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Citizen engagement
Elke Loeffler and Steve Martin
Introduction
Current attempts to strengthen democracy and improve public governance have placed citizen engagement centre stage. Policy-makers in Western democracies appear united in the belief that increased engagement by citizens can both rebuild trust in government and improve social cohesion. Yet, putting these ideas into practice is still a challenge for most public sector organizations and is perceived by some as a threat to the role of elected representatives. Progress has been made in implementing citizen-centred approaches. However, the fuzzy relationship between representative, participatory and direct democracy remains problematic in practice and theory.
The availability of new digital technologies, such as smart phones and social media, now provides citizens with new opportunities to communicate with each other and to organize themselves. New terms such as ‘liquid democracy’ indicate that governments can no longer ‘manage’ public participation in the age of ‘open government’. The outbreak of the ‘Arab Spring’ in 2010, and the street protests against Eurozone austerity policies in Athens in recent times, suggest a new quality of citizen engagement which challenges both governments and civic society to rethink public governance.
At the same time, declining voter turnout, dwindling participation in traditional civic organizations, and growing cynicism towards politics, politicians and political parties all point to a need to reinvent the relationship between the citizen and institutions of government, if a ‘crisis of legitimacy’ is to be averted.
Learning objectives
This chapter considers five key issues:
· the concept of citizen engagement;
· forms of citizen engagement, including informing, consulting, participation and co-production;
· whom to engage;
· arguments in favour of citizen engagement in public decisions and services;
· challenges to effective citizen engagement and ways of overcoming these.
Forms of citizen engagement
Successive UK governments have emphasized the importance of ‘consultation’, ‘listening’, ‘being in touch with the people’, ‘involving users’, ‘devolving power to neighbourhoods’, strengthening ‘accountability to local people’ and ‘empowerment’, as if these often very different types of activity were synonymous. In fact, they represent a wide spectrum of different types of citizen engagement.
One of the most widely quoted typologies is the ‘ladder of participation’ of Sherry Arnstein (1969) (see Figure 22.1). On the lower rungs of the ladder are manipulation (getting citizens to think the way you want them to think) and therapy (telling them just enough to make them feel good). What Arnstein saw as ‘tokenistic’ activities – ‘informing’, ‘consultation’ and ‘placation’ – are in the middle section. At the upper end are three approaches that in her view genuinely empower the public – partnership, delegated power and citizen control.

Figure 22.1 Ladder of engagement.
Source: Adapted from Arnstein (1969)
This typology, however, implies that some forms of engagement are inherently superior. In practice, what matters most is that the form of citizen engagement is fit for purpose (Tritter and McCallum, 2006). In fact, not everybody wants to be engaged in everything at all times. Many citizens are content to just let service providers ‘get on with the job’. A less normative typology of citizen engagement is shown in Figure 22.2, distinguishing between different intensities of citizen engagement:
1. Information – a one-way relationship between governments and citizens. Traditionally, governments provide citizens with information, but with social media it can be the other way round, with citizens sending information to trigger government interventions.
2. Consultation – a two-way dialogue between public organizations and citizens whereby citizens are given a voice on an issue. They have no guarantee, however, that they will be listened to, let alone that the decision-makers will implement what the majority say, so the ‘dialogue’ may still appear rather one-way.
3. Participation in public decision-making – a more intense interaction between public organizations and citizens where each party has a role in decision-making (e.g. in relation to laws, policies, priorities, regulatory sanctions, etc.) and an influence upon the final decision.
4. Co-production of public services and outcomes – the most intensive form of engagement, where both citizens and professionals harness each other’s resources and capabilities to take actions which improve public services or achieve publicly desired outcomes.
In most engagement processes, citizens and governments will move between the four types of engagement, depending on the willingness and ability of each party to engage – see Table 22.1.
Information: approaches and evidence
While noting Arnstein’s scepticism about insincerely motivated forms of citizen engagement (e.g. the ‘manipulation’ and ‘therapy’ rungs of her ladder), it is clear that honest and effective informing of the public is a legitimate and necessary function, providing people with the means to engage effectively with public organizations. At the very least, citizens need clear information about a range of issues, including the services for which they are eligible (and how they can complain and seek redress), the decisions which affect them that are being made by their representatives, the issues on which they will be consulted (and the ‘rules’ of the engagement process) and, most importantly, the limits of engagement. Indeed, some rights to information are enshrined within Freedom of Information legislation in many countries. However, providing the right information on the right issues to the right people remains a challenge to most public organizations.
