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Introduction 

As those who have studied the Old Testament of the Bible will know, chapter 12 of 

the Book of Judges tells how, following the unsuccessful invasion of their lands, the 

victorious Gileadites challenged any fleeing Ephraimites they found to say the word 

‘shibboleth’ and slaughtered all those who lisped and were unable to pronounce the 

opening ‘sh’ of that word.  Since then a shibboleth has referred to any word or phrase 

that helps to distinguish one group from another or which serves as a ‘linguistic 

password’.  The issue of public participation has generated a shibboleth in recent 

times, distinguishing believers from skeptics in the broad field of democratic theory 

and practicei.  The shibboleth takes the form of commitment to the principle of the 

more the merrier.  On the one hand there are those who believe participation to be a 

fundamental principle of public life and contemporary democratic politics.   For them 

the goodness of participation is a truth held to be self-evident and as such more of it 

will always be a good thing.  On the other hand are those with a more sceptical 

outlook, who believe that participation may work well in some circumstances but not 

in others.  They take a more contingent view and look for evidence to support any 

claims made for the benefits of participation.  

In the democracies of Europe, America and the Pacific Rim the contemporary 

balance of opinion among active citizens and the political classes favours the 

believers rather than the sceptics.  However, in this paper I start from a more 

sceptical position and consider how we might subject the principles and practices of 

public participation to more rigorous and systematic evaluation.  I do this in the belief 
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that the principle of public participation is best served if it is subject to scrutiny and 

critique and if the putative benefits of participation are open to empirical evaluation.  

It is worth making clear at the outset that this paper is not especially concerned with 

attempts to make the practice of evaluation more participatory (Office of Evaluation 

and Strategic Planning, 1997).   Of course it is possible to connect these attempts to 

democratize evaluation with my focus on the evaluation of democracy, as the benefits 

of participation in policy and decision making may well hold in the field of evaluation 

as well.  But for present purposes that is an unnecessary complication and one I shall 

avoid.   

Nor is this paper concerned with the full range of participatory possibilities in 

systems of democratic governance.  There is long standing political concern as well as 

academic interest in the declining levels of party political membership, in the 

persistently narrow profile of those standing for political office and in the extent as 

well as the patterns of voting in formal elections.  Increasing attention is also being 

paid to the state of civil society and to the inclination of ordinary citizens to 

participate more in civil life (ODPM & Home Office, 2005).  In the UK (at least) 

various surveys now provide a reasonably clear picture of some of these patterns, but 

in this paper I am concerned with a more narrow conception and more specifically 

with the participation of citizens in various forms of public decision making, 

including policy and practice development.  These forms of participation are usually 

state-sponsored in that they relate to the decisions or policy making activities of 
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public bodies with some form of statutory rationale and recognition, while 

sponsorship in this sense includes initiation and management.   

The paper approaches the question of how best to evaluate public participation in 

policy making on three fronts: the conceptual; the methodological and the practical. 

 

Conceptual 

As the papers collected in Beetham (1994) amply demonstrate there are considerable 

difficulties with any attempt to measure democracy – its extent, its durability, its 

comparative standing and its impact.  This is not to say that these difficulties are 

insurmountable or that the exercise is futile, but simply that we should be aware of 

them if we are to develop some reasonable foundations for improving our 

understanding of democracy in practice. 

These difficulties include taking proper account of cultural variations which give 

different meanings and emphases to democracy, distinguishing between the 

explanatory and evaluative purposes of measurement and recognising the limits of 

quantitative analysis where precise scores are derived from subjective value 

judgements made about aspects of democracy like civil liberties (Beetham, 1994:3).  

In this respect measuring democracy requires the same approach as the measurement 

of any social or political phenomenon – a reasonably clear definition of what is to be 

measured prior to the development of measurement tools.  It is always difficult to 

measure something that is only vaguely specified at the outset.  Some have argued 
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that we face similar obstacles in trying to measure public participation .  We need to 

be as clear as possible about what we understand by public participation – in 

particular how its benefits are conceptualised - before we can construct appropriate 

measures of its impact.   

The benefits of participation 

Although public participation is seen by many as a self-evident civil or human right, it 

is also believed to generate a number of substantive benefits.  Richardson (1983) 

provides a helpful framework for understanding these putative benefits.  She 

distinguishes between the developmental benefits that attach mainly to the individuals 

who participate and the instrumental benefits associated with the decisions or policies 

made as a result of more participation. 

The developmental strand includes at least five benefits.  First, participation is seen as 

a way for us to acquire, retain or enhance our dignity and self-esteem in ways that 

cannot be achieved by other means.  By encouraging us to get involved in decisions 

about matters that affect our own lives, the state (in this case) is confirming that we 

are valuable and valued members of society with something to worthwhile contribute.  

It represents an important manifestation of the principle that all citizens in a 

democracy are in some respects equal, in this case in our notional capacity to make a 

worthwhile contribution through participating in civil society or civic affairs.  If we 

are denied this right or discouraged from exercising it, then a powerful message is 

conveyed about our civic worth which suggests instead a more passive role in which 
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we have little of value to contribute to public life except for our participation in the 

periodic election of our leaders. 

