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Chapter II. What Is Citizen Engagement? 

a) What citizen engagement is, and what it is not 

Above all, citizen engagement values the right of citizens to have an informed say in the 
decisions that affect their lives. It emerged from the ideas of public participation, which is 
distinguished below from public communication and consultation (see Table 1). Both public 
participation and citizen engagement are different from traditional forms of interaction between 
governments and citizens because they are based on a two way interaction, conversation or 
dialogue. Citizen engagement emphasizes the sharing of power, information, and a mutual 
respect between government and citizens. 
 

Table 1.  Three Levels of Involvement 
 

Level of Involvement Flow of Information 

Public communication One way – sponsor to public representative 

Public consultation One way – public representative to sponsor 

Public participation Two way – between sponsor and public representative 

Source: Adapted from Rowe G. and Frewer LJ. “A Typology of Public Engagement 
Mechanisms”. Science, Technology and Human Values 2005, 30(2): 255. 

 
Ideally, citizen engagement “requires governments to share in agenda-setting and to ensure that 
policy proposals generated jointly will be taken into account in reaching a final decision”.3 
Citizen engagement is appropriate at all stages of the policy development process and is best 
seen as an iterative process, serving to infuse citizens’ values and priorities throughout the policy 
cycle. In processes of citizen engagement, citizens represent themselves as individuals rather 
than representing stakeholder groups. 
 
The potential of citizen engagement extends beyond an informed, active and engaged citizenry. 
Engaging citizens in a policy or program development process from the beginning can: 

� increase citizens’ sense of responsibility and understanding for complex issues; 

� be an important mechanism to clarify citizen’s values, needs and preferences allowing public 
servants and politicians to understand how the public views an issue and what is most 
important to them, what information the public needs to understand an issue and how to best 
frame or speak about an issue; 

� lead decision-makers to make better decisions by helping them to understand the potential 
social and ethical implications of their decisions amongst populations that they may not be 
familiar with; 

� allow politicians to share ownership for a controversial public decision with citizens; and 

� increase the legitimacy of public decisions. 
 
Table 2: Clarifying the Definition of Citizen Engagement summarizes the concept of citizen 
engagement (left column) and provides some examples of what citizen engagement is not (right 
column). 
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Source: Source: Sheedy, A., MacKinnon, M. P., Pitre, S., Watling, J., & Networks, C. P. R. (2008). What is citizen engagement? In: Handbook on Citizen Engagement: Beyond Consultation (pp. 4-8). Canadian Policy Research Network/ Réseaux canadiens de recherche en politiques publiques.
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Table 2.  Clarifying the Definition of Citizen Engagement 
 

Citizen Engagement* Not Citizen Engagement 

� Involves citizens (individuals, not representatives) in 
policy or program development, from agenda setting 
and planning to decision-making, implementation 
and review 

� Requires two way communication regarding policy 
or program change (interactive and iterative): 
between government and citizens; among citizens; 
and among citizens and civil society groups 

� Aims to share decision-making power and 
responsibility for those decisions 

� Includes forums and processes through which 
citizens come to an opinion which is informed and 
responsible 

� Generates innovative ideas and active participation 
� Contributes to collective problem solving and 

prioritization (deliberation) 
� Requires that information and process be 

transparent 
� Depends on mutual respect between all participants 

� Engages exclusively the leaders of 
stakeholder groups or representatives 

� Constitutes participation in a program 
where no decision-making power is 
granted regarding the shape or 
course of the policy or program 

� Involves participants only in last 
phase of policy development 

� Seeks approval for a pre-determined 
choice of alternatives 

� Intends to fulfill “public consultation 
obligations” without a genuine interest 
in infusing the decision with the 
opinions sought 

� Includes public opinion polls and 
many focus group exercises 

*Please note that citizen engagement initiatives may embody some but not all of these characteristics. 

 
Citizen engagement is still an evolving concept in an emerging field. As such the lines between 
citizen involvement, participation and engagement are often blurred (see section c) below). 
 
For further reading: 

Gauvin, François-Pierre and Julia Abelson. 2006. Primer on Public Involvement. Toronto: 
Health Council of Canada. 
www.healthcouncilcanada.ca/en/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=109&Itemid=1
08. 

Phillips, Susan D., and Michael Orsini. 2002. Mapping the Links: Citizen Involvement in Policy 
Processes. Canadian Policy Research Networks. www.cprn.org/doc.cfm?doc=169&l=en. 

Visit the website of the Deliberative Democracy Consortium www.deliberative-democracy.net/ 
and browse the articles in the Journal of Public Deliberation at www.services.bepress.com/jpd/. 
 
b) Beyond consultations and voting: citizen engagement and the renewal of 

representative democracy 

Citizen engagement emerges from a growing disquiet with the current practice of democracy. It 
seeks not to replace representative democracy but rather to renew and deepen it by narrowing the 
gap between governments and the public they serve and improving the legitimacy of decisions. 
 
CPRN’s citizen engagement work, and that of other research-practitioners, is informed and 
influenced by deliberative democracy theory. This approach to citizen engagement proposes a 
genuine dialogue and reasoned deliberation as a means for generating new and innovative ideas 
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and actions. It sees dialogue as more than a conversation – it requires one to be open to the other 
and a willingness to be persuaded. Deliberation involves collective problem-solving and 
prioritization resulting in more legitimate decision-making processes. 
 
How is this different than a public opinion poll? 

One leading view4 argues that polls represent raw information that fails to take into consideration 
the processing of complex information that is necessary to come to what he calls “public 
judgment”, or an informed choice. Citizen engagement provides forums for citizens to process 
complex information so that they can come to a deeper understanding of a situation and thus 
become capable of making a well-founded choice. 
 