Table 22.1 Forms of public engagement
	
	Information
	Consultation
	Participation in public decision-making
	Co-production of public services and outcomes

	

	Direction
	One-way
	Two-way
	Two-way
	Two-way

	Activity
	Information giving
	Listening
	Joint decision-making
	Joint action


Source: Adapted from Arnstein (1969)
A key challenge is that information is often provided in bureaucratic language which is incomprehensible to many citizens. There is now a strong drive by governments across the world to use ‘simple language’. The use of ‘jargon’ risks excluding some groups from the conversation. However, using a reduced vocabulary, with simple terms, may lose precision and fail to convey the complexity of the issues that are being considered. It is therefore important to tailor language to the needs of the specific groups receiving the information in order to get the message across in terms that they can understand. It is increasingly recognized that the medium is also important and that this need not be ‘text’ – some groups understand an issue better and faster through graphics, videos and anecdotes, and prefer oral to written communication. This means that information officers need a range of communication skills and to be able to act as intermediaries between public organizations and the public.
Governments at local and national levels use a wide variety of media to provide information to the public. Traditional approaches include noticeboards, council newspapers, service directories, videos, roadshows, exhibitions and public awareness campaigns. More recently, digital devices have provided new ways of disseminating information – including websites, community information points (e.g. in libraries) and mobile phone apps (see chapter 10). Some public agencies see the Internet as particularly important in serving the needs of sparsely populated areas and citizens who are relatively immobile. Interestingly, Tolbert and Mossberger (2006) found that members of the public who use public sector websites expressed higher levels of confidence in both federal and local government than those who did not.
In the UK, more and more public organizations recognize that social media are not only a useful way of informing citizens but also of inviting their views and getting information from them – see Case example 22.1.
So, what are the benefits of providing information to citizens and which approaches work best? This is not a well researched topic, but one interesting study (Coulter and Ellins, 2006: 21) found that inadequate health literacy in the USA is a significant barrier to citizen engagement. Affecting around 90 million adults, it has potentially serious consequences for their health. However, the researchers also report that studies show that, despite various initiatives to improve the quality and availability of health information, patients and the public want more information than they currently receive and that health professionals tend to overestimate the amount of information they supply.
Interest in the power of information-giving has been greatly stimulated in recent years by the realisation that many public policy issues can only be addressed effectively through prevention rather than cure. Governments therefore need to become better at informing public attitudes and influencing behaviour. Long-term gains in health, for example, depend as much as on changes in lifestyle (diet, smoking habits, exercise, etc.) as they do on advances in the treatment of acute illness (see chapter 23). Similarly, levels of educational attainment depend not just on the skills of teaching staff and their teaching methods but also on the attitudes of students and their parents. To encourage a focus on behaviour change, the UK government in 2010 set up a Behavioural Insights Team (known unofficially as the ‘Nudge Team’), as the world’s first government institution dedicated to the application of behavioural sciences. It has now become a joint venture social purpose company (see www.behaviouralinsights.co.uk), attracting finance based on what are claimed to be impressive early results (see www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/may/02/nudge-unit-has-it-worked).
While the results of the ‘nudge’ approach have not as yet been fully evaluated, it has attracted considerable interest and the evidence appears encouraging. Gerry Stoker (2013: 34), for example, concluded from a series of experiments that ‘the evidence suggests [nudges] can be decisive in changing people’s minds’, although he cautioned that ‘Most of our nudges worked in a modest, rather than transformative, way’.
Case example 22.1 CamdenTalking – the social media platform of London Borough of Camden
The London Borough of Camden took a pro-active approach towards social media and has reaped the benefits of being an early adopter. Alasdair Mangham (former ICT Manager) explained in an interview: ‘Finally, we can listen to what they are actually saying about us’.
Elke Loeffler: Are social media just another hype or will this transform local government?
Alasdair Mangham: In Camden social media have completely changed the way we communicate with the public. In the past, our conversation was based on the idea that we need to push our message out – either through leaflets, flyers and other paper-based information or through the website and emails. Since we have been using social media, we now engage in on-going conversations with citizens on a more-or-less permanent basis, which is very different.
Elke Loeffler: How do you use social media in Camden?
Alasdair Manghan: In a variety of ways – for example, our complaints management now uses Twitter to listen to what people say about us and to feedback quickly what we have done about complaints. So, for example, when we had a lot of snow this winter, one resident on Twitter complained that his local park hadn’t opened that day. We tweeted him explaining that some parks staff hadn’t been able to get into work because of the snow but that we were working to get the parks opened anyway. When his park was open, we tweeted back to tell him – and he retweeted this message to all his followers, adding that he thought this was super service and how impressed he was. Invaluable!