The second benefit draws on this and lies in the educative role played by 

participation.  By participating in one aspect of public life we become more self-

confident in our ability to take greater control over other aspects of our lives.  As 

more active participants we learn that we can make a valued contribution on many 

fronts and become more rounded citizens as a result.  We also learn of the 

complications and complexity of public decisions and the difficulties faced by those 

responsible for making them.  Barber (1984: 448) captures this well in suggesting that,  

..civic activity educates individuals how to think publicly…Politics becomes its 

own university, citizenship its own training ground and participation its own 

tutor. 

The third benefit also has an educative element as it assumes that only through 

participating in public debates and decision-making will we develop a more complete 

understanding of our own real interests.  As passive citizens we are prey to others, 

including our formal representatives, saying what is best for us.  As active and 

participating citizens we are obliged to think more carefully about our preferences 

and priorities and about our values and beliefs and to temper these in the light of 

public debate. 

The fourth benefit relates to identity and expression.  It is claimed that only by 

participating are we able to express important aspects of our identity – for example as 
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green radicals, as conservatives or as Welsh nationalists.  This is not to say that these 

shorthand labels of our identity are necessarily fixed - the third benefit suggests that 

they may well change in the course of participating - but simply that participation 

provides an opportunity for us to give expression to relevant aspects of our identity 

or as Barber (1984: 449) puts it, ‘In strong democratic politics, participation is a way 

of defining the self…’. 

The final developmental benefit relates more to the social than to the individual 

sphere and claims that by participating we become more sociable and at the same 

time contribute to a greater sense of social integration, social cohesion or social 

solidarity.  Barber again captures this line of thinking in saying, ‘Community grows 

out of participation and at the same time makes participation possible;’ (Barber, 1984: 

448).ii  But of course this relies on participation taking a social form - the public 

meeting or focus group or consensus conference for example – rather than a more 

individualistic form, such as responding in isolation to a questionnaire survey or 

completing a comment sheet. 

Turning to the instrumental strand of the substantive case for participation, it is 

claimed that participation improves the quality of decisions made in terms of both 

managerial efficiency and political legitimacy.  Managerial efficiency is achieved as 

greater involvement brings with it a wider range of relevant views about the 

conception of problems, the scope of solutions and the definitions of success.  It is 

recognised that the involvement of more people and the incorporation of their views 

may well mean that decisions take longer to make, but it is claimed that they will be 
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the better for it and that any short term costs will be offset by longer term benefits.  

A recent UK local government White Paper (DTLR, 2001: 20) captured this very well 

in saying,  

Effective community engagement leads to better decisions and better 

implementation.  Community involvement is a key component of best value. 

It is claimed also that the political legitimacy of specific decisions is increased as more 

people are party to those decisions and furthermore that the legitimacy of the overall 

system of decision making or government is enhanced - as more people participate 

they are drawn into accepting the operating principles or rules of that decision 

making system. 

Using these notional benefits as a starting point, we can now move on to consider 

three other important questions which help to clarify the concept of participation:  

who should participate; at what level of decision making and in what relationship to 

those with formal decision making responsibility?  

Choice and selection 

In relation to the question of who should participate, it is worth beginning with the 

most extreme case and considering why it should be anything other than everyone.  

We might propose that everyone in practice means everyone with the status of 

citizen, in other words we might feel justified in excluding those without the right to 

vote in local, regional or national elections.  But what of the inclination or indeed the 

capacity of citizens to participate?  
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Some may not be interested in participating in a particular debate, feeling that it is of 

no great consequence to their lives, while others may feel they know so little about an 

issue that their contribution to any public debate would be worthless.  Related to this 

is the question of any corresponding civic responsibilities, such as a duty to vote or to 

participate or simply to be an active and concerned citizen.  In the UK, the Home 

Office is committed to promoting active citizenship and has been set a target of 

achieving a 5% increase in measured levels of civic activity.  A more nuanced position 

might therefore acknowledge that not every citizen will choose to participate in every, 

or indeed any public decision making process that is open to them and that there are 

valid reasons for choosing not to do so.   The enforcement of a civil obligation to 

participate feels rather uncomfortable to many, although some have argued for 

versions of this obligation to be enforced as it is in electoral terms in Australia 

(Watson & Tami, 2001). 

Alongside the issue of choice, is that of selection.  Those responsible for managing 

participatory exercises are also faced with the question of who they should select to 

participate if it is not to be everyone in a given constituency.  Various criteria could 

be applied in making selections.  For instance, the value of organising around 

enthusiasms (Bishop & Hoggett, 1986) might be used to select only those who are 

sufficiently motivated and interested to put themselves forward.  The capacity or 

willingness to listen to a variety of alternative positions before coming to a view 

might also be used to exclude those with prior and unalterable viewpoints in the same 

way that biased or prejudiced citizens might be excluded from a trial jury.  One might 
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select only those with a certain level of knowledge or experience of an issue.  

Moreover, more than one criterion might be applied, so that participants had not only 

to be interested but also knowledgeable in order to qualify for selection. 

Finally, the principle of random selection might be adopted on the grounds that it is 

inherently fair in avoiding bias during selection.  It was used as one of the criteria in 

filling positions of public office in ancient Athens and has long been used in the 

selection of jurors for criminal trials.  It serves as the basis for distributing substantial 

sums of money through national lottery schemes and has also been used for over half 

a century in drawing unbiased and representative samples for social survey research.  

