
Further Research  
  
This report has identified several key findings from interviews conducted in 12 countries, with a 
view to stimulating discussion and reflection amongst government officials, P2 practitioners, 
professional associations and civil society leaders.  The matrix below shows possible implications 
for future practice that are most relevant for each of these audiences. 
  
IAP2 and the Kettering Foundation have identified several potential research questions for 
continued exploration in this vein, either by using the existing data that has been collected or by 
supplementing this data. 
  
Recommendations include: 

¶ a more in-depth focus on who is involved in public participation or deliberative 
processes;  

¶ how such processes are implemented and for what purpose;  

¶ more definition and exploration of outcomes or for what purpose participation or 
deliberation is engaged; and 

¶ enhanced consideration of differences and similarities across cultures, regions and 
countries as it relates to participatory or deliberative processes. 

  

Possible Implications for future practice  
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Adapt terminology when communicating internationally and 

provide functional descriptions of P2 processes  
V  V  V  V  

Use the IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum to understand what 

activities are covered under the banner of P2  
V  V  V  V  

Collect quantitative and qualitative date to evaluate the 

effectiveness of P2 processes  
V  V  V   

Conduct cost/benefit analyses to assess the financial benefits of P2 
V   V   

Harness the mutually reinforcing relationship between civil society 

and P2 processes, ensuring that isolated individuals are included  
V  V   V  

Build the capacity of civil society to influence government 

decision -making, rather than simply achieving organizational goals  
V  V  V  V  

Implement P2 processes in partnership with governments by 

engaging with courage, humility and trust  
V     

Implement P2 processes in partnership with governments by taking 

responsibility for contributing to solutions  
 V   V  

Reflect on  the extent to which the governmentõs interests are 

representative of the general publicõs interests 

 

V     

Fund P2 processes and respect the professional duty of P2 

practitioners to criticise ineffective or unethical processes  
V  V  V   

Introduce P2 legislation  while realizing this is no panacea and can 

only be the first step  
V     

Provide appropriate incentives and training for government 

officials, and take other measures to reform organizational culture 

to seek continuous service improvement by valuing public input  

V     



Possible Implications for future practice  
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Include public input as a factor in government decision -making 

and tell the public how their input has been used  
V     

Maintain high levels of government transparency, communicating 

both positive and negative potential impacts to all stakeholders  
V     

Recognise P2 principles in non -Western cultures, and emulate 

traditional practices to increase accessibility  
V  V   V  

Commit to sharing effective practices and learning from othersõ 

experiences, both nationally and internationally  
V  V  V  V  
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Introduction 

As a phrase, ñpublic participationò is ubiquitous.  When Googled, the phrase garners over 

15 million hits.  The concept of public participation appears in a wide variety of permutationsð

public consultation, community engagement, public involvement, stakeholder participation, 

community consultation, citizen involvement, public deliberation, community capacity building, 

collective inquiry, community-building, collective decision making, collaborative problem solving, 

public politics, grassroots participation, participatory development, civic engagement, citizen 

engagement, public dialogue, and political participation.  This does not include a variety of native 

terms in languages other than English.  Some of these terms are related but conceptually distinct 

from each other; others are used interchangeably.  

The notion of public participation appears within academic literatures from political science 

to environmental studies, social work to education, public health to development studies, public 

administration to geographyðreferring to participation in community development projects, local 

politics, environmental assessments, national government decisions, and international projects. 

Public participation can have varying relationships to governmentðempowered by, advisory to, 

initiated by, sponsored by, in cooperation with, and no government role (Williamson & Fung, 

2005).  Public participation can refer to a variety of different processes that do not all look alike.  

As Fiorino (1989) observes in a review of public participation in environmental decision making:  

The term ócitizen participationô conjures up diverse images.  To some people, it is 
synonymous with computer mailing lists, outreach meetings, well-publicized hearings, and 
slickly-packaged informational brochures.  To others, the term evokes images of raucous 
public meetings, rising costs, lawsuits and delay.  To still others, the term is a symbol for 
rallying opposition to government and corporate insensitivities, or a strategy for mobilizing 
otherwise disinterested publics.  To the government administrator, participation can mean a 
nuisance or a strategy, to the public affairs staff an opportunity, to the public interest group 
a tactic, and to newly-organized groups a symbol.  Few terms in our contemporary political 
lexicon have been used with so little semantic precision (p. 523-524).  

Given the wide variety of applications and permutations of ñpublic participation,ò this review 

attempts to draw on a wide variety of materials in order to best contextualize research on public 

participation (even if this survey is not exhaustive).  Wherever possible, we adopt the terminology 



of the original author when citing examples and research findings in an attempt to remain true to 

the original orientation of the material.  This means we jump from talking about stakeholder 

involvement to political participation, for example, within a single paragraph.  Despite recognizing 

the theoretical nuances and differences between these terms, we adopt this approach as a means 

of highlighting examples relevant to the project even if the original research did not use the term 

ñpublic participationò or considered participation as one aspect of a broader project.   Nonetheless, 

we recognize the importance of conceptual clarity and attempt to distinguish between public 

participation, political participation, civic engagement, and deliberation in the next section. 

Part of the impetus for this project is to survey the variety and diversity of forms and 

meanings of public participation across distinct cultural contexts.  In writing this review, we attempt 

to explicitly draw on examples and concepts from different countries and communities.  

Nonetheless, this review is embedded with Western values on several levels. Although this review 

demonstrates that participation occurs in a variety of political systems, IAP2ôs interest in public 

participation stems from Western belief in the importance and transformative potential of citizen 

participation in governance. The desire to study public participation reflects an affinity with 

Western ideals of participatory democracyðand, generally, suggests that public participation is a 

social good. Moreover, this review draws almost exclusively on academic research written in 

English.  This too privileges Western values, particularly in discussions about conceptual 

frameworks and models of participation. In the following sections, we attempt to note our reliance 

on Western values and frameworks where appropriate.  Whenever possible, we also mention 

studies that highlight the limitations of Western approaches or suggest alternative concepts and 

frameworks.  Unfortunately, this is not always possible.  Much of this literature review is written 

recognising that additional meanings and forms of public participation exist that are not captured 

here.  The ñPainting the Landscapeò project aims to address these holes within the literature. 

Focusing on studies of public participation in government decision making at various levels, 

this review surveys the current literature on public participation with five main objectives: (1) 



Review conceptual definitions and common operational definitions of public participation; (2) 

Identify justifications for studying public participation across cultural contexts; (3) Note relevant 

methodological insights from previous cross-cultural studies of public participation; (4) Present a 

range of government and community-initiated forms of public participation, highlighting specific 

insights from various cultural contexts; and (5) Consider conceptual frameworks for institutional 

expectations of public participation, and review theorized and empirically demonstrated outcomes 

of public participation.   

 

 1 Treatments of public participation 

Bruch (2002) offers three pillars of public involvement within politics: public access to 

information, public participation in decision making, and public access to judicial redress.  These 

ñrightsò work together to create a robust government responsible to its people. Drawing on 

grounded coding of interviews of participants in a participatory policy-making process about forest 

policy in the United States, Webler and Tuler (2000) found seven ñprinciples of participationò: 

access to the process; power to influence process and outcomes; facilitation of constructive 

interaction; structural characteristics and personal behaviors; access to information; adequate 

analysis; and, enabling of the social conditions necessary for future processes. Surveying trends 

throughout Latin America after moves to decentralize power, Campbell (2003) noted six kinds of 

resulting local participation: tapping into grassroots opinion; mobilizing grassroots groups, 

beneficiary contributions, citizen-initiated contact, the electoral and voting system; and, the legal 

and judicial system.  From theoretical statements about the proper role of the public within 

government to typologies of modes of participation, public participation receives various 

treatments within academic literatures. There are normative questions about what participation 

ought be, empirical questions about the causes and effects of participation, descriptive questions 

about how much participation occurs, categorical questions about the modes and forms of 

participation.  Before approaching these issues a basic question remains: what is public 



participation?   To answer this question, let us compare conceptual definitions of public 

participation and political participation.   

 

Public Participation.  Lowndes, Pratchett, and Stoker (2001) define public participation as 

ñpublic involvement in the processes of formulation, passage, and implementation of public 

policiesò (p. 206). Contrary to prevailing fashion, this policy-centric definition leaves out election 

practices (as do Beierle & Cayford, 2002). Focusing on the structures for participation, Renn, 

Webler, and Wiedemann (1995) define public participation as ñforums for exchange that are 

organized for the purpose of facilitating communication between government, citizens, 

stakeholders and interest groups, and businesses regarding a specific decision or problemò (p. 2).  

They exclude protest behavior, expert workshops, and serving in government positions from their 

definition.  Beierle and Cayford (2002) follow the emphasis on forums in their definition of public 

participation as ñany of the several ómechanismsô intentionally instituted to involve the lay public or 

their representatives in administrative decisionmaking,ò such as town meetings, advisory 

committees, citizen juries, and focus groups (p. 6). Citizens as partners (2001) by the OECD 

distinguishes between consultation and active participation: 

¶ Consultation is a two-way relationship in which citizens provide feedback to 
government.  It is based on the prior definition by government of the issue on which 
citizensô views are being sought and requires the provision of information.  Governments 
define the issues for consultation, set the questions and manage the process, while 
citizens are invited to contribute their views and opinions.  Examples include: public 
opinion surveys, comments on draft legislation. 

¶ Active participation is a relationship based on partnership with government, in 
which citizens actively engage in defining the process and content of policy-making.  It 
acknowledges equal standing for citizens in setting the agenda, proposing policy options 
and shaping the policy dialogue ï although the responsibility for the final decision or 
policy formulation rests with government.  Examples include: consensus conferences, 
citizensô juries (p. 23, original emphasis). 

 

Political participation.  Freeman (1999) introduces the topic of political participation by 

stating: ñIn the most basic sense, political participation is action designed to influence government 



decision-makingò (p. 7). Verba, Nie, and Kim (1978) define political participation as ñthose legal 

activities by private citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the selection of 

government personnel and/or actions they takeò (p. 46). Huntington and Nelson (1976) suggest 

this activity can take a variety of forms. ñParticipation may be individual or collective, organized or 

spontaneous, sustained or sporadic, peaceful or violent, legal or illegal, effective or ineffectiveò (p. 

3). In reviewing definitions of political participation, Brady (1999) concludes the necessary aspects 

of political participation are actions, citizens, influence, and political outcomes.  ñPolitical 

participation, then, requires action by ordinary citizens directed toward influencing some political 

outcomesò (p. 737, original emphasis).   

Salinas de Gortari (1982) makes a separate challenge by defining ñpolitical participation to 

include any activity which attempts to effect a favorable distribution of goods generated by the 

public sector and/or obtain desired government servicesò (p. 8).  This definition stems from 

research in rural communities where individuals may not see the government as the most 

appropriate channel for demands. Similarly, Ross (1988) offers a broader definition of political 

participation in his research on participation in pre-industrial societies.  ñBy political participation 

we refer to efforts on the part of members of a community to influence, either directly or indirectly, 

the authoritative allocation of values in their communityò (p. 74).  This definition is intentionally 

functional rather than structural and does not presume the existence of a particular type of 

governmental structure.  

Miller, Wilford, and Donoghue (1999) present a different challenge to the concept of political 

participation, arguing for a radical view of political participation that accepts any action with a 

political dimension as a form of political participation.  ñIndividuals may, for instance, engage in 

certain activities because they believe they are, faute de mieux, filling a gap left by inaction of 

government; e.g., the creation of and involvement in a refuge for battered women or perhaps even 

just starting a mother and toddler group.  Such motives can be instrumental and yet may be 

interpreted as embodying an indirectly political dimension.  Other forms of behavior, for instance, 



the political socialization of children, can be constructed as a form of political activity even though 

it has no direct or immediate effects upon decision makersò (p. 271).   

 

Public participation versus political participation.  From these definitions what is the 

difference between public and political participation?  Nothing, according to Freemanôs (1999) 

definition.  Public participation is action designed at influencing government decision making.  The 

question is whether or not public participation requires the institutionalized structures suggested 

by Beierle and Cayford (2002) and Renn et al. (1995).  Here the literature is divided, specifically 

as to whether grassroots organization aimed at influencing the government and policy-oriented 

protest activity can be public participation. Yet most public participation scholars do not suggest 

that the only valid forums of public participation are government-initiated. This represents the 

challenge of where to draw the line between an individual attempting to participate and the 

government allowing or even enabling participation. Parenthetically, all protest behavior should not 

be classified as public participation.  As Melucci (1998) argues, ñThe political system is not 

coterminous with society, and the dimension of social relations is analytically broader than political 

relations.  The latter concern the processes whereby rules and decisions are shaped by the 

competition and negotiation of interestséThe distinction between systems of representation and 

decisionmaking on the one hand, and the forms of collective action irreducible on the other, is 

therefore one of the necessary conditions for the contemporary complex systems to keep 

themselves openò (p. 426). 

Conversely, political participation can be conceptually broader than public participation.  

This rests on the extent to which theorists consider ñpoliticsò to happen outside of governmental 

structures. For example, some theorists treat consumer behavior as political within a broad 

definition of politics. Michael Schudson (1998) argues that people ñdo politicsò when they wear 

political buttons or teach their children about labels at the grocery store (p. 299). Michelle 

Micheletti (2003) argues more specifically that consumption can, in some circumstances, be a 



political act in that it represents the potential to express a viewpoint, set the political agenda of 

other actors, and change the political landscape.  These acts would not be seen as public 

participation as they occur outside of the realm of government decision making.  Similarly, 

ñpsychological involvement in politicsò (e.g., attention paid to politics, time thinking about political 

issues) lies outside of the definition of public participation to the extent that thought does not imply 

action. 

Given this projectôs focus on public participation in government decision making, the key 

aspects of public participation are: 

(1) Action/activity/involvement 

(2) By the publicðeither individuals or organizations 

(3) To influence government decisions/action/policy 

These factors sound rather similar to Freemanôs (1999) previous statement about political 

participation.  The question remains whether this conceptual definition is specific enough to 

function as a conceptual definition that can be translated to different cultural contexts without 

weakening the term to include too many behaviors. Given the general overlap between these 

conceptsðand the prevalence of studies in political participation as opposed to public 

participationðlet us consider the range of ways that public participation and political participation 

have been operationalized within existing scholarship as a means of challenging or testing the 

working definition. 

Not all scholars offer systematic definitions of public or political participation.  Instead, most 

offer categories of behaviorsðeither in the form of a definition, a typology, a research instrument 

(i.e., factors on a survey) or results from a study.  Bratton (1999) defines political participation as a 

ñmultidimensional conceptò ñinvolving far more than voting in elections, it includes election 

campaigning, collective action around policy issues, contacting political representatives, and direct 

action like protests and demonstrationsò (p. 562).  Scholars have operationalized this concept in 

multiple ways: 



¶ To survey trends in public participation in local governance in the UK, Lowndes et al. 
(2001) tracked the use of nineteen forms of participation grouped into five categories: 
consumerist methods (complaint schemes, satisfaction surveys, other opinion polls), 
traditional methods (public meetings, consultation documents, co-option to committee, 
Q & A sessions), forums (service user, area/neighborhood, issue, shared interest), 
consultative innovations (interactive web site, citizenôs panels, referendum), and 
deliberative innovations (focus groups, community plan, visioning exercises, user 
management, citizensô juries).   

¶ In discussing political participation among Chinese living in Indonesia, Malaysia, and the 
United States, Freeman (1999) draws on voting, interest-group activity, community 
advocacy and political education, and individual networking.   

¶ In a British survey, Pattie, Seyd, and Whiteley (2004) listed acts of political participation 
(in order of frequency): donated money to an organization, voted in a local government 
election, signed a petition, boycotted certain products, raised funds for an organization, 
bought certain products for political, ethical or environmental reasons; contacted a 
public official; worn or displayed a campaign badge or sticker; contacted a solicitor or 
judicial body; contacted a politician; contacted an organization; contacted the media; 
attended a political meeting or rally; taken part in a demonstration; formed a group of 
like-minded people; taken part in a strike; and participated in illegal protect activities (p. 
78).   

¶ In a cross-cultural study of the United States, Austria, India, Japan, and Nigeria, Verba 
et al. (1971) considered four modes of activityðvoting, campaign activity, citizen-
initiated contacts, and cooperative activity. 