But we also use social media to launch campaigns. For example, last Christmas we ran a very effective ‘Love Camden’ campaign to urge shoppers to do their Christmas shopping in Camden. We used ‘crowdsourcing’ to generate ideas on how to support the campaign and won over some local celebrities to back the campaign.
Elke Loeffler: Where do you see the limits of social media?
Alasdair Mangham: Of course, social media do not overcome the digital divide. Today, more than 70 per cent of residents in Camden have access to a PC – but obviously we need to keep in touch with the other 30 per cent, too. Actually, social media also open up a new digital divide, since their use is very uneven in the e-literate population. For example, we know that not many 20–30 years olds use Twitter, so we need to invest in a mix of media to engage with various groups.
Source: Adapted from a Governance International Interview with Alasdair Mangham in 2010, www.govint.org/good-practice/interviews/alasdair-mangham-interview
Consultation: approaches and evidence
Consultation differs from information provision in that it involves two-way communication between governments/service providers and citizens. It covers a wide range of activities involving differing levels of engagement.
It is often important to consult about consultation. Where people have an early chance to shape the subsequent consultation exercise, they are more likely to regard an exercise as genuine and productive. However, where a public agency just wants to check that it has not forgotten anything or misinterpreted the public mood, it may be appropriate simply to allow a period for people to respond to a well developed set of proposals. There are circumstances in which either of these approaches may be useful and appropriate.
However, consultation is not always seen in a favourable light. In some cases, the public is presented with a narrow range of options and asked to decide which it prefers, leaving many people feeling that they are being ‘railroaded’. Where consultation has become mandatory (as is increasingly the case in the UK), many exercises appear tokenistic: consultation occurs at such a late stage that citizens believe that the key decisions have already been taken. Moreover, long-drawn-out consultation processes are sometimes used by policy-makers simply to defer difficult decisions (OECD, 2001). And many public agencies fail to provide adequate feedback to consultees, sometimes on grounds of cost.
All these problems mean that, in practice, ‘consultation’ can become a one-way flow of information. Worse still, in some cases the results of ‘consultations’ which are run by staff low down in the hierarchy or by external consultants do not reach more senior decision-takers for whose benefit they were theoretically designed. And many consultations involve fairly narrowly defined groups of the ‘usual suspects’. There is much talk in the UK of ‘consultation fatigue’. However, in practice, it is only some groups that are ‘over-consulted’ while the views of others are still not heard. Indeed, so-called ‘hard-to-reach’ groups often find that it is the public service providers who are ‘hard to reach’ – and even when they are reached, public agencies can be hard to engage with, as they often want to keep control and have the last word.
A recent survey of UK public sector consultation specialists (Consultation Institute, 2012) found that traditional consultation methods still predominated – 93 per cent reported use of written consultations and 83 per cent reported use of public meetings. However, 84 per cent reported using focus groups (greatly increased on a decade earlier) and 42 per cent reported using deliberative events – in general, a move towards more deliberative methods was discernible. The major change they noted has been in the use of surveys: although these were relatively rare until the early 1990s, almost all local councils, and many other local service providers, now regularly conduct residents’ and users’ surveys to gauge public satisfaction with existing services. In the Consultation Institute survey, 87 per cent of respondents reported use of online surveys, 74 per cent postal surveys, 65 per cent face-to-face surveys and 40 per cent telephone surveys.
Many local councils, police forces and health authorities in the UK have used citizens’ panels (with representative samples, typically of 1,000 to 2,000 local people) as regular sounding boards on key policy issues. Panels of service users and particular communities are also now commonplace. The Consultation Institute survey reported that 60 per cent of respondents were using such panels and communities. Almost as important, at 57 per cent, were social media channels (and this was by far the most common approach highlighted for greater use in the future). Other Internet-driven communications are also growing.
Other methods in use, although on a smaller scale, include ‘visioning exercises’ or community appraisals, ‘listening days’ (during which senior managers and councillors talk in the streets to shoppers and householders), opening up council meetings with scheduled regular public question times, web broadcasting of committee meetings, free phone lines so citizens can record comments and suggestions, and Internet-driven information kiosks. In the Consultation Institute survey, 16 per cent of respondents had been involved in participatory budgeting exercises on priorities for public spending. However, there now appears much less use of citizens’ juries, often used in the UK, the USA and Germany in the 1980s and 1990s (Renn et al., 1995), although some agencies have developed what are in effect larger citizens’ juries, often called ‘public scrutiny workshops’ or ‘consensus conferences’, to explore key policy issues.