Although random methods of selection ensure everyone has an equal chance of 

selection, this says nothing about the capacity or ability of those selected to 

participate (Burnheim, 1985).  Opinions on the significance of this are divided: for 

example Arblaster describes an optimistic view of civic capacity in saying, ‘…political 

wisdom is not a matter of specialised knowledge, but something in which everyone 

has a share…’ (1987: 21), while on the other hand quoting Schumpeter’s view of the 

‘proven ignorance, irrationality and apathy of the people’ (1987: 53)iii.   

In summary, it is perhaps most important to recognise that reasonable and 

respectable arguments can be put forward for a variety of different selection 

principles.  These principles can entail the selection anything from all members of a 

particular constituency, through many to only a few.  Thus when it comes to 

evaluating the success of participatory initiatives we must ensure that we are applying 
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the relevant criteria of success rather than assuming a greater number of participants 

is always better that fewer. 

Levels or scope of decision 

Decisions vary in terms of the extent of their impact and we can conceive of this 

variation as a continuum.  At one end of the continuum are decisions that affect 

everyone in a particular constituency or jurisdiction, while at the other end are those 

affecting only a few.  We can label these extremes as strategic (affecting all) and 

individual (affecting few) and define a point in between as programmatic where the 

impact of a decision is felt by an intermediate grouping somewhere between the 

many and the few.  This continuum can exist both within and across spatially nested 

constituencies so that a strategic decision could apply to a neighbourhood, a city of 

which it is a part, a region of which it is a part and a country of which it is a part and 

so on.  A similar way of conceiving this continuum is to distinguish between 

decisions about constitutional matters (eg who to include and the broad terms of 

engagement), about policy matters (eg principles of entitlement) and about the 

application of constitutional or policy decisions to specific cases (eg should I be 

granted a particular welfare benefit?). 

The significance of this conceptual continuum is three-fold.  Firstly, as the number of 

people affected by a decision increases, so there is a corresponding increase in the 

number who can claim a right to participate in the making of that decision on the 

basis of being affected by it.  Other things being equal this increases the likelihood 

that not everyone will choose to exercise this right if it is granted and, more 



 12

significantly, that a smaller sample of people will be selected to participate.  The 

political challenge is to be able to justify the criteria for selection and hence instances 

of non-selection. 

Secondly, strategic level decisions affecting the many often serve to constrain lower 

level decisions.  In this sense they often contribute to the rules of games played at 

lower levels and may therefore be important in influencing the outcomes of 

subsequent participatory exercises.  For example, sub-regional land use plans 

determine the total requirement of land for new housing developments and identify 

areas for growth.  District level plans then identify particular sites and finally 

individual planning applications are determined on the basis of specific residential 

patterns and house designs.  While an individual application may be rejected on the 

basis of design, the case for growth will already have been accepted at a prior and 

more strategic stage. 

Thirdly, the actual significance of strategic level decisions often appears to be 

inversely related to popular perceptions of their impact and hence to the propensity 

to participate.  Thus, people are sometimes more inclined to participate, whether by 

unfettered choice or following an invitation, in small scale and parochial decision 

making exercises than in broader and more strategic arenas.  Managers of 

participatory exercises have long struggled to present strategic choices in ways that 

are comprehensible to the large populations affected and stimulate popular interest 

and excitement.   In contrast, very localised proposals (to close a school or post office 

or to open a residential home for recovering drug addicts for example) often generate 
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intense local interest and participation through attending public meetings and signing 

petitions. 

Participatory relationships 

The third strand refers to the nature of the participatory relationship, or the 

relationship between those people who choose to or are invited to participate and 

those who retain formal responsibility for making the decision in question.  At one 

end of the spectrum formal responsibility for taking a decision is handed to all 

participants, for example in a referendum, while at the other end participants are 

allowed only the most cursory degree of involvement and in ways that have no 

meaningful impact on the decision taken.  Arnstein’s (1968) ladder was the first and 

most commonly cited conceptual representation of this spectrum, but others have 

offered variations on this theme (Burns, Hambleton, & Hoggett, 1994) 

The most significant criticism of Arnstein’s ladder and subsequent variations is that it 

embodies a set of normative assumptions about the relative merits of the ends of the 

spectrum, without fully articulating and justifying them.  Thus it is assumed that 

delegating the power of decision making to the people (however defined and 

delineated) is not only a good thing, but a better thing than simply asking ‘the people’ 

to choose between a predetermined set of options.  This assumption only holds for 

certain models of democracy, typically those rooted in the participatory conceptions 

of Barber, Pateman and Hirst or further back in the work of Mill or Rousseau.  In 

alternative conceptions, seen in the work of Schumpeter or Sartori and in Burke’s 

notion of representation, popular participation does not serve as a yardstick for 
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democracy and if anything signifies the potential for wasteful or even oppressive 

political activity. 

Thus, while we might accept the notion of a spectrum of participatory relationships 

we do not need to link this with any assumption of relative value or merit.  Moreover, 

the number of points on this spectrum may be large or small depending on the 

preferred degree of sophistication or simplicity of the model. 

Combinations 

When we think about the conceptual foundations of any rigorous evaluation of 

schemes to enhance public participation in policy and decision making, we must 

remember all of these variations and alternative conceptions.  Too often evaluations 

begin from the premise that greater participation is self evidently beneficial and hence 

anything that falls short of some ideal of maximal participation is by definition 

flawed.  This is, in my view, misguided and unhelpful. 

Some of these possible combinations are more interdependent and hence more 

significant that others.  For example, if the level of decision is strategic it will 

necessarily affect more people than an individual case decision and hence will 

heighten the political significance of selecting and justifying who should participate.  