¶ To study non-electoral ñways in which people make their views knownò by Latino 
populations in the United States, Montoya (2002) included survey questions about 
signing petitions, writing letters to the editor or public officials, attending public meetings, 
wearing campaign buttons, going to political meetings, working for a party or candidate, 
and contributing money (p. 413).  

¶ Jennings (1997) found that Chinese peasants attend local party meetings, work with 
others to solve local problems, write letters to officials, contact local congress deputies, 
and attend all-village meetings as forms of political participation.   

 These few studies provide a wide range of behaviors and categories of public participation.  

But some of these behaviors could easily fall outside of even the basic criteria suggested earlier. 

Political education could involve teaching a group of farmers about a new trade policy and how it 

will affect the way their goods will be sold, but perhaps the farmers never act on this information.  

Interest group lobbying may be driven entirely by corporate dollars and not include the efforts of 

any individual citizens.  Public protests may target a corporation because of their labor practices in 

sweatshops.  In each of these cases, the behaviors fall outside of our broad conceptual definition.  



In preparing for international comparative research, this suggests the importance of using the 

conceptual definition to drive the formation of research materials as opposed to simply asking 

participants about specific behaviors.   

 The discussion of the previous examples suggests what participation is not.  In their 

introduction to a ñcross-nationalò comparison of modes of participation, Verba, Nie, and Kim 

(1971) build on a definition of political participation similar to the version above and discuss what it 

includes and excludes.  ñIt is narrower in that we do not consider psychological orientations like 

efficacy to be measures of participation; nor do we consider political participation to include 

activities not aimed at influencing the government such as ófollowing politicsô or discussing politics 

with oneôs neighbors; nor do we consider that manifest symbolic support for the government to be 

acts of participationò (p. 9).   

 Another way to develop a sense of what participation is not is to compare public 

participation with two related concepts: civic participation and deliberation. 

 

Civic participation.  Drawing on research in Italy and the United States, Putnam (1993, 2000) 

has advanced an empirically grounded argument that strong participation in civic associations 

begets democratic participation. This research has been critiqued in a variety of ways, but most 

salient to this project is the charge that perhaps civic engagement and political engagement are 

not distinct.  In other words, what is the line between civic participation and political participation? 

 One way to answer this question is to begin with what constitutes civil society. Civil society 

is itself a contested term, sometimes considered as related to the state and sometimes as being 

apart from it (Knight, Chigudu, & Tandon, 2002).  Rather than begin with a definition, Knight et al. 

offer a list of a range of institutions that in some combination constitute civil society. 

¶ Anything that is not government 

¶ The sphere of interaction between the state and the market 



¶ Non government organizations (NGOs) variously called voluntary organizations, charities, 
non-profits, third-sector organizations and civil society organizations 

¶ Community organizations: variously called civil society organizations, citizensô 
organizations, peopleôs organizations, village associations, networks of kith and kin, 
womenôs groups and clans 

¶ Societies and clubs: groups that express a variety of interests from choral societies to 
pigeon clubs 

¶ Partnership organizations: hybrids in various blends of public, private, voluntary and 
community organizations that regenerate the economy or the environment 

¶ Social movements: coalitions or broad-based organizations that form a bulwark against 
global capitalism and press forward issues relating to consumers, women, land, race and 
the environment 

¶ Citizen action: what citizens do to improve their living and working conditions 

¶ The press and media, the freedom of which is a vital part of civil society 

¶ The internet: a vehicle for mass communication, leading to citizen action and leaderless 
demonstrations in various cities across the globe following the meeting of the World Trade 
Organization in Seattle in 1999 

¶ Café society: dissidents creating space in which to talk to one another 

¶ Politeness: situations where people say ñpleaseò and ñthank youò 

Drawing on this range of uses and cross-cultural research examining ordinary citizen notions of 

ñgood governance,ò Knight et al. define civil society as ñindividual and collective action towards the 

common public goodò (p. 60).   

Under this definition, a stakeholder meeting organized by NGOs and local government to 

discuss policy options for local water treatment could be seen as part of civil society and 

simultaneously be considered public participation.  This overlap can best be expressed by noting 

that public participation is typically considered one type of civic participationðgenerally the most 

ñactiveò form.  For example, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2003) 

offers three types of civic participation: information, representative democracy, and citizen 

participation (which consists of consultation and ñactive participationò) (p. 26).  During interviews 

conducted by Knight et al. (2002) ñordinary citizensò from all of the Commonwealth countries 

articulated three roles that they can play a role in improving their societies: being active citizens 

(ñto demonstrate the virtues of what it is to be a good neighborò), participating in collective citizen 



action (ñto perform voluntary work with others in order to tackle problemsò), and participating in 

political processes (ñto play an active role in relation to the state in order to ensure that the state 

opened itself up to the influence of citizensò) (p. 145.)  These treatments of public participation as 

an aspect of civil society provide one way to disentangle public participation from civil society.  

Public participation must have state decisions or activities as a target of behavior.  

 

Deliberation. Civil society and civic engagement are broader in scope than public participation; 

deliberation is narrower in scope than public participation.  Some though not all forms of public 

participation are deliberative. According to Berkhalter, Gastil, and Kelshaw (2002), deliberation 

necessarily involves ñcareful weighingò of different arguments and stakeholder interests, including 

at least two distinct approaches to a problem.  Specific statements may be ñemotional or self-

interested, but ultimately, arguments need to link back to evaluative criteria that are broadly, if not 

universally, sharedò (p. 403).  Groups must evaluate equally the range of solutions based on the 

shared evaluative criteria; nonetheless, a consensus decision is not necessary for deliberation.  In 

addition to the previous features, individuals must have sufficient opportunity to speak, gain 

ñmutual respectò or the ability to speak and be heard in deliberation, and respect the differences 

between participantsðincluding different ways of speaking and reasoning. As illustrated in the 

later section on forms of public participation, institutionalized forms of public participation, such as 

jury service, can utilize deliberative formats.  

Not all deliberative forums should be considered public participation or vice versa.  Barnes 

et al. (2004) drew on micro-analyses of four case studies in England to show that participation 

involves an interplay between officials and the public, but that interplay is not necessarily 

deliberative in nature.  Drawing on treatments of public deliberation, Delli Carpini, Cook, and 

Jacobs (2004) suggest a broader notion of ñdiscursive participation.ò Discourse between citizens is 

a form of participation focused on issues of public concern through a variety of media that can 

include but are not limited to the formal institutions of civic life.  Discursive participation challenges 



definitions of public participation by suggesting that any conversation between citizens focused on 

public concerns constitutes participation.  These conversations may occur outside of institutional 

contextsðeven occurring within political systems without institutional opportunities for public 

participation.  Nonetheless, for the purposes of this study, discursive participation may not result in 

action aimed at influencing government decisions.  

 

2 Justifications for studying public participation across cultural contexts 

 Examining the meanings, forms, and outcomes of public participation across different 

governmental and cultural settings provides an empirical account of a range of public participation 

practices.  This study can be justified both in terms of the importance of studying public 

participation as a key concept and as an acknowledgement of the benefits of cross-cultural 

inquiry. 

 

Salience of Studying Public Participation  

 Virtually all politiesðincluding communist regimesðexpect the public to be involved in the 

political process in one form or another (Dalton, 2000).  The salience of studying public 

participation is demonstrated on three different levels.  Democratic theory provides a normative 

account concerning the importance of public participation.  In turn, public participation functions as 

a key indicator, providing insight into conceptions of good governance and power relations 

between the public and government.  As such, studying public participation is a means to better 

understand these broader relationships.  Finally, the frequency and nature of public participation 

endeavors are undergoing change, making this a key time to study these structures. 

 



Democratic theory.  One way to justify studying public participation is to begin by affirming 

a belief in the importance of the means by which people participate in government decision 

making.  As the IAP2 Core Values state: 

1. The public should have a say in decisions about actions that could affect their lives. 

2. Public participation includes the promise that the public's contribution will influence the 
decision. 

3. Public participation promotes sustainable decisions by recognizing and communicating 
the needs and interests of all participants, including decision makers. 

4. Public participation seeks out and facilitates the involvement of those potentially affected 
by or interested in a decision. 

5. Public participation seeks input from participants in designing how they participate. 

6. Public participation provides participants with the information they need to participate in a 
meaningful way. 

7. Public participation communicates to participants how their input affected the decision. 

Together these values provide concrete reasons why public participation is important on 

philosophical and pragmatic grounds, representing a normative justification that the public ought to 

be able to participate in particular ways to achieve particular ends.  These normative statements 

are often justified in terms of the necessary role of public participation in democratic governance.  

As the Executive Summary of Citizens as partners (2001) begins, ñEngaging citizens in policy-

making is a sound investment and a core element of good governance.  It allows governments to 

tap wider sources of information, perspectives and potential solutions, and improves the quality of 

decisions reached.  Equally important, it contributes to building public trust in government, raising 

the quality of democracy and strengthening civic capacityò (p. 11). Social movements and 

revolutions throughout the world underscore these same values when oppressed people fight and 

sometimes even die for the right to participate in the political process (Ghosh, 2000). A strong 

literature backs this tradition, arguing for the importance of public participation in governance and 

deliberative democracy. 

 Democracy is, at its most simple, the belief that people ought to rule themselves (Hanson & 

Marcus, 1993).  Some versions of democracy enact this rule through representative structures and 



voting.  Participatory democracy calls for the public to be integrated into government decision 

making more directly. As Barber (1993) argues, legitimate democracy demands trusting the 

publicôs ability to participate.  ñFor citizens to rule themselves (as Rousseau and Kant teach), they 

must rule themselves literally, must control heteronymous forces operating within them as well as 

without.  In short, the very idea of self-rule entails both the idea of autonomy and the idea of 

rationality.  Without them, democratic rule isé only a rationalization for the rule of prejudiceðforce 

legitimized by numbersò (p. 66).  More than just being an essential aspect of democracy, public 

participation ñhas been widely acknowledged as a potential and partial solutionò to major problems 

facing government, such as environmental problems (Renn et al., 1995).   

 Drawing on an Athenian tradition of a democratic polis, a particular strain of democratic 

theory argues that public discussion and deliberation are an essential aspect of participatory 

democracy (see Barber, 1984; Dahl, 1989; Dewey, 1954; Fishkin, 1992, 1995; Habermas, 1996; 

Mansbridge, 1983).  This ñtalk-centricò view of democracy argues that citizens should have the 

opportunity to ñgive an account,ò to publicly articulate, explain, and justify public policy rather than 

merely have voice through representation (Chambers, 2003).  Theorists argue that this 

deliberative democracy has various benefits, as summarized by Mendelberg (2002, p. 153-154): 

Citizens will becomes more engaged and active in civic affairs (Barber, 1984).  Tolerance 
for opposing points of view will increase (Gutmann & Thompson, 1996).  Citizens will 
improve their understanding with better arguments (Chambers, 1996; Gutmann & 
Thompson, 1996).  People in conflict will set aside their adversarial, win-lose approach and 
understand that their fate is linked with the fate of the other, that although their social 
identities conflict they ñare tied to each other in common recognition of their 
interdependenceò (Chambers, 1996; Pearce & Littlejohn, 1997; Yankelovich, 1991).  Faith 
in the democratic process will be enhanced as people who deliberate become empowered 
and feel that their government truly is ñof the peopleò (Fishkin, 1995).  Political decisions will 
become more considered and informed by relevant reasons and evidence (Chambers, 
1996).  The communityôs social capital will increase as people bring deliberation to their 
civic activities (Fishkin, 1995; Putnam, 2000).  The legitimacy of the constitutional order will 
grow because people have a say and a broadened sense of peopleôs own interests through 
egalitarian, open-minded and reciprocal processes of reasoned argumentation.  Following 
from this result are other benefits: citizens are more enlightened about their own and 
othersô needs and experiences, can better resolve deep conflict, are more engaged in 
politics, place their faith in the basic tenets of democracy, perceive their political system as 
legitimate, and lead a healthier civic life. 



Together these potential outcomes of deliberative democracy provide a warrant for empirical 

studies about the enactment of deliberative processes in various cultures. 

 Public participation as key indicator.  We would argue that the strongest justification for 

studying public participation does not come from either democratic theory or from normative 

justifications for public participation; instead, the contribution of ñPainting the Landscapeò lies in 

what the practices of public participation can tell scholars about forms of government.  

 ñHow one thinks about public participation says a great deal about how one conceptualizes 

democracyò (Gastil & Weiser, 2005).  Rather than relying on democratic theory to provide 

accounts of ideal governance, Gastil and Weiser argue that understanding conceptions of public 

participation can tell scholars about the notions of government held by individuals and government 

officials.  These conceptions can be compared to democratic theory or used as a way to evaluate 

government practice. This is a more nuanced way of thinking about the conventional argument 

that political participation is an index of democracy.  ñThe higher forms of participation, the 

healthier is the democratic systeméin a society where certain groups are traditionally lagging 

behind the others, where they can be categorized as the óweaker sectionô or ódisadvantaged groupô 

wider participation and mobilization at higher levels are necessary for their uplift and that in turn is 

healthier for the democratic systemò (Ghosh, 2000, p. 139). In justifying their landmark cross-

national study of political participation, Verba, Nie, and Kim (1971) argue ñThe history of 

democracy is in large part the history of the development of regular and legal channels through 

which citizens can express their preference and apply pressure on the government to comply with 

those preferences.  The extent to which such channels are available, the extent to which they are 

used, and the (special concern of our book) the extent to which they are differentially available and 

differentially used across social groups are crucial in understanding the effectiveness of 

democracyò (p. 2).  

As we stated in the introduction to this section, democratic forms of government are not the 

only systems that rely on public participation.  In addition to telling scholars about conceptions of 



democracy, public participation functions as a key indicator.  An example of this perspective is 

found in an article by John-Andrew McNeigh (2006) where he explores how a detailed 

understanding of political participation and political discourse can help explain on-going conflicts in 

Bolivia.  In this case, by looking at forms and meanings of participation, McNeigh gains insight into 

systemic problems.  Participation in this case functions as an important indicator of broader 

schisms between citizens and government structures. 

Available forms and meanings of public participation can also indicate the power 

relationships between the public and government. In a discussion of Guatemalan politics, Trudeau 

(1993) notes a darker side of political participation.  ñGovernmental actors, like other participants, 

may try to inhibit the participation of others, and in extreme cases, governments [may be] locked in 

some kind of struggle with their own peopleò (Adamas 1979: 13).  Thus, patterns of political 

participation are excellent indicators of the distribution of power in a society, which in turn can 

measure the extent of its democratizationò (p. 6).    

 

 Changes in forms and nature of public participation. ñPainting the Landscapeò is timely. 

The nature of participatory democracy itself is changing, making this a crucial time to investigate 

various local meanings and forms of public participation.  As Dalton (2000) observes, ñWhere once 

the average citizen did little beyond voting and had few other opportunities for influence if they 

tried to participate, now there are a nearly bewildering array of citizen groups and participatory 

channels that confront the citizen.  In addition, virtual participation through the Internet is further 

expanding the options.  When taken together, these developments suggest that the nature of 

citizen politics in advanced industrial societies is in the process of transformationò (p. 933-4).  

These changes are not specific to the United States.  Since the 1980s, many countries in Latin 

America have undergone decentralization processes that aim to give more control to local 

governments and integrate public participation into governance.  The fourth section of this 



literature review details the wide variety of forms of public participation, which together 

demonstrate Daltonôs claim. 

 Advances in technology have also been changing the face of public participation.  In some 

cases, new technologies have been used to replicate existing forms of participation (e.g., email 

versus letters or online public hearings replacing face-to-face hearings).  In other instances, 

electronic forms of participation have been used to expand opportunities for public participation 

where they did not previously exist, as is the case with the use of electronic forums in Japan to 

spur participation in local governance (Ishikawa, 2002).  Given recent advances in technology, it 

remains to be seen the extent to which technology will fundamentally change the nature, form, and 

meaning of public participation. 

 The upswing in attention to public participation can also be seen through an increase in 

organizations devoted to promoting participation.  Williamson and Fung (2005) found 430 U.S. 

based and focused organizations involved with public participation. The majority of these 

organizations were associated with umbrella organizations; such as the National Coalition for 

Deliberation & Dialogue (NCDD) (70 organizations), CIVICUS (39 organizations), and the 

International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) (243 organizations).  International 

agreements, such as the NECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in 

Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (also known as the Aarhus 

Convention), have called for increased public participation in environmental decision making, 

sustainable development programs, and community governance. 