Central government has also invested heavily in recent years in surveys of the general public (see Box 22.1). However, these surveys have often changed considerably over time, reducing their usefulness for comparing policy performance. In some cases, they have been developed at considerable expense and then abolished. For example, the Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG) in the UK developed a Place Survey, interviewing a large sample of the population in 2008 about their attitudes to the place they live, their quality of life and the service outcomes that they experience on a wide range of dimensions. The new government then abolished it after just one running, in spite of the widespread belief in local government that it was valuable. Many commentators assumed that this was because DCLG expected the survey results to become more unfavourable as austerity hit public spending programmes.
So, does consultation make a difference? Strangely, this is not well researched. An overview of the effects of consultation in education settings (Noell and Witt, 1999: 34) concludes that ‘relatively little is known about the extent to which teachers implement interventions as a result of consultation’. Although, when researchers ask teachers if they have implemented the changes suggested from the consultations, they generally report that they have, Noell and Witt point to studies which suggest that these accounts may not match what appears to have actually happened. Whether such findings are valid more generally is not clear.
Participation in public decision-making: approaches and evidence
Earlier in this chapter, we defined participation as a more intense interaction between public organizations and citizens, where each party has a role in decision-making (e.g. in relation to laws, policies, priorities, regulatory sanctions, etc.) and influence upon the final decision.
Box 22.1 Major surveys in the United Kingdom
The Office for National Statistics runs an annual Crime Survey for England and Wales, interviewing 38,000 people in their own homes to assess attitudes to and experiences of crime, the police and the courts.
NHS England commission Ipsos MORI to conduct a GP Patient Survey to provide information on patients’ experience of primary care services. Over 2.6 million questionnaires were sent out across two waves in 2013 and 2014, yielding over 903,000 completed responses (a response rate of 34.3 per cent).
The National Rail Passenger Survey has run twice a year since 1999 to provide customer views on rail company performance (e.g. regarding the punctuality and frequency of trains, and level of ticket prices), allowing comparisons between the various companies which can be built into the franchising contracts with train companies. In Spring 2014 nearly 30,000 questionnaires were returned (a return rate of 31.1 per cent).
The arguments for public participation in decision-making have been strengthened by the weakening of representative forms of democracy, reflected in low, and falling, levels of turnout in elections in many European countries. Participatory democracy may take many forms – e.g. the development of a ‘participation infrastructure’ in the Swedish local authority, setting out how citizens can use participatory opportunties, Falun or the ‘rule book’ for public officers and councillors in the City of Heidelberg on when and how to involve citizens in specific decision-making processes. Nor is this simply a local phenomenon – central governments also seek the views of the public on legislative and policy change, increasingly using ICT. Famously, in 2001 an Estonian Government website allowed citizens to comment on draft laws and submit their own ideas for new legislation. However, only one new law was actually proposed, accepted and passed through this mechanism (Coleman and G⊘tze, 2001).
How common is such participative activity in public decision-making? While much talked about, a literature review for the Scottish Government (Albert and Passmore, 2008: 5) reminds us that ‘evidence of a public appetite for participating in the design and delivery of public services is mixed’, although ‘there is some support for more radical forms of engagement, such as lay involvement on the governing boards of public services’. Indeed, research suggests that only 3 per cent of the UK population believe that they are involved with its local authority to some degree (Box 22.2) although 20 per cent would like to engage more closely with their local authority and only 1 per cent say that they are not at all interested in what their council does. Moreover, participation mechanisms to bring local people into public decision-making continue to be developed and refreshed – see Case example 22.2.
And what difference does it make? Gaventa and Barrett (2010: 3) analysed 100 research studies of four types of citizen engagement, mainly of the participation type, in 20 countries and conclude that ‘citizen participation produces positive effects across [several] outcome types, though in each category there are also examples of negative outcomes’. The outcomes which they considered were the construction of citizenship, strengthened practices of participation, the building of responsive and accountable states, and more inclusive and cohesive societies. They concluded that the outcomes varied according to the type of citizen engagement and to political context, although they did not find that participation ‘success’ and ‘level of democratization’ were strongly linked nor that citizen engagement was more likely to lead to government response in more democratic than in less democratic states.
Box 22.2 Public attitudes to participation
· I’m not interested in what the Council does, or whether they do their job – 1 per cent.
· I’m not interested in what the Council does as long as they do their job – 16 per cent.
· I like to know what the Council is doing, but I’m happy to let them get on with their job – 57 per cent.
· I would like to have more of a say in what the Council does and the services it provides – 21 per cent.
· I already work for/am involved with the Council – 3 per cent.
· Don’t know – 1 per cent.
