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Theme 5: Principles of Empowerment (Revisited)
Part 2: Participation, Liberation, Social Capital (Bonding, Bridging and Linking)



Participation
• It is often assumed that if people are encouraged to participate in decision 

making, they are automatically empowered

• Cultural critics, such as Raymond Williams, have pointed out that the term 
participation ‘seems never to be used unfavourably’ (Williams, 1976, p.76)

• However, many researchers have questioned this assumption

• For example, Narayan (2003, p. 2485) argues that ‘Social norms and customs 
make women and excluded sections [of society] disinterested in 
participation’

• That is to say that if people feel that they have no voice then they will not 
speak up even when asked their opinion



Participation
• Kamruzzaman (2020) argues that  participation can often be ‘tokenistic’ 

where people are included in the process for show only

• He gives the example of the ‘consultation’ in Bangladesh by the IMF and 
World Bank in which, he argues, ‘the poor were not assembled to make 
meaningful contributions to build a more effective policy; they were rather 
brought together for ceremonial and legitimating purposes—to ’display’ that 
poor people’s participation was ensured’ (Kamruzzaman, 2020, no page). 

• In his critique of such ‘tyrannical participation’ he draws on the work of 
Sherry Arnstein whose ‘Ladder of Citizen participation’ was first published in 
1969 and was republished in 2019 to mark the 50th anniversary of this 
important work



Participation
• Whilst working as a special assistant for the US Department of Health, 

Education and Welfare, Arnstein developed her theories on what constitutes 
truly participatory decision making

• Her Ladder of Citizen Participation is still used to evaluate consultation 
processes

• She ranks different types of ‘participation’ in terms of their commitment to 
empowerment

• We will take time to look at each ‘rung’ on her ladder



Ladder of Citizen Participation

Arnstein, 2019, p.26



• Arnstein argues that this not actually a form of participation

• She argues that ‘people are placed on rubberstamp advisory committees or 
advisory boards for the express purpose of “educating” them or engineering their 
support’ (Arnstein, 2019, p.26)

• She argues that ‘participants’ are often mis-informed or given very little detail

• Because of this she argues that this process ‘signifies the distortion of participation 
into a public relations vehicle by powerholders’ (ibid.)

• This also has links with the idea of soft social control that we looked at earlier in 
this Theme

Ladder of Citizen Participation
Manipulation



• Arnstein argues that this type of participation is ‘both dishonest and 
arrogant’ in that ‘citizens are engaged in extensive activity, but the focus of it 
is on curing them of their “pathology”’ (Arnstein, 2019, p.27)

• By this, she means that the professionals involved seek to ‘cure’ the 
participants of their negative attitudes and behaviours rather than seeking 
their views on what would make their experiences better

• It focuses on changing the people rather than their circumstances and, in 
doing so ‘assume[s] that powerlessness is synonymous with mental illness’ 
(ibid.)

Ladder of Citizen Participation

‘Therapy’



• Arnstein acknowledges that this is an important first step in effective 
participation

• However, she argues that ‘too frequently the emphasis is placed on a one-
way flow of information—from officials to citizens—with no channel 
provided for feedback and no power for negotiation.(Arnstein, 2019, p27)

• Such ‘information’ activities can be further manipulated by the use ‘legalistic 
jagon’ and technical detail so that the ‘participants’ do not understand what 
they are being asked to agree to.

Ladder of Citizen Participation

Informing



• Again, this is seen as an important aspect of true participation but Arnstein
argues that, if the process stops the then it is still ‘a sham’ (Arnstein, 2019, 
p,28)

• In order to be effective it needs to be sued alongside other forms of 
participatory activity otherwise it ‘offers no assurance that citizen concerns 
and ideas will be taken into account’ (ibid).

• This process has been summarised by BBC journalist Mark Easton as 
“Consulting ... and ignoring”

Ladder of Citizen Participation

Consultation

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-24670413


• At this level there is some representation for the people affected by the 
decision 

• However, Arnstein argues that ‘If they are not accountable to a constituency 
in the community and if the traditional power elite hold the majority of seats, 
the have-nots can be easily outvoted and outfoxed’ (Arnstein, 2019, p29)

• It is for this reason that she calls this type of ‘participation’ placating because 
the representatives of the ‘people’ have no real power to change the 
decisions being made.