As more people participate the direct costs (eg measured in cash and time) of 

participation tend to increase as do the costs of analysing the likely variety of 

responses, the costs of managing the process and the costs of arriving at a consensus 

or at a preferred positioniv.  
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Methodological 

Having set out the basis for establishing some firmer conceptual foundations for any 

evaluation of public participation we can turn now to the task of developing a more 

robust methodological framework.  In thinking about how to test the assumptions 

described above we cannot avoid engaging in broader debates about social research 

methods and social science methodologies.  The continuing arguments between 

experimentalists, realists and constructivists are especially relevant, but the scope for 

doing justice to the full range of that debate in this paper is limited v.   

From recent reviews of studies of participation in area-based initiatives  it is clear that 

most adopt a qualitative approach and rely on case study methods.  Although these 

cannot be linked entirely with constructivist methodologies, it is clear that much of 

this literature relies on the perceptions and beliefs of key actors about the beneficial 

impacts of participation to the virtual exclusion of any more objective measures.  

More generally, much research on public participation takes the form of practice 

stories (Hummel, 1994) which describe how the anticipated benefits of participation 

are thwarted by a succession of obstacles.  These obstacles range from the wilful 

manipulation of participatory processes by cynical gatekeepers through to the poor 

planning skills of those charged with engaging a wide range of people in a short 

period of time.  These practice stories are usually interesting and much can be learned 

from them.  Furthermore, they are fairly consistent and can be used to construct a 

composite list of factors that often impede effective participation.  But because 
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effective participation is so rarely achieved in practice, there are few empirical studies 

that take this as their starting point and go on to attempt to measure and assess its 

impact.  In contrast to practice stories, empirical impact studies are more diverse in 

their methodology, research design, policy focus and scale.  It is much more difficult 

as a consequence to aggregate data from these studies and perform any secondary 

analysis on larger data sets or even to synthesise their findings in to a relatively 

consistent and coherent picture of impact. 

I shall briefly review a small number of these empirical studies to illustrate the extent 

and consequences of this diversity and use this as the basis for suggesting ways in 

which our evaluative practice might be improved in the future.  The studies have not 

been chosen following a systematic review of the literature, but in a more ad hoc 

manner.  However, they complement a more systematic review of studies of the 

impact of participation in area-based initiatives (Burton et al., 2004) and provide a 

reasonable coverage of the wider literature on participation in urban policy, broadly 

defined. 

Empirical studies of impact 

Halvorsen (2003) set out to measure the effect of participation in ‘good quality’ 

participatory exercises in the work of the US Forest Service and looked in particular 

for heightened feelings of trustworthiness and responsiveness.  She concluded that 

participation in good quality events did indeed provoke favourable responses among 

participants.  They were more inclined to believe that the public agencies in question 

cared about their views and were more responsive to them; they were more likely to 
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trust public bodies in general; and they were more tolerant of the views of others, 

even if they disagreed with them.  There were, however, acknowledged flaws in the 

research design of this study, including a small sample size (13 meetings and 181 

attendees in total) and an inability to directly compare pre- and post-event responses 

which led to difficulties in drawing very robust general conclusions.  They are 

nevertheless, consistent with Warren’s  findings on the transformation of participants 

into more tolerant and public-spirited citizens. 

Julian et al (1997) attempted to measure the relationship between different degrees of 

participation and feelings of empowerment among participants in the setting of local 

United Way projects in the USA.  Again a relatively small sample size (n = 101) 

coupled with problems of sample contamination meant that their conclusions were 

heavily qualified.  Similar limitations affected a study of the operation of district 

assemblies in Tameside, UK by Yeomans and Adshead (2003) who administered a 

questionnaire to 69 residents attending local assembly meetings.  Although their data 

showed that participants were in the main positive about their experiences, they were 

obliged to conclude that broader aspects of power were probably more significant in 

determining the effectiveness of this particular form of participation.   

Burby  examined the relationship between participation in the form of ‘stakeholder 

involvement’ and the impact of plans, measured in terms of their strength and 

likelihood of implementation.  Drawing on evidence from 60 instances of local 

government plan making in the states of Washington and Florida, he set out to 

answer three questions: does more involvement lead to stronger plans; does it also 
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lead to more effective implementation; and do planners’ choices about involvement 

actually affect the extent of stakeholder participation?  In broad terms, the answer to 

each question is yes and Burby concludes that this study provides a valuable empirical 

supplement to the more typical case study analysis of the impact of participation.  It 

is also worth noting his simple but powerful conclusion that merely inviting a wider 

range of people and groups to participate is likely to secure many of these benefits.  

While this study has a reasonably large sample size, it can be criticised for the 

measures it uses of plan strength and implementation.  Although reliability tests were 

employed the measures (of implementation in particular) remain relatively crude and 

do not distinguish readily between degrees of implementation.  

Burby’s paper reports on a larger study that is also described by Brody, Godschalk 

and Burby (2003).  This analysed the extent to which a legal or political obligation to 

promote participation (a citizen involvement mandate) was effective in securing good 

participatory practice.  Drawing on the same data as Burby, they conclude that a 

mandate does help, but is most effective when allied to a system of incentives.  They 

also note that those responsible for managing participatory exercises make choices 

that have a bearing on the tenor and practice of the exercise.  In other words they 

have some capacity to influence the degree to which participation is a meaningful and 

valuable exercise for both participants and for those who retain the ultimate 

responsibility for making planning decisions.  