Source: Martin and Boaz (2000: 51)
Although there is a lack of clear evidence about its impacts, there is now a stronger body of knowledge about how to implement public participation, its potential and pitfalls both in the UK and in many other Western countries (see, for example, Petts and Leach, 2000; Abelson and Gauvin, 2006). However, public service providers often fail to tap this reservoir of existing knowledge about good practice or to reflect properly on their own experiences of public participation (see chapter 27). The result is that they risk ‘re-inventing the wheel’ and repeating mistakes made elsewhere.
Case example 22.2 Communities First programme in Wales
Communities First is a Welsh Government community-focussed programme intended to tackle poverty amongst the most disadvantaged people in the most deprived areas of Wales, by improving health, learning and economic prosperity. It is based on small groups of communities working together and sharing resources to tackle local issues. These Communities First clusters (originally 150 but reduced to 52 after 2012), have a population of between 10,000 and 15,000 people. Community involvement is an essential feature but each cluster has flexibility to develop the involvement structures that suit the area, based on a Community Involvement Plan, bringing local people and community organizations into planning and delivering work with all key partners to support all aspects of the programme.
Source: Adapted from http://wales.gov.uk/topics/people-and-communities/regeneration/communitiesfirst/faqs/?lang=en
Co-production
Public service co-production means providing services with and not just to citizens. This means treating citizens not simply as passive recipients of services but harnessing their knowledge, experience, skills and willingness to make a contribution to improve their own outcomes or outcomes of other people. As noted above, the efficacy of many public services depends not only on the performance of the providers but also the responses of users and the communities in which they live. Many services therefore benefit from the active involvement of users in design and delivery. It can help to increase the chances that services meet users’ needs. It can also play an important role in changing lives, e.g. of people with learning disabilities, increasing their self-esteem and self-confidence and changing the image others have of them. Co-production therefore seeks to go beyond an attempt to attune public services to the wishes of passive recipients. Its aim is to empower users to take greater control over, and responsibility for, their lives through their interaction with the public sector and public service providers. This topic is discussed in much more detail in chapter 23.
Engagement by whom?
Another important issue is who should engage with governments and service providers (see also chapters 6 and 15). There are three key groups:
· Customers – in some cases the views of users/clients will be the most valuable form of input to decision-making, e.g. in informing service providers about their satisfaction with a service received.
· Citizens – in other cases, citizens as a whole have an important stake in the decision-making process. For example, taxpayers who do not use a service themselves (such as prisons) may nevertheless have a legitimate interest in the costs of alternative service delivery approaches and may well have different preferences to those of service users.
· Communities – in the case of initiatives designed to benefit particular neighbourhoods or sections of the population, it may be important to engage with specific communities of place, identity or interest.
Combining the three types of interaction identified in Figure 22.2 with this threefold categorization of the main stakeholder groups provides a useful typology of different modes of engagement (see Figure 22.2).
Experience suggests that it is important to be clear from the outset about what are the objectives of each public participation exercise, because this helps to ensure that the right tools and techniques are used and the right groups are involved. It can also help to clarify what level of influence is being offered to the public, thus reducing the risk of disillusionment among those involved. It also helps to highlight the kind of feedback that those involved can expect. This is important because engagement is only sustainable if stakeholders see that their views have at least been listened to.
Drivers and potential benefits of citizen engagement
While there is still a long way to go before all governments see ‘citizens as partners’ (OECD, 2001), the debate about citizen engagement has evolved quickly – most policy-makers and senior public service managers in OECD countries now like to portray themselves as ‘listening to citizens’ or even ‘engaging citizens in public decision-making processes’. This means that the focus has shifted from normative ‘Why?’ questions, to issues of ‘How?’ (to engage the public effectively) and ‘Towards which end?’

Figure 22.2 Modes of public participation.
Source: Adapted from Martin and Boaz (2000)
Box 22.3 Citizen engagement agendas at global, national, regional and local levels
Since the foundation of the Open Government Partnership in 2011, 65 countries have endorsed the Open Government Declaration, committing themselves to ‘foster a global culture of open government that empowers and delivers for citizens, and advances the ideals of open and participatory 21st century government’ – see www.opengovpartnership.org.
In 2013 the UK National Health Service (NHS) launched a new initiative, ‘the NHS Citizen’, to strengthen citizen engagement in health care – see www.nhscitizen.org.uk.
At local government level, the Swedish Association of Local and Regional Authorities (SALAR), together with the Ministry of Integration and Gender Equality, ran a project during 2008–2013 to develop, test and spread methods that employ IT Solutions for Civic Dialogues – see http://skl.se/tjanster/englishpages/activities/dialoguewithcitizens/itsolutionsforcitizensdialogues.1424.html.