In a time of transformation, empirical research provides the opportunity to create an 

account of what public participation does and does not look like.  In turn, empirical accounts 

provide insight to theories.  As Mansbridge (2003) writes, ñThe moment at which individuals are 

engaged, with good intentions, in a self-conscious experiment to deepen democracy is a moment 

when theorists can learn from their experiences.  When activists and lay people committed to the 

ideal of democracy put their lives on the line, create new institutions, and try to make those 



institutions work, their struggles may teach both those who participate in them and the theorists 

who draw lessons from these experimentsò (p. 195). 

 

Need for cross-cultural comparison 

 In a text discussing the methodological challenges of comparative research, Czudnowski 

(1976) argues: ñcomparative politics is neither a method nor a field, but a prerequisite for empirical 

theorizing, i.e., for empirical political scienceò (p. 15).  The point here should be underscored: 

empirical accounts of phenomena across various contexts provide the basis for sound theory-

building and future inquiry.  Simply put, a wide range of data produces stronger general theories 

by accounting for more variance, which enables scholars to isolate key variables. The IAP2-

Kettering project which this literature review supports could provide the basis for (1) understanding 

a wide range of functions and meanings of public participation, (2) developing models about the 

causal outcomes of participation, (3) theorizing about possible participation structures for different 

cultural contexts, (4) theorizing about the role of public participation in democratization, and (5) 

theorizing about the relationship between different modes of public participation.  

Admittedly, theories and models of public participation already exist. But the extant 

literature on public and political participation suggests that Western models and assumptions 

about participation do not hold true in all cultural settings. Comparing political participation in 90 

pre-industrial societies, Ross (1988) found that the typical mechanisms for explaining political 

participation did not work for these societies.  He found that the organization of the political 

system, rather than individual resources, was key in explaining political participation.  Also, 

societies have different indigenous values and traditions that influence the form, meaning, and 

function of public participation. ñHistorically in Africa, public participation was central to natural 

resource management.  In traditional African societies, governance was consultative and 

participatory.  This traditional governance included mechanisms for citizen involvement and 

participation in decisions within the community.  The advent of colonialism, with its attendant 



negative impacts, dealt a severe blow to African concepts and practices of public participation in 

governance.ò (Odote & Makoloo, 2002, p. 121).  To understand the need for cross-cultural 

comparison, let us turn to more examples of how the organization of political systems and 

divergent indigenous traditions challenge prevailing notions of public participation. 

 

Organization of the political system. Not all societies have governmental structures or 

public decisions. Among the Copper Eskimo and Slave native societies in North America, for 

example, the household is often the highest unit of collective decision making (Ross, 1988). 

Where government structures do exist, different groups have varying degrees of access to 

decision making.  The Menda and Cuna provide opportunities for anyone to speak before public 

decisions are made whereas, the Somali and Kurds tend to exclude certain groups (women, 

children, non-native kin groups) from discussions (Ross, 1988).  In countries such as Oman with 

little or no institutional forms of public participationðno elections, no political parties, certainly no 

deliberative forumsðinvolving citizens in the process of nominating district representatives can be 

seen as a move towards peopleôs participation in decision making (Pasha, 1999).  In Kuwait, male 

citizens can vote in the National Assembly elections but females cannot.  (See Ghosh, 2000 for a 

review of literature on gender inequity in political participation). 

Specific behaviors should not be unreflectively labeled as ñpublic participationò without 

consideration of the local meaning. Hucheson and Korostelva (2006) discuss the nature of 

participation in the former Soviet Union, pointing to how participation in government sponsored 

associations and groups did not necessarily equate to political meaning for participants.  ñIn the 

Soviet Union, voluntary association was rare.  The communist party and its ancillary structures 

had a virtual monopoly on civil society, with youth movements, sports associations, and trade 

union structures.  Yet various studies suggested that this participation took a ritual character; 

membership in such organizations as the Pioneers and the Komsomal (Young Communist Union) 



was widespread and unrelated to an individualôs real level of psychological involvement in political 

life (Bahry and Silver, 1990, 838).ò 

Conversely, in certain political systems some behaviors which function as public 

participation would not be considered participation in other societies.  Discussing social movement 

activities as a form of participation in Chile and Argentina, Taylor (1998) notes: ñthe activities of 

social movements can be characterized in many ways as being comparable with the participatory 

model of citizenship.  They developed a strong interpretation of rights forged around an identity of 

political citizenship.  Through participation they asserted the sovereignty denied them by the 

military, a sovereignty that was, through this act of denial, returned to them in full force.  They 

engaged directly with political struggle, which could only be meaningfully expressed through active 

participation and also developed horizontal and participatory mechanisms of interactionò (p. 52-

53).  In this case, the lack of other opportunities for other meaningful forms of political participation 

pushed Chileans and Argentineans to see social movement activities as a means of political 

participation. 

Even behaviors that are forms of public participation in various contexts may still function 

differently based on the social system.  Voting out of a sense of civic duty, for example, does not 

have the same meaning as voting out of deference to traditional leaders (Ozbudun, 1976). In 

tracing the modes of public articulation in Communist Poland, Szklarski (1997) provides an 

historical example of how the political system influences the types and meanings of public 

participation.   

The second famous case of óconsultationsô took place in October 1987 when the 
government, seeking legitimacy for its economic policy, proposed a referendum on the so 
called ósecond stage of economic reformô (Adamaski 1993: 25)éThe referendum was the 
first, fairly unrestrained, opportunity to articulate the dissatisfaction with the system as 
suché given a chance to articulate their interest, the public voted against the second stage 
of economic reform.  To be precise, the motion did not receive a required fifty one percent 
endorsement.  What was more significant, however, was the abysmally low turnout (for a 
communist staged óvoteô) of only seventy seven percent.  In a system which always boasted 
of participation in the range of 95%, the low turnout, more than the actual distribution of 
votes, was particularly damaging.  As some analysts argued, nonparticipation was a 
symbolic rejection of the system. 



Moreover, the nature of the political system may in fact create novel forms of public 

participation.  Sui (1999) argues that one aspect of political participation in China is the attempt to 

influence government through work go-slows. As state employees with life-time employment 

guarantees, workers can deliberately slow down projects as a means of bargaining with leaders 

for required resources or as a means of protest. 

 ñGrassrootsò public participation in citizensô movements, government decisions, and 

political organizations can be seen as foundational to a strong democracy (Yoshihara & Dwianto, 

2003).  Yet in the context of a conservative government, public participation can be seen as an 

effort to preserve the system.  From this view, neighborhood associations in Japan (Chonaikai) , 

and RT/RW (particular neighborhood associations) and PKK (family welfare movement) in 

Indonesia represent public support for maintaining autocratic regimes.  In Jakarta, Arisan 

discussion forums (a specific type of discussion forum) are used as a form of political 

indoctrination rather than a place to accommodate peopleôs political aspirations (Perkasa & 

Hendytio, 2003).  In Indonesia under Soeharto, public participation was generated by state control 

and exploitation.  Post Soeharto, participation appears to be derived by the intention to fulfill 

needs, a shift towards ñmore genuine or authentic participationò (p. 170). 

Secour and OôLaughlin (2003) also found empirical results that challenged Western models 

of political action and political trust.  In both Moscow and Istanbul ñresidents with lower socio-

economic status (though in Moscow this is complicated by education) and lower likelihoods of 

engagement in direct political action were more trustful of parliamentéWhere there is widespread 

disaffection within corrupt, ineffectual and unaccountable political systems, and yet where 

democratic government remains a salient ideal, segments of the population may find themselves 

engaged in óvirtuous distrust,ô as they participate in direct political action, both despite and 

because of the failures of the systemò (p. 80).  This conclusion demonstrates how the act of 

participation may hold different meanings depending on the broader political climate and history.  



Empirical research also demonstrates that Turkey is an exception to the assumption that political 

participation is higher in urban areas (Ozbudun, 1976). 

Drawing on research in pre-industrial societies, Ross (1988) concluded ñwhen political 

power is not concentrated, political involvement becomes a strategy for dealing with important 

matters such as warfare, migration, and violation of community norms.  In this argument, societies 

with weak, unstable resources do not concentrate political power in the hands of the few, but 

encourage the development of participation as a mechanism for achieving agreement with 

decisions and compliance with them.  In contrast, powerful regimes can more easily resist 

pressures for widespread involvement.  Here leaders have little reason to promote or even tolerate 

dissent and are likely to limit opportunities for participation when they canò (p. 84). 

Certainly the potential effects of public participation depend on the broader political system.  

In Iran, for example, wide-spread voting in recent elections represents a notable and promising 

increase in public participation in government (Ansari, 2000).  Nonetheless, elections need to be 

understood in the context of a political system where the religious Rahbar (Supreme Leader) 

maintains more power over the constitution than the president. 

 

Cultural values and traditions.  In addition to variance in form and function of public 

participation across political systems, part of the reason that prevailing theories do not work in all 

countries is the underlying assumption that participation represents a particular strain of 

democratic theory.  Part of the purpose of assessing the meaning of participation across various 

cultural contexts is to understand the values related to participation.  This can provide important 

information about how participation functionsðand how participation might be encouraged in the 

future.   

For example, there is a tradition of public involvement under Islamic law, even though this 

practice is not typically enacted in many Islamic governments (Ahmad, 2002).  According to 

Islamic tradition, the Qurôan and Sunnah (the tradition of Prophet Mohammad) are the primary 



sources of teaching.  The secondary sources are comprised of ijmaô (consensus) and ijtihad 

(juristic reasoning). ñThere are layers of public involvement under Islam, which are, in order of 

preference: active, partial, and passive. These classifications are derived from the statement of 

the Prophet Muhammad: óWhosoever of you sees an evil action let him change it with his hand; 

and if he is not able to do so, then with his tongue; and if he is not able to do so, then with his 

heart and that is the weakest of faith.ô Therefore, participation by the public in order to put things 

rightðthat is, to maintain good governanceðis an obligation on all Muslimsò (p. 41). 

 Ahmad goes on: ñIn practice, Muslim countries have traditionally implemented this public 

policy through the establishment of hisbah institutions to ensure that public health and 

environmental norms are followed, and that projects are developed and executed in accordance 

with formulated principles. Hisbah is a watch-dog administrative institution that ensures 

compliance with public interest regulations. However, the existence of a government hisbah 

institution does not preclude private citizens from engaging in similar activities to achieve 

compliance with public lawsò (p. 43). 

To understand participation in Thailand, Ockey (2004) challenges typical treatments of 

democracy in Asian countries. ñMany scholars and politicians who believe in the possibility and 

desirability of democracy in Asia have nevertheless implicitly accepted [an] underlying notion of 

traditional authoritarian culture.  Consequently, rather than seeking for indigenous roots of 

democracy and meaning, they turn to foreign influence, arguing that democratization has only 

come to Asia in general and Thailand in particular through the middle classes.  In this most 

common explanation for democratization in the literature, it is the middle classes who are exposed 

to Western lifestyles and to Western ideas of political participation and democracy, and it is the 

middle classes and western ideas that bring about democracyéI will argue that support for 

democracy also has indigenous roots in Thai village culture.ò (p. 2-3).  After identifying indigenous 

traditions of community leadership and participation, Ockey connects these traditions with modern 

participation in the Assembly of the Poor, Slum communities, and democratic uprisings despite an 



authoritarian government.  By widening the scope of inquiry beyond prevailing notions of 

government structure, Ockney was able to identify conceptual equivalents to participation that had 

been glossed over by other scholars. 

In Africa during the 1990s, national conferences were a popular way of bringing people 

together to allow them to express their views as countries attempted to establish constitutions.  

Nzongola-Ntalaja (1998) reports ñnational conferences had become as popular in Africa as 

democratic forums of all the relevant social forces of a nation designed to take stock of what had 

gone wrong in the past and to chart a new course for the future.  They were conceived as a 

combination of truth and reconciliation commission and a constitutional commission to serve as 

both a forum for a national catharsis in the African tradition of conflict resolution through the 

palaver, and a modern rule of law mechanism for setting into motion a successful transition to 

democracy.  They were seen to be all the more critical in countries like Congo-Kinshasa, which 

lacked the minimum infrastructure for free and fair elections.  The conference, whose decisions 

are meant to be binding on all parties or groups, was therefore the most appropriate forum from 

which a transitional government could emerge to prepare the way for multiparty elections and 

progress towards democracyò (p. 7-8).  Including a diverse array of people and perspectives in the 

national conferences reinforced the need to institutionalize forums for public participation in 

governmental systems.  As such, African national congresses represented novel forms of 

participation that drew on democratic and indigenous traditions.   

In the United Arab Emirates, traditional forms of participatory government have been 

credited with the overall stability of new federal government structuresðeven if the country does 

not promote their participatory nature (Pasha, 1999).  In formalizing federal government structures 

UAE drew on the tradition of majlis to allow individuals to make petitions or seek solutions for their 

complaints from ministries, thus influencing ministries to focus on complex issues relevant to 

communities rather than on routine matters.  This form provides the basis for public participation 

even though the federal government does not promote it as such. 



 

Concluding justification.  The previous examples challenge the extent to which prevailing 

assumptions and models for public participation fit variant cultural and social contexts.  This 

section could be seen as a rationale for not pursuing cross-cultural inquiry by reminding scholars 

about the limitations of theories and the real possibility that particular cases may not be, on face, 

equivalent.  Yet paralysis is not the only option.  Instead Secor and OôLoughlin (2005) eloquently 

make the case for comparative research on political issues in a study of social and political trust in 

Istanbul and Moscow.  ñSensitive comparative research must recognize both the limitations and 

potentialities that arise from the ways in which theories and concepts circulate through 

differentiated localities.  Concepts such as trust, politics, and citizenship do not represent stable 

and unitary ideas or practices, even within polities, let alone across them.  The recognition of this 

variability and its contingent construction does not hinder comparative research, but rather acts as 

the fertile soil of its germinationò (p. 70).   Rather than suggesting the limitations of a comparative 

approach, the previous examples point to the need for careful comparative research that can help 

researchers understand diverse practices of public participation across the world.  The need for 

ñPainting the Landscapeò comes not only from the acknowledgement that current models and 

frameworks for public participation do not fit all cultural contexts or that varying contexts dictate 

differing models and frameworks but also the identification of public participation as a key concept. 

 



3 Methodological insights from comparative studies 

This section outlines insights about conducting research on public participation across 

various cultural settings.  It begins by considering basic approaches to comparative work before 

considering specific approaches to researching public participation. 

 Analytically, comparison serves the purposes of (Czudnowski, 1976): 

(1) establishing the accuracy of factual evidence; 

(2) establishing the generality of fact; 

(3) establishing conceptual categories and their properties; 

(4) generating statements about generalized relationships between categories; 

(5) delimiting the boundaries of applicability of a relationship; 

(6) measuring the magnitude of a relationship within a particular group; 

(7) generating substantive theory; 

(8) generating formal theory through comparisons of substantive theories; 

(9) verifying hypotheses obtained by logical deduction from ógrand theoryô or abstract models. 

 
 In designing survey instruments and questions, one of the challenges is creating equivalent 

questions.  Even in asking basic survey questions, attention should be paid to ensuring the use of 

local terminology and avoiding asking questions not intelligible in a particular society.  For this 

study, this may include using various terms for public participation or asking more broadly about 

the relationship between people and government. Researchers should use open-ended questions 

in contexts where an answer may be more an artifact to a question than an indication of existing 

ideas.  For example, in India individuals do not always identify with a particular political party.  

Asking an open-ended question allows a person to provide an answer, or not, whereas asking to 

select from a set of options encourages the respondent to select an answer associated with a 

particular political party. That answer may be more an artifact of the question than a reflection of 

the political leanings of the individual. 

 

 Given the diversity of orientations to political participation and the dynamic nature of the 

activity itself, Brady (1999) argues that survey research alone might not be the best way to study 



political participation.  ñRecent research suggests that political participation is so varied and 

complex that simple multi-item scales cannot summarize a personôs political activities.  Different 

forms of participation vary so much in the concerns that motivate them, in their duration and 

intensity, in their target, and in their outcomes that a complete analysis must go beyond uni-

dimensional scalesò (p. 741).  This supports a move to include open-ended qualitative approaches 

with survey measures in an attempt to capture a wider array of modes and meanings of 

participation. 