How is this different than negotiations with stakeholder groups? 

Stakeholder representatives often come to the table with firmly entrenched positions that they are 
mandated to defend. Citizen engagement, which can be structured as a parallel or complementary 
process to stakeholder engagement, aims to include citizens in processes, as individuals who 
represent themselves. Public interest groups sit somewhere between citizens and stakeholders: 
they take a public interest perspective and may or may not have pre-determined positions that 
they bring to policy discussions. 
 
How does citizen engagement fit with the concept of public involvement? 

Public involvement is an umbrella term that generally refers to the spectrum of methods with 
which to consult, engage or involve citizens and stakeholder groups in policy or program 
development processes. As such, citizen engagement is one of many theories, methods or 
approaches that fit within the concept of public involvement. 
 
For further reading: 

For a brief introduction to Deliberative Dialogue and other theoretical issues: Quantum 
Governance’s IPAC Centre for Governance Dialogue. Theoretical Toolkit Inventory. 
www.quantumgovernance.ca/toolkit/theoretical/theoretical_toolkit_inventory.html. 

One of the foundational books in the field of citizen engagement: Yankelovich, Daniel. 1991. 
Coming to Public Judgment. University of Syracuse Press, NY. 

A detailed and thoughtful handbook on Democratic Dialogue in an international context with 
extensive practical guidelines: Pruitt, Bettye and Philip Thomas. 2007. Democratic Dialogue – A 
Handbook for Practitioners. Canadian International Development Agency, IDEA, UNDP and 
GS/OAS. www.idea.int/publications/democratic_dialogue/index.cfm. 
 
c) An introduction to the frameworks for citizen engagement 

The following section introduces three spectrums of approaches to citizen engagement through a 
number of frameworks. 
 
The International Association for Public Participation (IAP2) developed the IAP2 Public 
Participation Spectrum (see Table 3).5 The first two categories, “Inform” and “Consult” would 
not qualify as citizen engagement since they do not entail a two way flow of information in an 
iterative fashion. 



 

CANADIAN POLICY RESEARCH NETWORKS 7 

Table 3.  IAP2 Public Participation Spectrum 
 

Inform Consult Involve Collaborate Empower 

Public Participation Goal 

To provide the 
public with 
balanced and 
objective 
information to 
assist them in 
understanding the 
problem, 
alternatives and 
opportunities 
and/or solutions 

To obtain public 
feedback on 
analysis, 
alternatives and/or 
decisions 

To work directly 
with the public 
throughout the 
process to ensure 
that the public 
concerns and 
aspirations are 
consistently 
understood and 
considered 

To partner with the 
public in each 
aspect of the 
decision including 
the development 
of alternatives and 
the identification of 
the preferred 
solution 

To place final 
decision-making in 
the hands of the 
public 

Promise to the Public 

We will keep you 
informed 

We will keep you 
informed, listen to 
and acknowledge 
concerns and 
aspirations, and 
provide feedback 
on how public 
input influenced 
the decision 

We will work with 
you to ensure that 
your concerns and 
aspirations are 
directly reflected in 
the alternatives 
developed and 
provide feedback 
on how public 
input influenced 
the decision 

We will look to you 
for direct advice 
and innovation in 
formulating 
solutions and 
incorporate your 
advice and 
recommendations 
into the decisions 
to the maximum 
extent possible 

We will implement 
what you decide 

 
 
 
 
Source: International Association for Public Participation. www.iap2.org 
 
 
Vancouver Coastal Health’s (VCH) interpretation of this otherwise linear framework is seen in 
Figure 1. The circular nature demonstrates the interrelationship between these different 
approaches, how one approach builds on and continues to draw from the previous one. 

Increasing level of public impact 
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Empower 

Inform 
Collaborate 

Involve
Consult

Figure 1.  VCH Community Engagement Framework 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Adapted from Community Engagement Framework. 2006. Courtesy of Community 
Engagement, Vancouver Coastal Health. www.vch.ca/ce/docs/ce_framework.pdf, p. 8. 

 
Health Canada’s framework for public involvement is widely used in the health sector 
(reproduced in Table 4). Because of the criteria previously presented, only Levels 3 to 5 could be 
considered citizen engagement. 
 

Table 4.  Health Canada’s Public Involvement Continuum 
 

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5 

Low level of public 
involvement and 

influence 

 Mid level of public 
involvement and 

influence 

 High level of 
public involvement 

and influence 

Inform or Educate Gather information Discuss Engage Partner 

Communication 
                                   Listening 
                                                                 Consulting 
                                                                                                  Engaging 
                                                                                                                                        Partnering 

Source: Adapted from Health Canada Policy Toolkit for Public Involvement in Decision Making. 2000. 
www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ahc-asc/pubs/public-consult/2000decision/index_e.html p. 12. 

 
Citizen engagement frameworks are most helpful and relevant when they are adapted to their 
particular institutional and cultural settings. Choosing the level of engagement and methods 
appropriate to goals are discussed in Chapter VII. Getting Started. 
 
For further reading: 
Organisation for Economic and Co-operation and Development (OECD). 2007. Citizens as 
Partners – OECD Handbook on Information, Consultation and Public Participation in Policy-
Making walks through some of the elements that need to be considered when building a 
framework. www.oecdbookshop.org. 
Department of Justice Canada. 2007. Policy Statement and Guidelines for Public Participation. 
www.justice.gc.ca/en/cons/pc_policy.html. 
The National Coalition for Dialogue & Deliberation has extensive and searchable resources 
available on its website at www.thataway.org. 


