetings.  ñ...I would hold annual meetings with people, big town hall 
meetings, on what should be in the upcoming budget,ò said a federal elected 
official.  ñWhen the [commission name] was doing healthcare we held a number 
of town hall meetings on healthcare, what people wanted to see.ò This person 
also ñorganized Saturday public forums on youth employment.ò  

¶ Informal meetings.  A local elected official described how interactions occurred 
outside formal channels within the community. This person described a kind of 
informal public participation ñin walking to the mailbox or down to the store to get 
my bread, just engaging in conversation with my neighbors, with people in my 
community.ò  There are also other instances, such as was described in this 
exchange between the interviewer and the interviewee:  ñBut as it is, we just say, 
óWell, we saw so-and-so talking to the other guy who was interested in extending 
his business and he was in a conversation in the parking lot of the Marina,ô and it 
went on and on and on.  There was lots of gesticulating,ò the interviewee said, 
and nodding of heads in that conversation.  ñAnd then a new resolution 
appeared.  And we do not know where it came from,ò observed the 
interviewer.  ñYes,ò the elected official said.  ñWhere did that come from?ò  

¶ Site tours.  A local administrator described how members of the public are able 
to tour a transportation project site:  ñI believe you can actually even schedule 
tours to go into the underground tunnels to look at the construction and people 
have ï- and those who, I think, have participated in that type of involvement have 
really appreciated the opportunity and I think had been converted into -- if they 
were against it before, then theyôre probably a supporter now and they do 
recognize the benefit of it long-term.ò 

 
Finally, one provincial administrator described the core beliefs around this 
organizationôs philosophy for working with stakeholders as a central basis for their 
public participation/deliberation work.  ñ...fundamentally, if the purpose of the office is to 
try to improve services or the system that's there, the government system for children 
and youth and families, then it's about changing a system,ò said this person.  ñMy 
fundamental belief is that that means changing people, and that people don't engage in 
change unless they feel themselves to be strong, they feel themselves capable of the 
change, and they can imagine the change.  They also need to feel secure enough that 
they take some risks, because there's risk-taking involved inevitably.  I think that people 
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generally don't like ï there are varying degrees of tolerance of that kind of, what I call a 
óchaos tolerance,ô but a tolerance of not knowing exactly what's happening.ò 
  
Internal and external foci 
A number of interviewees explained the external focus of their public 
participation/deliberation activities. A provincial administrator described an emphasis on 
outreach to large stakeholder groups, as noted previously, specifically ñpublic 
organizations like school boards, hospitals, colleges and universities,ò around the 
governmentôs potential legislative and policy agenda.  ñWhat is required in that is really 
essentially two things ï itôs on a one-on-one basis with individual stakeholder 
organizations and then as groups as well, too, in forums such as roundtables and some 
public meetings.ò  This group includes representatives of these large organizations, ñso 
they are CEOs, VPs, directors, those are the large public organizations.ò 
  
In addition, this interviewee works with members of the political party of which s/he is 
a part.  ñYou could describe the party as the general public, because itôs kind of a cross-
section of people in the community, young, old, who are interested in politics, but also 
interested in government policy,ò this provincial administrator said.  The administrator 
also noted the value of such interactions:  ñOn an individual level, governments do tend 
to connect with stakeholders that are, again, the influence groups.  Because the 
influence groups spend most of their time trying to influence, whereas most individuals 
just spend their time trying to pay the bills.  Again, that is where you see, when you look 
from a government perspective, people have to live their everyday lives and itôs fairly 
hard to engage in things that are fairly big and complex.  So you tend to work with those 
influencers or those people looking to influence government who will then influence, 
because those stakeholder groups then will help in the process of transformation.ò 
  
Two interviewees noted the use of external resources ï consultants ï as part of this 
work.  A locally elected official said, ñ...we do have an advisor that has assisted quite a 
bit in community planning type of initiatives.ò A second local administrator described the 
use of an outside facilitator.  ñTo be honest, the city did not have a lot of internal 
capacity, and so we did use contractors,ò this person said.  ñAnd we drew from well-
known as well as unknown facilitators in the community.  I think one of the lessons 
learned was that good facilitators are hard to come by -- people who understood that we 
were trying to drive the community towards a common outcome that was, perhaps, 
preferable to the city, which is quite often.  What has happened in the past was not our 
modus operandi.  And so, I mean, we have had facilitated by professionals, facilitated 
by city staff, and facilitated by professionals drawn from fields that were not directly 
linked to the work that we are trying to do.  So we tried all kinds of different ways.ò 
  
A Canadian public participation practitioner who is engaged for such efforts described 
the focus of efforts undertaken on behalf of industrial private companies.  ñI provided 
preliminary advice on the design that they had come up with and made suggestions to 
them about how to ensure that they had a good process.ò  On another project, ñI did the 
same kind of work with a utility that was going out to do consulting, not within an 
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environmental assessment but simply on project decisions that it needed to make, and it 
was similar.ò 
   
Topics of engagement 
The public is engaged on subjects that range from general to very specific.  ñWell, I 
think some of them are very, very general,ò said a public participation 
practitioner.  ñSometimes you will hear people talking about openness and transparency 
in government, about the responsibility of elected officials and the government to ensure 
sort of the basics, whether it is the basics of the charter or just things like human dignity 
and people having a roof over their heads and so on.ò  
  
The public participation practitioner also said that, ñin Canada, we could go through 
a  whole range of -- if what you are asking for is things like defense, immigration, health, 
I do not know of any that do not have what I would call significant input, some of it at the 
national level.  I think it is either online or it is very broad.ò 
  
There are also instances where specific input is provided: 

If it is environmental, it could be the health of the ecosystem and then -- but there 
will be a range of those very broad concerns.  Others would then begin to taper 
down to much more specifics.  So you would have -- for instance, you might have 
in a public meeting discussing homelessness, you might have someone 
discussing what society owes to youth, how they have no jobs, the need for 
affordable housing and a range of other broad issues.  And then you might have 
others complaining about panhandling on the street, not feeling comfortable 
walking home in their own neighborhood because there are so many folks 
wandering around with plastic bags over their shoulders and so on.  I think in a 
scale you hear a range from very, very broad comments and thinking about 
values to very specific, personal concerns about what bothers people themselves 
around their own safety and comfort and ability to [indiscernible] around their 
lives.  And that really -- although it does make a difference if you are talking about 
homelessness in an urban area versus integrated ocean management, which 
might tend to be broader or have a different stakeholder base, so I think it would 
be hard to go into the specifics because we consult on so many different 
topics.  But that is how I think I would characterize them, as everything from very 
broad to very general, which is one reason why it can be a challenge to carry out 
public consultation because you are going to engage people who really like to 
talk about the high-level stuff.  And you are going to have others who -- the first 
thing in their mind is their own, how it impacts them personally. 

 

Regularity/frequency  

There also were distinctions for when and how different kinds of stakeholders were 
engaged, according to the public participation practitioner.  ñStakeholders are generally 
defined as someone who is impacted, may be impacted, feels a strong interest in 
something, and is often -- sometimes as an individual,ò said the interviewee.  ñAnd then 
we often talk about stakeholder groups, but depending on the process, we may open it 
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to stakeholders in general and have things like open houses and use surveys, use a 
variety of information, in-and-out techniques, public meetings that are not specifically 
based on inviting groups to come and do a collective [indiscernible] presentation.  Other 
times, a stakeholder group -- so, for instance, if you are dealing with environmental 
issues, the World Wildlife Fund, the Sierra Club and a whole range of others may be 
specifically invited to participate and then to represent the views of their members in the 
process.ò 
  
The regularity or frequency of public participation/deliberation ranged from one or a 
few select instances over a yearôs duration, to a consistent flow of interactions.   
  
A provincial administrator described consultation that takes place ñon an annual basis,ò 
on topics such as ñthe budget and legislation.ò  A locally elected official said local 
referenda were held ñat least onceò if not twice annually.   
  
Similarly, a public participation practitioner identified occasional consultation processes 
that ñare one-offò but in general such efforts ñtend to be longer-term.ò This interviewee 
said, ñAnd I do not know if that is because one-off meetings are often done internally 
and that is something that is more complex with the project that they would bring in an 
external [consultant].ò 
  
By comparison, a federally elected official said that participatory processes took place 
three or four times a year, as ñbig events.ò A federal administrator also described events 
with more frequency:  ñLike I said, thirty comprehensive studies, ten panels a year, give 
or take.  So I would say, although the numbers are increasing, in a slower year there 
might be thirty projects on which we would invite, actively invite, to seek public 
participation and offer the funding and in years of greater economic activity, which 
includes this past year, fifty or sixty projects.ò 
  
A locally elected official said that the need to engage was not always constant.  In the 
instance of a general community meetings in one community, ñ...in the past weôve tried 
to meet once a month, but we find thereôs just not enough, thereôs no need for meeting 
that often, so itôs becoming more like a quarterly type of meeting,ò this interviewee 
said.  However, recently there has been more of a need:  ñAnd, we also have been 
undergoing a community constitution project for the past couple of years, so, itôs a really 
broad group, between 12 to 24 people come out every two weeks to work on developing 
a constitution for a new structure of [organization name] government.ò 
  

How people access participatory processes  

Access to participatory or deliberative processes is provided in myriad ways, 
interviewees said.   
[Editor's Note: The categories to which these strategies/techniques have been assigned 
were made by the project team (and not by interviewees) as one means for organizing 
what appear to be like activities together.] 
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Sometimes these activities occur simultaneously or sequentially:  ñIf you are looking at 
the riding level, you would probably meet in somebodyôs house.  At the regional level, 
you would probably meet at maybe a hotel somewhere or a university campus or 
something like that where you could have a few breakout rooms.  And then again, at the 
party level, that they would meet at a convention,ò said a provincial administrator.  
  
However, there are limitations to mediated communication.  In terms of technology, ñI 
think thatôs probably the most effective tool that is out there, I mean technology in terms 
of ï you are talking about the Internet,ò a provincial administrator said.  ñBut what I will 
go back to say is that the challenge is that people are busy and they are being 
inundated with information.ò 
  
Examples of how access is made possible include: 
  
Meetings, Committees and Community Dialogue ï Face to Face: 

¶ ñMeet out in the streetò (federally elected official)  

¶ Winter carnival and other community events (federally elected official)  

¶ Social gatherings (federally elected official): ñSo many stories I can tell you, 
but I remember one of the best nights I ever had to [indiscernible] 
women.  They had a great, just, sort of a, letôs get together as women and 
have fun.  So we gabbed and we sang and we sat around and talked about 
men.  It goes back to, youôve got to set your standards.  I remember soon 
after I was elected to Parliament, a group from the [indiscernible] community 
asked to meet with me, and, four or five guys came in, and, after weôve had a 
nice chat and got to know each other, but, I said, okay, now, hereôs the real, 
this has been a great meeting, but, if we meet again, Iôm not meeting with 
you without some of the women from this community present, because 
theyôre the ones that do stuff.ò  

¶ Living room gatherings, etc.  (locally elected official): ñThe living room, or 
else my dining room table, a big round table that [indiscernible] founded on 
Mountain Week.  We had these talks, just an evening over tea and cookies 
talks around what we want our community to look like.ò 

¶ ñTown hallò meetings or forums (federally elected official, provincial 
administrator, local administrator, public participation practitioner): ñI would 
hold annual meetings with people, big town hall meetings, on what should be 
in the upcoming budget," a federally elected official said.  ñWhen the 
[commission name] was doing healthcare we held a number of town hall 
meetings on healthcare, what people wanted to see.  I organized Saturday 
public forums on youth employment, on small businesses, bring out the 
people from the different departments and governments that are dealing with 
those issues so theyôre there right on the spot with information about their 
programs, they are there to answer questions, they are there to participate in 
workshops, that kind of thing.  That was sort of, thereôd be three or four or 
more big events like that every year.ò A provincial administrator described a 
two-day forum they were a part of sponsoring.  ñThe province, the Ministry of 
[ministry name], had put on annually a day and they tied it into that and 
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brought together people.  They brought together practitioners to talk about it, 
but in this instance they brought some experts from around the world to 
come and talk about it.ò  The forum detailed by the local administrator 
involved more than 700 people ñin defining what should be the primary areas 
that community and all levels of government need to work on.ò 

¶ ñMeet with a few people in somebodyôs living roomò (federally elected 
official) 

¶ Public hearings (federally elected official, locally elected official): ñPeople 
can watch it on television if they want to and hear who is being consulted, 
what are they saying, who is being listened to, how does the report reflect 
what was heard, how does the budget, then, reflect what was heard,ò the 
federally elected official said.  According to the locally elected official, ñ...I 
guess if we are going to place it in a hierarchy, the public hearings I would 
say are the most formal processes for public participation.  And though they 
are required statutorily [sounds like] and there is a set line, so we have to do 
that preamble saying this is the opportunity for the public to speak.  We may 
have received documents, written documents or other input from the public 
up to that date of the public hearing, but at the close of the public hearing, by 
the close of that public hearing, after calling for three times for any more 
submissions, the council cannot, may not receive any further input and will 
make their decisions based on the input up to that second when the gate 
closes.  So that is very formal and sort of goes on as long as it has to go 
on.  But, at the same time, there is no obligation for the council to take 
anything that they hear into account.ò  