Determining equivalence of public participation is difficult.  As the previous section 

illustrates, participation behaviors are not equivalent in meaning and function across cultural 

settings.  One approach is to isolate the possible functions of participation as a basis for 

comparison. In examining political participation in 90 pre-industrial societies by examining 

anthropological data, Ross (1988) offers two guiding principles for identifying what functions as 

political participation.  First, he considers what issues the community members decide collectively, 

and then he looks at who is involved in the decisions that are made.  In measuring political 

participation, he then assesses the extent to which collective decision making is formal or informal 

and whether public arenas are open to everyone or exclusive to community leaders.  

Additionally, particular behaviors need to be understood in context before they can be 

compared across cases.  As Verba (1971) explains, ñone must begin with fairly general 

hypotheses or theories before one searches for equivalence measures.  Before one compares 

voting rates, for example, one ought to consider the underlying dimension for which voting is 

relevant [which], in turn, means considering the underlying theory of politicsé for which the study 

of voting is relevantò (p. 314-315).  In considering the underlying theory of politics, researchers 

may want to gather additional data that may be related to participation.  In presenting his study of 

political participation, Rokkan (1962) argues for the importance of comparison of several levels of 

data.  He argues that researchers should consider how macro-level forces influence individual 

behavior, but also conduct ñsecond-order comparisons.ò  For example, an individualôs voting 



behavior could be analyzed in comparison to national-level constraints, local constraints, social or 

cultural constraints, and other micro-level roles.   

Another approach to studying participation is to focus on how people understand 

participation.  Rather than starting with specific categories of participation, Castillo observed the 

meaning or type of participation from the perspective of local institutions (mostly related to 

community development).  She found it consisted of the following elements (as quoted in Perkasa 

& Hendytio, 2003, p. 133): 

(a) Membership in community institutions set up for the mobilization of the community vis-a-vis 
agency programs.  This is more a process of mobilization; 

(b) Contribution of personal labor, materials and monetary assistance to infrastructure health 
and sanitation projects, etc.; 

(c) Patronage of agency-initiated institutions such as nursery schools, credit and consumer 
cooperatives; 

(d) Attendance at community assemblies called to disseminate information on program 
implementation plans and attendance at skills-training seminars; 

(e) Cognitive participation in terms of being recipients of information about community 
activities. 

Brady (1999) outlines three orientations to studying political participation: political action 

approach, institutions approach, and problems approach.  The political action approach asks 

respondents if they have participated in specific political actions, usually asking people to recall 

behaviors.  An institutions approach recognizes that political behaviors may be related to other 

activities and organizational ties.  It asks about activities and institutional ties (such as workplace 

activity and union membership, religious institutions, and volunteer groups).  Then questions are 

asked about whether individuals have ever contacted government officials as part of their work, 

participated in a protest through their church, etc.  This approach is time consuming but can 

uncover forms of participation that might have gone unnoticed by a political action approach.  The 

problems approach asks participants about problems, needs, and concerns that might provide the 

impetus for political action.  After identifying a range of concerns, participants are asked whether 

they have ever tried to address these concerns through political action. 



An important reminder when studying public participation is to consider factors that may 

skew results.  Wording of survey questions may influence outcomes, particularly in cross-cultural 

studies where surveys were designed in one language and then translated for multiple settings.  

Answers about political participation in particular may be influenced by the specificity of the 

question, the time period mentioned, and the context of the question (Brady, 1999).  Several 

researchers claim a social desirability bias, where participants over-report participation as a 

means of reinforcing a self-perception of a ñgood citizen.ò In an effort to improve survey questions, 

Pearson, Ross, and Dawes (1992) offer the following techniques to consider when writing survey 

questions (as quoted in Brady, 1999, p. 792): 

(1) emphasizing to respondents through instruction and reinforcement the importance and 
need for accurate and precise answers; 

(2) reinstating the context of the event or attribute being recalled; 

(3) using óaided recallô methods in which respondents are provided with lists related to the 
event being recalled and then asked to recognize events or objects, as compared to the 
more difficult task of recalling them; 

(4) keeping the reference point short (e.g., less than six months); 

(5) using landmark events as memory anchors (e.g., an earthquake, the Shuttle disaster, 
Christmas); 

(6) in panel studies ñboundingò the recall period by explicit reference to periods and information 
provided in previous interviews; and 

(7) asking respondents to date eventsðif such dating is requiredðonly after other questions 
about the events have provided contextual information to assist recall. 

 
In addition to the vocabularies of deliberative and participatory democracy, several studies 

(e.g., Chintz, 2000; Ross, 1988) drew on Alfred Hirschmanôs (1970) framework of exit, voice, and 

loyalty to describe how various forms of public participation function. Hirschman describes voice 

as the attempt to change the policies and practices of the firm that one buys from or an 

organization to which one is a member:  ñany attempt at all to change, rather than to escape from, 

an objectionable state of affairs, whether through individual or collective petition to the 

management directly in charge, through the appeal to a higher authority with the intention of 

forcing a change in management, or through various types of actions and protests, including those 



that are meant to mobilize public opinionò (p. 30).  This definition plays off its alternative: exit, the 

choice to stop buying a firmôs products or leave an organization.  Loyalty exists in cases where 

exit and voice are both possibilities for individual action and, typically, the individual chooses 

voice.  Hirschman defines it as ñthe extent to which customer-members are willing to trade off the 

certainty of exit against the uncertainties of an improvement in the deteriorated productò (p. 77).  

Exit, loyalty, and voice can be used as a conceptual framework to help researchers discuss the 

function of various modes of participation. 

 

4 Forms of public participation 

 As suggested in the previous sections, a variety of different forms of public participation 

exists and not all behaviors that can be a form of public participation always function as public 

participation.  This section examines a range of types and categories of public participation;   each 

is explained (i.e., what is a citizen jury) and relevant insights from various cultural contexts are 

mentioned.   

There are multiple ways of organizing and discussing public participation (see Table 1 for 

examples).  One of the first ways to organize notions of public participation in government was 

Shelley Arnsteinôs (1969) ladder of participation.  This model (Manipulation-Therapy-Informing-

Consultation-Placation-Partnership-Delegated Powers-Citizen Control) characterized the various 

interactions between citizens and government.  Many of the subsequent methods of organizing 

participation stem from and complement this original treatment.   

This section is organized according to who initiates the type of participation (see Table 2 for 

a summary).   Government-initiated refers to local, state, or national governments being 

responsible for creating the venue/opportunity for public participation.  Voting is a clear example of 

an institutionalized, government-sponsored form of participation.  Next there are hybrid forms, 

which are created by a combination of players or whose initiation varies from case to case (e.g., 

public meetings).   The last category is citizen or communally initiated participation.  The dual 



labels of citizen and communal attempt to capture the possibility that some cultures view 

behaviors as individually driven whereas the same behavior in another culture may be seen as a 

collaborative effort, such as letter writing in the United States (individual) and writing a letter based 

on social referents in Austria (communal) (Vera et al., 1971).   

 
Table 1: Ways to Organize Public Participation 
 
Dimensions of political participation (Verba et al., 1978) 

¶ Type of influence exerted; Scope of the outcome; Conflict dimension; Cooperative 
dimension; Initiative required 

 
Modes of political participation (Verba et al., 1978) 

¶ Voting;  Campaign Activity;  Citizen-initiated contact; Cooperative activity; Protest 
(Welch, 1975); Communal-contacting (Rose, 1976, cited in Verba et al, 1978) 

 
Purpose of discourse (Briand, 2006, pers. com.)  

¶ Listening; Learning; Consulting; Informing; Educating; Training; Influencing; Coercing; 
Expressing; Venting; Decision making; Prioritizing; Resolving; Visioning  

 
Mode of discourse (Briand, 2006, pers. com.)  

¶ Conversation; Discussion; Argumentation; Debate; Dialogue; Deliberation; Inquiry; 
Analysis; Exploration; Instruction; Negotiation; Persuasion  

 
Type of participants (Briand, 2006, pers. com.)   

¶ Interested and non-interested citizens; Groups (both interested and disinterested); 
Stakeholders; Activists, Advocates; Opponents; Spokespersons; Disputants; Experts; 
Decision-making officials; Implementation/enforcement officials; Commentators; 
Facilitators; Moderators, etc.  

 
Method (Briand, 2006, pers. com.) 

¶ Structures and processes through which persons facilitate, moderate, mediate, arbitrate, 
etc.. Related theories, strategies, procedures, techniques, and "tools."  

 



Stage (Briand, 2006, pers. com.)    

¶ A stage is a distinguishable phase in a group's attempt to solve a problem, resolve a 
conflict, address a need, or improve a relationship.   

 
Relationship with government (Williamson & Fung, 2005) 

¶ Empowered by; Advisory to; Government initiated; Government sponsored; Government 
participation with; No government role 

 
Motives of political participation (Ozbudun, 1976) 

¶ Deferential, solidarity, instrumental, and civic 
 
Bases of political participation (Ozbudun, 1976) 

¶ The primary object of an individualôs identification and loyalty: Kinship (family, clan, 
tribe), communal group (village, region, religious, community), social class 

 
 

Table 2: Forms of Public Participation 
Government-initiated 

¶ Voting 

¶ Institutions 

¶ Jury service 

¶ Local governance 

¶ Neighborhood associations     

¶ Advisory boards and watchdog committees 

¶ Citizen juries       

¶ Planning cells  

¶ Public hearings 

¶ Electronic forums       

¶ Complaint schemes/satisfaction surveys/polls/focus groups   
 
Community-initiated or government-initiated 

¶ Contributing money      

¶ Public meetings 

¶ Political parties      

¶ Beneficiary contributions 

¶ Public-private partnerships 
 
Citizen or communally initiated contacts 

¶ Initiative/referendum elections 

¶ Lawsuits 

¶ Contact political representatives 

¶ Sign petitions 

¶ Protests       
 

Government-initiated  



Voting.  Voting frequently functions as the default form of political participation; it is also the 

most studied (Brady, 1999). Discussing Canadian politics, Carty and Eagles (2005) call voting the 

ñsingle most important opportunity for collective participation in the public affairs of the countryò (p. 

1).  Many studies take care to note that voting is not the only form of political participation.   

Yet in some international contexts, voting remains a contested form of political participation.  

In some countries, such as Brazil and Australia voting in elections is mandatory.  While this does 

not keep it from being classified as a form of public participation, the functional significance of 

voting might be different from a country where voting is a more recent development. Zhong and 

Chen (2002) found that in Chinese village elections the people who tended to vote were those with 

low levels of internal efficacy and democratic values whereas peasants with higher levels of 

internal efficacy and democratic orientation stayed away from the elections because of institutional 

constraints on the elections.  They conclude that this calls the democratic nature of the elections 

into question.  This example provides caution about assuming that any specific behavior functions 

as public participation across international contexts.   

Institutions.  In some cases, governments choose to create new ministries or 

governmental offices with the sole purpose of providing a space for public participation.  These 

institutions may utilize some modes of public participation described below (e.g., public meetings, 

neighborhood councils) but what sets these examples apart from other practices is the creation of 

institutional space for public participation on a particular topic. 

In El Salvador, the government created the Office of the Human Rights Counsel after the 

1992 peace accords to encourage citizens to share information about human rights abuses, 

information that had previously been ignored (Ladutke, 2004). The institutional forum and the 

investigations sparked by citizen informants ñgave other Salvadorans the opportunity to exercise 

their right to provide informationò (p. 225). 

In Scandinavian countries, the Planning and Building Act (PBA, 1985) provides a 

framework for public planning, including the publicôs role in making planning decisions (Ploger, 



1999).  In Norway, this takes the form of soliciting comments, suggestions, and complaints about 

draft proposals.  In Denmark, neighborhood councils are formed (of about ten persons), which 

then collaborate with the municipality and local nongovernmental organizations to make planning 

decisions. 

In Norway, the Youth Forum for Democracy has 16 members who discuss ways to 

encourage more youth to participate in the government.  Any official proposals are submitted to 

the Minister of Children and Family Affairs (Citizens as partners, 2001). 

In an attempt to curb corrupt allocations of public funds, Porto Alegre created a system for 

citizen participation in budgeting money (Evans, 2004).  The deliberation starts with sixteen 

regional assemblies that discuss the previous yearôs allocations and elect representatives to 

participate in the next yearôs proceedingsðrepresentatives who then meet on a weekly or 

biweekly basis to formulate an agenda for the regional assembly.  Then another around of 

assemblies formulate a set of funding priorities and elect a smaller number of delegates to serve 

on the Municipal Council of the Budget, which then meets until the final budget is decided.  (See 

also Thompson, 2003; Baiocchi, 2001, 2003). 

Jury service.  Gastil and Wiser (2005) cite ñnot long ago, the Supreme Court explained 

that ówith the exception of voting, for most citizens the honor and privilege of jury duty is their most 

significant opportunity to participate in the democratic processô (Powers v. Ohio 1991; p. 407).ò  As 

a means of public participation, juries are an institutionalized way for the public to directly make 

decisions about legal matters.  While this does not provide the opportunity to influence 

government decision making on legislation, it represents active participation in governance 

through the interpretation and implementations of laws.  In some jury systems, the juryôs decision 

is final.  In other systems, such as in Russia, a juryôs verdict can, in the instance of protests, be 

overruled by a body of judges. 

Local governance and town meetings. One way that governments increase public 

participation is to move decision making closer to the community levels.  In the cases that follow, 



the public directly participates in decision making when the binding decisions are made during 

town meetings or local village councils.    

Building on a history of wide-spread participation in political parties, civic associations and 

popular movements, Kerala in India initiated a ñCampaign for Democratic Decentralizationò that 

aims to shift control of forty percent of the stateôs public budget to local village councils (Isaac & 

Heller, 2003).  Implementation of the plan included participatory studies in preparation for the 

project, task force meetings, meetings of expert committeesðall of these in addition to the 

establishment of new deliberative structures for making budget decisions.   

Several African countries have increased the number of decisions made by local village 

councils that rely on direct public participation.  ñA provincial law, the Land Tenure Law of Muslim 

northern Nigeria, which placed land administration in the hands of local government, was 

substantially extended to the whole country under a national law with state governors now holding 

lands in trust for their subjects and, to a lesser degree, devolving some of the significant decisions 

to local governments. Similar situations have been reported in other Muslim communities of 

Senegal and Niger, where local chiefs preside over village councils characterized by local 

structures of participation, which include youth associations, professional groups, Islamic 

associations, and imamsò (Ahmad, 2002).  

A particular form of participatory governance is the New England town meeting in the 

United States.  Following the Athens model for widespread participation in community decisions 

(Williamson & Fung, 2005), town meetings function as a citizen legislature.  Average participation 

of registered voters ranges from 5% in the state of Rhode Island to 20.5% in Vermont.   

Advisory boards and watchdog committees.  Advisory boards are formed in various 

models, but generally refer to small groups of citizens who represent various attitudes, ideas, and 

interests who come together to form a committee on a particular topic (Lynn & Kartez, 1995).  The 

impact of advisory boards rests on the extent to which the advisory board is designed to actually 

impact government decision making.  In essence, an advisory board is only effective if it has the 



ability to actually advise.  At that point, the communication dynamics of the group impact the 

overall effectiveness of the process.  Developments in technology, however, might make advisory 

boards more efficient (Thomas, 2004).  Since one of the hardships for participants in advisory 

boards is finding a time and place where everyone can meet, technology could make convening a 

group easier.  

The Bolivian Congress passed The Popular Participation Law that requires the creation of 

comites de vigilancia (vigilance committees), watchdog groups that monitor local municipal 

government activities (Thompson, 2003).  These groups are specifically designed to enfranchise 

indigenous populations, providing a mechanism for poor and indigenous people to oversee 

municipal planning and then report directly to the central government. Modes of participation 

include expressing their concerns over local development issues, participating in public hearings, 

supervising municipal services, and bringing legal claims (Caillaux, Ruiz, & Lape¶a, 2002). Similar 

committees are formed in Mexico to oversee the implementation of specific civil projects 

(Thompson, 2003). 