In addition to these empirical studies, a small number of papers have approached the 

methodological questions of evaluating public participation in a more systematic 



 19

manner.  Rowe and Frewer (2000) offer one of the most extensive sets of proposals 

in their framework for assessing participation methods in which they elaborate a set 

of evaluation criteria.  They distinguish between acceptance and process criteria and 

these are described in more detail in the table below. 

 

Table One about here 

 

This schema represents an admirable attempt to bring much needed clarity to the 

evaluation of participatory methods and in many respects it succeeds in doing so.  

But it is not without its flaws.  In proposing a set of criteria it exposes some 

uncertainties in the basic assumptions made of participation and its benefits that we 

have already considered.  For example, the criterion of representativeness begs the 

question – representative of what?  Rowe and Frewer focus on ‘affected populations’ 

and notwithstanding the difficulties associated with defining this with sufficient 

clarity, fail to consider the question of inclination and motivation to participate.  They 

simply assume that anyone affected by a proposal will want to participate and make 

no reference to the long standing distinction between the right and the duty to 

participate vi  They also acknowledge some of the other practical difficulties of 

balancing quantity of participants with quality of participation and the financial costs 

of obtaining large enough samples of participants in order to generalise to a larger 

population. 
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Rowe and Frewer also tend to gloss over the difficulties of achieving the requisite 

degree of independence among those charged with managing and orchestrating 

participatory events.  This is related to the much broader question of the extent to 

which satisfaction with process is linked to satisfaction with outcome in the minds of 

participants.  Although there is little or no evidence available to support this, it might 

nevertheless be reasonable to assume that people often feel dissatisfied with the 

process in cases where the outcome is one with which they disagree.  This has 

important implications when it comes to applying any evaluative criteria that rely on 

subjective measures of satisfaction among participants. 

Rowe and Frewer go on to apply these criteria in assessing a variety of participatory 

methods and techniques, relying largely on their own opinions when making these 

assessments.  The methods include referendums, public hearings, consensus 

conferences, opinion surveys, advisory committees and focus groups.  They conclude 

that it is impossible to declare categorically that any one method is best and that the 

‘horses for courses’ principle as probably the most sensible to apply.  They also refer 

to a common confusion about what is meant by ‘effectiveness’ in relation to 

participatory methods and are eminently sensible in acknowledging that their 

framework is a step in the direction of devising more rigorous tools for measuring 

effectiveness and not the last word on the subject. 

Another valuable contribution to the development of more effective methodologies 

for evaluating participation is provided by Chess (2000).   Her discussion of 

methodological questions in the evaluation of environmental participation 



 21

programmes opens with a quotation from the US National Research Council to the 

effect that there is little systematic knowledge of what works in public participation 

and deliberation.  Although Chess claims that the evaluation of participation in 

environmental policy making is inherently more complex than for social programmes 

due to the scientific complexity of environmental issues, this is not especially 

convincing and no clear evidence is presented to support the proposition.  However, 

her distinction between summative, formative and impact evaluations is more useful 

and serves as a helpful dimension in constructing a typology of key questions about 

the evaluation of participatory exercises, including why evaluate, when, who should 

do it and how?  

Chess concludes by advocating methodological pluralism and calling for a more 

systematic approach to the collection of relevant data during the routine operation of 

participatory exercises.  This is also the conclusion of a review by Delli Carpini et al 

(2004) in which they argue that the most important factor affecting the impact of 

deliberative forms of politics is context and that multiple methods should be used 

that combine the strengths of qualitative case studies, participant observation, survey 

research and field-based experimentation. 

In short there continues to be significant methodological debate around the best way 

to frame evaluations of public participation.  It is evident from reviews of the 

literature that constructivist methodologies and case study methods underpin the 

most common forms of evaluation of participation initiatives, but there is a growing 

body of work that attempts to draw on more experimental designs and quantitative 
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forms of analysis.  But perhaps the most fruitful line of inquiry is suggested by 

advocates of realistic approaches to evaluation and impact research.  One of the most 

valuable aspects of the realist approach is the recognition given to contextual factors 

in developing explanations of causation.  In short, this approach requires more 

explicit attention to the circumstances in which underlying causal mechanisms may or 

may not prove effective.  This opens the door too much of the data generated by the 

more constructivist practice stories described above as many of these case studies of 

participation in practice provide vivid accounts of these contextual factors.  These 

include, historical factors (people’s expectations of and attitudes to participation 

shaped by their experience of participation), commitment (whether or not all parties 

are prepared to commit the time, money and expertise needed for any exercise to 

succeed) and the degree to which the terms of any participatory exercise are widely 

understood by all participants. 

In the next section I consider some of the practical issues that arise in trying to devise 

valid measures of the impact of participation.  

 

Practical 

The practical challenge in constructing more robust evaluations of the impact of 

public participation lies in the development of relevant measures of the putative 

benefits of participation.  The quality of evaluative information in all fields is subject 

to increasing interest and scrutiny (Schwartz & Mayne, 2005) and the field of public 
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participation is no different.  Quality assurance schemes have long existed in implicit 

form through the working assumptions of professional researchers and evaluators, 

but they are becoming more explicit and codified in the form of standards (see for 

example the systems summarised in Schwarts and Mayne, 2005: 5) and codes of 

practice.  Of course this does not immunize them from criticism and only has only to 

think of ongoing debates about the notion of a ‘hierarchy of evidence’ to appreciate 

that these are highly contested concepts and devices (Mullen, 2006; Oliver et al., 

2005). 