¶ Committees, regional policy forums and conventions (provincial 
administrator): ñFor instance, there is usually on a riding by riding basis, each 
riding association would have a policy chair. Regionally they have like a 
policy chair, which would be a policy committee and then they have a 
process where they have regional policy forums that work them away to the 
provincial party policy level.  Thereôs a whole process of resolutions that are 
brought forward on the basis of building some consensus inside regional 
organizations and inside the party that are voted on at annual conventions.ò 
The forums, for example, are organized into a variety of opportunities for 
interaction and input.  ñThey tend to be forums that are basically, you have a 
plenary and then breakouts and the breakouts will come back and report to 
the plenary and provide some resolutions that they may vote on to bring 
forward.ò Sometimes the level of interest varies according to the topic at 
hand.  ñThe way that the government approaches it has been pretty standard 
in terms of the way that committees are advertised, a provincial administrator 
said.  ñYou do get kind of anomalies where you are discussing something 
that is, when you are in a big period of transformation, looking for priorities, 
where you may advertise more heavily.ò  

¶ Advisory committees (locally elected official, public participation 
practitioner): ñ...we have advisory committees for different areas, whether it 
be landôs management, treaty negotiations, economic development, the 
parents committee for education, those types of things,ò said a locally 
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elected official.  In this vein, this First Nation community has ñbeen 
undergoing a community constitution project for the past couple of years, so, 
itôs a really broad group, between 12 to 24 people come out every two weeks 
to work on developing a constitution for a new structure of [organization 
name] government.ò In one instance, ñbecause of the dry subject matter, we 
offer an honoraria, in that, to encourage people to participate.  So thatôs 
helped, I have to admit.  We also try and provide childcare, and that type of 
thing as well, so people can concentrate on the topics at hand.ò 

¶ Open houses (public participation practitioner): ñI mentioned open houses 
are very traditional, very useful technique but not a tremendous amount of 
group engagement.  It is usually -- it is just based on information in and out, 
but a good chance for the public -- a lot of people come through and get 
some exposure and be brought up to speed and then survey people on the 
way out.ò 

¶ Office meetings (federally elected official) ñAnd, so, the people who come to 
my office with issues and problems are the people who are dealing with 
problems in how government functions.  They shouldnôt have to come to an 
elected representative if the bureaucracy is functioning well.  And, so, I 
always saw what was happening in my constituency office as a good 
indicator of where government is working well, where itôs not working well, 
and then that tells you what are the problems that need to be fixed.  Part of 
what I would do, too, when I was spending time in my constituency office, 
obviously Iôd meet with people who would want to meet with me to talk about 
issues.  So Iôd become familiar with organizations that were working on 
issues.  So if I had something coming up that I needed to, we were 
discussing possible legislation, possible government program, I would then 
know who are the people who are active in this field, who have some 
expertise that I can talk to and say, is this going to work, is that going to 
work?ò 

¶ Standing meetings (federally elected official).  This interviewee described 
the value of a standing weekly meeting.  ñAnd, I mean, at the level of a 
country thatôs so important, thatôs why I always said that our [name] meetings 
on Wednesday mornings are the most important time of my week because 
Iôm hearing whatôs going on right across this country; whatôs important to the 
people right across the country: different kinds of communities, different 
geographic locations, and all of that has to be a factor in your decision-
making.ò 

¶ Review panels (federal administrator, public participation practitioner). 
These are considered "very public exercises."  The legislation that authorizes 
the panels creates a structure "in order to facilitate public participation so 
while thatôs not necessarily made explicit in the law, that mechanism is 
precisely in order to facilitate increased public engagement and indeed one 
of the two criteria that our minister is directed by the law to use, in deciding 
whether or not to refer a file or project to a review panel, is levels of public 
concern.," said a federal administrator.  "So, where itôs a review panel, what 
does that mean?  What it means is, if itôs gone to panel, thereôs already an 
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analysis that public concern is higher and the nature of the process is such 
that it encourages public engagement because panels by definition hold 
public hearings.  So, panel processes are, overwhelmingly, those which 
engage the public under our legislation and when a panel can answer the 
question that sparked this sort of round about answer, when it comes to 
panel hearings, they hold their hearings as close as possible to the 
communities affected by a proposal project and often times they will rent 
hotel meeting rooms but it really depends on where the project is taking 
place.  Sometimes they can end up in a church basement, sometimes they 
can end up in a school auditorium.  Because they get out panels by solution 
of mandates as close as they can to those who want to express an 
opinion.ò  Further, this administrator said, because the panels are "arms 
length" and " independent panels that provide recommendations to 
government," they "run their own show.  So once the panel has been struck, 
it will be appropriately resourced so that it can independently put notices in 
newspapers, sometimes on local radio shows and essentially let the public 
know that itôs open for business.ò  

¶ Informational or public or community meetings (federal administrator, 
locally elected official, public participation practitioner): ñThere could be 
information meetings which would just really be held, depending on the 
project, in whatever location was convenient,ò said a federal 
administrator.  ñIt could be in a government meeting room, or it could be in a 
hotel meeting room.ò  These meetings are different than what are considered 
information or public meetings at the federal level that are part of formal 
processes; these meetings ñcover all kinds of issues, whether it be annual 
budgets and audits, to, major decisions we need to have community input 
on, whether it be proceeding with economic development, or, that type of 
initiative,ò said a locally elected official. 

 
The value of informal interactions was particularly underscored by a federally elected 
official:  ñ...if I go out to a church bazaar, if I attend a community meeting, if I attend a 
baseball banquet, thatôs all public participation.  I canôt count the number of times Iôve 
been at events and somebody will come up to me and say, look, I wasnôt going to 
bother phoning you or writing you, but, since youôre here, this is what I think about dah, 
dah, dah, dah, dah.  So thatôs an important part.  The constituency work I would do, or 
my office would do, for people with a problem with government, thatôs public 
participation because people donôt call their elected representatives usually as a first 
resort, they call them as a last resort when nothing else is working.ò 
  
Trainings, Education and  Research 

Á ñWorkshoppingò (locally elected official): This involved several ñtables of 
engagement," the local elected official said.  Even when attendance began to 
decline over the course of the event, this "was because people felt that they had 
their input immediately assessed, and it was assessed in the context of the 
collective in the room, and so they could see where they stood amongst other 
people.  And this was the beauty of using like this set of tool of workshopping, 
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while at the same time collating the data and putting it before people.  So it was 
sort of like me checking in to see if I have heard you correctly.  Reflecting back 
what I have heard, this is reflected back to the collective who are there to help 
make these decisions and to craft the vision."   

Á Surveys (locally elected official, public participation practitioner) in order ñto get 
input,ò according to the locally elected official.  Further, ñThe government of 
Canada certainly use a lot of online surveys, very common that you would go to 
a website and take down a discussion document and read it, and then download 
a survey that you can actually complete and then simply mail back to people; 
very easy to do.  So those are two.  There has been web conferencing.  It is 
becoming popular and can handle hundreds of people online.  I have not used it, 
but I know people do.ò 

Á Written communications, including questionnaires (federally elected official): 
ñI felt another important part of participation is communication.  We get to send 
out a mailing to our entire riding, four times a year.  I would always do my best 
to make it very informative, and to invite feedback, sometimes weôd have 
questionnaires.  I think that whole part is changing, though, because of the 
Internet.  Thatôs something I probably didnôt start using as effectively as I could 
have, but I think thatôs a very important component right now, and should 
become increasingly important in how elected people function.ò  This 
interviewee also described sending invitations to deliberative events: ñ...I would 
send out a householder to every house in the riding, and it would usually be with 
a big notice on the front page saying, youôre invited to a public forum on, you 
know, healthcare, letôs say.ò\ 

Á Referenda (locally elected official) that are binding in nature. 
 
Information Sharing 

Á Websites for awareness and commentary (federal administrator): ñWhen it 
comes to the panel process...the panels will normally set up their own website, a 
website for the panel process, where people can obtain information about things 
like panelôs mandate and hearing schedule.  Finally, and itôs in a sense perhaps 
most importantly, under our legislation, there has to be an internet based 
registry of all information pertaining to comprehensive studies and panels, which 
of course, any member of the public can access, so essentially, once an 
[subject] is under way, then the information, all the information pertaining to that 
[subject] at the comprehensive study and panel level, is transparently accessible 
to the public at large.  Whether or not somebody has received participant 
funding for the program that I have described, theyôre entitled obviously, as is 
the whole public, to go and access those documents online and to provide 
commentary that they want at the time of year it is given.ò  

Á Websites for exchanging documents (provincial administrator):  Technology 
has played a key part in facilitating ñsort of the rapid, connecting people together 
in advance of meetings, because obviously, you can only meet so much.  Itôs 
easier to exchange documents.  So I would say that is the technology that really 
gets used,ò this interviewee said.  
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Á Websites for reporting decisions or recommendations (federal administrator) 
A federal administrator described how a panel review of a proposed hydro 
electric project used websites for this purpose.  As part of this effort, "there was 
a recommendation for the panel for monitoring programs, for example, to assess 
mercury levels which tend to go up as a result of damning and the government 
accepted those recommendations.  So monitoring programs will be implemented 
and would at least be accessible to the public.  I donôt know that weôre 
necessarily going to post those and, you know, kind of proactively put them out 
there.  But at least the public will know that that recommendation was accepted, 
that a programôs been implemented and could, upon request, have access to 
the information.ò  

Á Automated emails (federal administrator) ñIn the next couple of months however 
we will be setting up a subscriberôs list for e-mails where an automatic notice will 
go out (to those whoôve requested to be on this list) that a decision related to our 
Agency has been made regarding a particular project.ò  

Á Electronic information repository (locally elected official):  A locally elected 
official described an electronic information repository that the municipality has 
developed, perhaps because the communityôs ñmunicipal hall is a little bit 
difficult to get to.ò 

Á Online forums (public participation practitioner): This ñis a linear opportunity for 
people to have a recorded conversation at their own pace online and they tend 
to be very popular.  There are lots of them going on,ò said the public 
participation practitioner.   

¶ Written reports (federal administrator). ñIf itôs a comprehensive study, then most 
of the public participation is a paper exercise.  Theyôre provided with copies of 
draft reports, draft [subject] and invited to provide their commentary.ò 

Á Personal correspondence (federally elected official): This interviewee said, that 
stakeholders ñdonôt have to come a meeting," rather they "can pick up the 
phone" or "write me a letter.ò 

 
Community Building and  Partnerships 

Á Stakeholder / neighborhood / bilateral meetings (provincial administrator, 
local administrator, public participation practitioner):  A provincial administrator 
described outreach to youth by youth coordinators, "so that they were youth 
themselves talking to youth, and they went around and talked to quite a large 
number of varied groups throughout the province, and then pulling that together 
and trying to create a report that reflects that but also has our own reflections as 
well.ò  This interviewee also described such meetings as ña good way for us to 
learn but it's also helpful, especially when you're bringing groups together.  For 
example, this one that I talked about with kids with fetal alcohol syndrome, this 
spectrum disorder, all these people who were working in that field coming 
together and sharing their experiences was useful for them, aside from what we 
got from it.  They recognized there were other people who were having these 
same issues.ò This process contrasted with other engagement efforts: ñUsually, 
often what we've done is have meetings of maybe twenty to thirty people, sat in 
a room and talked about issues.  That's a fairly common way. In this youth 
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report, the youth engagement project that we had, we went out and the youth 
coordinators acted as facilitators in small groups but did also some one-on-one 
interviewing.  That was another way.ò A local administrator described having 
neighborhood meetings:  ñThe neighborhoods were one area where we had a 
separate session just for neighborhood groups, because we wanted to check 
what the primary objectives of that group were going to be against what other 
non-neighborhood associations were going to say.ò  These meetings were 
organized ñbecause we did not want those voices at the neighborhood level to 
overwhelm other potential community voices.  So again, we tried to isolate 
where we thought the disproportionately undemocratic voices might be 
heard.ò  A public participation practitioner detailed the use of ñbilateral 
meetingsò: ñWell, there is a wide range of mechanisms for engagement but I 
think the most commonly used would start with something as simple as bilateral 
meetings.  I mean, I encourage my clients to ensure that no one is left out and 
there are times when, for instance in Canada, First Nations or aboriginal groups 
are often very uncomfortable coming to a table, whether it is an advisory 
process or to be considered as stakeholders.  There is a lot of tension around 
whether in fact they are a level of government, or need to be considered 
differently.ò 

 
Other processes are emerging, a public participation practitioner said.  These 
ñprocesses that are more leading-edgeò include ñopen-space, world cafe, future 
searching conferences; sometimes these are used for planning, but often with 
stakeholders, to help define issues to do -- develop background documents and move 
the process forward, online is becoming more and more popular.ò This person also said 
that there is a tendency towards ñLarge discussions at the national level and then 
smaller, more focused conversations when those tools are used locally.ò 
  
The public participation practitioner noted a specific type of participatory entity that is 
unique to this particular region of Canada.  ñWe also in [geographic area] have 
something that is quite unusual and that is a quasi-government organization called 
[organization], which is actually a group of private -- a group of, I think, people who are 
probably sort of tucked within the general union in government framework but they are 
not technically with any department.  They oversee a number of advisory groups that 
are made up of citizens, chaired by citizens, who undertake all sorts of public 
engagement processes around controversial issues.  So it is kind of an interesting -- I 
mean it is not something that I could use or a consultant cannot access that, but they do 
the same kind of work that we would do.ò 
  
The federally elected official also serves as an intermediary, guiding people into 
participatory processes.   This person said that engaging with others and involving them 
is ñeasier than it used to be.ò  For example, ñI mean, whoever even knew when the 
budget was getting planned?  But, you know, and also Iôve advised groups who were 
trying to promote a particular issue, and so on, Iôll say, look, start now preparing 
something for the Finance Committee, for those hearings theyôll be having in the fall, 
ask to appear as a witness, even if they, you know, I mean, theyôll have probably 
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thousands of requests to appear as witnesses, but, even if they canôt hear you as a 
witness send them your comments, prepare a brief.  So, I think itôs important.  I think itôs 
important, but I think it would be more effective if there were some kind of a report with 
the budget.  Now, see, the Finance Department has to respond to that report the 
Committee does.  Just like they have to respond to every report a committee does.  But, 
if it were part of the budget as to how did the government respond to what people said 
in these hearings, it would be more effective.ò 
  