So what are the drivers of wider and deeper citizen engagement? Jones and Gammel (2009) explain the increased appetite for consultation in terms of:
· growing awareness of the democratic deficit;
· the rise of evidence-based policy-making;
· the ‘transparency’ trend; and
· changing expectations of citizens.
This means that citizen engagement is now driven both top down, e.g. by the desire of some politicians to remedy the democratic deficit, and bottom up, by citizens wishing to make their voices heard.
But why do citizens get engaged? The Dutch Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR, 2012: 11) suggests that they first respond to challenges by resisting change, trying to keep things the way they are. However, their second response is exploration – they start looking for better alternatives to the existing situation, which may lead to learning and innovation. Consequently, citizens not only get engaged when policy-makers invite them to do so but increasingly on their own initiative, through more direct channels such as social media. Some forms of citizen engagement seek to balance these top-down and bottom-up drivers, such as the ‘participatory budget’ in Berlin-Lichtenberg (see Case example 22.3).
In order to make citizen engagement sustainable, all key stakeholders need to gain benefits. The OECD (2001) argued that strengthening citizen-government relations was ‘core to good governance’. Building on its analysis, the benefits from citizen engagement can include:
· improving the quality of policy-making by allowing government to tap wider sources of information, perspectives and potential solutions;
· facilitating greater and faster interaction between citizens and governments;
· increasing accountability and transparency, which in turn increase …
· … representativeness, legitimacy and public confidence.
Case example 22.3 Citizen proposals and citizen-led neighbourhood budgets in Berlin-Lichtenberg
The Borough of Berlin-Lichtenberg is one of 12 boroughs in the City-State of Berlin, with about 265,000 inhabitants. Its citizen engagement process was formally started by an all-party decision in 2004, with the strong support of the directly elected mayor. Citizens were invited to submit and then discuss proposals related to the public services within the responsibility of the Borough, in a five-stage process:
· a launch meeting for all Borough residents (September 2005);
· five citizen meetings in decentralized Borough neighbourhoods, where residents could submit and vote on proposals;
· a one-day meeting of ‘citizen journalists’ to edit and aggregate the 20 most popular proposals from each of the five neighbourhood meetings;
· a general citizen assembly in January 2006, an Internet vote and a written vote to select the overall 20 best proposals from the set submitted by the ‘citizen journalists’;
· a citizen survey to check the reactions to the prioritized proposals by citizens who had not previously participated.
At the end of this process, the Borough Council debated the proposals at several public meetings and took final decisions on the proposals in May 2006.
Although known as the Berlin-Lichtenberg ‘participatory budget’, the citizens do not, strictly speaking, set the budget, but rather the service and outcome priorities in the annual budgetary process. Since 2006, the process has been developed further. In particular, the Borough drew up smaller neighbourhoods so that they seemed more relevant to citizens – an important lesson for other countries (like the UK) where ‘neighbourhoods’ are often very large. Again, since not everybody is up for strategic deliberation – some people just want to do things for and with other people around them – in 2010 the Borough introduced ‘neighbourhood budgets’ (Kiezfonds), currently of about €7,000 in each neighbourhood, managed by citizen committees. This provides citizen activists with seed funding to organize events, tackle local environmental problems or take other actions which improve key outcomes at neighbourhood level. The Berlin-Lichtenberg approach is now the longest-standing ‘participatory budgeting’ approach in Germany and is strongly supported by the new mayor, elected in 2015.
While this may sound impressive, these ‘fuzzy’ benefits are difficult to assess. For example, in order to generate evidence that citizen engagement leads to better public decisions, experiments would be needed (ideally, randomized control trials) which would compare the effects on public decisions in areas with and without citizen engagement – this would be difficult to put into practice. Consequently, it is often hard for engagement officers and participation-oriented policy-makers to make a business case for citizen engagement. This is particularly awkward in times of austerity, when sceptics are especially likely to demand evidence that investment in citizen engagement ‘makes a difference’ and is worthwhile. This may be one of the reasons behind the volatility in government policy towards citizen engagement – see Case example 22.4. We will now consider approaches to each of the forms of engagement – information, consultation, participation and co-production – and look at some of the empirical evidence.
Case example 22.4 Volatility of government policy on citizen engagement in the UK
The emphasis on increased public involvement in the planning and delivery of local services in the UK was reflected in Clause 3.1 of the 1999 Local Government Act, which required local councils, police and fire authorities and a range of other statutory agencies to consult not only service users and taxpayers (both individuals and businesses) but also anyone else whom they deemed to have legitimate interest in the area (which might, for example, include commuters, tourists and representatives of voluntary and community organizations).