For our purposes we need to think of possible existing measures and of the need to 

develop new measures of the effects of greater participation if existing ones are not 

fit for our purposes.  The following table briefly summarises these benefits and sets 

out some of the practical difficulties in devising measures of each. 

 

Table Two about here 

The seven broad categories of benefit and their possible measurement are now 

discussed below in some more detail. 

Self esteem 

The first set of benefits relate to the self-esteem of participants.  Self-esteem is a 

commonplace concept in psychology, usually held to include the related components 

of a global sense of self-worth and more specific instances of self-confidence in 

particular domains.  Measures of self-esteem are either explicit in the sense that they 
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rely on the direct self reporting of the subject or implicit in that they adopt indirect 

measures (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1991).  The earliest and still most popular measures 

of self-esteem, such as the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965) and the 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (Coopersmith, 1981), are explicit measures.  

There has been a substantial growth in the number of implicit measures over the last 

decade but serious questions have been raised about their validity and reliability 

(Karpinski, 2004). 

It would be possible to use the Rosenberg scale to measure the impact of 

participation on self-esteem, either comparing samples with known high and low 

levels of participation or applying the test before and after specific instances of 

participation.  It is debateable whether a one-off instance of participation would be 

sufficient, even in theory to produce a measurable change in self-esteem and it might 

be more appropriate to take a more prolonged period of participation.  Of course 

there are substantial practical difficulties in controlling for other possible influences 

on self-esteem, including socio-economic status, gender, race and ethnicity, 

employment status, educational achievement and neighbourhood or residential status.  

Some of these are quite volatile and indeed some, such as neighbourhood status, are 

likely to be directly linked with the policy intervention or decision in which the 

person is participating. 

Knowledge and awareness 

The second set of benefits relates to the political knowledge and civil awareness of 

participants. 
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Much is made nowadays of the need to better educate children and young people in 

the political traditions of their country and to develop their understanding of how 

their society is governed.  Civic education has re-entered the curriculum in the UK 

and it is hoped that in the future this will provide a stronger foundation on which to 

build a more active citizenryvii.  In the meantime, surveys of the state of current 

political awareness suggest that most of us remain only dimly aware of the nature and 

function of many of our key civil institutions (although to be fair, some change with a 

rapidity that leaves even professional researchers struggling to keep up to date!). 

Unless comparatively expensive before and after studies of those who participate are 

undertaken, then we must rely on more limited comparisons of specific populations 

of new participants with samples drawn as part of previous studies, including those 

surveyed by the UK Home Office as part of its regular Citizenship Survey and the 

General Household Survey conducted by the Office for National Statistics.  These 

surveys include some question modules devoted to the level and nature of public 

participation in local decision making, perceptions of neighbourliness, social 

networks and social support. 

Broadly speaking it would appear from these surveys that levels of political 

knowledge and awareness are not especially high, with few people able to name their 

elected representatives (national or local) and many unclear about the division of 

responsibility between local authorities, National Health Service bodies and the 

growing number of local partnerships and QUANGOs.  The baseline against which 

to measure any increase in knowledge is therefore likely to be low. 
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Similarly, in a review of civic education and local government, Andrews and Cowell 

(2005) found little research on the efficacy of civic education and suggest this may be 

due to the difficulty of devising appropriate measures. 

Awareness and development of own interests 

It is not entirely self-evident what we mean when we talk of our interests: whether we 

mean our views and opinions on particular topics or a more careful consideration of 

our life preferences and how they might be achieved, in other words a clear sense of 

what is best for us.   

Advocates of deliberative forms of democratic politics have long argued that 

conventional surveys of public opinion typically capture the ignorance of those 

selected ((Fishkin, Luskin, & Jowell, 2000).  Respondents are often presented with 

questions or statements that do not necessarily reflect their everyday concerns and are 

invited to answer with little chance for reflection.  Interviewers (assuming the survey 

is conducted in a face-to-face manner) are usually instructed not to engage in any 

discussion of the meaning of the question in order to minimise the risk of bias.  

Deliberative forms of opinion polling, and of course there are many, start from a 

markedly different position in which the very purpose of the exercise is to encourage 

dialogue or what  Coleman (2004) calls ‘polyogue’ in order to arrive at a more 

considered and thoughtful statement of one’s interests. 

It is likely then that a deliberative approach would be more appropriate as a means of 

gauging change than a simple before and after snapshot based on more traditional 
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opinion measuring devices.  The increasing accessibility of digital recording devices 

also allow the intervening debates and deliberations in groups to be captured more 

effectively for later analysis in which some of the processes of opinion formation and 

change become more visible. 