Moreover, this interviewee expressed an opinion that outreach for the purpose of 
actively involving stakeholders was important: 
ñI think youôve got to go out to people, not to invite them to you.  Another good 
example, I always go back to practical experience and what I learned.  I remember, 
this was still when I was a volunteer, and there was some, as you probably know, 
some big public housing communities in both the ward I represent and the riding I 
represented federally, and these are people who donôt come out to meetings 
generally, a whole lot of reasons, I mean, I can go into all of that, but, thatôs a big 
thing in public participation, who are the people who donôt participate, why, and how 
do you get their opinions.  I remember we were trying to start some recreation 
programs for preschoolers.  I remember one of the people in the Recreation 
Department, this was still in my volunteer phase, saying, we donôt do babysitting.  I 
said, no, but you do provide recreation for mothers, and mothers canôt come to 
recreation unless there is something for the kids to do at the same time.  Anyway, 
we finally got them to do the first ever pre-school recreation program they had 
done.  They said, okay, weôll try it and see what happens.  Not many people came 
out, I think maybe two or three.  So I got together with a handful of women in the 
community and I said, look, letôs go door-to-door and tell the women about this 
program.  Well, the next time we had 25 people.  So thatôs the kind of thing youôve 
got to do too.  Thereôs no pat answer, it depends on the situation, but I do believe 
that youôve got to go to where people are, and especially with those who are least 
likely to participate, who are often those who most need government to be aware of 
what they need.ò 

  
Accessibility of the process 
A federal administrator said that access to Canadian participatory processes was 
generally open.  ñI think a member of the public interested in the [subject] in any 
particular project can pretty easily have their voice heard and get to the right people as 
long as theyôre doing it in the time frames and following the procedures that are 
provided for,ò this person said.  ñOnce weôre outside those time frames, once weôre 
outside the procedures then theyôll find the doors are often closed because thatôs the flip 
side to having the clarity.  On the one hand the clarity kind of compels corporate 
government to corporate culture to accept public participation.  On the other hand it also 
sets limits, and so, just as I sign off on many recommendations to fund public 
participation and facilitate it, I also sign off on not a few letters which tell people Iôm 
sorry but the deadline was such and such a date and you know your opportunity was 
there but itôs passed.ò 
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Further, this person said that ñthe publicôs, the information that is provided to the public 
in the context of the [subject] process is extensive.  I think I spoke last time about the 
internet based registry.   So they will know, for example, that the final reports, and 
ministers who ultimately are the decision makers,  will be made public,  but once the 
[subject] is submitted the ministers make their decisions then thereôs not, in the 
legislation, a structured process for continuing to inform the public on, for example, how 
a project is unfolding.  The only exception to that would be where some form of publicly 
accessible monitoring is one of the conditions that is imposed on the project.  But thatôs 
not something that is, kind of, stamped or written in the law.  Itôs just something that can 
be done when a project is approved.ò 
  
A provincial administrator said that "...itôs possible for anybodyò to participate, said a 
provincial administrator.  ñI mean, itôs an open process.  So you know, people make a 
decision and they join the party, those processes that are open to them.  When you look 
at government, I think that if you take a look at the consultation processes in terms of 
what we do with when we are looking at legislation, we are looking at provincial 
budgets, I think those things are open to anyone.  I think they are accessible.  There is 
not always a high level of participation from individuals.ò 
  
This person also contrasted access to participation on the party level with that of 
government.  ñWell, I think if you look at the party, I think itôs quite open to anybody, 
open to individuals and tend not to be as open to special interest groups at the party 
level,ò the provincial administrator said.  ñThe government is kind of the reverse,  from a 
government perspective, interest groups have more impact.  Maybe interest groups is 
kind of a pejorative term, but groups that want to try to influence public policy.  The 
collective works better on government than it does at the party level, I think.ò 
  
A local administrator reflected on the degree of accessibility of public processes, and 
how easy it is for the public to be involved if they wish.  ñI think we have been as 
accessible as we could have been, given some of the political constraints,ò this 
interviewee said.  ñBut I think if you ask some of our partners in this process, and Iôm 
thinking of some of the social service providers in particular and even the business 
community, who has high expectations for where this work would lead us?  They would 
say that we have been too slow and we have been too caught up in trying to create the 
bureaucratic mechanisms to allow this work to get dollars and funding to keep it 
going.  And in that sense, perhaps we have not been as accessible as they might have 
hoped to.ò 
  
For example, the local administrator mentioned the organizationôs website.  ñWe have 
not updated maybe as often as we could have.  We have not maybe publicized the 
number of ways in which people can provide good ideas.  So I think there is still some 
ósuspicionô and -- not suspicions, maybe that is too strong a word.  Moving this 
community to action has always been tough, and I think a lot of people helped, that the 
way in which we were engaging them would lead much more quickly to results and not 
so as they may say the process has not been as accessible in getting results.ò 
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Another local administrator also described accessibility to public processes as good.  ñI 
would say -- depending on what you are interested in, I think the city has a fairly open 
process,ò this person said.  ñThere are a lot of committees in which individuals can sit on 
and get involved in, and on a regular basis, we post those openings in newspapers and 
on the website calling for volunteers to sit on various committees and be involved in 
government decision making.ò 
 
In terms of access to participatory or deliberative processes, our interviewer asked the 
public participation practitioner ñIn which policy areas are the public allowed to 
participate in decision-making processes?ò  The interviewee responded, ñI do not know 
of any that they are not allowed to.ò  Other responses to this aspect of our interview 
protocol also reflected this sentiment, (a federally elected official, a federal administrator 
and a provincial administrator).  Similarly, at the local level, two locally elected officials 
noted the involvement of the community at large.  A public participation practitioner said 
the public and also stakeholders are included. 
 
Who is included and excluded 
There were several precursors to participation that enabled inclusion, as well as others 
that similarly prevented people from participating. 
 
A locally elected official described how the informal part of participation plays an 
important role in engaging people in formal processes of government decision making: 
ñ...I guess I have never been a chit-chatty person about the weather or whatever, 
and maybe [phrase that describes individuals residing in community name] are just 
like this.  Maybe we do just sort of jump straight to the meat of the subject or 
whatever is on our mind.  So the walk to the mailbox or down to the store takes 
three hours because you encounter five or six people and each one is a 20-minute 
conversation at least.  These things, I think this is something that deeply informs me 
when I move to a formal or official decision making process.  I cannot help but be 
informed by those conversations.  In terms of public participation at a very informal 
level, that is a really important component of it because I feel an obligation to the 
members of my community to put a trust in me in my official capacity to reflect in 
what they are deeply feeling and what their anxieties are or what their hopes are 
and all of those things.  Some of the great ideas, just to sort of throw them out there 
and see if we can just shift things in a positive way or pragmatic way or 
whatever.  Somebodyôs got cooking on their back burner there.  Those are the 
things that happened more frequently and it is sort of an ongoing participation 
process, I guess.  Then, there are the council meetings, or the committee meetings, 
or the public hearings, or public information sessions.  Those things are -- it 
depends on who is running it.  I think that it depends on what the tone is that is set, 
and it sure as heck depends on the outcome, how people see the process unfold 
after they have been invited to participate and what comes with that.ò 

   
One local administrator described how a particular process was both formal and 
informal, involving more than 700 people.  ñWith the 700 people, we had, those were the 
people we directly interacted with,ò this interviewee said.  ñBut we have also hadéa 
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formal process that has had both open and targeted engagement sessions.  And those 
targeted sessions look like focus groups with probably 10 to 12 people engaged in each 
of those sessions, and then open public sessions where we have had the opportunity 
for people to converse in a casual setting and provide feedback on their ideas.  We 
have had more structured sessions where we have had facilitated led discussions and 
we had used open space technology as well to have fairly unstructured sessions about 
working towards a common outcome.ò 
  
ñI think it has been a mix of formal and informal,ò the local administrator also said, ñbut 
one of our commitments was to be very transparent with people, what we were doing 
with the information we were getting from them.  So the first round of focus group work, 
every single comment that was ever made by anybody in any of the groups was 
recorded.  We went through quite a detailed process of horizontal analysis and grouped 
what comments and ideas had come together so that people could see first of all where 
their ideas went, how they linked, or perhaps, were contrary to what other people were 
saying, and how we drew our judgments about what were the most important things the 
community felt we needed to work on, so that there was no doubt that this is not the city 
picking and choosing what it was that they wanted to work on with community or with 
federal and provincial government representatives.ò  In addition, ñthen there was also 
more informal where the comments of folks who wished to provide input were captured 
and not necessarily analyzed but available for anybody to look at, should they want to.ò 
Formal reports were generated, ñlike the work we did with the aboriginal engagement 
[indiscernible], which was a two-day session.  We described the process and we 
captured what the group decided was the final consensus and rather than all of the 
comments that may have taken place over the course of the two days, so again, variety 
of different methodologies to take the pulse of the community.ò 
  
A provincial administrator reflected on the role that staff members play in facilitating 
access.  Participation is accomplished through ñelected officials and it depends on the 
openness and the understanding of how they or their staff approach it.  Thatôs where the 
influence and decision making is - because at the ministry or the staff level; they are not 
decision making as much as decision facilitating.  They provide the options, they work 
up the stuff and say this is why you should do this, etc.ò 
  
There were also two examples among interviewees of an assessment of the degree of 
how effectively stakeholders have been engaged. A federal administrator described a 
client satisfaction survey for community organizations that receive funding to engage 
with stakeholders on important issues.  This survey  ñwill look at whether or not those 
who receive funding were satisfied with both the procedures, the program itself, the 
accessibility of the forms, the advice they received etc. and also the funding provided 
and what it allowed them to do in the context of [subject].ò  This administrator also 
discussed implementing ña structured process for evaluating panel processes when 
theyôre done.ò  This effort was intended to ñassess you know, did you find the panel 
process itself allowed you adequate opportunity for input, did you find the final hearings 
to be fair etc.ò 
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In addition to several access points, general overall awareness is key in order to spur 
participation.  ñI think the best way to generate that, obviously, is through advertising 
and making sure that people know that you are there and know that they can come to 
you with an issue or problem if they donôt necessarily know where to go,ò said a 
provincial administrator.  ñThatôs a big thing from a political point of view is to say well 
look, especially in our government, we only have three different levels of 
government.  Is to say ï look, youôve got a question?  Come and ask me.ò 
 
The role of a process advocate or champion can be important, as a locally elected 
official illustrated.   
ñSo, when I did go into office, instead of willingly entering into a system that I felt 
was fairly deeply flawed, it was with the intention of trying to open up public 
participation in decision-making processes in a meaningful way, in a way that did 
not go through the motion but actually took on or asked the public to serve with 
whatever processes they would feel comfortable engaging in.  And so even with our 
first council meeting, it was highly participatory.  We had note-takers or independent 
note-takers and a lot of commentary from the people who attended, looking at and 
working through what they felt council should be looking at, what the priority or 
where the objective should be aimed at.  That was the start of it, and I have to say 
that was really an ambitious start because I think it caught people off guard and 
very quickly the ranks were closed and it was to be yanked back into a more formal 
structure, a more traditional structure.  So, yes I guess that is how I started out and 
then from there, it was constantly a push back, trying to push back those ordered 
municipal structures, the processes, and the standard on Robertôs rules way of 
running meetings and public information sessions, that sort of thing.  It still is a 
constant pushing on of those walls and trying to open up the doors and let people 
in.ò 
 

The design of the process is a determining factor.  A public participation practitioner 
explained the value for ñthe people designing the consultation ask the right questions at 
the initial stage, which is who needs to be here.  And this often happens if people are 
not -- it is not that they are excluded intentionally so much as that the people designing 
the fashion do not see them, that they are just often sort of the invincible folks.  And I 
think the way --that there is no substitute for starting the discussion, the planning 
process by going to the stakeholders who you do know and, when you talk to them, 
always asking the question who else needs to be here.ò 
  
Moreover, it is important to realize that the diversity of communities means that those 
who design public processes must take many factors into consideration.  ñWell, I do not 
think I ever design a process for a client that has only one or a very limited number of 
mechanisms,ò the public participation practitioner said.  ñI think that in most cases today, 
the people participating are diverse; the interests are diverse; the locations of people 
and their capacities to the time they have to participate, and so on.ò  For this very 
reason, this practitioner said, ñone of the things I encourage clients to do is, in the very 
beginning, ask the stakeholders what their preferred [indiscernible] of engagement 
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is.  So if a stakeholder prefers not to have to commit two days a month for a year to sit 
at a table but they would like to be kept informed, then there are ways of doing that.ò 
 
There are also limitations to several processes that naturally exclude some 
people.  ñBut for example we are to involve someone, for instance, someone who is 
deaf or hard of hearing.  I mean, so many of our engagement mechanisms are verbal, 
involve hearing and speaking,ò the public participation practitioner said.  ñAlthough we 
do have surveys and so if someone really wants to be involved, and, with luck, we have 
enough different mechanisms that we can involve them -- so one of the maxims, I think, 
that we often use is to meet diversity with diversity or meet variety with variety.ò 
  
