
 

14 CANADIAN POLICY RESEARCH NETWORKS 

Chapter V. Engaging Members of Specific Populations 

A challenging question in the field of citizen engagement is how to reach people beyond the 
usual suspects – those who willingly participate over and over again, attend events, volunteer at 
numerous organizations and whose voices are heard loudly and clearly. Who sits down at the 
table is a critical element of citizen engagement. This chapter touches on factors surrounding 
exclusion, which are often unintentional, of specific populations from civic participation. Some 
suggestions as to how to overcome these barriers are also presented. 
 
It is surprising to recall that it has been less than a century and in some cases even less, since 
various marginalized populations were awarded one of the most basic civil liberties – the right to 
vote. These historical legal barriers reflect discrimination and exclusion from power that is still 
largely at play today. 

� At the federal level, white women won the right to vote in 1918. They actually got to 
exercise their new right in 1921. At the provincial level, this occurred between 1916 and 
1940, when white women also won the right to run for elections. 

� Late 1940s: women and men from Chinese, Indian and Japanese origin went to the polls. 

� 1960: Inuit and Aboriginal men and women, on and off reserve, won the right to vote. 

� At the municipal level, as property determined the right to vote, the less fortunate, including 
women, the poor, immigrants and minorities were excluded from the polls, in some cases, 
until late 1960s and early 1970s. 

 
These differentials contribute to ongoing imbalances in economic, health and social standing. 
Marginalization and discrimination are the result of structures that perpetuate a difference in 
power between populations and are maintained by cultural beliefs that deem this difference in 
power to be fair. Exploring this complex subject is beyond the scope of this chapter. Having 
acknowledged these historical facts, the next step is to emphasize the fundamental importance of 
citizen engagement and its goal of engaging those who have historically been excluded from 
decision-making. The aim is to adjust the imbalance of power and to prioritize the needs of 
excluded populations. 
 
The following table attempts to summarize some of the practical barriers, specific to citizen 
engagement, that impede participation and to offer some potential solutions and resources. It is 
worth noting that these obstacles are compounded by belonging to more than one category of 
exclusion (i.e. being a women of colour and living in poverty is much more difficult than simply 
being a woman). 
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Table 5.  Barriers to Participation and Potential Solutions 
 

Categories of 
Exclusion 

Barriers to Participation Potential Solutions 

Cross cutting 
barriers: can be 
applied to all of the 
following categories 

Sense of worth: People living in 
poverty or with disabilities, 
women, sexual minorities, and 
people of colour or from ethno-
cultural communities have been 
stigmatized, belittled and 
marginalized, for some, much of 
their lives. 

� Reinforce in multiple ways that input is valuable. 
� Hire facilitators and staff who are sensitive and 

skilled at drawing people into the process. 
Alternatively, sensitize facilitators and staff through 
adequate training. See section b) of Chapter VII. 

� Hold special pre-sessions for people from these 
groups to start to voice their opinions in smaller, 
safer environment. 

� Create “speakers’ lists” to be kept by person sitting 
beside the facilitator, keeping track of how many 
men and women, white and non-white people 
speak. If dominant groups outweigh others, priority 
should be given to those of non-dominant groups 
who wish to speak. 

Time: Working three jobs to 
support a family makes 
participating in an event almost 
out of the question. 

� Consult with target population about event times 
that work for them. 

� Respect end-times. 
� Provide food and childcare. 
� Hold event near work or homes of population. 

Social and cultural access: 
People from different classes 
inhabit different spaces in society 
and those with lower socio-
economic status are less likely to 
have experienced civic 
participation. 

� Choose a space for the event that is inhabited by 
the target population(s). 

� Work with trusted community partners (i.e. non-profit 
organizations). They may be able to arrange a pre-
meeting space so that participants can arrive in a 
group. 

� Hold event on main public transit line with regular 
services at times of the event OR provide 
transportation services. 

Economic: Poverty is 
by far, the most 
pervasive and cross 
cutting issue that 
excludes people from 
society. 

Economic access: This is 
perhaps the easiest to overcome 
from the standpoint of an 
organizer of citizen engagement. 

� Provide remuneration for lost work time, childcare, 
transportation, etc. 

� Provide food and/or childcare at the event. 
� Provide an honorarium. 

Citizenship: By virtue of the 
phrase “citizen engagement” 
members of communities who are 
not yet full citizens are excluded. 

� Use alternative words to “citizen engagement” in 
outreach material (e.g. people, the public, 
community members) OR clarify what is meant by 
citizen engagement. 

Language: English and French 
may not be the first language of 
ethno-cultural and newly arrived 
Canadians. 

� Translate written material into appropriate 
languages. 