In Japan, advisory boards are part of Shigikai, consultative committees that participate in 

the creation and definition of policy concepts and formulate official recommendations. (Kratsevich, 

1999).  These mechanisms are used to collect information from participants (government officials, 

private businesses, trade unions, academics, and consumers), process information, and then 

disseminate decisions.  R. Komiya, a critic of government bureaucracy in Japan, argues ñadvisory 

committees can be called a place for settlement of various interests.  It is possible even to say that 

the system of advisory committees represents a concrete form of post-war democracy in Japanò 

(as quoted in Kratevich, 1999, p. 58). 

Yet not all advisory boards function as a concrete form of democracy.  In 1944 in Ghana, 

the government set up advisory boards of lower-class members to advise village chiefs on issues 

related to community development and education.  But Markovita (1987) argues that this move 

was not democratic in nature.  ñAs radical as these changes appear, they could not, nor was it 



their aim to, transform and democratize the system of local government.  Their aim was to 

incorporate the most vocal and articulate of the lower-class elements so as to absorb the 

pressures for changeò (p. 46).  In Pakistan, local and provincial politicians who sat on advisory 

boards under the Social Action Program used their position to direct funds to political supporters.  

As such, advisory boards fell short of their goals for creating connections between community 

organizations and governance. Similarly, individuals with a conflict of interest may undermine 

advisory boards. Argentinaôs biosafety advisory committee, for example, has individuals who work 

for biotech companies and belong to industry organizations (Jaffe, 2003), which may undermine 

the participatory function of the advisory board.   

Planning cells. Planning cells are groups of people brought together for an extended 

period of time (three days to a week), presented with information and who then discuss various 

approaches to solving a problem. At the end of the cell, the group makes an official 

recommendation (Dienel & Renn, 1995).  Unlike citizen juries, a single planning cell project 

involves six to ten different cells in different locales, each containing twenty-five people.  For 

example, the Bavarian minister of health commissioned a planning cell to discuss consumer 

protection after the mad cow disease outbreak. This involved 425 citizens in total, in eighteen cells 

held in five locations (Hendriks, 2005).   

Austria, Switzerland, and the United States have also held planning cells (Hendriks, 2005). 

In Germany, this approach is considered an effective means of conflict negotiation. In the Basque 

region of Spain, communities characterized by distrust of government and public officials started 

using planning cells as a means of promoting direct citizen participation (Dienel & Renn, 1995).  

Public hearings.  Public hearings are defined as ñan open gathering of officials and 

citizens, in which citizens are permitted to offer comments, but officials are not obligated to act on 

them or, typically, even to respond publiclyò (Williamson & Fung, 2005).  Public hearings allow 

citizens to comment on an issue or proposal before a government entity makes a decision 

(Adams, 2003). This is the most widespread venue for public participation in the United States 



(Williamson & Fung, 2005).  Webler and Renn (1995) call them the ñcheapest, easiest, and least 

studied form of participationò in Canada and Great Britain (p. 24).  Public hearings differ from 

public meetings in that they tend to be based on information disseminated from officials. 

Sometimes public hearings are mandated by regulatory requirements that the public have access 

to information before decisions are made (e.g., annual budget and key revenue bills in Japan and 

environmental impact assessments in Pakistan). In the United States, hearings tend to be 

dominated by officials and participants do not consider that attending a hearing is part of their 

ñcivic dutyò (Williamson & Fung 2005). A common critique of public hearings is that government 

officials have already made decisions before the hearings; the hearings do not provide a route to 

influence outcomes directly (Cole & Caputo, 1984; Checkoway, 1981).  

Yet public hearings can still be significant.  In the late 1990s, Asuncion May Carlso Filizola 

brought public hearings to Paraguay for the first time (Thompson, 2003), marking an increase in 

public discussion about key governmental issues.  Before passing the Customary Marriages Act, 

the South African legislature drew on deliberative hearings to solicit views on how to bring 

customary marriage traditions together with Constitutional protections for sex equality (Deveaux, 

2003).  The South African Law Commission sponsored a series of forums, including tribal 

representatives, law scholars, and rural womenôs advocates.  By ñputting into motion a politics of 

negotiation and compromise in which the focus was on cultural membersô concrete experiences of 

customary interests and needsò (p. 798),  ñthe consultation process lent a legitimacy to the reforms 

they would not otherwise have enjoyed, because they were the result of democratic negotiations 

among representatives of many different constituenciesò (p. 800). 

Recently in the United States the government has utilized online formats of public hearings 

to draw in a larger number of participants and explicitly referenced online comments in policy 

documents (Gastil & Keith, 2005).  Yet it remains to be seen whether the use of technology will 

enable better participation.  Thomas (2004) cautions that government officials are more likely to 

take seriously a comment voiced in a face-to-face hearing than an online forum because the 



individual at the meeting put forth more effort to attend the hearing and voice an opinion. There 

are also issues of equal access to technology amongst stakeholders, meaning it may not be 

ideally as representative as other methods of public participation. 

 

Government-initiated or community-initiated 

Neighborhood Associations.  Neighborhood associations come in a variety of forms.  

Some are government or municipal initiatives; others are created by the neighborhoods 

themselves (Schmind, 2001).  Some have legal status, where the government recognizes their 

input in a systematic fashion; others play an advisory role or have no official decision making 

capability.  Neighborhood associations can be run by people who are elected, appointed, or open 

to community participation.  In Portland, Canada, the Office of Neighborhood Associations 

manages a group of associations that are recognized by the city.  They define neighborhood 

associations as a ñgroup of people organized for the purpose of considering and action on a broad 

range of issues affecting the quality of life in their neighborhood.ò  

Considered ñstrong participationò (Williamson & Fung, 2005), neighborhood associations 

can provide a powerful means for individuals to contribute to community governances. In a survey 

conducted in the United States, 60% of cities over 100,000 had neighborhood associations with 

16-20% of community members participating (Williamson & Fung, 2005).  Burns (2006) 

summarizes research in the United States that shows how minority groups attempt to use 

neighborhood associations to gain political influence.  ñCruz and Skerry conclude that 

organizational resources empowered racial and ethnic minorities.  More specifically, Cruz found 

that the Puerto Rican Political Action Committee of Connecticut (PRPAC) positively influenced 

governmental receptivity toward Puerto Ricans in Hartford whereas Mexican Americans used 

Communities Organized for Public Service (COPS), and United Neighborhoods Organization 

(UNO) to facilitate the representation of their interests in San Antonioò (p. 5). Yet a local politician 

in the United States characterized neighborhood associations as ñthe government of those that 



show upò (Chakin, 2003, p. 175).  Nonetheless, a report in the United States reported that 88% of 

citizens believe that neighborhood associations are the group that best represent their 

communityôs interests (Schmid, 2001). 

In Japan, participation in neighborhood associations known as Chonaikai is even higher 

than the United States, where surveys show 60-90% of households are members of local 

Chonaikai (Naoki, 2003).  Yet Chonakiai tend to be seen as ñtop heavy associationsò (Dwianto, 

2003) more chummy with higher-up government officials than attuned to local needs (Naoki, 

2003).  In part this is due to a history of using these neighborhood associations as a way to 

preserve and reorganize rural life rather than to provide for dynamic change (Dwianto, 2003).  Yet 

research in Morioka found that despite the administrative nature of the neighborhood associations, 

they function as a mediating institution between citizens and government, enabling citizens to 

provide ideas for community projects and aid in their enactment.   

The following are functions of neighborhood associations in Jakarta: ñRT/RW provides 

social welfare services and valuable infrastructure to the grass roots community.  RT/RW also 

promotes a number of development programs that are financed by the state.  Another crucial 

basic task of the RT/RW along with corporatist arrangements at the grass roots level is to maintain 

security and civil order.  The chief of RT/RW is responsible for keeping a check on everyone who 

enters and leaves the territory of kelurahan...the chief of RT/RW is also responsible for registering 

all residents, population changes and movements for state security purposes.  It goes without 

saying that the poorer the kelurahan is the more those functions and tasks are implemented.ò 

Ismanto, 2003, p. 204).  

Citizen juries.  A citizen jury brings together a ñmicrocosm of the publicò to deal with 

complex public issues (Crosby & Nethercut, 2005).  A citizen jury may be initiated by a 

government institution, an individual politician, or an outside organization. Drawing on the notion of 

a jury within the legal setting, a citizen jury brings together a randomly selected group of citizens to 

hear multiple perspectives on an issue from expert witnesses before deliberating about what 



should be done to address a specific project.  After the jury has had a significant amount of time to 

discuss the matter (typically between three to five days), the group attempts to make a 

recommendation.  In some cases, the results of citizen juries are made available to government 

officials and in other cases they are just publicized to other citizens. Within the United States, the 

term Citizens Jury is trademarked by The Jefferson Center, which has run and overseen hundreds 

of these forums in the last thirty years according to strict standards.  Part of the concept has been 

used in a variety of settings and countries around the world.   

Perhaps the most elaborate application of the citizen jury model is in the 2004 Citizensô 

Assembly on Electoral Reform in British Columbia, CA.  Here 160 voters deliberated over ten 

weekends about a possible change in the voting system in the province.  As part of this process, 

jurors attended a series of public meetings throughout the province to listen to public perspectives, 

monitored electronic chat boards, and solicited position letters from interested citizens.  As such, 

the assembly drew on wider public input as part of the process of the citizensô decision.   

In France, the Ministry of Health used citizen juries to review a broad set of topics (Citizens 

as partners, 2001).  In Brazil, two NGOsðActionAid and Esplarðsponsored a series of citizen 

juries about genetically modified organisms.  The juries included members of the lower class and 

other unrepresented groups.  Although the decisions were not legally binding, by holding several 

juries in multiple cities, the NGOs hoped to create a means of identifying public sentiment 

regarding the introduction of GMOs in Brazil. 

Public meetings.  Public meetings, broadly speaking, are when individuals are invited to 

come together to discuss public issues.  Unlike a public hearing, a meeting does not necessarily 

involve the dissemination of government information to the public.  Instead, a meeting might be 

held to discuss a particular issue or be a regularly scheduled opportunity to solicit community 

comments, or it might facilitate public-government interaction.  Some public meetings, such as 

school board meetings or local city council meetings, may revolve around discussion by key 

participants.  Other meetings may be less structured. 



Examining the functions of city council and school board meetings in the United States, 

Adams (2004) concludes that these meetings may not provide citizens with the opportunity to 

directly influence decisions made by government bodies because decisions are typically made 

before meetings.  Nonetheless, they can be used to send information to officials and for agenda 

setting.  As such, they provide a venue for citizens to achieve political goals.   

In Venezuela, Honduras, Chile, and El Salvador, laws require municipal governments to 

hold regular public forums (Thompson, 2003).  Public meetings are also a required part of 

environmental decision making in the United States.  As part of the process of considering and 

approving the Roadless Area Conservation Rule in the US, over 600 public meetings were staged 

over the course of three years, garnering over 1,700,000 public comments, which has been called 

ñquite possibly the largest scale government-led exercise in participation in world historyò (Pring & 

Noe, 2002, p. 22). 

In Japanôs Mie Prefecture, the government set up online discussions boards as means of 

encouraging citizen participation in government and cultivating communication skills (Ishikawa, 

2002).  In this case, the use of electronic message boards as a meeting space represents a new 

opportunity for participation. 

Beneficiary contributions.  Simply put, beneficiary contributions are where individual 

citizens contribute money to aid local projects.  On the local level, this means that government 

funds are supplemented with local contributions of money, material, or labor to help improve 

neighborhoods (Thompson, 2003).  In Conchali, Chile, a cost-sharing program was developed to 

allow neighborhood committees to apply for a portion of discretionary funds for civic improvement.  

If a local committee raises a large sum of money, it increases the likelihood of quick governmental 

approval and funding. In Brazil, a similar approach was used to ensure neighborhoodsô 

commitments to constructing and maintaining a sewer system. 

Political contributions broadly-speaking are at least related to the notion of beneficiary 

contributions.  (This is not to say that they should be equated.  Beneficiary contributions are legal; 



other forms of political contributions may or may not be.) Sui (1999) argues that one form of 

political participation in China is cronyism in the form of bribes and guanxi, the use of instrumental-

personal ties to garner political benefits.  Although illegal, he claims the acts are widely used and 

socially acceptable.  These attempts at wielding personal influence on government decisions may 

not fit the definition of public participation we previously discussed.  Nonetheless, it is worth noting 

behaviors that function as means of participation in systems that do not enable or encourage other 

forms of public participation in decision making. 

Public-private partnerships. Particularly within the environmental field, partnerships 

between states, companies, civil organizations, and citizens are growing (Forsyth, 2004).  As a 

result of calls for increased participation by the United Nations and the World Summit of 

Sustainable Development, Forsyth calls public-private relationships ñnew political arenas involving 

various actors where norms of developmental policy are formulated and replicatedò (p. 429).  A 

move towards public-private relationships, sometimes labeled New Public Management, has 

simultaneously been criticized for eroding democratic accountability of local governments and 

reducing public decisions of social services (Rhodes, 1996; Sketlcher, Mathur, & Smith, 2005).  

The question of whether these efforts constitute opportunities for public participationðand 

whether these forms of public participation benefit citizensðrests on the extent to which local 

concerns influence policy outcomes.  Drawing on a series of case studies of private-public 

partnerships in India and the Philippines around waste management, Forsyth found that 

productive partnerships require ñcreating a deliberative space between investors and citizen 

groups that allow open communication between all participants, an act that frequently requires 

actors to define their own spaces (or negotiating arenas) rather than accept usual models such as 

public consultations with the local government.  Yet, perhaps most importantly, establishing such 

arenas also implies the need to be wary of allowing these spaces to become dominated by norms 

about environmental concern and accountability imposed by powerful actors both inside and 

beyond that spaceò (p. 438). 



 

Community or communal-initiated participation 

Law suits.  Cichowski (2006) argues that courts provide citizens, interest groups, or NGOs 

the power to effect rights reform and check government officials.  Thus courts, particularly in 

Europe, are becoming a new venue of participatory democracy while shifting power away from 

traditional institutions of representative democracy.   

Initiative and referendum elections.  In some countries, citizens can use initiative and 

referenda as a means of getting issues directly on the ballot; in other countries, referenda provide 

an opportunity to express concern about government decisions.  The exact nature of these 

practices varies from country to country, but ñthe presence or absence of ballot initiatives directly 

structures how people participate in politicsò (Smith, 2002, p. 892).  In some countries (e.g.,  

Poland, Italy, and United States) referenda results are binding, and in some countries they are a 

form of consultation (e.g., Finland, Netherlands, New Zealand, Luxembourg) (Citizens as partners, 

2001).  Switzerland frequently holds referendum and initiatives as a means of public check on 

government (Webler & Renn, 1995).  In Bolivia, some referenda have been carefully tailored to 

express particular views while avoiding the specific demands of social movements and protests 

(McNeish, 2005).  As such, they fall short of enabling free and open conversation.   

Contact political representatives.  Political contacting can come in a variety of formsðin 

person, through a telephone call, via email, or through writingðdirected at various levels of 

government from the local to national level.  Decentralization in Latin America often created 

opportunities for citizen contact that did not previously exist.  For example, in Venezuela a local 

government set up a telephone hotline for citizens to express their opinions and complaints 

(Thompson, 2003).  A computer program tabulated the comments to help facilitate a government 

response. In Iceland, ministers hold open consultation once a week to provide a chance for 

feedback (Citizens as partners, 2001). 



 Petitions. The right to petition may be guaranteed by law (Czech Republic) or the 

constitution (Poland, Spain) (Citizens as partners, 2001).  In Bahrain, there are no elections or 

political parties.  Given a lack of traditional mechanisms for public participation in a country with a 

history of human rights violations, Bahrainis have used petitions to express their desires.  Petitions 

have called for a Constitution and recalling the National Assembly; the ruling family has refused 

these requests (Pasha, 1999).  

 

5 Expectations for and outcomes of public participation 

 In reviewing arguments about processes for environmental decision making, Pring and Noe 

(2002) offer two categories of rationales for public participation: process-based reasons and 

substantive-based reasons.  From a process-based perspective, public participation can be used 

to achieve the following ends (p. 20): 

¶ raise public awareness and education the public; 

¶ give the public an opportunity to express its concerns; 

¶ foster a sense of empowerment in participants; 

¶ strengthen local communities and other groups; 

¶ reduce conflict among competing interests; 

¶ facilitate governmental accountability; 

¶ increase public acceptance of decisions reached; and 

¶ contribute legitimacy to decisions. 