In instances where ñyou know you have a diverse group of stakeholders, you try to 
provide as many different opportunities for people to be engaged as you can,ò said this 
interviewee.  ñBut if you have people who are on the margins and they are either not 
reading the mainstream periodicals or they are not involved with the community groups 
or other NGOs, then it is possible.ò 
  
A local administrator identified the role of standardized training in encouraging 
equivalent access to public processes.  ñBefore I came here, even if the city had the 
public process guide as a framework, we took that, and in cooperation with the people 
responsible for public process, turned it into a standardized training process, if you may, 
for city staff who are involved in public process.  And now we make sure that this 
particular training is available for all those responsible for public process, so that theyôre 
all getting the same information, the same tools, the same understanding of how the 
cityôs public process or public involvement process works so that there is some 
consistency when dealing with the community.ò 
 
CALL OUT BOX-------- 
 
 A locally elected official described how it made access possible within this particular 
community and the practical difficulties associated with it.  This person said, ñwell, we 
bend over backwards to try and allow opportunities, our biggest problem, I find, is 
communicating our day-to-day activities to the community.  Thatôs something weôre 
really having a struggle with.ò  The interviewee later commented: ñI donôt know, I mean, 
Iôve tried to open up things as much as I can, but I donôt, I have a real problem, Iôm still 
struggling with trying to communicate the day-to-day activities of Council and this 
organization to the community.  Thatôs a huge, huge gap that I havenôt been able to 
figure out how to fill, and donôt really have the time to do it myself, either.  So, the other 
thing is, is, I take as much as possible to the community, if itôs a major decision, to vote 
on.  So, I think thatôs another check and balance, nothing passes without community 
approval.ò    Access to this communityôs processes include an open-door policy, 
although ñnot many people take advantage of it, but, anyone who tries, know they can 
come see me whenever they want, and that type of thing,ò this person said.  ñI also rely 
on my councilors to sort of relay information, appropriate information, to the community 
about whatôs going on as well.  Weôve also tried to do, start doing, like, we call it, a 
Councilôs Corner, in the community notice, thatôs another information item we send out 
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once a week about upcoming meetings and employment opportunities and different 
stuff happening.  So, we try and put a little note in that periodically to let them know 
things happening within Council.ò   
 
Further, ñif thereôs something thatôs brought to the Council table through Councilor, we 
try and do a notice to everybody, to inform everyone of whatôs going on, a common 
issue.ò   This official also described challenges associated with creating a new 
constitution for the tribe.  Under the new constitution, a new council would be 
established consisting of ñ12 people, and they would be elected, and the Constitution 
says it would have to meet at least once a year, but all the laws that have to, like, weôre 
changing from the Indian Act to Bound Council to Self-Governing Lawmaking First 
Nation, so we have huge capacity to build there.  And, on effective day, if the treaty is 
ratified, we have a dozen laws that will have to go into effect.ò   However, ñ...when we 
talk about the constitution process, and some of Councilôs biggest opponents have been 
participating in this constitution process, and they hate the Indian Act style of 
government, but theyôre not very receptive to changing it either.  So, I donôt know, itôs 
left me scratching my head, wondering what people actually want.  So what weôre trying 
to do is extend our government to be, have a legislative and executive function should 
the treat[y] pass.  So weôll have a much higher number of community members 
participating in the lawmaking, and then a similar council to what we have now, about 
five, participate in the day-to-day types of activities.    The official has established an 
advisory group to guide the process.  ñSo this Constitution group is advising, is going to 
be advising on those laws as well, and hopefully most of these people will be the new 
legislature when the post-treaty vote happens for the new government,ò the interviewee 
said.  As a result, the process of developing the constitution has also focused on 
creating new ways of conceptualizing self-governance among the tribal members.  ñWe 
were drafting, like, these committees have been drafting things like the membership 
code and the Constitution, and you have to find a way of documenting some sort of 
consensus to move forward, and, then, on top of that, the whole community will be able 
to vote on these documents.  Right?  So, when theyôre drafting it, we did a voting by 
dots type of thing so that we could get a trend on a particularly sensitive issue and use 
that as the drafting basis of what to put down in membership code.  And then people, for 
at least five different meetings since that happened, didnôt like the outcome of that 
democratic process and were screaming that Council change it.  So, thereôs a real 
capacity in sort of people understanding what democratic processes are and why we 
should stick to them.  So thatôs a huge contentious issue as well because a lot of people 
are used to sort of the squeaky wheel gets oiled, instead of broad, sort of democratic 
input.ò   
 
This community has also emphasized building the capacity of youth to participate in 
addition to adults.  ñSometimes we try and do, we find if we focus on our youth or our 
cultural activities we have higher interest in participation, sort of like our community grad 
dinners every year has a very, very high community participation, positive activities like 
that,ò the elected official said.  ñThe other thing is, I think if you, we probably have about 
12 people that attend regularly, and I think the people that do attend regularly have 
been able to see their input put into action, most of them.  And, so, I think from that 
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perspective, thatôs been helpful to keep them interested in wanting to participate in that 
type of activity.ò   The official does see progress in terms of capacity building.  ñSo, yes, 
like this Constitution process, Iôve been very pleased with how thatôs been 
happening.  The other thing is, we really turned a corner, and unfortunately we did it so 
late in the process, we did like a mock legislature where we had people pretend that 
they were the new government and the new legislature and gave them a couple of 
exercises.  Everyone lit up and realized how this could work,ò the interviewee 
said.  ñYes, it was very cool.  So we had a 16-year old guy being the [title], and trying to 
figure out how to run the meeting.  It was awesome.ò   This First Nation community also 
holds referenda, since ñthere are certain things that will have higher thresholds of 
community participation on for referenda, and that sort of thing.  So, like some land 
transactions will have to go to the community, the membership code, which is their 
citizenship rules, will have to go to the general community, maybe some fundamental 
aspects of election would go full community instead of just the legislature.  So, and as 
we pass a whole series of laws over time, we can set different thresholds if we want 
more community input in them prior to going through the readings of it and that sort of 
thing.ò 
 
END OF CALL OUT BOX ------ 
 

Who is included  

A federally elected administrator noted the participation of influential individuals and 
how organizational proxies are sometimes used in lieu of individual 
participation.  ñTheyôre the people who will actively participate, but theyôre also people 
who influence other people.  I mean, people are busy with their lives.ò  In fact, this 
interviewee also said, ñBut, you know, the people who do come, are generally people 
who are in touch with other people, in touch with their communities, theyôre leaders in 
their church group, or their business group.  People have busy lives.  They elect people 
to govern.  Theyôve got the kids baseball practice, theyôre looking after their sick mother, 
trying to get their laundry done at the end of working a 12-hour day.  Itôs just not on the 
top of their priority.  So, you really are, well, one, I mean, some people just donôt 
care.  No, really, they donôt.  Theyôre, like, how am I going to get enough money to get 
the kids their new shoes for school.  You know?  Thatôs their worry.  Thatôs their 
problem.  And thatôs why itôs important to not only rely on public meetings, that kind of 
formal input, but on that much more informal stuff, you know, go to the winter carnival, 
hear what people are talking about, hear whatôs on their minds.  And you do rely a lot on 
other organizations that are in touch with people, you know, the legal clinic in my riding, 
Iôll listen to them and what kinds of problems people are coming to them about.ò 
  
Similarly, a federal administrator described two different kinds of stakeholders that are 
engaged in consultations, namely national organizations and local organizations. ñI 
think that for, not to oversimplify it too much, but there are probably two kinds of 
interveners, you know potential participants,ò said the interviewee.  ñOne is the broad 
public interest kind of organization, large national, in our case environmental 
organizations for the most part, sometimes large national aboriginal organizations.  For 
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them public participation is, as you would expect,   itôs about, sort of, the policy agenda 
in dealing with the big issues and they, in many respects, would probably find a way to 
participate with or without the existence of specific statutory provisions or a funding 
program.  The funding program and the legislation that make the provision for it tell 
them to participate but theyôre, to some degree, they would find a way to be involved 
anyhow.  So for them public participation is their bread and butter and it would be there 
with or without the existence of a particular program.   Now thatôs in contrast to smaller, 
more localized organizations or communities that are much closer to the projects and 
the distinction Iôm going to make is, for them, they are both far less adept at getting their 
voices heard on a daily bases and they tend to be far more passionate about the 
specifics of the project.  So for them a program like the one that Iôve described is critical 
because theyôre often surprised that there is money available, theyôre often surprised 
that the process actually makes provision for them to be involved and so I think that 
public participation for them, the existence of formal mechanisms to public participation, 
is extremely meaningful.  I canôt quantify it but we had both kinds of interveners 
participate in our processes but I think that for the latter group, the less, you know the 
lower capacity, more local groups that are close to the projects, programs like this, you 
know, formal mechanisms are much more important to them because they really make 
the difference between involvement and non-involvement.ò 
  
A provincial administrator noted the presence of interest groups in public processes as 
ñgroups that want to try to influence public policy." Another local administrator also 
noted the participation of groups interested in public policy, as did the public 
participation practitioner interviewed for this project. 
  
Others included ña variety of NGO community groups, environmental groups that are 
specifically involved with youth homelessness, with social determinants of health and 
equity and fairness in society,ò a public participation practitioner said.  ñSo there is a 
whole range of community groups.  Others like lighthouse associations, a whole range 
of associations and small craft harbors.  And then within government, government will 
also consult with economic environmental groups, with academics when it comes to 
industrial here if I'm working in the offshore and I spend a lot of time in the ocean, 
coastal zone management.  We deal with -- or the process would involve the 
transportation industry, so shipping, oil and gas industry, lots of involvement with 
fishing.ò   
   
In addition, conservation groups and telecommunications cable groups were also 
involved, according to a public participation practitioner.  A local administrator described 
involvement from ñmembers of the public from the not-for-profit sector, social and 
environmental, faith groups, the business community, public pressure groups, and 
aboriginal community.ò  
 
At the local level, ñfederal, provincial, municipal, and regional government 
officialsò are included, a local administrator said.  Similarly, there is significant 
participation from government staff representing those departments who are 
seeking to engage the public.  ñIn processes where sometimes I'm hired by a 
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department and I work with their staff very closely, but I think these days I would say it 
would be very unusual to find one department in government leading a process that did 
not involve other departments in that same government,ò said the public participation 
practitioner.  ñAnd then, say, in the case of federal government it would also involve 
representatives of the provinces or territories that they are working in, and vice versa.ò 
 
Another local administrator said that ñneighborhoods are encouraged to take charge, 
so to speak, in terms of the development of their communities.ò  
 
Advocates were also noted as part of consultation processes.  Government employees 
who act as advocates for the public were noted by another provincial administrator, as a 
means for advising ñgovernment about how to improve those services and also to 
support access to those services for children and youth and families.ò  Likewise, there 
was also involvement by professionals or practitioners work with youth who are 
transitioning to adulthood and who ñare no longer in care.ò Youth and service providers 
were also engaged.  This administrator also noted the participation of political 
organizations, such as a project partnership involving the Aboriginal political 
organizations. 
  
At the local level, individual citizens are also included, through a variety of 
mechanisms such as committees.  In addition, ethnic communities participate ï in this 
particular locality, this includes ñCantonese, Punjabi, Vietnamese,ò which are ñhuge 
communitiesò that ñare not just like marginal, you know, cultural neighborhoods or 
anything.ò  At the provincial level, a provincial administrator who is involved in a political 
party said that party members are included, ñin forums to discuss the grass-roots 
development of policy, organizationò. 
   

Who is excluded  

On the flip side, interviewees identified specific groups that are excluded.  Those who 
are not passionate about an issue were seen as being at a disadvantage.  ñI donôt know 
that I would want to over generalizeò about who is excluded, a federal administrator 
said.  
ñI mean I think it relates to capacity.  I talked a bit earlier about how the lower capacity, 
local organizations, the oneôs that get happiest about, most passionate about having 
this opportunity.  But you know, the flip side of that is that they often times arenôt that 
aware the opportunity existed.  Half the time they might not take advantage of it right.  I 
mean I think it just goes to capacity.  That the more sophisticated and experienced and, 
you know, sort of well healed organizations are to begin with, the more likely they are to 
be successful intervening. Now, youôve got all kinds of processes designed to try to 
compensate for that from our websites to our announcements to our seed funding, and 
even in our terms and conditions for the program they tend to be, to favour if you like, 
favour is not a good word.  They tend to place, to give greater weight to local interests 
than they do to kind of like a broad national policy.  So weôve got a lot of mechanisms 
set up to try to compensate for those different levels of capacity.  But you can never fully 
compensate for them.  And so I think that the answer is individuals, local organizations, 



© 2008 International Association for Public Participation 

 

aboriginal communities, which are smaller and less sophisticated, will inevitably, have 
less of an availability to take advantage of these opportunities no matter how hard you 
try to open the door.ò 
  
There was also an instance where an interviewee chose who to engage based on 
community stature, meaning that others who do not share that stature may be 
excluded.  A federally elected official recalled, "I remember soon after I was elected to 
Parliament, a group from the [indiscernible] community asked to meet with me, and, four 
or five guys came in, and, after weôve had a nice chat and got to know each other, but, I 
said, okay, now, hereôs the real, this has been a great meeting, but, if we meet again, 
Iôm not meeting with you without some of the women from this community present, 
because theyôre the ones that do stuff.ò 
  
Sometimes people are excluded by virtue of the meeting location, times and 
structure.  ñWell, there is a sort of physical exclusion by way of holding these meetings 
and wherever that is that you meet,ò a locally elected official said.  ñOur municipal hall is 
a little bit difficult to get to.  It is up a steep hill and requires a car.  The bus does not run 
down there but you could take the bus....The meetings are often held at night and for 
some people it is just really difficult.  Some people work evening shift, some people 
have children, especially young children and they cannot leave them or they may not 
able to afford child care.  The meeting scenarios -- they are just really not conducive to 
having children in the room, although I really have tried to encourage people to bring 
kids and I think the more that show up, the better we will start setting things up to 
accommodate people bringing children.  My kids used to sleep in the back row 
seats.  But that is sort of on the physical side and elderly people - did I mention them - a 
lot of them just feel that it is just too late.  They do not have to wait till 11 oôclock at night 
to be heard.  So that is a problem.ò 
  
The contentiousness of community meetings creates a kind of exclusion of people who 
dislike conflict.  A locally elected official said that ñon a per capita basis, we have a lot 
more people participate than the general public does, off reserve in provincial or federal 
initiativesò.  However, ñto our community, they think itôs a pretty poor turnout.  So, itôs 
kind of hard, I try and think that with everything we do, we do have a high percentage, 
comparatively.  But, I know a lot of people donôt turn out because a lot of our meetings 
have turned into sort of a handful of people taking shots at the governmentò, which 
doesn't interest people. 
  