� There are many options for event-based translation: 
whisper translation (one-to-one); group translation 
on the side; or official translation may be necessary 
for large groups. 

Social and cultural barriers: 
People of different cultural 
backgrounds inhabit their own 
unique space in communities. 

� Research the social spaces, places of worship, 
newspapers, and other places of gathering and 
communication and use them to host events and 
perform outreach. 

Ethno-cultural and 
newly arrived 
Canadians: Many of 
the barriers mentioned 
in the economic 
category also apply to 
these groups as they 
are generally more at 
risk of living in poverty. 

Framing: This will have a large 
impact on who attends, as 
different groups may value and 
perceive issues very differently. 

� See section b) of Chapter VII on Framing. 
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Table 5.  Barriers to Participation and Potential Solutions (cont’d) 
 

Categories of 
Exclusion 

Barriers to Participation Potential Solutions 

Stereotyping age: 
Youth are idolized, 
and yet those who are 
too young or too old 
are discredited. 

Legitimacy: Youth are 
stigmatized as being naïve and 
the elderly as being out of touch 
with contemporary times. Thus 
both of these groups are often 
excluded from discussions and 
decision-making. 

� Define concepts and frame the problem in ways 
youth can understand and relate to. 

� Adapt process in ways that youth will not be 
intimidated to speak up (e.g. small group 
discussions and reporting back in large plenary). 

Physical access: There are a 
surprising number of public 
spaces that cannot accommodate 
a wheelchair. 

� Ensure that event space is accessible and advertise 
it as such. 

� Set up the event space to accommodate those in 
wheelchairs (i.e. table height). 

Transportation: Getting to and 
from events poses unique 
challenges to people living with 
disabilities. 

� Give sufficient notice of event for people to plan 
their adapted transport OR provide adapted 
transportation for them. 

Ability: The needs of 
people living with 
disabilities are often 
overlooked, which 
consequently excludes 
them. 

Communication: Depending on 
the person’s disability, they may 
need assistance communicating 
with a group of people. 

� On registration forms, ask people with special needs 
to specify what they will need to participate, using 
respectful language. 

� Provide translation into Braille and sign language 
services (determining need before event). 

Parenting: While times are slowly 
changing, women still carry a 
disproportionate responsibility for 
childcare and parent care, placing 
a greater burden on their time. 

� Provide childcare or elder care money to 
participating parents. 

� Or provide childcare (and even elder care) at the 
event (ask people to register ahead of time). 

Gender: While 50% of 
the population is 
female, women are 
still underrepresented 
in positions of power, 
and policies do not 
necessary reflect their 
needs. With regards to 
lesbians, gays, 
trans/bi-sexuals, and 
others, their rights and 
freedoms are still 
being negotiated at the 
state level. 

Legitimacy: People who do not fit 
the dominant model of “male” or 
“female” are stigmatized and 
generally face problems of 
legitimacy in the face of authority. 

� See potential solutions for “Sense of worth” barrier 
above. 

 
Creation of an atmosphere of respect is fundamental to the inclusion of all people. By valuing 
contributions, integrating words and opinions into recommendations and decisions, power 
imbalances that are pervasive and ultimately unjust can begin to be adjusted. 
 
For further reading: 

Youth Engagement: 

The Students Commission/The Center for Excellence for Youth Engagement has plenty of 
resources on its website www.tgmag.ca/. 

PowerCamp National targets young women in particular and have a great publication entitled 
Step It Up: The Young Women’s Guide to Influencing Public Policy 
www.powercampnational.ca. 

Apathy is Boring aims to use art, media and technology to revolutionize democracy 
www.apathyisboring.com. 

TakingITGlobal: www.takingitglobal.org. 
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Ability/Disability: 

For a list of considerations for making events accessible, Meetings Industry Gurus 
vnutravel.typepad.com/migurus/patti_digh/. 

Advancing the Inclusion of Persons with Disabilities 2004 is a Government of Canada report, 
www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/hip/odi/documents/advancingInclusion04/index.shtml. 

 
Ethno-Cultural Communities: 

Vancouver Coastal Health held a workshop entitled: Language and Ethno-Cultural Differences: 
Engaging Diverse Communities in Public Participation. The summary of the workshop offers 
helpful ideas to overcoming some of the above barriers. To obtain a copy, contact 
Margreth.Tolson@vch.ca. 

 
General: 

The Access Alliance Multicultural Community Health Centre is committed to actively working 
against all forms of oppression and has its policy framework available at www.accessalliance.ca. 

BIAS FREE Framework offers a process for looking at the biases and hierarchies that affect 
organizations 
www.globalforumhealth.org/Site/002__What%20we%20do/005__Publications/010__BIAS%20
FREE.php. 