Ladder of Citizen Participation

Placating



• This is the first genuine example of participation on Arnstein’s ladder as it involved 
a form of partnership between ‘citizens and powerholders’ (Arnstein, 2019, p.30)

• ‘They agree to share planning and decision-making responsibilities through such 
structures as joint policy boards, planning committees, and mechanisms for 
resolving impasses’ (Arnstein, 2019, p.30-31)

• After the groundrules have been established through some form of give-and-take, 
they are not subject to unilateral change. (Arnstein, 2019, p. 31)

• In order to be really effective however the ‘citizens’ need to represent an 
‘organised power-base’ within the community (ibid.) (see endogenous 
empowerment later in this theme)

Ladder of Citizen Participation
Partnership



• This rung of the ladder is where the ‘citizens’ achieve ‘dominant decision-making 
authority’ as a result of their negotiations with the powerholders (Arnstein, 2019, 
p. 31)

• An example of this type of participation is giving the ‘citizens’ the majority of seats 
on the decision making body so that they have the casting vote

• Another example is where there are ‘parallel groups of citizens and powerholders, 
with provision for ‘citizen veto’ if differences of opinion cannot be resolved through 
negotiation’. (ibid, p.32)

• As the ‘powerholders’ give the control to the citizens this can be seen as an 
example of exogenous empowerment

Ladder of Citizen Participation
Delegated Power



• This is the gold standard of participation and as such is extremely rare.

• It effectively means that the project is controlled by the community involved (e.g. 
community controlled schools)

• In advocating for this type of participation, Arnstein argues that ‘People are simply 
demanding that degree of power (or control) which guarantees that participants or 

residents can govern a program or an institution, be in full charge of policy and 
managerial aspects, and be able to negotiate the conditions under which 
“outsiders” may change them’. (Arnstein, 2019, p.32)

• ‘A neighborhood corporation with no intermediaries between it and the source 
of funds is the model most frequently advocated’ (ibid)

Ladder of Citizen Participation
Citizen Control



Liberation

• In the context of empowerment, the ‘philosophy of liberation’ was developed 
in Latin-America as the result of struggles against totalitarian and oppressive 
regimes

• Mendieta (2020, no page) argues that it now includes critiques of 
‘colonialism, imperialism, globalization, racism, and sexism, which is 
articulated from out of the experience of exploitation, destitution, alienation 
and reification’

• The concept also has links with liberation theology (Tombs, 2002) and 
liberation social psychology (Burton & Kagan, 2005), both of which also 
developed in Latin-America



Liberation Social Psychology

• (Burton & Kagan, 2005, p. 71), argue that liberation social psychology, in 
which the psychologist works to understand and overcome the mental 
damage caused by inequalities, can be seen in operation in the fields of;

• health promotion, 
• economic development 

and anti-poverty 
programmes, 

• housing,
• community development, 

• as well as the development of 
community intervention and support 
in the fields of: 

• disability, 
• domestic violence, 
• mental health, and 
• drug use.

How does this relate to the concept of empowerment?



Social Capital

• Bourdieu (1992 cited in Giddens, 2013, p.508) defines Social 
Capital as:

‘The resources that individuals or groups 
gain through their long-lasting networks  

of relationships with friends, mutual 
acquaintances and other contacts’

• In terms of empowerment, the key is who an individual has as 
‘mutual acquaintances and other contacts’ that is important.



Social Capital

• Putnam (1993a, p. 169 cited in Field, 2012, p. 4)

‘features of social organisation, 
such as trust, norms, and 

networks, that can improve the 
efficiency of society by 

facilitating coordinated actions’.



Social Capital
In small groups, discuss this important concept.

What does it mean?