Opportunity to express key elements of personal identity 

How might we go about measuring participants’ satisfaction with the opportunity to 

use the participatory event to express key elements of their personal identity?  In this 

case we are concerned mainly with personal identity that is associated with 

membership of some larger group of like-minded or otherwise similar people, be they 

members of a political party or a social movement or an ethnic group.  Apart from 

using the crude device of observing the extent and nature of obvious displays of 

identity in the form of t-shirts, lapel badges or caps emblazoned with identity slogans, 

we would need again to speak with participants about the importance they attach to 

displaying – visually or verbally – important aspects of their identity.  This could be 

achieved individually through an interview or collectively through some form of 

group discussion.  More intensive forms of interview would also allow for greater 

discussion of the extent to which a participant’s visible membership of a group was 

reinforced or challenged by the experience of participation.  For example, it is 

possible that through a process of deliberation and exposure to new arguments, a 

participant lost confidence in their previous view on a topic that was closely 

associated with their membership of a particular group or that their views and identity 

were reinforced by the process. 
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Greater social citizenship 

This element covers a multitude of possibilities, but as discussed earlier refers 

primarily to the social aspects of citizenship: the inclination to be and feel part of a 

social group, whether geographically based like a neighbourhood or rooted in a 

shared interest or identity like a community of interest.  It might also refer to an 

active sense of membership of a political or administrative constituency, such as a 

local authority or a city (Jochum, Pratten, & Wilding, 2005).  Insofar as these diverse 

aspects can be combined into a broader concept, we might use the expression ‘social 

capital’ as a convenient shorthand.  This does not, of course, solve the problem of its 

measurement but does allow us to draw on attempts by others to develop appropriate 

measures.  The UK Office for National Statistics has addressed this directly and 

proposed a framework that is consistent with similar pan-European initiatives and 

which comprises five elements: social participation, civic participation, social 

networks and social support, reciprocity and trust and views of the local area (Harper 

& Kelly, 2003).  From this a harmonised question set has been developed for use in 

local and national surveys as well as a shorter set of core questions where it is not 

possible to use the full set. 

As with the measures of more individualised benefits, the issue of correlation and 

causation remains a major concern when attempting to attribute any changes on these 

dimensions to the existence of new participatory opportunities. 

Managerial efficiency 
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Managerial efficiency is used in this case as a shorthand term for two different but 

related features: the range of different views or perspectives brought to bear on a 

decision and the capacity of this range of people to ensure that potentially 

inappropriate or ‘bad’ decisions are named as such and do not pass through the 

process by virtue of ‘groupthink’ (Janis, 1982). 

It is difficult to envisage the construction of precise measures of these features and 

their impact on public decision making, but this should not deter us from imagining 

some way of trying to judge their salience.  In the field of agricultural economics, Trip 

et al (2002) have developed a measure of managerial efficiency that divides the whole 

process into four stages and draws on the assessment of a panel of experts to judge 

the effectiveness of managerial performance at each stage.  Unfortunately for our 

purposes the extent to which people beyond the managerial team are involved in 

decision making is not part of their analysis.  Some work is currently underway to 

conceptualise and then measure the costs and benefits of participation (Involve, 

2005) and this has included attempting to gauge the cost implications of involving 

more and more people in any particular decision.  The main practical difficulty lies, 

unsurprisingly, in comparing the often tangible costs associated with greater 

involvement (meeting space, attendance allowances, time required, facilitation costs 

etc) with the relatively intangible benefits. 

Again, it is likely that until and unless more sophisticated measures are developed, it 

will be necessary to rely on the subjective perceptions of those directly involved in 

making managerial decisions.  There is certainly scope for some in-depth qualitative 
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research with decision makers to investigate their understanding of what quality of 

decision making might mean and the factors that seem to them to affect it. 

Political legitimacy 

Measures of the legitimacy of particular public decisions sometimes appear easy to 

construct and use in practice.  The media increasingly runs polls in which readers or 

viewers are invited to say whether they agree or disagree with a proposal or a 

decision: who is the best person for the job of manager of the English football team; 

should Tony Blair name the date when he hands over as Prime Minister; should 

British troops be withdrawn from Iraq?  Of course the statistical robustness of these 

surveys remains highly questionable and even surveys properly conducted by 

reputable organisations will be challenged if the answer they give is not to the liking 

of those whose decisions are scrutinised in this way.  Moreover, insofar as legitimacy 

is associated with trust, as Rothstein and Uslaner (2005) note , there is little evidence 

that participation leads to trust. 

Measures of the legitimacy of specific decisions include therefore surveys that directly 

ask respondents for their views after the event as well as the accumulation of less 

systematic data including media coverage.  They can also be applied to gauging the 

perceived legitimacy of decision making systems such as local governments, 

regeneration partnerships, school boards, health authorities and so on (Hope & King, 

2005).    
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As discussed in connection with deliberative approaches to decision making, it is 

important in this field to be able to contextualise the responses given in surveys with 

some appreciation of the respondent’s knowledge of the decision system and relevant 

experience of it.  For instance, some may claim that a particular decision making body 

or process is fundamentally flawed and disreputable even though they know little 

about how it works in practice, or their views may be influenced by the fact that they 

gained or lost in some way because of a decision that the body in question had 

recently taken. 

 

Conclusions 

The putative benefits of public participation have for too long been shielded from the 

most robust forms of evaluation and assessment.  This has allowed procedural 

principles to supersede instrumental benefits in judging the value of participation and 

deflected many robust studies that might allow the practice as well as the theory of 

participation to be strengthened. 

The lack of conceptual clarity around the scope and form of participation and its 

benefits has served to impede the development of more robust evaluation research 

designs.  These designs could usefully incorporate experimental approaches in some 

but not all cases and we will inevitably have to rely on constructivist accounts and 

practice stories in other instances.   
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Although it has not been explored in any detail in this paper, there is also scope to 

adopt the key principles of realist analysis in seeking to distinguish between causal 

mechanisms and contextual factors, even if the distinction can be difficult to maintain 

in practice.  Many of the practice stories that serve as evaluations of participation 

initiatives can be re-used as contextual factors in realist analyses – they provide rich 

sources for detailing the significance of local history, local political structures and 

local demography and should not be overlooked by those with more experimental 

and empirical leanings. 