 

From a substantive-based perspective, decisions made through public participation are desirable 

because they are: 

¶ substantively better; 

¶ more equitable; 

¶ more environmentally protective; 

¶ more reflective of local needs; 

¶ more reflective of public values. 

 



These categories provide one way of thinking about the various expectations for and outcomes of 

public participation.  Expectations and outcomes are sometimes closely related: an organization 

can expect that public participation ought produce X outcome, or an organization can hold the 

expectation that public participation prevents X outcome.  But organizations can hold additional 

expectations for public participation that do not relate to outcomes.  Therefore this section will 

begin by discussing expectations for public participation before turning to empirically 

demonstrated outcomes of public participation. 

 

Expectations.  One way to begin to evaluate public participation is to consider the expectations 

for participation (Discussion with S. Brown, 2005).  Multiple parties hold multiple expectations.  

Citizens may have expectations concerning their right to participate in government decisions and 

have a voice.  Government officials may expect that public participation provides information not 

otherwise available to officials.  NGOs may expect that marginalized groups be given access to 

the public sphere, and so on.  Given this projectôs focus on institutional forms of public-

government decision making, we begin by reviewing government expectations of institutional 

forms of public participation expressed in the literature, then consider normative expectations held 

by organizations that promote public participation, and then consider how expectations interact 

with other aspects of public participation. 

 

Institutional expectations.  Increasingly around the world, constitutions provide the procedural 

right for the public to participate in decision making.  Constitutions in Cape Verde and Gambia 

allow citizens to petition authorities (Bruch & King, 2002).  In Eritrea, the right to petition is 

accompanied by a right to ñdue administrative redress for anyone whose rights or interests are 

interfered with or threatenedò (p. 27). In the Netherlands, the constitution guarantees the public an 

opportunity for participation in environmental decision making. In other countries, legislation 

mandates public participation before certain decisions can be made. In the United States, for 



example, several pieces of environmental protection legislation, including the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1969, the Freedom of Information Act, and CERPA mandate public 

participation as part of the regulation process (Webler & Renn, 1995).  Finally, international 

agreementsðsome binding and some ñsuggestiveò-onlyðcall for public participation as part of the 

legal framework.  For example, the 1992 Rio Declaration on the Environment and Development, 

UN/ECE Convention on Access to Information, Aarhus Convention, and Inter-American Strategy 

for the Promotion of Public Participation in Decision-making for Sustainable Development (1999) 

all call for public participation in government decision making on a range of issues (Bruch & King, 

2002).  Together these mandates and protections for public participation create the base-line 

expectation that particular forms of public participation exist in these countries and situations. 

 But expectations concerning public participation go beyond the mere existence of forms of 

public participation. One way to think about the expectations that governments hold for 

participation is to look at their rationale for creating spaces for public engagement. The ñsocial 

goalsò of public participation are to (1) incorporate public values into decisions, (2) improve 

substantive quality of decisions, (3) resolve conflict between competing interests, (4) build trust, 

and (5) educate and inform the public (Beirle & Cayford, 2002).  Citizens as partners (2001) offers 

the following ñdriving forcesò that lead governments to create modes of public participation (p. 19-

20, original emphasis): 

¶ Improve the quality of policy, by allowing governments to tap wider sources of 
information, perspectives, and potential solutions in order to meet the challenges of policy-
making under conditions of increasing complexity, policy interdependence and time 
pressures. 

¶ Meet the challenges of the emerging information society, to prepare for greater and 
faster interactions with citizens and ensure better knowledge management. 

¶ Integrate public input into the policy-making process, in order to meet citizensô 
expectations that their voices be heard, and their views be considered, in decision-making 
by government. 

¶ Respond to calls for greater government transparency and accountability, as public 
and media scrutiny of government actions increases and standards in public life are 
codified and raised. 



¶ Strengthen public trust in government and reverse the steady erosion of voter turnout in 
elections, falling membership in political parties and surveys showing declining confidence 
in key public institutions. 

Some government bodies explicitly state their expectations for public participation in 

outlining the goals for and values behind public participation.  Consider a few examples. The New 

Zealand Department of Conservation outlines their program for community consultation, including 

the explicit goals of consultation in four areas: gaining useful information, statutory requirements, 

efficiency, and community relations (Consultation Policy, 2004).  The United States Department of 

Energy (2006) lists the goals for their public participation program as: 

1. The Department actively seeks and considers public input, and incorporates or otherwise 
responds to the views of its stakeholders in making its decisions. 

2. The public is informed in a timely manner about and empowered to participate in the 
Department's decision-making processes, which are open, understandable, and 
consistently followed. Access points for public input are clearly defined from the earliest 
stages of a decision process and provide adequate time for stakeholders to participate. 

3. Credible, effective public participation processes are consistently incorporated into the 
Department's program operations, planning activities, and decision-making processes, at 
headquarters and in the field. Every employee within the DOE Complex shares 
responsibility to promote, practice, and improve public participation. 

 

Their web site continues:  ñCORE VALUES:  Though program-specific public participation 

activities may vary throughout the DOE Complex, each program will be characterized by the 

following core-values: Accessibility;  Accountability; Accuracy;  Communication; Consistency; 

Fairness; Honesty; Innovation; Openness; Peer Review; Respect; Responsiveness; Scientific 

Credibility; Sincerity; Time/Timeliness.ò   

 The Canadian Department of Justice outlines the following principles that guide their public 

participation processes (Policy Statement and Guidelines for Public Participation, 2006): 

Commitment:  all Sectors, Branches and Divisions share in Justice Canada's 
commitment to the process of public participation and its integration into the policy-making 
process; 

Clarity: Justice Canada shall ensure that a clear mutual understanding of the objectives, 
purpose and process of participation and feedback exists and that the parameters of the 
public participation activity are established in advance and communicated to participants; 



Trust:  Justice Canada shall ensure that open lines of communication and working 
relationships are established and respected; 

Inclusiveness: Justice Canada shall ensure that the participation of the broadest possible 
range of groups or individuals who have an interest in or who may be affected by a 
government decision is encouraged; 

Accessibility:  Justice Canada shall ensure that appropriate measures to ensure that 
all Canadians, regardless of their linguistic, regional, ethno-cultural or socio-economic 
background or physical capabilities, are able to participate; 

Mutual respect: Justice Canada shall ensure that departmental officials and stakeholders 
share joint responsibility and commitment to ensuring respect for the legitimacy and views 
of all participants; 

Responsibility: Justice Canada shall ensure that the Department and participants share in 
the responsibility for ensuring that public participation processes are held in good faith and 
that adequate resources and time are allocated to the process; 

Accountability: Justice Canada shall ensure that feedback on the outcomes of public 
participation processes is provided to participants and demonstrate how these outcomes 
have been considered in the policy-making process; 

Co-operation:  Justice Canada shall ensure that provincial and territorial governments, 
as well as other federal departments and agencies, are involved where relevant and 
practicable, consistent with the principles set out in the Social Union Framework 
Agreement. 

 

One method of evaluating public participation mechanisms could be to compare governmentôs 

stated goals for and expectations of public participation with the realities as expressed by officials, 

citizens, or an outside observer.   

Organizational expectations.  In addition to government institutions, organizations committed 

to promoting public participation also present their expectations for public participation.  As stated 

earlier, the IAP2 Core Values represent expectations for public participation: 

1.  The public should have a say in decisions about actions that could affect their lives. 

2.  Public participation includes the promise that the public's contribution will influence the 
decision. 

3.  Public participation promotes sustainable decisions by recognizing and communicating 
the needs and interests of all participants, including decision makers. 

4.  Public participation seeks out and facilitates the involvement of those potentially 
affected by or interested in a decision. 

5.  Public participation seeks input from participants in designing how they participate. 

6.  Public participation provides participants with the information they need to participate in 
a meaningful way. 



7.   Public participation communicates to participants how their input affected the decision 
 

The Co-Intelligence Institute (2006) offers their ñPrinciples to Nurture Wise Democratic 

Process and Collective Intelligence in Public Participationò: 

1. Include all the relevant perspectives. 

2. Empower the peopleôs engagement. 

3. Invoke multiple forms of knowing. 

4. Ensure high quality dialogue. 

5. Establish ongoing participatory processes. 

6. Use positions and proposals as grist. 

7. Help people feel fully heard. 

 

The OECD has ten guiding principles for successful information, consultation, and 

participation (Citizens as support, 2001, p. 75): 

1. Commitment.  Leadership and strong commitment to information, consultation, and 
active participation in policy-making is needed at all levels- from politicians, senior 
managers, and public officials. 

2. Rights.  Citizensô rights to access information, provide feedback, be consulted and 
actively participate in policy-making must be firmly grounded in law or policy.  
Government obligations to respond to citizens when exercising their rights must also be 
clearly stated.  Independent institutions for oversight, or their equivalent, are essential to 
enforcing these rights. 

3. Clarity.  Objectives for, and limits to, information, consultation, and active participation 
during policy-making should be defined from the outset.  The respective roles and 
responsibilities of citizens (in providing input) and government (in making decisions for 
which they are accountable) must be clear to all. 

4. Time.  Public consultation and active participation should be undertaken as early in the 
policy process as possible to allow a greater range of policy solutions to emerge and to 
raise the chances of successful implementation.  Adequate time must be available for 
consultation and participation to be effective.  Information is needed at all stages of the 
policy cycle. 

5. Objectivity.  Information provided by government during policy-making should be 
objective, complete, and accessible.  All citizens should have equal treatment when 
exercising their rights of access to information and participation. 

6. Resources.  Adequate financial, human, and technical resources are needed if public 
information, consultation and active participation in policy-making are to be effective.  
Government officials must have access to appropriate skills, guidance, and training as 
well as an organizational culture that supports their efforts. 

7. Co-ordination.  Initiatives to inform, request feedback from, and consult citizens should 
be co-coordinated across government units to enhance knowledge management, 
ensure policy coherence, avoid duplication, and reduce the risk of óconsultation fatigueô 



among citizens and civil society organizations.  Co-ordination efforts should reduce the 
capacity of government units to ensure innovation and flexibility.  

8. Accountability.  Governments have an obligation to account for the use they make of 
citizensô inputs received through feedback, public consultations, and active participation.  
Measures to ensure that the policy-making process is open, transparent, and amenable 
to external scrutiny and review are crucial to increasing government accountability. 

9. Evaluation.  Governments need the tools, information, and capacity to evaluate their 
performance in providing information, conducting consultation, and engaging citizens, in 
order to adapt to new requirements and changing conditions for policy-making. 

10. Active citizenship.  Governments benefit from active citizens and a dynamic civil society, 
and can take concrete actions to facilitate access to information and participation, raise 
awareness, strengthen citizensô civic education and skills, as well as to support capacity 
building among civil society organizations. 

The Georgia Conservancyôs  ñBlueprints for Successful Communities Programò (2006) 

promotes the following principles for an effective public participation process: 

¶ the public is involved as early as possible in the public participation and decision-making 
process in order to build trust; 

¶ the involvement of those potentially affected is sought and participants are encouraged 
to assist in defining how they participate; 

¶ participants are provided with the information they need to participate in a meaningful 
way; education and participation are directly combined whenever possible; 

¶ the needs and concerns of the public are listened to and their input is integrated into the 
outcome. 

 

In some cases, the statements by these organizations might challenge governmental practices. 

Given the Western bias in each of these organizations, they all suggest Western values and 

expectations for public participation.  One purpose of this study could be to uncover non-Western 

expectations for public participation rather than using Western criteria to unilaterally evaluate 

participation practices in diverse cultural contexts. 

Empirical relationships.  In addition to the institutional expectations concerning public 

participation, the literature provides a couple of empirical relationships between expectations and 

other aspects of participation.  Drawing on four cases studies of public participation in Britain, 

Barnes et al. (2004) found that the origin of participationðinstitutional initiated participation versus 

citizen initiated participationðinfluences expectations held by individuals.  When participating in a 

forum without a set process (i.e., established procedures for discussion), individuals focused on 



the processes and institutions as much as on the substance of the topic at hand.  For example, 

youth were found to question their right to speak on certain issues. After reviewing 430 US-based 

organizations involved with public participation, ñUnlike governmental venues for public 

participation, most civic venues have specific designs that are intended to achieve particular 

outcomesò (Williamson & Fung, 2005, p. 69). 

In the United States, empirical research shows that competition between political parties 

creates a sense of urgency, which results in increased voter turnout (Rosenstone & Hansen, 

1993). Gimpel and Lay (2005) explain the psychological basis behind this result and a related 

factor: ñIf voters believe their vote counts, they feel capable of influencing the election outcome.  

Related to the competitiveness of the system is the voterôs sense that he or she is represented at 

some level of government by officeholders who are likemindedðor that, with some reasonable 

effort, one could be represented by such a personò (p. 213). 

Public expectations for participation are particularly salient during times of significant 

change.  For example in El Salvador, democratization after the 1992 peace accords stemmed in 

part from social movement and citizen pressure for increased protection of human rights.  These 

groups continue to push the transition to democracy through governmental and nongovernmental 

structures (Ladutke, 2004).  Similarly, when public participation structures are the result of social 

movement pressures, those groups tend to critique government institutions when public 

expectations are not fully met. For example, the Bolivian National Dialogue 2000 project was 

criticized for a lack of participation by certain social groups, particular rural communities, workers, 

and impoverished people (McNeish, 2005). 

 Moreover, some public participation opportunities do not stand up to scrutiny. In 

researching public participation in Scandinavian planning processes, Flyvbjerg (1999) introduces 

the notion of deceptive planning, wherein the public participation is something of a guise as local 

authorities make decisions without heeding citizen input.  Ploger (2001) notes how municipal 

authorities can cut citizens out of planning decisions or how citizen panels can become mired in 



conflict, thereby re-inscribing power hierarchies.  In Bolivia, McNeish (2005) found:  ñIn the course 

of studying the local impact of Popular Participation and Centralization I discovered that local 

consultation and participation could only take place within the prescribed parameters of a state 

methodology (see also Calla Ortega and Peres Arenas, 1995; Blackburn and Holland, 1998; Gray 

Molina, 1999; Lee Van Cott, 2000).  Contrary to the pervading rhetoric of responsiveness and 

openness, my research showed that the formulation of municipal development plans was heavily 

influenced by the external consultants belonging to the Regional Development Corporation 

(CORDES).  These consultantsô duties included facilitation and training in participatory 

methodologies to help local people articulate needs, perceptions, and priorities.  However, the 

same consultants were also required by the government to fit local priorities into a standard format 

to be presented to departmental authorities (cf. Blackburn and Holland, 1998).  Rather than 

provide a real sphere for democratic deliberation on public policy, then, decentralization and 

popular participation allowed only certain groups to participate in public policy-making on the 

stateôs own termsò (p. 226-227). 

 These instances demonstrate the important distinction between expectations and 

outcomes.  While organizations and governments might expect particular outcomes, the desired 

impact does not necessarily follow.  

 

Outcomes of public participation 

 Cautions.  The tendency to equate expectations with potential outcomes is strong.  Yet 

Jalin (1998) cautions against this desire: ñPolitical democratization does not automatically produce 

a strengthened civil society, a culture of citizenship, and a sense of social responsibility.  In fact, 

the vitality of civil society requires that people do not fall below the thresholds that mark the 

possibility of their participation in the political community.  One can be a nonparticipant in a 

community either through exclusion or through choice (by engaging in alternative, unlawful 

channels).  At the same time and in a circular way, the vitality of civil society becomes the 



guarantee for the functioning of political democracyò (Jelin, 1998, p. 409).  Several cases illustrate 

her point. 

- Despite changes in the governmental structures for public participation in Russia, 
Belarus, and Ukraine after the collapse of the Soviet Union, in 2004 only a minority of 
people felt an ordinary citizen could influence politics more now than during Soviet times 
(Hutcheson & Korostelva, 2006).   

- In Jakarta, participation in local neighborhood associations is seen as state-led 
participation, where even the neighborhood leadership is designated by government 
authorities (Perkasa & Hendytio, 2003).   

- ñThe experience of Sri Lanka during the past decade presents a case of an increasingly 
disturbing process of gross interference, on the part of the ruling party, with the 
democratic and electoral process and the fundamental feature of that interference has 
been to deny the electorate the opportunities to pass a fair and unconstrained verdict on 
the performance of the ruling party,  As a result, even the limited opportunities available 
for citizens within the existing system of representative government to contribute to the 
political process have been severely curtailedò (Uyangoda, 1989, p. 8). 