These requirements undoubtedly increased both the scale and scope of engagement by local authorities with local people. Many councils in England introduced consultation into services where there was previously little direct contact with the public and adopted new, more interactive approaches to reach communities and groups with which they had traditionally not engaged (Martin et al., 2001).
Some years later, UK ministers preached the need for ‘double devolution’, whereby power would be dispersed from central to local government and local councils, which would then hand over increased control to neighbourhoods and local communities. The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 gave local authorities a new duty to ‘inform, consult and involve’ local people.
The policies of the new coalition government elected in 2010 showed some continuity with these earlier policies. Its Localism Act 2011 publicly espoused ‘localism’, introducing new Community Rights to Challenge (to provide any service currently provided by a council) and the Community Right to Bid (to run local community facilities) (Bovaird, 2012). However, it also abolished many of the key instruments for community involvement, including the duty to inform, consult and involve, the national survey of citizen satisfaction with local areas and local authorities, and the national collection of outcome indicators. It also launched the complete redesign of the recently instituted system of local citizen involvement networks (LINks), although these were later abolished. While it simultaneously committed itself to empowering the ‘Big Society’, this policy, in turn, did not survive long.
Obstacles to effective engagement
Power to the people?
Increased public engagement does not enjoy unqualified support among public officials and politicians. Not surprisingly, some see it as a threat to their professional judgement or democratic legitimacy, fearing ‘government by referendum’ in which their role is reduced to that of ‘rubber-stamping’ decisions made by the public or brokering the views of different groups in the community. Some authors have even argued that participation (admittedly, mainly in the context of development and poverty alleviation) is tyrannical, in that it allows the illegitimate and/or unjust exercise of power by unrepresentative groups (Cooke and Kothari, 2001).
Unravelling the interests of different groups in our services will be one of the key roles of councillors; their job will be to act as community leaders and to act as brokers, balancing the different interests of different groups and developing integrated policies which meet local needs best.
Source: City of York Council
However, in practice, engagement with service users and citizens does not obviate the need for professional expertise or for political judgement. In most cases, it simply provides more information about the range of (often conflicting) views and priorities among the public. Politicians and officials still need to decide how best to reconcile competing interests and to allocate resources accordingly, as the quote from York City Council demonstrates.
Have we got the right approach?
Many public sector organizations focus a great deal of effort on choosing the ‘right’ approach to public participation. In practice, however, there is rarely one correct method. Some of the approaches adopted, for example public meetings, citizens’ juries and focus groups, offer high levels of interaction but reach only a small proportion of the population. They are also relatively costly, time-consuming and require skilled facilitation. Other methods, such as surveys of residents and citizen or user panels offer breadth of coverage and can be relatively cheap, but provide less in-depth interaction.
Most organizations therefore need to have a balanced portfolio of approaches that fit:
· the objectives of engaging with users and citizens;
· the resources available to those managing the process;
· the timescale for the decision-making process; and
· the capacity of the respondents.
Let’s work together
It is quite common for several local agencies, or even international organizations, to pursue very similar consultation exercises in parallel with each other, unaware that their efforts are being duplicated. In some cases, organizations repeat consultations unnecessarily, not realizing that they already have the information on file. This is problematic for two reasons. First, it is a waste of resources. Second, it increases the risk of ‘consultation fatigue’ among the public.
We usually ask a question ten times and use the information once. We must learn to ask once and use the answer ten times in different settings.
Source: Local authority Chief Executive
In order to avoid duplication and bring together disparate initiatives, some organizations have developed databases of previous consultations. And in some areas joint consultation strategies are being developed by local councils, health authorities, the police and other agencies to ensure that they coordinate their initiatives better or, better still, pool their resources.
Overcoming apathy
We have already reported research that suggests that one in five UK citizens wants to engage more closely with their local authority (Box 22.2). By definition, the minority who do get involved are unlikely to be representative of the community as a whole, particularly because the most vulnerable groups, those on lower incomes, young people, older people, members of households with a disabled person and members of ethnic minority communities, are usually the least inclined to be involved. Moreover, most people express a strong preference for relatively passive forms of engagement. A survey in the UK showed that the public strongly favoured one-off consultations conducted via postal surveys and face-to-face interviews. Very few were prepared to participate in in-depth consultations – only 13 per cent said they would be willing to go to public meetings, just 6 per cent said they would participate in a citizens’ panel and only 3 per cent would take part in a citizens’ jury (Martin and Boaz, 2000).