This interviewee said, "Itôs tough, I think people could access it, but, there are barriers 
that itôs hard to determine what prevents people from participating.  People said itôs 
because council or leadership humiliate individual members, those are the type 
accusations that are made.  People say itôs because people donôt think theyôre being 
heard anyways.  People have said they donôt like the [indiscernible] at the public 
meetings, theyôre too shy to speak up.  There could be a million reasons, and, you 
know, generally people unhappy with the government tend to pick all the negative 
ones.ò  As a result, who is excluded is ña timely subject because as weôre talking about 
these things itôs hard finding the balance of how to proceed without tying the 
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governmentôs hands because you want too much community involvement, and, 
therefore, canôt get anything done because you set thresholds that are too high and not 
enough people are involved to pass things.ò  In addition, this official noted that people 
who are less educated also may be excluded.   
  
A local administrator said that immigrants were excluded in that particular 
community.  ñIf anything, the immigrant community has been the one area, we would 
say, we did not get as much involvement but we did have representatives from the 
organizations that provide settlement services,ò said the interviewee.  This same official 
also noted the existence of different power bases within the community.  ñI mean, this is 
a funny community because I think there is certainly the ability in this community for 
special interest groups to wield way more power with municipal politicians than 
democracy would normally want.  So for example, your neighborhood councils and 
neighborhood associations in this town have disproportionately high power based on 
the fact that most of them do not have democratic processes by which they run their 
businesses and neighborhood associations.ò 
  
Another local administrator commented that to have people be excluded from 
participation was ña given with any city.  There are always those that are vulnerable 
or disfranchised or kind of on the fringes of mainstream society.  For instance, in [city], 
the downtown east side which represents a great deal of very low-income homeless 
people who normally -- the idea of getting involved in public process and decision 
making is so far beyond their capability or consciousness, that is just not going to 
happen.  And so, organizations have to be aware of that, and because theyôre still 
citizens living in the community, the question and the dilemma for an organization or for 
government is to ask itself, óHow do we reach out to those groups of people and still get 
their input in different processes, knowing that they wonôt do it on their own?ô  And if we 
still value their input, then how do we design processes and/or projects that still give 
due consideration to them?ò 
  
Similarly, a public participation practitioner also said, ñI mean, in the discussion around 
homelessness, well, [indiscernible] unless you go to very specific, very, very great 
lengths to find homeless people, it is very easy to leave them out of the discussion 
because they do not get the mail the same way other people.  They do not have a 
problem.  But I do think that departments that the folks who work with the homeless 
understand that, and they have a sense of how to ensure that that group is well-
represented.  I would say people other than the deaf and hard of hearing, different 
groups, the blind, some ethnic groups where language might be an issue.ò 
 
A federally elected official said it was ñimpossibleò to include everyone. ñWeôre back to 
that indispensable one-tenth of 1 percent,ò the interviewee said.  ñOkay, I would send 
out a householder to every house in the riding, and it would usually be with a big notice 
on the front page saying, youôre invited to a public forum on, you know, healthcare, letôs 
say.  Well, maybe 100 people would come out of 85,000 voting age people, and thatôs 
not even one-tenth of 1 percent, I donôt think.  Is it?ò 
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A federal administrator commented: 
ñWell I donôt know that they all should be [excluded] but I think that in general the 
underlying principal of public participation is that most people with an interest or concern 
about a proposal have something to contribute to the process.  And as I said earlier, 
sometimes that something may be substantive, and may actually shift decisions and 
sometimes it may simply be more elusive and about public opinion, public 
approval.  Thatôs, in some ways, no less important in terms of the final outcome of the 
process.  So I think that the wider the level of engagement of people that have a 
genuine interest the better, and therefore, if people are kind of missed by the process 
because they lack capacity it is unfortunate because it means that youôre not, that weôre 
not achieving the same level of input to the ultimate decisions and the same level of 
social buy-in when the decisions get made.  There is going to be a higher degree of 
resentment, a higher degree of alienation.  Having said all that, you know, those are all 
the really good reasons to occur which is why this calls for public participation from 
interested parties with something to contribute.  There is always a risk, and maybe we 
could get to this later but, maybe Iôm anticipating, but thereôs always a risk of creating a 
program which deliberately tries to foster public participation, that you can go too far.  I 
mean in trying to make sure you capture those lower capacity, less sophisticated 
interveners, you can also end up kicking the door of its people, really who have very 
little of substance to offer, who have interests which are actually kind of foreign to, you 
know, genuine local concern, or the [subject] impacts of a project, and it may just be, 
you know, contrary and hostile or have a bone to pick.  So I donôt think that itôs easy to 
weed that out.  I certainly donôt think that we should be more restrictive in order to avoid 
it, but we shouldnôt be naµve.  I mean, just as there are going to be good people with 
helpful things to say things that are sometimes going to be missed there are going to be 
people whose intentions are less pure who are going to be captured, and we do our 
best to shape the programs and the processes to get as many of the former in as 
possible and leave the latter out.  But thereôs never going to be a perfect mousetrap.ò 
  
Interestingly, this participation practitioner also said that elected officials were 
excluded.  ñIt has been experienceé in fact there is almost, I would say, a rule or a 
desire to keep elected officials out of the detail of public involvement, other than 
perhaps to show up at an initial meeting and give their support to the kind of process 
that is being undertaken or speak to the fact that they will take this seriously, and be 
very pleased that it is happening and look forward to seeing the results.  But I do not 
see ministers or other elected officials out within the processes very often.ò 
   

Barriers to participation  

Interviewees were also asked about the types of barriers they saw to participation.  We 
have categorized responses in this section by barriers at the societal, organizational 
and individual levels. 
 
Societal Level. The sheer size of the population is one barrier.  ñGovernment doesnôt 
listen to the people.  [Laughter] Thatôs right.  Itôs true.  Itôs true,ò said a federally elected 
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official.  ñAnd for people you can have a discussion with, you can say, look, youôre one 
of 115,000 people I represent, your opinion isnôt necessarily the only opinion out there.ò 
  
This official also said expectations could be a barrier.  ñI think itôs unrealistic to expect 
everybody to participate in everything, or they wouldnôt have time for a life.  So, the 
question is, I mean, you do your best to say, this is an important issue, here is an 
opportunity to, here are what some of the issues are, here are some of the decisions 
that have to be made, hereôs an opportunity for you to have some input.  But, you donôt 
have to come a meeting, you can pick up the phone, you can write me a letter." 
Moreover, in this intervieweeôs opinion, ñthereôs a big disconnect between the publicôs 
service and what they do in Parliament, and that, to me, is one of the crucial gaps 
because Parliament gets this legislation, or it may get new programs in the budget, and 
theyôve consulted widely, and itôs usually with interest groups.ò   
  
The tendency towards politics as a competitive forum may be a drawback.  ñWhat 
we are doing is relying on competing interests to duke it down in the sidelines and then 
come to us, and that is a problem, and Iôm seeing that right now,ò said a locally elected 
official.  ñI could give you three examples of where is that happening, but one right now 
that is highly divisive and it is really a shame because people get angry and when they 
are angry they are not enjoying the place that they live.  And the mandate of our council 
is to oversee essentially the quality of life, the well-being of the members of our 
community.ò 
  
In such instances where competition is present, a negative governing dynamic 
emerges.  ñYou can see the frustration and the frustration manifests as anger, and that 
sort of sets the cycle because once they are in an angry mode, there is no rationality,ò 
the official said. ñAnd I think that you have to engage your rational mind in order to -- 
and access your compassion, and I just really do believe that compassion and empathy 
are two components of decision-making where you are balancing interest that are so 
difficult to grasp when you are stuck in this model of governance.ò 
  
In this way, retail politics appears to prevent participation, according to a locally elected 
official.  ñConsider the personality type likely to stand for office and given all of these 
things that we have just been talking about.  And all it does, it is so problematic.  It takes 
a lot of work, a lot of time, and you are never going to make everybody happy, so you 
have to have a certain personality type just to be able survive in doing this kind of work, 
or you can thrive in it if you are inclined to make certain people happy,ò this interviewee 
said.  ñIf that is sufficient for you, to be available to meet certain peopleôs needs or 
certain interest groupôs needs and that is what you want to do, and this could be for 
good or ill, right?  Then you are willing to go in there and do that, or you may happily go 
in and do that and just sort of crank out those decisions in a predictable way because 
you have closely aligned with those interests.  But, that is only if you are in a 
majority.  See, if you are in a minority and you are trying to crank out decisions, say, I 
want to crank out decisions in the interests of young childrenôs needs on [community 
name].  Unless I have got three other people to create a majority who are willing to that, 
then I do not stand a single possible chance in hell.  So, that is why you end up with 
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slates [sounds like] running.  That is why you end up with all of these ways to 
undermine a real democratic process.  I should have rarely seen that happening in local 
government or anywhere else, really in our governmental structure.ò   
  
A local administrator concurred, stating that a ñpoliticianôs ways are swayed by the vocal 
pressures of the group that actually do not represent a vast majority of the people living 
in the neighborhood they are advocating on behalf of.ò For this person, ñfinding public 
engagement mechanisms that allow you to expose the fallacy about representation of 
thinking is an important element of what we have been trying to do.ò   
  
In one instance, this interviewee built into an engagement process ña separate session 
just for neighborhood groups, because we wanted to check what the primary objectives 
of that group were going to be against what other non-neighborhood associations were 
going to say.ò  This was done ñbecause we did not want those voices at the 
neighborhood level to overwhelm other potential community voices.  So again, we tried 
to isolate where we thought the disproportionately undemocratic voices might be heard.ò 
  
One interviewee, a public participation practitioner, observed that ñ...sometimes I think 
there may even be a negative feeling that the elected decision makers or the senior 
bureaucrats will pay more attention to some of the loud voices that they hear coming 
from outside rather than good work inside.ò 
 
Contentious relationships between government and citizens are an impediment, a 
provincial administrator said.  Likewise, the lack of a desire by officials for 
stakeholders to participate may disincline people towards involvement. ñI don't think 
you can really have a fundamental effect on the system unless you do that, unless you 
take an approach of engaging people outside your organization and really having them 
involved in decision-making,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñI think the effect is very 
energizing.ò 
 
ñ...I was surprised ï I would go into certain groups to talk, expecting a certain level of 
hostility, and I would be surprised at the people in the audience,ò said a provincial 
administrator.  In such instances, ñYes, there would be some hostility, but it wasn't 
everybody in the group.  There were lots of people who could see [inaudible] that.ò 
Rather, ñWhat I try to do is tell myself, don't assume that the people that are making the 
criticisms, that everybody in that group are thinking the same thing - Number 
one.  Number two, I try to practice what I preach, though it's easier said than done.  To 
take the criticism and see that there was in that some essence of something that was 
right to be said and needed to be said, and so try to learn from that and yet not be taken 
over by it.ò 
 
A lack of civility is also a deterrent to participation. ñThere has been some really nasty, 
ugly scenes that have eruptedò in my community,ò said a locally elected official.  ñOne 
particularly, people were actually imported on buses.  This was with regards to the golf 
course, and they were heckling and shouting down people who were trying to speak 
and I just had to stop the meeting essentially.  This was just awful.  And so, there can 
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really be really bad behavior at that, and all it has to do is happen once and if somebody 
experiences it that once, they do not even have enough to experience it personally just 
to witness it, and they do not want to be in that position ever.  And then there are other 
people who just may disagree with their neighbors but do not want to publicly admit that 
or articulate that because you have to live with your neighbors.  And in this process 
where my interest versus your interest, which is what it always tend to boil down to - 
well, it does not always tend to but it always does - in this majority rule process, it is 
always going to be that approach that I have to convince the council to do this thing that 
I believe is in my interest and not do this other thing which will adversely affect my 
interest, but it may be in the interest of my neighbor.  So you are always put into this 
position of as having to stand up for yourself because no one else will, and that is really 
a shame.  I think structurally that is a big problem.ò 
   
Structural elements in Canadian municipal law create gaps in transparency that are 
also limiting.  ñI just think that under the terms of what a municipality can and cannot do 
in decision-making, we are essentially constrained to long distance decision-making,ò 
said a locally elected official.  ñBut there is also, if you step back, the way it is 
established and the rules under which we have to operate are binary; it is yes-no.  But it 
is also a process defined as democratic; that is, it really relies on a certain amount of 
bullying and pushing around to get that majority vote.  And so you get horse trading, you 
get a compromise this is not necessarily based on moving to consensus, and maybe 
that the compromise is because you have been pushed and brutalized.  And so you 
step back because you just cannot take it anymore.ò 
  
Moreover, an imbalance of power among applicants and members of the community 
can create problems.  For example, developers may have more capacity to participate 
than the municipality, a locally elected official said.  ñThey may.  They very well may, 
and also more persuasive power in terms of writing letters to the newspaper or owning 
the newspaper.  It happens.  There is a lot of accepted practice in Western 
democracies.  In any case, that this is just what goes on.  It is normal and if we do not 
pay enough attention to the power imbalance of an average individual or interest 
collectively in the community that are silent, effectively silent because they do not have 
the access or the capacity to create an equal message that will be heard equally by the 
decision makers.ò 
  
A media-focused vice a print-oriented society presents limitations to engaging 
people.  A locally elected official discussed this barrier in light of the new constitution 
being prepared by the community.  ñSo, on the Constitution, before it gets voted on, we 
are going to have a video on it, to go to every household.  We find videos a very helpful 
tool to explain more complicated items.  In fact, we got a summary of the treaty on video 
forum, and, so, my brother said, oh yeah, I threw out the treat as soon as I saw the DVD 
come.  Iôm like, donôt tell me that.  Heôs like, do you think people are going to read that 
document?ò 
  
Organizational Level. A local administrator said how government views its role is 
key.  ñWell, if you hold the view that government is simply representatives of the people, 
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then it has fundamental and profound effect on government decisions.  But, if a 
government does not hold that view, then their decisions are going to be extremely 
disconnected from the community and they wonôt have the support of the 
community.  And if you donôt have that, then youôre not going to have a very effective 
government, I donôt believe, and nor will you have the trust required of your citizens to 
go forward and carry out the job of governing.ò  Therefore, a government that does not 
place importance on engagement is itself establishing an institutional barrier to 
participation. 
   