- Reasons for political participation (other than voting) in India included: citizenôs duty, feel 
the pulse of society, interest in politics, party allegiance, for better society, for survival, 
personal interest, social work, situational demand, to be enlightened, to free society 
from corruption, raise consciousness, and self interest (Ghosh, 2000).  Nonetheless, 
88% of respondants listed participation as not applicable, meaning that they did not 
participate politically. Lack of time and ñfear of violenceò were the two most commonly 
cited reasons for not participating.   

 

In light of these cautions, the empirical outcomes of public participation should be discussed while 

acknowledging that these outcomes are not guaranteesðespecially across cultural settings.  

 One aspect that can impede public participation from achieving positive outcomes is 

significant power imbalance.  Throughout this paper, we have included instances where public 

participation is synonymous with power inequity.  From authoritarian governments that use public 

participation as a means of indoctrination to neighborhood associations run by government 

appointees to advisory councils whose advice is systematically ignored, public participation does 

not always mean an opportunity for citizens to influence government outcomes.  As Arnsteinôs 

(1969) ladder of participation suggests, some forms of participation fall short of citizen control.  

Outcomes. From a development perspective, public participation is not a means to an end 

but an end in itself, wherein participation enables people to help make the society more favorable 

to their immediate needs and ensure better access to state services (Perkasa & Hendytio, 2003).  



As Paoli and Telles (1998) discuss in relation to public participation in Brazil: ñIn these spaces of 

representation, negotiation, public representation, and public interlocution, workers, poor 

residents, homeless families, women, blacks, and marginalized minorities are the characters who 

have appeared on the Brazilian public stage in recent timesðthey make themselves seen and 

recognized as subjects who address issues of justice and injustice in formulating their claims and 

demands, and in these terms, re-elaborate the conditions of their existence with all that they carry 

in terms of values and traditions, necessities and aspirations, as issues that speak to ethical 

judgment and political deliberation.  And this can mean various things.  In making themselves 

known on the political scene as subjects capable of public dialogue, these actors had the effect of 

destabilizing or even subverting symbolic hierarchies, which had them in a subordinate position 

through a dense web of discrimination and exclusion.  Raising issues and themes that were 

heretofore silenced or not considered pertinent to political deliberation, participants in these public 

arenas generated (and generate) a sense of enlargement of the political sphere via an extended 

and redefined notion of rights and citizenshipò (p. 66).   

In Latin America, moves toward decentralization and government institutions characterized 

by increased participation in public decision making have resulted in an increase in more qualified 

people pursuing public office.  Surveys of office holders in Central America, Paraguay, and 

Columbia reveal an increase in professions from 11 percent to 46 percent of office holders 

(Campbell, 1997).  ñPolitical leaders often turn to neighborhood organizations for help because 

these groups facilitate decision making in a complex policy-making world.  For instance, elected 

officials deferred to neighborhood groups to avoid making difficult political decisions in Baltimore.  

Political leadersô deference to neighborhood groups helps form a reciprocal relationship between 

government and the community.  In turn, reciprocity can strengthen the connection between 

political and community leadersò (Burns, 2006, p. 5). 

 

Conclusion 



 
In its present form, this literature review aims to provide an initial academic context for 

ñPainting the Landscape: A Cross-Cultural Exploration of Public-Government Decision Making.ò  

Since this project is descriptive and exploratory, it may uncover new approaches and perspectives 

not included in this review.  These insights might lead the research team to consider adding to the 

literature review in order to contextualize the research findings.  In turn, some of the information 

within this review (e.g., methodological insights from previous cross-cultural studies of public 

participation) is intended to help shape the planning process.  These sections may or may not be 

relevant to final versions of this project.  In this respect, this review is a working draft that can be 

used in the formulation of survey instruments, refined throughout the research project, and revised 

to fit final documents for a variety of audiences. 

Nonetheless, this review suggests several gaps in the literature that this project aims to fill.  

First, many of the studies referenced herein focus on political participation rather than public 

participation.  As discussed in the second section, the slight differences between these concepts 

suggest that the exploratory approach adopted by this project might uncover knowledge about 

public participation that does not currently appear in the literature.  Moreover, most of the 

comparative studies conducted to date focus on testing Western models of political participation 

despite empirical findings that show that these models are not universal.  This project pays 

particular attention to local meanings rather than presuming a particular model of participation.   
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Abstract: Four years ago, IAP2 and the Charles F. Kettering Foundation launched a research 
project called Painting the Landscape: A Cross-Cultural Exploration of Public-Government 
Decision Making.ñ While the results of the research are in the process of being reported elsewhere 
[available at www.iap2.org in 1st quarter 2009], that report does not tell the practical side of the 
story: how we organized and implemented this intercontinental project, and more importantly, what 
we suggest that might be useful to others for future projects. This article shares both the highlights 
of practical activities necessary to conduct a project at this scale and recommendations born of 
our learning by doing that may be valuable to others researching in this field. 
  
  
Article: 
Four years ago, IAP2 and the Charles F. Kettering Foundation launched a research project called 
ñPainting the Landscape,ò a cross-cultural exploration of public-government decision making. 
While the results of the research are in the process of being reported elsewhere,[Painting the 
Landscape: A Cross-Cultural Exploration of Public-Government Decision Making, to be available 
at www.iap2.org in 1st quarter 2009] that report does not tell the practical side of the story: how we 
organized and implemented this intercontinental project, and more importantly, what we suggest 
that might be useful to others for future projects. That is the purpose of this article, to share both 
the highlights of practical activities necessary to conduct a project at this scale and the 
suggestions born of our learning by doing.  
  
After introducing the research and the team that performed it, we describe the steps we took to 
organize and implement the project. The resulting overview of the whole project sets the context 
for the concluding section. There, we list specific suggestions that could inform future collaborative 
research efforts. Overall, and perhaps most significantly, the project demonstrates that successful 
collaborative research on an international scale is possible, given an appropriate combination of 
resources, skills and motivation.  
  
At the recommendation of the International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) Research 
Committee, the IAP2 Board of Directors approved pursuing this joint research study with the 
Charles F. Kettering Foundation. In 2005, the Research Committee formed the IAP2-KF Project 
Subcommittee to spearhead the project.  
  
Now in its 4th and final year, the project represents a unique cooperative effort of practitioners and 
academics across three continents. Led by project coordinator Beth Offenbacker, the 
Subcommittee broke the studyôs work into several components. These were based on the 
projectôs requirements established in conjunction with the Kettering Foundation. Those 
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components are the steps reported in this article. The research study itself is relevant to public 
participation researchers and practitioners for several reasons. First, it provides a comparative 
study of cultural context and participatory practices across geographic, political and social 
boundaries. Second, it catalogs a range of participatory strategies and tactics, from who is 
included/excluded to particular engagement strategies to the impact the publicôs input has on 
decisions (or the lack thereof), among many others. Third, the study provides a potential 
framework for practitioners to use with projects of their own for use in identifying and 
understanding how, when and why the public is engaged. 
  
  

Organizing the Project 
  
Developing the Subcommittee 
The project subcommittee led this project from beginning to end. Subcommittee membership was 
open to any interested IAP2 member. In addition to Beth Offenbacker, 14 individuals participated 
over the projectôs three year duration (Katherine Beavis; Michael Briand, Ph.D.; Lyn Carson, 
Ph.D., Pat Crawford, Ph.D.; Michael Cuthill, Ph.D.; Geoff Fagan, Ph.D.; Alison Feldman; Kathy 
Hall; Julie Odell, Ph.D.; Scott Russell; Linda Stoll; Vivien Twyford; Stuart Waters; and Doug Zenn). 
The project attracted a healthy mix of practitioners and academics and arguably this combination 
has been a significant ingredient in the projectôs success. 
  
Members committed at the beginning of the project to the level of time and effort they were willing 
to provide. Meetings throughout the three-year project were held via conference call (frequently 
early in the morning for some and late in the day for others, due to considerable geographic 
distances among members) and participants provided feedback and input on study tasks generally 
via email. The project subcommittee provided consistent, invaluable guidance to the project 
coordinator and regular meetings kept the study generally on track. 
  
From the projectôs inception and until 2008, project coordinator Beth Offenbacker kept the IAP2 
Board of Directors apprised of the projectôs progress. Since 2008, Geoff Fagan, Lyn Carson and 
Pat Crawford subsequently have updated the Board about study activities. Periodic updates were 
provided by subcommittee members to the IAP2 Research Committee. Beth also prepared annual 
status reports for submission to the Kettering Foundation and frequently made oral reports at 
foundation meetings in Dayton, Ohio, as well as telephonically and by email.  
  
Scoping the Project 
The project subcommittee met with Phil Lurie and Diane Eisenberg of the Kettering Foundation in 
Washington, DC in 2005 to develop the scope for this project. Three research questions were 
identified: 

1.    What does public participation/deliberation in government decision-making processes 
mean in different cultural contexts? 
2.    How do different cultures provide space for public participation/deliberation in 
government decision-making processes? 
3.    What positive and negative outcomes occur as a result of public 
participation/deliberation in government decision-making processes? 

  
The proposed scope of the study, entitled ñPainting the Landscape: A Cross-Cultural Exploration 
of Public-Government Decision Making,ò was initially presented by Beth Offenbacker to the IAP2 
membership at the 2005 IAP2 Annual Conference. Members provided feedback and asked 
questions about the project scope, research design and methodology. The project subcommittee 
subsequently reflected on the questions and comments received as it prepared to move forward. 



We found both these feedback and reflection processes valuable: they helped us ensure the 
project focused on membersô needs, interests and challenges. 
  
Selecting Regions and Countries  
Countries were selected for this study that were of interest to the subcommittee and those within 
which project interviewees had existing relationships and familiarity with public participation 
processes and practices. We made every effort to include as broad a cross-section of countries as 
possible under the limitations of the project budget. One country initially chosen, Thailand, 
experienced a military coup that caused the project subcommittee to withdraw it from the project 
sample in 2007. See Table 1 for the countries and regions included in this study. 
  
Table 1: Country/Regions Included 
  
Africa 
Ivory Coast 
South Africa 
  
Asia 
Cambodia 
China 
  
Australasia 
Australia 
New Zealand 
  
Canada 
  
Latin America 
Brazil 
Mexico 
  
UK/Western Europe 
Scotland 
Sweden 
  
United States 
  
Recruiting and Selecting Interviewers and Regional Coordinators 
Interviewers were recruited through a broad email solicitation distributed to several dozen 
organizations and through IAP2ôs membership. The subcommittee held an in-person project 
review meeting at the 2006 IAP2 Conference, at which time it reviewed interviewer and regional 
coordinator submissions. At this meeting, the subcommittee and Foundation representatives also 
decided to include ten interviews per region/country, instead of selecting only a few countries as 
originally planned. With this approach, we agreed the study would result in a more comprehensive 
and diverse exploration of the three research questions. 
  
Subcommittee members considered submissions from 48 prospective interviewers based on the 
following criteria: familiarity with public participation practices, existing relationships with 
prospective interview candidates within their respective country, and experience with qualitative 
research methods. Initially, we selected twenty interviewers, but by the projectôs conclusion, the 
interviewer team included 18 interviewers, three of whom were also regional coordinators. 



  
All interviewers worked closely with a country/region coordinator, except in those instances where 
an interviewer also served as a regional coordinator. That was the case in the regions of Asia, 
Latin America-Brazil, and Australasia. We recruited regional coordinators who were 
knowledgeable about participatory practices within their respective regions and who would be able 
to provide the subcommittee with a more comprehensive view of participatory practices, aligned 
with the project scope, following the interviews. We provided standardized training for interviewers 
and country/region coordinators via webinar, designed to help ensure internal and external 
validity. 
  
Budgeting Resources 
Interviewers and regional coordinators received stipends for their work. Additional expenses 
associated with the project included conference calls, postage and shipping, digital recorders, 
transcription and translation, limited travel costs for the initial project scoping meeting, services of 
a literature review contractor, and the costs associated with data analysis.  
  
Dina Alenzi-Storz, Erin Erickson and Roberta Bourne at IAP2 Headquarters assisted by preparing 
and executing contracts with interviewers and regional coordinators, coordinating payments and 
conference calls, making shipments of digital recorders, and performing other administrative tasks 
necessary for the projectôs success. 
  

Implementing the Project 
  
Research Design 
Following the development and refinement of the project scope and a discussion of prospective 
interviewer and regional coordinator submissions, the subcommittee and the Foundation decided 
upon a descriptive study consisting of 70 project interviews across several countries.  
  
The 14 chosen were Botswana, Brazil, Cambodia, Canada, China, Australia, Ivory Coast, Mexico, 
New Zealand, Scotland, South Africa, Sweden, Thailand and the United States. Botswana was 
later removed from the project because of difficulty reaching the interviewer located in that 
country. Thailand was also subsequently removed as noted previously. 
  
The subcommittee developed a semi-structured interview protocol based on the research 
questions. The protocol used a Strategic Questioning Framework as suggested by Lyn Carson, 
which seeks to capture what is known while also prompting the interview subject to reflect on how 
the work they do could be enhanced and what role they could play in furthering that vision. 
Several versions of the interview protocol were developed by the subcommittee with input from 
interviewers and regional coordinators. It was pre-tested by interviewees/regional coordinators 
before the instrument was finalized. A comprehensive literature review based on the research 
questions was also prepared under contract with Leah Sprain. That review contributed to the 
development of the interview protocol. 
  
Human Subjects Review 
Research ethics conventions apply any time human subjects participate in research. Beth 
Offenbacker worked with Anne Khademian, Ph.D., at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 
University, on the necessary human subjects review approvals for the project and ensuring the 
appropriate safeguards were in place for the interview process and thereafter. 
  



The subcommittee decided that providing confidentiality to interviewees was desirable in order to 
allow them to speak candidly about their opinions, perspectives, and experiences. All project 
interviewees, regional coordinators and others intimately involved in the project were required to 
sign and submit statements committing to respect the confidentiality of interviewees. These 
individuals also agreed to take affirmative steps to protect that confidentiality through the 
responsible stewardship of interview recordings, notes, and associated correspondence. 
  
Recruiting Interview Candidates and Conducting Interviews 
Interviewees were selected by the project coordinator and regional coordinator, after 
recommendations had been provided by the interviewer.  Interviewees were identified based on 
their operational knowledge or leadership positions or as observers of democratic/participative 
systems or practices. Interviewers verified the eligibility of candidates prior to submission for 
review and approval by the project coordinator based on the established criteria.  
  
General guidelines included identifying potential interviewees who represented: 

¶ Operational or leadership positions in governmental organizations  

¶ Public sector decision makers (elected or appointed)  

¶ Public sector managers/employees 

¶ Persons serving in an external advisory capacity to same organizations  

¶ Public participation practitioners 
  
Support staff and individuals without decision making responsibility were excluded from the pool of 
potential candidates.   
  
At the recommendation of Bea Briggs, regional coordinator for Mexico and Dani Hiche, regional 
coordinator/interviewer for Brazil, the project team sought to include two interviews each from 
individuals employed at the federal, state/provincial and local levels; as public participation 
practitioners and those employed by non-governmental entities.  NGO interviewees could be 
affiliated with a multilateral organization (e.g., World Bank) or a third-sector/NGO organization. 
  
We made deliberate efforts to ensure ethnic and gender diversity to the degree possible as part of 
the candidate selection process to encourage a range of voices, perspectives, and experiences to 
include in the study sample. In some instances, subjects that interviewers wished to interview 
were not available and interviewers made substitutions from a list of alternate candidates, per 
project protocols. 
  
Interviewees were sent an email letter requesting their participation in the study and providing 
additional study background. When necessary, the letter of invitation was translated into the 
subjectôs native language.  
  
Interviews were conducted in person or via the telephone, with a majority of the project interviews 
completed via phone. When interviewers met with interviewees in person, they used a digital 
recorder and the recording was sent via mail or FTP site to the project coordinator. Interviews 
conducted via telephone were recorded and downloaded by the project coordinator, to whom the 
interviewers also mailed or emailed their interview notes. 
  
Transcribing and Translating Interviews 
The project coordinator converted all interview files into MP3 format and sent them via mail to a 
transcription service. We selected the transcription service after considering other options that 



would provide transcripts on a timely basis and deliver maximum accuracy. The project 
coordinator made reference checks on the selected service in advance. 
  