This practical challenge highlights the sterility of some forms of the ‘paradigm wars’ 

that continue to dog the theory and the practice of evaluation.  While some prefer the 

certainties of absolutist positions and enjoy the security of portraying the debate in 

black and white terms, this brief discussion has shown that a more variegated 

position is not necessarily a sign of conceptual slackness and methodological laxity, 

but can reflect a legitimate form of methodological and epistemological pluralism.  

And just as in democratic theory itself, pluralism is an accepted but contested 

position. 

However, having arrived at a research design that is appropriate to the type of 

participatory initiative to be evaluated, we have seen that there remain substantial 

practical problems in devising and applying practical measures of the key variables.  

Some existing and widely accepted measures can be used, for example to measure 

changes to self esteem, but variables relating to the quality of decisions made or the 

legitimacy of decision making structures are inherently more difficult to measure. 
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Of course further research is necessary and there are many opportunities to use the 

myriad of local experiments in deliberation and participation to design studies of 

impact which draw on and combine the methods of case study, participant 

observation, survey research and field-based experimentation.  Hibbing and Theiss-

Morse (2002: 30) have said how,  ‘Prescriptions about how to improve democratic 

government are too important to leave to the realm of wishful thinking’.  Perhaps the 

contemporary Gileadites whose belief in the benefits of participation remain largely 

untested will allow those of us who value empirical scrutiny (contemporary 

Ephraimites if you will) the time to continue to improve the research base of studies 

of the effectiveness of public participation. 
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Table One 

Criteria for evaluating public participation exercises 

 

Acceptance criteria Process criteria 

Representativeness Participants should 

comprise a broadly 

representative sample 

of the affected 

population 

Resource  Participants should 

have access to 

sufficient resources to 

enable to fulfil their 

brief as participants 

Independence The process should be 

conducted in an 

independent and 

unbiased way 

Task definition Participatory tasks 

should be clearly 

defined 

Early involvement The public should be 

involved at the earliest 

possible stage in the 

process 

Decision structure The decision process 

should be clearly 

structured and be 

capable of being 

displayed clearly 

Influence The outcome of the 

exercise should have a 

genuine impact on 

policy 

Cost effectiveness ‘The procedure should 

in some sense be cost-

effective’ 

Transparency The process should be 

sufficiently transparent 

so that decision 

process is clear to all 

  

source: adapted from Rowe and Frewer (2000) 
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Table Two 

The benefits of participation and how they might be measured 

Benefits Possible measures 

Developmental 

Improved self esteem of participants Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale 

Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory 

Increased knowledge and awareness of 

aspects of civil and political life 

Understanding of civic and political 

institutions, structures and processes via 

survey or group discussion 

Increased awareness and understanding of 

own self interests 

Questions to participants via self-

completion survey or face to face interview 

An opportunity for expression of key 

elements of personal social identity eg as 

socialist, conservative, feminist, 

internationalist etc 

Questions to participants via self-

completion survey or face to face interview 

Greater social citizenship Measures of social and political 

engagement eg GHS indicators of civic 

engagement 

Instrumental 

Managerial efficiency:  

• Wider range of views brought to 

bear 

Records of participatory events, prior to 

any aggregation during consensus building 

• Provides useful reality check Perceptions of decision makers 

• Political legitimacy 

• Specific decisions  

• Decision making system 

• Whole system of governance 

Survey measurement of views of political 

processes and systems of governance eg 

trust in politicians and in politics 
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Notes 

                                                 
i  My late colleague, Robina Goodlad, distinguished between sceptical believers and 

incredulous opponents in relation to our work on community involvement in area-based 

initiatives.  I hope to develop this into a more sophisticated typology in further work. 

ii   I have chosen to use the expression public participation rather than community 

involvement in this paper as I believe it captures more clearly the realities of 

participation.  Communities do not usually participate in anything; individual members of 

communities do.  Individual participation may be organised on the basis of formal 

representation of a wider community, but it is not necessarily so. 

iii Thomas Jefferson proposed a fine resolution to this apparent dilemma when writing to 

William C Jarvis in 1820 (Peterson, 1984), 

“I know of no safe depository of the ultimate powers of society but the people 

themselves; and if we think them not enlightened enough to exercise their control 

with a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform 

their discretion by education.” 

iv Involve, a London-based organisation committed to promoting public participation and 

strengthening democracy, has recently published a review of literature on the costs of 

participation and is pursuing this research further (Involve, 2005) 

v  Excellent contributions to these debates can be found in (Pawson & Tilley, 1997, 

1998a, 1998b) 

vi   Consider for example the difference between Pericles’ belief in the duty to participate 

when insisting, ‘we do not say that a man who takes no interest in politics is a man who 

minds his own business, we say he has no business here at all’, with Lomasky and 

Brennan’s claim that there is no plausible moral case for obliging citizens even to vote in 

a democracy  (Lomansky & Brennan, 2000).   

vii It is worth noting that while this belief in the power of education to (re)kindle civic 

awareness and responsibility is widespread, results from the UK Home Office Citizenship 
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survey show full-time students had the lowest rate of voting in general and local elections 

of all socio-economic groups (Home Office, 2004) 