ñThere is also the psychological obstacle of putting yourself out there in front of all these 
people sitting behind tables,ò said a locally elected official.  ñEven physically, I try to 
move us into the semi-circle on the inside to be with each other, to be with the 
community, not separated by the table.  That was an amusing public 
experiment.  Anyway, the whole idea of getting up on your hind legs and speaking your 
mind is terrifying for some people as Iôm sure you know as a facilitator.  And so, in that 
respect, all that I found I could do as the chair and the facilitator of these things is create 
a climate, generally, where people would feel comfortable that they will be protected 
from [laughs, indiscernible] or whatever can happen, and it does happen.ò 
   
A federal administrator identified the lack of a larger analytical framework as a barrier 
to public participation.  This person said, "...we need to do more in terms of defining 
frameworks, defining overall policies.ò 
ñItôs not necessarily enough, to take an example that we already used, to look at each 
[subject] project and how can its impact be mitigated. You have to look at the whole 
thing put together.  Itôs like, what are the cumulative effects, what face do we want for 
this region whatôs going to happen to the overall water resources or air quality from the 
combined effect of all these projects.  We can do some of that at the project specific 
assessment level, but not enough.  So I think that we need to do more of what we 
variously call [regional label] as [purpose of regional label].ò 
  
Other challenges included institutional factors, culture and too much focus on 
process. The federal administrator said: 
ñthat such challenges operate at different levels.  At one level thereôs just a challenge in 
terms of interested organizations and communities having to pass, which is what our 
funding program is intended partly to facilitate.  In capacity issues, you know, are sort of 
endemic to smaller community organizations, first nations, even many environmental 
organizations just to operate on a shoestring.  So to some extent the program is 
designed to try to deal with that. But you could argue that thereôs also a little bit of a 
cultural issue around the initiative or lack thereof.  There is some expectation on the 
part of some stakeholders that government processes will, in a sense give them 
opportunities to intervene on a silver platter.  And I really want to be careful what I 
say.   Iôm not suggesting that the majority of potential interveners or interested parties 
are sitting around waiting to be invited, but there are some, who I think, probably invest 
a little too much time in arguing about getting the perfect process and not enough time 
in taking advantage of the opportunities in front of them.  Iôm not quite sure what to 
attribute that to accept for the fact that some of them can become so, sort of, aware of 
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their right to participate, and their right to intervene that they tend to fuss a lot about how 
perfect the mechanisms are for facilitating that, as opposed to saying yes when thereôs 
a mechanism which may for some reason be imperfect instead of saying yes when its 
available to them.  Theyôve almost developed a competency of demanding better 
access, that competency is developed in some cases, not the majority of cases, more 
than the actual competency of intervening, but maybe itôs because some people are 
more comfortable debating process than they are, you know, commenting on 
substance.  I donôt think itôs a majority, but itôs not, what Iôve just described, that 
phenomenon, is not totally isolated eitherò. 
  
This calls for ña legislative foundation because it makes the ground rules clear to 
everybody,ò the interviewee said.  Other barriers include funding, and also the lack of 
clear, simple procedures.  Such "clear and transparent procedures and opportunities 
can really make the difference between whether or not from ten to eleven at night, they 
are going to get their thoughts organized and intervened because if theyôve got to spend 
a huge amount of time figuring out where the information is located and when they get 
their views on the record theyôre going to throw in the towel because they are not doing 
this as their full time job." 
  
Size of government was another barrier.  ñSometimes itôs just that people donôt know 
where to go in government, because itôs big,ò said a provincial administrator.  This 
person said, ñI think itôs very ï itôs very, very hard for people to navigate through 
government.  If people have an issue, itôs a personal issue or a concern or a complaint 
and you are trying to find a resolution, itôs not always easy to find that person who 
makes that decision.ò  Further, ñthe government you are working with has limited 
resources.ò  
  
The scope or potential impact of an issue or project under consideration can be a 
limitation.  ñ...sometimes the things that are smaller, which are very important, are 
harder to get peopleôs time and attention,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñSo if youôve 
got a $100,000 problem and people are in the middle of a budgeting process and there 
are hundreds of millions of dollars floating around, itôs not always easy to get people to 
focus on that.ò 
 
Lack of an independent official with whom to speak is a potential barrier.  ñI certainly 
think you could talk to independent officers and you'd get a wide range of views about 
what the role is,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñI'm not saying that there isn't a critical 
role, because I do think to speak publicly and say something isn't working right is an 
effective thing, though I think you're more effective if you don't do it too often.ò 
  
There are also some profession-based assumptions that are not commonly known or 
held. ñTo me, that means it comes back to changing organizational cultures and people, 
people's attitudes.  I think organizations affect attitudes too and so that means changing 
the whole organization,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñBecause there's lots of people 
in the social services who understand these notions. In fact, I've always found it a little 
puzzling that there's so much oppositional negativity kind of approach in this area 
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because my understanding of the fundamental principles of social work are that they 
believe that individuals can change and that they believe that that comes about by the 
individual making choices.  So that seems to me to be a notion that ought to be pretty 
quickly accepted.  But for whatever reason, I don't think that's made its way into the 
institutions or even into the broader public.ò Moreover, what this official works toward is 
ñto get to that healthy interdependence.  It's to give them, those that have been 
"dependent," the opportunity to teach, to give, to have something to give back.  That's 
an important part of it.  We don't tend to think that way.  We tend to think of [inaudible] 
they're problems to be solved.ò 
  
Fear of reprisal is another barrier.  ñ...I talked to some people, and they're all very polite 
and nice too, but to people who I've said this to ï you want this change, but if I went out 
and said those things that you want me to say, I'm going to get dismissed,ò a provincial 
administrator said.  
  
There are also instances where a compliance mentality takes over 
participatory/deliberative processes. A locally elected official explained that ñwhen I first 
came into office was experiencing some very poorly-run public participation event so 
that the public participation was minimized or the potential effect of the public 
participation was carefully crafted to be eliminated essentially.  And sort of there is a 
sense of people were being co-opted into attending an event or a process that really did 
not have any kind of intention of having an outcome that would reflect that public 
participation.  It was just more of going through the motion.ò 
  
A lack of appreciation for how others approach problems or challenges can 
present difficulties for participation as well. According to a provincial administrator, ñone 
of the lessons I've learned in terms of the involvement with the aboriginal community, 
which seemed like a totally obvious thing that I needed to do when I came into the job, 
given the high percentages that are involved in the child welfare system, I firmly believe 
that we've got a lot to learn ï we being the non-aboriginal community ï from the 
aboriginal approach to it.  All the talk about integrated services and holistic approach 
and whatever is much more ingrained in their culture and therefore in their practice, to 
some extent, too.  But that's not people's mindset.ò 
 
The lack of a deliberative focus likewise can be limiting.  ñI think that when it comes 
back to the council, you are embedded in an institution that is majority-driven,ò this 
locally elected official said.  ñIt is a majority vote that wins and so, essentially, it is a 
debate.  It is not deliberative necessarily because I do not even have to listen to what 
the council or next to me is saying.  I just have to give him a chance to speak but I do 
not have to listen to their opinion or to be persuaded by their arguments.  So I think, 
structurally, we have got essentially an adversarial process that is not really conducive 
to collaborative decision-making or participatory decision-making processes 
 
Participation can also be hobbled by a lack of information-sharing.  ñI think what I 
want to say is an underlying fundamental difficulty in moving to a more participatory and 
collective decision-making process is the examination and sharing of information in a 
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broad and equitable way, that everybody is from the same page because they have all 
the same pages,ò a locally elected official said.  ñIn that way, if everyone can understand 
what is before them in terms of decision, the next problem is understanding each otherôs 
interests and that is very difficult because it requires a leap of the imagination.ò 
   
In terms of capacity, this official sees the lack of a connection between input 
provided and decisions made as a barrier.  ñThis is something that I think is really 
important because the decisions of council are recorded, as are the public delegations 
or comments made, whatever.  Those are recorded.  There is not any correlative 
tracking of the input connected to the decision,ò said the locally elected official.  ñNow, 
the decisions are just resolutions numbered 045 2006 and a little brief description of 
what that resolution was or [audio glitch].  So, when people have taken the time to 
engage in what they believe is an invitation to a vote [sounds like] process, there is not 
really anything formal that will say, óThank you very much.  This is what we heard you 
say.  Here are your concerns.  Here is where it is going in the process.  Here is where 
our planner is taking this and investigating whether or not this road will impact the local 
wetland, or whether or not there is going to be more traffic down your road.ô  Now 
whatever the comment may have been or the concern may have been, there is not any 
direct tracking.  And I did try to institute that so that when people wrote letter to the staff 
or to council or came as a delegation or whatever, that there would be something issued 
back to them to say, óThank you very much for taking the time to do this.ô  We have 
these little cards made down to make it easier for the staff and, óThis has been 
forwarded to [name], our planner, and he is going to look into it and we will get back to 
you.ô  But you know, it is just in terms of capacity, I think we expect too much of 
ourselves so that that drops down to the bottom of the priority list, even though I think it 
should be very highly-valued because there is such enormous value in not only the 
public participation but the follow up to that that creates the climate of trust that their 
participation was valued and that there is a direct relationship between their involvement 
and an outcome.  And it may not be the outcome they want, but they can track it and 
see that, yes, there was some serious consideration.ò 
  
A local administrator agreed. ñWe have not done a great job of tracking where 
connection points have led to energy and momentum or where good ideas have borne 
fruit.  And for me, it is a communications challenge.  It is being able to tell the story and 
tell the story in a way that talks about process but seen in a different and more positive 
light, reflecting on those intangibles around changing of mind set, adjustment of 
attitudes, realignment of values.  Those are hard things to communicate.ò 
 
Money and a lack of political courage were barriers identified by a local 
administrator.  In this community, the interviewee said, ñthere are tons of frustrations in 
the community, and the challenge is to turn that frustration into positive energy towards 
problem-solving and solutions.  The tricky balance is that if you do not have actually 
moneyé most people seem to think it is money that is required to be able to then direct 
to those ideas.  Politicians are not necessarily prepared to step up to the plate.ò  In 
addition, according to the administrator, ñthe lack of understanding at the politiciansô 
level of what the roots of the problem were staggering.  I mean staggering.ò 
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The tension between the need or desire to consult and administrative discretion is 
also very real.  ñSo it is interesting that one of the challenges I find now is trying to 
maintain some legitimacy for the idea of a representative democracy because in fact, 
there is so much consultation that the question sometimes arises, óDo we have to 
consult on everything?ô and óCan people just not make decisions [cross-talking] an 
elected official?ôò said a public participation practitioner.  ñSo it is not quite that simple 
but it is an interesting discussion.  I find the issues are very complex.  I think 
government very rightly decides that they would like to bring people into some kind of a 
process to hear their perspective and in hearing them, flesh out some of the complexity 
of the situation and try to do a better job of analyzing it and actually understanding the 
problem.ò 
  
Moreover, ñ...if you are talking about the government, an area in which sustainable 
forest management or public health, or whatever it is that is mandated to government, I 
do not see that it would be appropriate for government to simply put a bunch of people 
on the room and say, óHere, you guys do it.ô,ò said the public participation 
practitioner.  ñUnless what they are going to do at the end is to say, óThank you very 
much.  Now we will go and think about it and we will do what we think is appropriate.ô  In 
other words, I do not think government can delegate to a random bunch of citizens.  I 
just do not think it -- I do not know of any circumstance in which it would make sense.ò 
 
There is a tension between the public interest and personal interest.  ñBut that is 
how I think I would characterize them, as everything from very broad to very general, 
which is one reason why it can be a challenge to carry out public consultation because 
you are going to engage people who really like to talk about the high-level stuff,ò said 
the public participation practitioner.  ñAnd you are going to have others who -- the first 
thing in their mind is their own, how it impacts them personally.ò 
  