Following production of the draft transcript, interviewers were emailed the draft transcript and 
asked to review it against the recording to ensure accuracy and completeness. Errors in spelling, 
context, and other corrections were noted using ñtrack changesò and returned to the project 
coordinator. The project coordinator then made the recommended changes and scrubbed the 
transcript to protect anonymity according to the projectôs human subjects review agreement. Each 
transcript was given a number according to a defined category, based on organization type and 
the role of the individual interviewee. 
  
For interviews conducted in languages other than English, the project coordinator identified 
translators who could affordably and reliably translate the documents into English. These 
individuals also signed confidentiality agreements. Interviewers and members of the subcommittee 
were instrumental in identifying qualified and (in most instances) affordable translators. 
  
The translated documents were then sent back to the interviewer to verify that the translation 
accurately reflected the content of the interview and to correct any errors. After this process, the 
project coordinator scrubbed the participant identities from the documents. 
  
IAP2 contracted with the University of Strathclyde to analyze the transcripts using NVivo 
qualitative software. The university received all scrubbed transcripts and coded the contents 
according to Categories for Analysis we had developed (see Table 2). Sixty-six interviews were 
received and coded for analysis. 
  
Analyzing and Interpreting Data  
Each interviewer was required to prepare a one-page interview report for each interview 
conducted. This report asked interviewers to describe their experience broadly, and any specific 
issues and themes they identified from each interview. These reports were to address such 
subjects as: (a) relating the interview data to the status of public participation in that 
country/region; (b) relating the interview data to public participation theory and practice; (c) 
capturing the anthropological perspective of the region/country; (d) the region/country practices, 
norms, values; and, (e) contributing commentaries that promote sense making of interviews 
material and assist with understanding the views that are collected. 
  
Regional coordinators also prepared two, two-page reports: one detailing reactions and reflections 
on the process, and the second a more comprehensive report. The process report included the 
implications of choosing this particular set of interviewees, how the results might have differed if 
another group had been selected, what surprises there were, and what did not go according to 
plan. 
  
The comprehensive report reflected what they believed their regionôs interviews revealed on the 
whole. Subjects this report addressed included (a) recurring themes that emerged when the 
interviews were considered as a total package for each respective region, (b) similarities and 
differences across interviews conducted, and (c) other points the regional coordinator deemed 
valuable. 
  
A Data Interpretation Working Group, comprised of Lyn Carson, Michael Cuthill, Geoff Fagan, 
Beth Offenbacker, Harris Sokoloff and Linda Stoll, formed and met several times to discuss data 
interpretation and analysis. The group considered the data analysis, discussed and conducted a 
review of a sample of the data and reviewed the projectôs Categories for Analysis (Table 2) 



developed by Geoff Fagan and Sarah Menzies from the University of Strathclyde based on data 
contained in the literature review and the semi-structured interview instrument.  
  
Preparing and Promoting the Report 
Following the completion of transcript coding according to the Categories for Analysis, the 
University of Strathclyde ran several reports based on the categories. The reports were 
summarized in March 2008 as Preliminary Findings. A detailed report and briefings about the data 
were held with members of the subcommittee, interviewers, regional coordinators, IAP2 board 
members and representatives from the Kettering Foundation.  
  
We solicited questions and comments, which we subsequently considered in preparing the first 
draft of the project report distributed in June 2008, with subsequent drafts to follow before the final 
report submission. Beth Offenbacker used interviewer reports, regional coordinator reports and 
data generated from NVivo to prepare the document. In doing so, she mapped each of the 
research questions to the Categories for Analysis as shown in Table 2.  
  
Table 2: Research Questions and Categories for Analysis 

 

Research Questions Categories for Analysis 

1. What is the nature of the publicôs participation in 
government decision-making processes across different 
cultures? 

Contextual 
Organizational 

2. How do different cultures facilitate/support the publicôs 
participation in government decision-making processes? 

Process 
Equity 
Public Participation 
Implementation 

3. What are the positive and negative outcomes that 
occur as a result of the publicôs participation? 

Personal 
Public Participation 
Implementation Ethical 

 

An IAP2-KF Promotion Working Group ï consisting of Diane Eisenberg, Kathy Hall, Pat Crawford 
and Beth Offenbacker ï met twice to consider efforts to promote the report, at the 2008 IAP2 
conference and beyond. Pat Crawford designed the report cover and Kathy Hall edited and 
proofread drafts of the report. 
  

Suggestions Distilled from What we Learned  
  
Based on this experience, a number of specific suggestions emerged from this monumental effort. 
We believe these tangible outcomes of things we did well and lessons we learned could be 
valuable for others to know before considering a project such as this,  
  
First, as the project begins: 

¶ Consider involving a healthy mix of practitioners and academics, in order to focus and 
ground the work so it is useful for both audiences. This paid off with a range of 
perspectives that significantly contributed to the project from beginning to end. 

¶ Gain commitment from a core group of project team members for the duration of the 
project in order to maintain focus and productivity. We offered three levels of 
involvement: (a) those who wanted to be very active, (b) those who could be somewhat 
active, and (c) those who could only be involved occasionally. We described what each 



level of involvement meant and asked of our volunteers. Also, some project team 
membersô individual availability changed over the project duration. Having different 
levels of involvement afforded a way for those members to remain involved with just a 
change in level of involvement. 

¶ Break project activities into different types. Identify activities that are less time intensive 
so those who have less time to commit can also meaningfully participate with those 
who have more time to offer. 

¶ Consider presenting the scope of the project at a large gathering of members or 
stakeholders to inform them of the project and gather input. This input was beneficial 
as we formulated the research design and interview protocol. 

¶ Telephone meetings are acceptable but some discussions, such as those for designing 
the projectôs scope, should be conducted in person if at all possible. 

  
As the project proceeds: 

¶ Schedule periodic meetings with those who are not in the core group in order to keep 
ideas fresh and grounded in the original purpose. 

¶ Keep your funding organization, if it is external, updated on your progress. 

¶ There are no good times for meeting when your group spans several continents. We 
did not vary our periodic meeting times much, but when we briefed regional 
coordinators and interviewers as the project proceeded, we offered briefings at different 
times of day to facilitate their participation. 

¶ Professional translation services are expensive. Consider working with university 
students or professors for a more affordable option. 

¶ Pre-screening of potential subjects is beneficial but it also may limit the pool of 
prospective candidates if information is not readily available. 

¶ The Human Subjects Review process at the university level provides important 
protections to interview subjects, but it can add administrative time and effort to the 
study. Still, it was beneficial to have, as it provided us with a baseline for deciding how 
to deal with the unexpected situation of a military coup in one of our selected countries 
and whether to have our interviewer proceed. The HSR process also provides our 
findings with an important level of academic credibility, and refereed journals can be 
expected to reject research articles about studies that did not have such authorized 
institutional review of human subject protections. However, some university HSR 
processes are much more cumbersome than others and this may discourage some 
volunteers from being more actively involved in the project, as was the case for us. 

  
Once the data are collected: 

¶ Data analysis is expensive and time consuming but of course it is crucial that it be done 
correctly. We were fortunate to have the University of Strathclyde work with us on this 
important task. Consider partnering with a university as we did to ensure those who are 
doing this work are skilled and experienced with data coding and analysis. 

¶ Confine the identity-scrubbing of transcripts (if interviewee identities are to remain 
confidential) to one person to ensure consistency. 

¶ Develop a detailed plan for sharing findings outside of your organization. Spend as 
much time thinking about how to communicate and use the results of your work as you 
did planning to do it. Involve members outside of your subcommittee both in developing 
and implementing your plan to share the findings. 

  

Conclusion 
  



Likely the most significant lesson of this project has been the personal and professional 
enrichment it has brought to those who have worked on it. We discovered new ways of thinking 
and working from others involved in this effort. We gained a new appreciation for what this work 
can mean in places around the world, as brought to us by the people who shared their 
experiences and dreams with us in our project interviews. 
  
Most significantly, we modeled the kind of work that we advocate for as public participation 
practitioners and researchers. In doing so we have learned much about how this work is carried 
out and the promise of the good this work can do in addressing the pressing needs and concerns 
of people everywhere. These points are fleshed out in the actual research report, beyond my 
scope to discuss further here. We thank both IAP2 and the Kettering for their longstanding support 
of this project and for making it possible. 
  
Design, adjustments, and execution are everything. We hope othersô designs and executions of 
major studies, and especially intercontinental ones, will benefit from this sharing of our project 
overview and suggestions for conducting such a project. 
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 E x e c u t i v e  S u m m a r y  

This is a report of the findings laying the foundation to stimulate discussion and 

reflection amongst government officials, public participation (p2) practitioners, 

professional associations and civil society leaders. It draws upon some 

surprising and practically relevant preliminary findings an international survey of 

public-government decision-making. A number of bold statements are made 

throughout (highlighted like this), to provoke discussion about the future of the 

practice.  

This report is not a comprehensive summary of the key findings from the 

international survey. The final report will provide further elaboration and 

confirmation of these preliminary findings based on the empirical data collected 

in the research. The report presents its analysis in the following sections:   

 

Public Participation 

(p2) Terminology 

Each country uses p2 terminology differently and a wide range of 
activities are included under the banner of p2. 

Improved Outcomes  

From p2 

There is evidence of improved outcomes as a result of p2, but 
better evaluation mechanisms are needed. 

Government and Civil 

Society Partnerships 

Partnerships between government and civil society are integral to 
p2. Each side has interests that need to be negotiated in the 
partnership. This may require courage, humility and a level of trust 
in the p2 process. 

Civil Society and p2 Civil society contributes to p2, and p2 strengthens civil society. 
Organizing and training people enables better p2, and meaningful 
p2 processes in turn revitalize civil society and create new 
connections between previously isolated individuals. 

Perceptions of p2 Views about the relationship between the government and the 
people shape perceptions of p2. A government that believes it 
manifests the will of the people may see no need for additional p2 
processes. 

Government Support 

for p2 

Governments have many important roles to play in supporting p2. 
They can fund p2 processes; introduce p2 legislation; help to build 
civil society capacity; reform government organizational culture; be 
willing to consider public input in decision-making processes and 
provide feedback; and maintain transparency. 

Traditional Practices Recognizing traditional p2 practices can improve engagement with 
different cultures. The principles of p2 are echoed in many cultures, 
and a p2 process that emulates traditional practices is more likely to 
be accessible. 

Sharing p2 Practices Sharing effective practices provides opportunities for cross-
fertilization to enhance outcomes. 

Conclusion The conclusion highlights which points are most relevant for 
different audiences, and points towards future research.   

 



  

 

B a c k g r o u n d  

In 2005 the International Association for Public 

Participation (IAP2) and The Charles F. Kettering 

Foundation began work on a joint research project 

exploring public-government decision-making in 

seven country/regions of the world: Africa, Asia, 

Australasia, Canada, Latin America, UK/Western 

Europe and the United States (see Figure 1 below).1 

Details of the research methodology are provided in 

the Appendix.      

This project presented an opportunity for both 

organizations to gain a broader understanding of 

how the public is engaged in decision-making and 

deliberative practices through processes led by 

government in countries around the world. Moreover, 

IAP2 and the Foundation sought through this study 

to provide a baseline for mapping how cultural 

context potentially impacts such processes. This 

provides a foundation for future research on cross-

cultural public-government decision-making. 

 

Three key questions guided the research: 

1. What does public participation/deliberation in 
government decision-making processes mean in 
different cultural contexts?  

2. How do different cultures provide space for 
public participation/deliberation in government 
decision-making processes? 

3. What positive and negative outcomes occur as 
a result of public participation/deliberation in 
government decision-making processes? 

The data gathered emphasizes the significant 

personal and professional commitment by officials, 

practitioners and NGO representatives to core 

democratic principles.  Each interviewee struggled 

with fulfilling the often momentous expectations that 

are associated with these duties and sometimes with 

reconciling them to their own personal and 

professional ethics.    

This study has broad relevance to democracies as a 

whole, as well as specifically to government officials, 

public participation practitioners, professional 

associations and civil society leadersðacross all 

boundaries, regardless of geography. Some 

implications are primarily relevant to specific 

countries or regions.  

The following sections summarize the preliminary 

analysis of the research findings. 

P u b l i c  P a r t i c i p a t i o n  ( p 2 )  
T e r m i n o l o g y  

Each country uses p2 terminology differently 

and a wide range of activities are included under 

the banner of p2. 

There is no one definition or conception of public 

participation that can be generalized across all 

cultures, places or political systems. This has 

important implications for practitioners operating and 

communicating across different local contexts. 

According to a US federal administrator who 

speaks multiple languages, the terms ñcommunityò, 

ñpublicò and ñstakeholderò are sometimes difficult to 

translate into other languages, and therefore s/he 

finds the phrase ñcivil society engagementò is useful 

when working internationally.   

Clearly there is a great variety of meanings attached 

to terminology in each country and culture. 

Therefore it may be useful to provide functional 

descriptions of a process rather than assuming a 

shared understanding of terminology when 

communicating internationally.  

The IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation serves 

this purpose (see www.iap2.org for more details): 

inform Ĕ consult Ĕ involve Ĕ collaborate Ĕ empower 

Some interviewees cited examples of public 

participation activities that seem to fall outside the 

range of the IAP2 Spectrum (see Table 1 below).   

I m p r o v e d  O u t c o m e s  F r o m  p 2  

Evidence of improved outcomes as a result of 

1
 A total of 66 interviews were conducted across 12 countries, in English, Portuguese, Spanish, Mandarin and French. We interviewed people 

within government with responsibility for participatory processes at the local, state/provincial or regional and federal/national levels who were 

administrators, elected or appointed officials. We also interviewed public participation practitioners and leaders of non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) that were involved in public participation activities and civic engagement. 

http://www.iap2.org/


  

 

Table 1:  Examples of p2 cited by interviewees that 

fall outside the IAP2 Spectrum  

 Reporting a leaking water pipe, even when the 

damage does not personally affect you (South 

Africa).  

 Benefiting from government services and 

programs (South Africa, Mexico).  

 Participating in agricultural production activities 

(Mexico). 

 Allowing people to volunteer in government run 

initiatives such as the Olympics (China).  

 A community festival in which diverse ethnic 

and social groups ñparticipatedò (Ivory Coast).  

 Paying taxes (Ivory Coast).  

 

p2, but better evaluation mechanisms needed.  

There were many anecdotal examples of improved 

outcomes as a result of p2 in most countries, 

including: 

Building a culture of tolerance in Brazil: A p2 

practitioner said that p2 processes have helped to 

overcome the lack of dialogue and trust between the 

government and civil society, and even between 

different sectors of civil society.  

Exploring common values in the United States: A 

public participation practitioner said, ñI have seen 

this over and overé  where you have two polarized 

groups or starting to head in that direction. And just 

that simple thing of getting everybody togetherð

forget the positions, but letôs talk about your deeper 

interest. What are the values that you care about?  

And that is the one thing that anybody in the public 

can talk about.ò 

Forging partnerships in Scotland: An NGO leader 

described how multiple formal and informal 

partnerships have been developed amongst 

local government units, service providers, 

community organizations and the general public. 

They ñare around learning in its broadest sense, so 

that is formal learning, both from schools, colleges, 

and universities, but also informal learning, adult 

learning, community development, and youth workð

young people getting with the partnership.ò In some 

communities the culture of partnerships is ingrained, 

so that they become an automatic part of peopleôs 

work. ñOfficers within the local authority will almost 

as a matter of course in the day-to-day working 

environment have to talk to my colleague in healthé 

thatôs how we deliver the best quality of servicesé 

Thatôs when community planning becomes 

mainstream.ò Each formal partnership is funded by 

Brazil   

�³�S�X�E�O�L�F��
management�  ́ South Africa 

�³consultation�  ́

Ivory Coast 

�³public investigation�  ́

Australia  

�³public consultation�  ́

China 

�³volunteerism�  ́

Cambodia 

�³�F�R-�P�D�Q�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W�´ 

Sweden 

�³�O�R�N�D�O�H�P�E�R�K�U�  ́

Scotland 

�³partnership�  ́

USA 

�³civic engagement�  ́

Mexico 

�³citizen participation�  ́

Canada 

�³citizen engagement�  ́

New Zealand  

�³community voices�  ́

Figure 1 Countries included in this research and typical public participation terminology 