Read through Section 1 of the document Social Capital and Social Wellbeing 
making a note of any key points or questions that you have

Feedback to your Tutor

Handout: Social Capital and Social Wellbeing



Social Capital 

• Social networks contain value for individuals

• Relationships between individuals form social networks, norms of 
reciprocity and trustworthiness

• Allow participants to act together more effectively to reach 
collective goals

• May have links to civic virtue and political participation

• Social networks can be connected in different ways, depending on 
the type of social network which we will now explore



Social Capital: Networks

Both Horizontal and Vertical networks work alongside 
each other in society. 

• Bring together people of the same 
status and power

• Facilitate communication and 
improved distribution of 
information about trustworthiness 
of individuals

• Improvement of reputation is 
directly linked to trust

• Join individuals that are different and 
located in asymmetric relations of 
hierarchy and dependency

• Vertical networks are not able to 
sustain social trust and cooperation

• Information flows are generally less 
reliable 

• Subordinates hold information back 
as protection from exploitation

Horizontal Networks

In terms of social capital there are two types of network recognised by social 
scientists, namely;

Vertical Networks

What examples of Vertical Networks can you think of?



Bonding
• Bonded Social capital can be seen as the relationship experienced among 

family members, close friends, and neighbours 

(Putnam, 1995; Woolcock, 2001). 
• These networks are often less diverse and often not as open to the views of 

“others” outside of the network 
(Dale & Sparkes, 2010).

• The ‘closed’ nature of these close personal relationships is also known as 
bonding

• Bonding is a term used in theories of child development to describe the 
formation of an effective ‘mutual identification’ between mother and child 
but is also used to describe other strong personal links



Bonding

• The ‘glue’ within these networks is a sense of deep trust held among the 
members of the group. 

• This trust is often highly personalized and therefore there is a possibility of 
conflict when either trust or commonly held values or ‘norms’ break down. 

• However, if trust is built between individuals over time, it is possible to 
engage in less personal exchanges based on ‘reciprocity’ (a mutual exchange 
of advantages and privileges – OED).

• This reciprocity creates social obligations between individuals and networks 

(Dale & Sparkes, 2010).



Bridging

• Bridging is distinguished by its horizontally linked relationships between 
groups held together by bonding & social capital. 

• These relationships tend to be more impersonal as the linkages are 
established for strategic reasons, (often to accomplish a task). 

• Bridging occurs when one member of one network connects with a 
member of another network. 

• Often, these bridges link networks within one community to more diverse 
resources normally unavailable (Woolcock, 2001).

• This often means that the trust between the bridging networks is often 
thinly held (Dales & Sparkes, 2010).



Linking

• Linking is defined as the connection between a community and the 
political and financial decision-makers. 

• Linking social capital is also defined by weak and opportunistic ties 
(often communities do not have links to those with financial and 
political power)

• Effective linking is viewed as the capacity for a community to lever 
resources, ideas and information from formal institutions beyond 
the community

(Woolcock, 2001). 
How does this relate to the concept of empowerment?



Bonding / Bridging / Linking 

(based on Lewis et al, 2011)

Social Capital
(1) Structural: networks and relations (2) Cognitive: values and perceptions 

Levels of analysis

Micro (individual) Meso (community) Macro (state/nation)

Bonded Social Capital
1) Strong ‘homogeneous’ 

relations and networks
2) Trust, reciprocity and 

behavioural norms 

Bridged Social Capital
1) Weaker 

‘heterogeneous’ 
relations and networks

2) Community 
connectedness and 

cohesiveness

Linked Social Capital
1) Connections with 

government and ‘civic’ 
structures

2) Civic engagement of 
organisational trust



Bonding / Bridging / Linking 

An example

1. A group of people living in the same neighbourhood meet to discuss their 
opposition to a planned new factory – what is this an example of?

2. They join forces with other local groups to campaign against the factory – 
what is this an example of?

3. They attend a meeting with the local Council members to voice their 
concerns. – what is this an example of?



Bonding / Bridging / Linking 

Group Discussion

How do the concepts of bonding, bridging and linking relate to 
the theories of empowerment and participation that we 

explored earlier.

Discuss this with your group.
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