In terms resolving this tension, this interviewee thinks ñthe single biggest thing is the 
public having a source of unbiased information.  The ability to -- I just do not know how 
many people everyday can -- if someone watches one particular news channel or reads 
one particular newspaper, are they really getting a broad enough perspective?  And I 
think that public participation is great; I believe in it and I do it.  What scares me is 
listening to talk shows where you have extremely uninformed people who like to hear 
their own voice, who get on and pompously [indiscernible] putting forth their own 
opinions, which a lot of times are based on very little information.ò  For this reason, ñI 
think the public would have more influence if members of the public could demonstrate 
that they understood some of the complexity of the situation around them and who are 
truly curious about learning more about these situations. And I do not think everyone 
is.  I think -- and that is, I guess, part of the process of identifying who are the 
stakeholders in the public who really want to be involved?  Itôs not an uninformed 
opinion.  If we can do that with opinion polling, what we want to know in public 
participation is for those who are more closely involved, how do you see this?ò 
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Individual Level.  A lack of 'ownership' was also a barrier.  ñThere is not always a high 
level of participation from individuals,ò a provincial administrator said.  This ñmay be on 
the government side is because they feel ï the ówhatôs in it for meô isnôt there.ò This 
interviewee also said that ñthere is always basic human need, but itôs whatôs in it for 
me.  I know I keep saying that.  But, I mean, you are not going to become engaged in 
something if you donôt see the end result as having some ï I donôt want to say, itôs not 
necessarily a personal benefit in the sense that people are looking to derive personal 
gain from it, but from the perspective of how is this going to, at the end of the day, how 
is this going to affect me.ò 
 
From the stakeholder perspective, other responsibilities may prevent 
participation.  In such instances the public is ñòjust trying to live,ò said a provincial 
administrator.  ñPeople are really busy.  They are inundated with information.  I think itôs 
ï a lot of the things that we try, a lot of the challenges that face us are really problems 
that are complex.  There may be simple solutions, but it requires a lot of thought.  And I 
also think itôs fairly hard for people to see sometimes, like what motivates people.ò  Time 
constraints are also a challenge at the local level.  ñMost people want Council to do 
everything.  They raise concern, and we say, would you be willing to assist, and they 
often say no, they wouldnôt,ò said a locally elected official.  ñSo, I donôt know, weôre such 
a small community, though, I think capacity is an issue as far as everyoneôs only got so 
much time.ò 
  
ñI think that there is a real challenge in engaging the public simply because everybody is 
so busy and just because there is a lot of noise out there, number one, and people are 
trying to live their lives,ò said a provincial administrator.  ñSo if youôve got three kids and 
a dog, itôs going to take something pretty significant for you to take whatever time you 
have left or whatever time you can eek out of that to put into something else.ò 
   
Some opinions are also difficult to gather, for a variety of reasons.  ñPeople have busy 
lives,ò said a federally elected official.  ñThey elect people to govern.  Theyôve got the 
kids baseball practice, theyôre looking after their sick mother, trying to get their laundry 
done at the end of working a 12-hour day.  Itôs just not on the top of their priority.  So, 
you really are, well, one, I mean, some people just donôt care.  No, really, they 
donôt.  Theyôre, like, how am I going to get enough money to get the kids their new 
shoes for school.  You know?  Thatôs their worry.  Thatôs their problem.  And thatôs why 
itôs important to not only rely on public meetings, that kind of formal input, but on that 
much more informal stuff,ò 
  
Sometimes cultural practices can also present challenges.  ñI think the other thing 
youôve got to be aware of is that, this is probably less true here, but, certainly when 
youôre doing work internationally, itôs most likely to be the men who are out there telling 
you what to do, I mean, somebodyôs got to stay home and look after the kids, right?,ò 
this federally elected official said.  ñItôs not going to be me.  The guys are going to say, 
yes, Iôll go to the meeting, you look after the kids.  Thatôs usually not even a subject of 
discussion.  But, thatôs even more true in less developed societies, where, women are 
more likely to play more traditional roles, have less resources for themselves, to do 
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anything for themselves, or on their own initiative.  Sometimes itôs cultural, sometimes 
itôs just plain economics.ò 
  
Age can be a barrier.  ñYoung people, very important, God, I donôt know how you 
engage them, I just donôt know, but itôs vital that we do,ò said a federally elected 
official.  ñPeople were worried with, not the last two elections, but it was a huge issue, I 
guess three elections ago, when participation in voting had dropped quite a bit, and it 
was mostly young people arenôt participating, like, I think the age they were looking at 
was either up to 25 or up to 30.  But, I mean, they were participating at the rate of about 
25 percent.  There was some really good research after that that showed that any 
young person who had had some involvement with politics who knew a politician, for 
example, participated at the same rate as any other age group.  So, that contact is so 
important.ò 
   
How input is used 
Canadian interviewees described several different ways that they used the knowledge 
or data gained from public participation/deliberation. 
 
Educating stakeholders, and likewise, educating officials was one way that such 
processes were used. Specifically, information that shed light on how a program or 
policy may affect stakeholders was particularly valued; similarly, creating understanding 
around the reasons for policy or programs among stakeholders was important.. ñSo, I 
mean, sometimes there are, youôve got to have, youôve got to be very honest about 
where youôre open and where youôre not,ò a federal elected official said.  ñAnd people 
respect that.  Iôve had people say to me, and itôs one of the nicest things you can hear, 
and it was an eye-opener to me when I was first on City Council, somebody said to me, 
I donôt agree with you, but I understand why youôre doing it.  Thatôs important.  Thatôs 
important.  And thatôs why the feedback is important." 
  
A federal administrator uses review committees almost as a vetting process for 
decisions that the agency then reaffirms by making them into final decisions.  ñI confirm 
my comfort with the judgement that was exercised by the funding review committee.  So 
Iôll go back and read the reports.  I have yet to feel that any funding review committee 
made an outrageously bad decision, reached a bad recommendation for those 
decisions and precedents.  And as long as Iôm satisfied that nothing stupid was done 
then I hold the ground, then we hold the line and we say this money is not intended  to 
cover your every need, itôs is intended as seed funding.  And sorry you are a little 
disappointed with what you got but, you know, thereôs a lot of people out there with a lot 
of interests and I encourage you to participate as best as you can and variations on that 
are a pretty standard response.ò 
  
The impact of engaging the public inspired a provincial administrator to think about 
larger, systemic changes needed.  ñAnd you can see the implications of the work far 
beyond just somebody writing a law or enacting a piece of written legislation or setting 
down some regulations that these are how decisions will be made,ò this interviewee 
said.  ñYou're talking about systemic change but you're talking about it at all 
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levels."  This official also has the authority to advocate for change, "which means that I 
can also criticize others.ò Moreover, there is the potential through such advocacy for 
wholesale ñchange, not just the way government does its work.  We can do it differently 
too, build some capacity around making some change here too.ò 
  
At the local level, a local administrator reported a similar experience, implying that input 
from engagement can be personally emboldening.  ñHaving identified what people 
really feel is important and some folks are really taking that on, and energizing and 
coming forward with projects.  The role of knitting together all of the different players 
and trying to package it in such a way that we can then get them the dollars they need 
to be able to do what they want to do.ò 
  
The roles of citizens also were highlighted by one interviewee in consultation as a 
public trust-building tool.  A local administrator said that, ñ...I would say the public is 
pretty supportive of the [city] when it does come to engaging its citizens in processes.  I 
believe there is a level of trust and honesty and that when citizens do participate in 
public process that they believe that the organization is actually listening to them.ò  This 
official also noted that in the instance of a particular project, that ñthe public process 
assisted the city in making a decision to move the delivery of that line from one area of 
the city to the other.  Now of course, there are supporters and those against it on either 
side of the fence in either area of the city, but public process was certainly used to make 
the final decision.ò 
   

Best practices  

Interviewees identified "best practices" they saw in their public participation work that 
supported public-government decision making.  These included: 

¶ Openness to learning lessons from other departments who conduct 
participatory processes.  A local administrator described how a planning 
department had ñtaken some entrusting lessons away from the work we have 
done and have been demonstrating more participatory approaches in the way in 
which they also are communicating with the public.ò  

¶ Respect for all voices, honesty about consultation scope.  ñI think the first is 
respect for all voices and be sure that you create an environment where 
everybody feels like they have the right to be heard is one of the key practices,ò a 
local administrator said.  ñBeing really honest and upfront about how much 
scope, you really have to use what people are saying in terms of the decision-
making process.ò  

¶ Importance of creating skills for collaborative community problem-
solving.  ñSo we never told anybody that we were going to actually be able to 
change anything through this work,ò a local administrator said.  ñWhat we said 
was we need to understand what you are most prepared to work on in order to 
resolve some of the things that you think are the most problematic issues in the 
downtown core, and then to be able to build on what people say they want to 
work on and continue, and, Iôm going to use your language, to create the space 
for people who come back and keep working and generating ideas, and whether 
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or not they formally or publicly take that work on.  If they work on it on the kitchen 
tables, or they work on it in a more formal setting, it does not matter as long as 
they feel like they are being able to push forward something that is important to 
them.ò  

¶ Legitimating the process by championing the process. ñI think being able to 
legitimate the community process by continuing to champion the process itself as 
much as the outcome is another [indiscernible] practice, and politicians hate it 
because they are not process-oriented,ò a local administrator said.  ñThey are 
outcome-oriented, and yet the value of the process in reaching community 
outcomes is not easily understood.ò  

¶ Linking processes and outcomes.  According to a local administrator, ñ...A 
best practice for me with being able to make the link between how process, 
regardless of how long it takes, does develop outcomes and how those 
outcomes, while on the surface may not seem to be what you expected as an 
outcome, still have value added." 

 
Alternatively, not such good practices also were identified.  These included: 

¶ Lack of analysis of the issues.  A federally elected official said, ñ...it drives me 
crazy now when I get these little cards from my member of Parliament, who is not 
a [political party name],  and they donôt tell me anything, just tell me how, three or 
four points on how wonderful he is and how awful the [political party name] 
government was.  I mean, literally, a post card.  No analysis of the issues, no, 
nothing....I would have been embarrassed to do that to my constituents. Itôs a 
total denigration of their interest, their importance in the process."  

¶ Imbalances in power, among vested interests (such as developers), said a 
locally elected official.  

¶ Lack of transparency for how proposals are generated and how local 
government is structured (locally elected official)  

¶ Retail politics that seek to make certain people happy or that seek to 
satisfy special interest (locally elected official) 

  

Research Question 3  

What positive and negative outcomes occur as a result of public 
participation/deliberation in government decision-making processes? 
  
This question sought to examine the results of participatory or deliberative processes 
and associated accountability mechanisms.  The goal was to isolate what interviewees 
and their respective organizations saw as beneficial and also not beneficial as a 
byproduct of such efforts.  The ethical dimension of engagement was also considered.   
 
Canadian interviewees identified several outcomes from public processes. These 
included four effects: effects on processes, on the government itself, on particular 
programs or policies and on society or the community at large. 
 
Process 
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¶ Desire for measuring the effect of public processes. ñI think, okay, how do 
you measure public participation?,ò said a federally elected official.  ñLike I said, I 
would have given a lot more thought to this.  Iôm a [profession], so, I should be 
able to answer these questions easily, but I canôt.  One, the people actually talk 
to you, how satisfied are they, and thatôs why I always had a feedback formula at 
the end of any meetings I ever held, and I always used those to, what do we do 
differently next time, what do we do better next time.  Thatôs important.  Did they 
feel the time and energy they spent talking to you was worth it?  But, again, 
youôre talking about a small number of people.  I think youôve got to decide, if 
youôre going to measure anything, youôve got to decide what it is youôre 
measuring.ò 

¶ Outcome measures.  A provincial administrator described the emergence of 
outcome measures.  ñIn a more concrete way, we just finished this project I was 
telling you about, using administrative data, where we've got that data all 
together.  We've used it.  It's never been done before as far as I know, certainly 
in Canada, and I don't think it's been done.  It's got an enormous potential ï 
talking about outcome measurements ï it's got enormous potential to do it.ò  This 
interviewee said ñEverybody talked about that.  Everybody knew about outcome 
measurement.  They were all in favor of outcome measurement.  But it's not an 
easy thing to put into effect and hadn't been.  So this is doing it.  We actually did 
it.  It took a lot longer than I would have liked it to have taken.  Had it been faster, 
it may have been an answer to some of the critics.  But I think there's lots to be 
learned from that, but it takes a long time to get over people's resistance to giving 
the information and all that kind of stuff.ò 