One way of alleviating this problem is to focus on those policies and issues that citizens say matter most to them – usually issues such as community safety, street cleaning, leisure facilities for young people. Almost all citizens care about at least one issue or service – but sometimes service providers do not take sufficient care to ensure that they are consulting each citizen about the things in which that citizen is most interested. Given that local supermarkets can now send customers highly relevant offers, based on their recent spending, it seems odd that their local council can’t tailor its communication and engagement strategies to individuals’ needs.
Another approach is to use the consultation methods that members of the public say they are most comfortable with – and avoid those they dislike. For example, participatory budgeting in the UK has put a strong focus on public meetings, even though this makes it very hard to attract those people who usually do not get engaged in any form of consultation.
It is also vital to give feedback on how results are used – what decisions were taken and why – so that people can see their views were taken seriously and made a real difference. This need only involve short flyers with attractive layouts (ideally including photos of consultees and the issues consulted on), with the clear messages ‘This is what you said’ and ‘This is what we are going to do’. This means reducing the number of consultation exercises in order to do a smaller number properly, but this may be a price worth paying.
Finally, some public service providers that have made important strides in engaging with the public have been less adept at consulting their own staff. This is a missed opportunity, because front-line staff often live locally, and they and their families therefore use local services and are in a position to provide valuable feedback.
Ensuring it makes a difference
A major reason for citizens’ unwillingness to engage is scepticism about whether governments and public service providers will respond to public opinion. And, indeed, in many cases the scope for action is constrained because an agency has only limited control over a policy area. Local authorities in the UK, for example, have little or no direct influence over many of the key issues about which local people feel most strongly, including health, community safety and employment, and may have limited room for manoeuvre even in their own services due to centrally determined performance targets and ‘ring-fenced’ budgets. Indeed, even a former Mayor of London expressed scepticism about how much citizens can achieve in the face of central government ‘control freakery’ (see insert).
If voting changed anything, they’d abolish it.
Source: Ken Livingstone, Mayor of London (2000–2008)
It is therefore important to make clear at the outset what the parameters of engagement are, what issues are up for negotiation, what changes are possible and what is ‘off-limits’. It is also crucial that there is effective communication with users and citizens throughout the process and, where possible, that some early ‘wins’ are achieved and celebrated – communities often complain that decision-making processes are too slow, and they lose interest if improvements do not materialize fairly rapidly.
Summary
Engaging service users and citizens in policy-making and in design and delivery of public services can take many forms. Less interactive approaches involve a one-way flow of information from policy-makers and public service managers to the public. More interactive approaches include consultation – a two-way flow of information, views and perspectives between policy-makers/managers and users/citizens – and participation in policy-making. The most interactive approach is co-production, in which providers and the public harness each other’s resources to improve services and outcomes.
Engagement may include a range of different stakeholder groups. In some circumstances it is appropriate to engage first and foremost with service users. In others it is necessary to involve the public as a whole. In some cases it is important to work with particular communities of place or interest.
There is a vast array of techniques for public engagement. What matters most is that the tools used by an organization are fit for purpose and appropriate to its own capacity and that of the groups with which it is seeking to engage and that the organization considers carefully the scope for coordinating with other local agencies.
Citizen engagement offers a range of potential benefits but also entails formidable challenges. There is a lot of experience that can be tapped from across a range of services and different countries. It is important that policy-makers, politicians and public service managers take enough time and are sufficiently open-minded to draw upon this growing body of evidence when developing their own organization’s approach to public engagement.
Questions for review and discussion
1. In what ways can engagement with citizens enhance public policies and public services?
2. What are the benefits of representative democracy? How can these be reconciled with increasing citizen engagement in policy decisions?
Reader exercises
1. Think of your own experience as a user of public services. What services or issues would you like to have more influence over? How might the organization(s) responsible for these services engage most effectively with you?
2. Interview a local councillor to get his or her views on how his or her role has changed as a result of more public engagement.
Class exercise
Work in groups on this exercise.
Access information provided to residents by a local authority (ideally the council where you study, work or live). You may want to look at:
· its website;
· the information it provides with council tax bills;
· the council newspaper (if it has one);
· information about council services provided in libraries or council offices.
Write a short report on the strengths and weaknesses of the council’s communications, taking into account questions such as:
· How easy was it to obtain information?
· How user-friendly is it?
· Is it sufficiently comprehensive?
· In your view is it likely to be useful to local people?
· Is there adequate provision for those with particular communication needs (e.g. are translations and large-print versions available)?
· Does it communicate a clear sense of the organization’s values and mission?
· Does it make clear how local people can contact the council with queries and complaints?
· Is there provision for people to feed back their views to the council easily?
· Does it invite people to engage more intensively in further participation or co-production activities?
Draw up an action plan to address the weaknesses that you have identified in the council’s communications approach. Explain your proposals to the other groups.
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