¶ Desire to impact a decision.  Public participation ñcan have a tremendous 
impactò on the decisions Council members make, said a locally elected official.  ñI 
mean that in terms of the importance of the input to the outcome of the 
decision.  And so in cases where there is lot of interest in very expensive real 
estate development, you may find that there are people showing up at every 
council meeting, quite this interest [sounds like], pushing and pushing and 
pushing for these, and that council must approve it, their concerns, even if staff is 
bringing forward concerns.  There can be a lot of pressure, and not just at the 
council meetings but also in the community - phone calls at home, emails.  Also, 
it is a heavy-duty pressure put on the council members, and as decision-makers 
they are charged with acting in the best interest of the community, the general 
well-being not in a specific interest necessarily.  So, unless those specific 
interests are also not going to either will broadly benefit the rest of the community 
or will not adversely affect their [indiscernible].  That is sort of our mandate and of 
legislation.  However, what comes out is you have got seven people sitting 
around the table who are people, who are subjected to those same pressures 
and fears that a member of the public who feared coming to speak at the 
council.  Those council members are also human beings who have a fear of a 
probation, or there is a sense that -ï or there is also a possibility that they have 
an interest, whether it is pecuniary or not, that is aligned with where the pressure 
is coming from or not, and can be pushing for a decision of council in order to 
meet those interests.ò 
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¶ Lack of correlation between inputs and decisions.  ñThis is something that I 
think is really important because the decisions of council are recorded, as are the 
public delegations or comments made, whatever.  Those are recorded.  There is 
not any correlative tracking of the input connected to the decision,ò said a locally 
elected official.  ñNow, the decisions are just resolutions numbered 045 2006 and 
a little brief description of what that resolution was or [audio glitch].  So, when 
people have taken the time to engage in what they believe is an invitation to a 
vote [sounds like] process, there is not really anything formal that will say, óThank 
you very much.  This is what we heard you say.  Here are your concerns.  Here 
is where it is going in the process.  Here is where our planner is taking this and 
investigating whether or not this road will impact the local wetland, or whether or 
not there is going to be more traffic down your road.ô  Now whatever the 
comment may have been or the concern may have been, there is not any direct 
tracking.  And I did try to institute that so that when people wrote letter to the staff 
or to council or came as a delegation or whatever, that there would be something 
issued back to them to say, óThank you very much for taking the time to do 
this.ô  We have these little cards made down to make it easier for the staff and, 
óThis has been forwarded to [name], our planner, and he is going to look into it 
and we will get back to you.ô  But you know, it is just in terms of capacity, I think 
we expect too much of ourselves so that that drops down to the bottom of the 
priority list, even though I think it should be very highly-valued because there is 
such enormous value in not only the public participation but the follow up to that 
that creates the climate of trust that their participation was valued and that there 
is a direct relationship between their involvement and an outcome.  And it may 
not be the outcome they want, but they can track it and see that, yes, there was 
some serious consideration.ò  

¶ The process is legitimated.  ñI think by getting lots of information and 
considering it carefully, it can certainly make them take longer because 
sometimes in the middle of a public consultation, especially if it is not designed 
well, and for example a stakeholder group where someone has been forgotten, it 
is not uncommon to have to go back and spend extra time making sure that 
everybody is comfortable and that the process has legitimacy,ò said a public 
participation practitioner.  

¶ Voluntary standards.  A public participation practitioner described the existence 
of standards used for public processes.  ñSo the standards that we have today 
that are voluntary are stakeholder- developed standards.ò 

Government 

¶ Lack of complaints, overall learning and effectiveness.  ñBut, how do you 
measure --in the end you measure how successful are the decisions you made,ò 
said a federally elected official.  ñThatôs the real measure of whether this worked 
or not.  Okay, I get the engineers out to talk about the road.  I canôt tell you how 
many phone calls I would have gotten, or they would have gotten, during the 
project if we hadnôt solved some of those problems before, because those phone 
calls never happened.  I just know they would have happened.  So you canôt 
measure what doesnôt happen, but thereôs such a range of things you might want 
people involved in.  When we do development projects I think itôs so important 
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that we donôt go in and tell people whatôs good for them, we work with them on 
what it is they want thatôs going to make their lives better.  So itôs your objectives, 
you know, of talking to these people, and youôve got to figure out with them what 
youôre trying to accomplish, and how are you going to know if you accomplished 
it.  Thatôs what your measurement is.  Did you accomplish what you were trying 
to do?  Did you make better decisions?  Did you have a more effective 
program?  And even if it bombed, what did you learn from it?ò 

¶ Creating the right conditions for staff to thrive.  ñWell, I think that if you do a 
job like mine well, in a sense these questions are interesting, because they are 
probably better asked of a practitioner than they are of me,ò said a federal 
administrator.  ñPeople at my level can become far too enamoured of what they 
do.  I would not want to overstate my contribution to public participation.  Itôs 
limited.  I help to administer a law but the vast majority of the work is done by 
head levels that report to me.  So, part of my answer is, I donôt know that I 
contribute that much, except to say that, because my job is to create the right 
conditions for staff to thrive.  If, by doing it well, then its relatively invisible. Where 
people at my level screw up, you know they screw up when thereôs a problem 
with the program.  As long as the programôs ticking along, staff feel well 
supported, theyôve been given the right tools, then my role becomes minimal. So 
itôs to create the conditions for other people to do the job, but I wouldnôt want to 
overstate it.  The substance of the work is not my own.ò 

¶ Better buy-in and understanding.  ñThere are some regulations regarding 
public participation policy that is written into Canadian legislation,ò a federal 
administrator said.  ñIn some instances the involvement of the public has helped 
to, if not completely change an action, then at least has had the effect of 
modifying it. Of course sometimes there are no changes but there is better buy in 
or understanding because the public has been involved. There have also been 
instances where public involvement has been sought out (by the dept) where the 
law does not even require that this be done.ò  A provincial administrator 
agreed.  ñ...I think when the process is properly done, that you have for lack of a 
better term, a buy-in to what the end result is because of the level of 
participation.ò A public participation practitioner said, ñcertainly buy in to a 
decision is often one of the things we talk about as being an outcome of public 
involvement.ò 

¶ Connections between people and ministries or government.  ñYou know, 
from my own personal experience, working inside a community, I think that 
membersô offices, Iôm also in a particularly fortunate situation here.  Itôs fairly easy 
for me to connect people up with ministries,ò said a provincial administrator.  This 
person also said, ñOur situation is kind of a special situation in some ways.  But 
on an individual basis, when things work right, members, politicians ï politiciansô 
staff ï can connect individuals to government, people who make decisions, 
people who are looking at certain problems.  I think that a lot of the initiative, 
obviously, is on the individual.ò  

¶ Opportunities to engage citizens, through referenda and citizensô juries 
(provincial administrators). 
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¶ Relationship-building.  One provincial administrator said that getting staff out of 
the office was an important goal.  ñSo one of the results of that has been 
relationship building in various communities, which has had an effect ï not 
always, but certainly the intended effect is to break down the kind of oppositional 
relationship.  There certainly used to be a kind of oppositional relationship 
between the [formal body] and the Ministry of [ministry name], who they were 
there to sort of oversee.  By actually going out and doing joint projects, you break 
down some of that defensiveness that is created by feeling criticized.ò  A local 
administrator said that a recent public process ñresulted in greater respect and a 
stronger potential for a relationship to be built.ò  

¶ Responsiveness. ñWell, itôs easier in some things, like the Constitution, where 
the draft gets changed,ò said a locally elected official.  ñIn policy that gets 
created, sometimes their input is incorporated.  Iôm just trying to think of all the 
different examples.  If concerns get raised at a general community meeting, we 
try and follow-up the following meeting with how those concerns have been 
addressed.  If people raise issues through letter, or something like that, we try 
and respond with how itôs been addressed.  Those are some of the examples I 
can think of.ò 

¶ Political readiness.  ñWe are even having discussions now about increasing the 
minimum wages, and discussions are taking place around the income assistance 
rates increasing,ò said a local administrator.  ñI think the amount of public angst 
and dialogue around that has had a lot to do with whether or not the cabinet is 
even prepared to have those discussions." 

¶ Better understanding of power dynamics.  ñWho has power - in whatever way 
you define power, whether it is power of ideas, power of persuasion, power - to 
draw dollars from private or public sources?,ò asked a local administrator.  ñI think 
we have a better picture of what that looks like, but whether or not we have the 
capacity to use that is probably the next question.ò  

¶ Pride, positive government staff feelings. A local administrator described a 
recent public process that ñwas a smashing success, both from the perspective 
of what we were able to do as a team and also from the cityôs perspective of 
being engaged in a process and in a day that they really felt involved and 
valued.  Now, we still, of course, got lots of work to do with the results because 
that is more of a long-term initiative, but we were just thrilled with the outcome.ò  

¶ People are heard and input is seriously considered.  ñWell, I think in Canada, 
if I did not think that the process would be designed and implemented in good 
faith and would have an impact, I certainly would not take on the project,ò said a 
public participation practitioner.  ñSo I do think that if they are done well, 
stakeholders and the public will look at the final product and they should be able 
to say, I guess, one of a couple of things; one of them is, óI was heard and my 
input was considered in this decision process.ô  And sometimes, it makes a 
difference and the decision actually reflects a change; that or the decision shows 
that the comment had an impact.  Other times, it does not.ò In other instances, ñI 
mean there is a lot of different comments that come out and I do not think any 
process can guarantee that every comment is going to alter the final 
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outcome.  But it has to be heard and it has to be taken seriously and I think that 
is a key commitment.ò 

 
Policies or programs 

¶ Client satisfaction.  ñWe decided to implement a client satisfaction survey,ò said 
a federal administrator.  ñAnd that will start later this year.  And that certainly will 
look at whether or not those who receive funding were satisfied with both the 
procedures, the program itself, the accessibility of the forms, the advice they 
received etc. and also the funding provided and what it allowed them to do in the 
context of [subject].  So that will be starting.  The other thing which is going to be 
starting is weôre going to implement a structured process for evaluating panel 
processes when theyôre done.  I think I said in our last interview that while our 
legislation makes provision for public participation the context of two kinds of 
[subject] panels, which are the, sort of, highest level and comprehensive studies 
which are still fairly detailed, is really the panels that attract the bulk of public 
attention, so we will also be implementing an evaluations process specific to 
panels that will include questionnaires that are sent to interveners.  And those, 
again, will assess you know, did you find the panel process itself allowed you 
adequate opportunity for input, did you find the final hearings to be fair etc.  So, 
right now, weôre not doing anything.  But in the next year we will have 
implemented sort of assessment and evaluation programs for both sides, the 
panels and the participatory funding recipients, and between them I think weôll 
have a good read.  And I would expect, to come back to the issue of quantitative 
versus qualitative measures, that it would be entirely or at least largely 
qualitative."  

¶ Informing recommendations.  ñThe main role of public participation in the 
context of our legislation is to inform recommendations that go to ministers that 
are working, is to inform recommendations that go to ministers with respect to 
projects that are under review, that are being assessed,ò said a federal 
administrator.  ñItôs a bit difficult to say specifically, this kind of input leads to this 
kind of result because the public input of the participation is one of the factors 
that gets that kind of gets considered when recommendations are being written 
up along with input from scientists, along with input from the proponent of the 
project, along with input from first nations and other aboriginal groups who have 
sort of a special role for projects that are in their traditional territories.  So it 
shapes the recommendations, but for project to contract it may shape their 
recommendations differently to the extent that public input, public participation 
tends to focus on, you know, what one might call, less scientific concerns around 
the project, kind of nimbi stuff, not in my back yard, just not being anti-
development in principle or more rarely pro development probably the impact is 
relatively limited because the law is all about [subject] effects to the extent that 
the participating public is able to marshal, sort of, scientific information or 
information that at least kind of pertains to the [subject] effects of a project, itôll 
get factored in more, so it really varies project by project.  There are certainly 
cases where significant recommendations in terms of mitigating, mitigations to 
projects, changes in design, come forward as a result of public input.  But I would 
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say there are also cases where the public objects to a project for other reasons 
and that may be noted in a report but, ultimately, it doesnôt lead to a significant 
change in the project because at least our legislation is currently written doesnôt 
provide for changing or refusing a project based solely on public concern.  That 
concern has to be, kind of, rationally linked to an identifiable [subject] effect.ò 

¶ Diffused anger, people are reassured.  ñMany projects were public consensus 
assuaged because of public participation,ò a federal administrator 
said.  ñHowever it is difficult to know how differently things may have turned out 
without having had public participation as there is no actual benchmark to 
measure this if the process hadnôt been done that way.  Assuming that a 
connection did exist between the publicôs involvement in a government decision 
making process and any long-term ongoing public support a good example would 
be the [project name] that gained public acceptance because panel hearings 
diffused anger and reassured people that the right decision had been made.ò  

¶ Good ideas or recommendations.  A provincial administrator said that ñ...there 
are ideas that come up that are good ideas.  The more you talk to people and the 
more you talk to people, the more the synapses get connected 
together.  Sometimes you get a good idea from an idea that maybe wasnôt really 
necessarily all that good of an idea, but it made the connection.ò A provincial 
administrator said, ñWeôve had certain inquiries, judicial inquiries, which are a 
different kind of public participation, but that have had specific outcomes, specific 
recommendations.  Weôve had transformation consultation that resulted in a 
number of recommendations coming forward when we first got into 
government.ò  This interviewee also noted that ñWeôve also had a number, 
especially in the healthcare field, of individuals looking at issues like homecare 
and doing a broad consultation, with the stakeholder groups and interested 
individuals that have produced reports that have had recommendations that are 
basically acted upon." 

¶ Assessing peopleôs views of the situation or need.  ñI think what happens in 
public participation ï number one, you can get an idea of where peopleôs heads 
are at in terms of the broad, for the broad stroke stuff, what concerns people,ò 
said a provincial administrator.  ñFrom when you look at, when you look at 
individuals, when you look at stakeholder groups, you tend to be a little bit ï you 
tend to see the more specific, whatôs in it for meôs, because they tend to be 
usually a little bit more specific.ò  

¶ Youth and aboriginal engagement.  A provincial administrator described a 
youth project that ñwas going more to the people ï not just the people that 
received the services, because we didn't just talk to youth who were receiving 
services, but that was more of a public consultation.  That experience plus the 
one up in [geographic location] has certainly caused a conversion in my mind to 
the value of youth participation.ò  The administrator said, ñI took it a bit on faith.  It 
was totally appropriate for somebody in my position to believe in youth 
participation and so that was fine.  But I wasn't quite sure about it.  I'm still not 
totally sure, but I am.  I think it's really important and good and it creates an 
energy that is really important to create.  It gets better ideas.  Again, it's 
messy.  But it's also so important because a lot of the youth we talk to, the kind of 




