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7 . Participatory Governance

Previous chapters in this volume have dealt with horizontal aspects of 
governance but largely as they occur within government. As indicated in 
chapter 1, however, compared to 10 or 15 years ago, the move toward horizontal 
governance arrangements that involves non-government organisations and 
citizens has accelerated. Collaborative behaviours involving many more 
networked-type arrangements are increasingly observed in a post-new public 
management (NPM) environment (e.g. OECD 2009a); this was a major theme of 
the Advisory Group on the Reform of Australian Government Administration’s 
(AGRAGA) review Ahead of the Game: Blueprint for the Reform of Australian 
Government Administration (AGRAGA 2010). The Advisory Group’s foreword 
to Ahead of the Game stated as one of its reform priorities: ‘forging a stronger 
relationship with citizens through better delivery of services and through 
greater involvement of citizens in their government’ (2010: v).

For Jocelyne Bourgon, any new theory of public sector governance should start 
with the ideal of democratic citizenship (2007a). It follows, she says, that there is 
a need to: build collaborative relationships with citizens and groups of citizens, 
encourage shared responsibilities, disseminate information to better inform 
discussions, and seek opportunities to involve citizens in government activities. 
Included here would be allowing citizens to reframe issues that have been set 
for discussion (Lenihan 2009) and even the rather radical situation (for some 
within central government) of letting non-government players initiate agendas 
(Bond et al 2007; Lovan, Murray and Shaffer 2004). This point connects to the 
broader debate about deliberative democracy that is highlighted in chapter 1.

This chapter, therefore, focuses on governance in the public sector with a 
particular emphasis on the various arrangements under which citizens and 
organisations outside of government can be involved in public decision-
making processes. It is confined to issues that are considered of relevance at 
the Commonwealth level of government, although a few state examples are 
included.

The first part of this chapter examines a framework, the aim of which is to 
identify the possible purposes and levels of participation, who should be 
involved, the methods of doing so and, at what stage in the policy cycle it can 
be done. Governments can involve citizens in a range of ways, from simply 
providing information to the public, through to delegated control to citizens 
(Arnstein 1969). As indicated below, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) has usefully identified three possible levels at which 
governments can involve citizens in the policy process: providing information, 
consulting and ‘active participation’ (OECD 2001a; OECD 2003a). 
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The second part of the chapter focuses more on circumstances where 
governments need to actively engage individuals and organisations in policy 
processes — ‘active participation’ in the OECD’s terminology — and deals with 
some challenges and implementation hurdles that are faced by the public sector, 
if participatory governance is to be progressed effectively, in involving citizens 
and non-government organisations in the decision-making process. The final 
section offers some concluding observations and suggestions for change, which 
make use of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Trials — an attempt 
by COAG to engage Indigenous Australian citizens in the decision-making 
process for policy on issues related to their lives. This case study powerfully 
illustrates the critical challenges to effective participatory governance.

Participatory governance frameworks

Many elements need to be considered in involving non-government players, 
including citizens, in public sector decision-making. First, there are different 
levels of involvement — from simply providing information to citizens and 
relevant groups, to the other extreme of empowering them with actual control 
over the final decision. Second, there are many options about who to involve. 
Third, there are different mechanisms for involving stakeholders, which relate 
to the different levels of involvement. Finally, both the level of involvement 
and the method used can vary at different stages in the policy cycle. Many 
frameworks are to be found in the literature on some, if not all of these elements 
(e.g. Walters, Aydelotte and Miller 2000; Bishop and Davis 2002; Edwards 2003; 
Bryson, Crosby and Stone 2006; Fung 2006; IAPP 2007), however, there is no 
single approach. The level and method of involvement, who to involve, how to 
do that and when, depend critically on the purpose of the participation, where: 
‘Participation is shaped by the policy problem at hand, the techniques and 
resources available and, ultimately, a political judgment about the importance 
of the issue and the need for public involvement.’ (Bishop and Davis 2002: 21).

Successful involvement, therefore, requires a good fit between the purpose, 
timing within the policy cycle, choice of stakeholders and mechanism (NIG 2004: 
12). Fundamentally, whatever the purpose and therefore level of involvement 
chosen, successful involvement will require open and skilful relationships to 
build and maintain levels of trust (see below). Again, whatever the purpose, 
as is the case with involvement of non-government players generally, a risk-
management approach is of value to assist in working out the consequences 
of involvement: not just the benefits, but also the costs in terms of time and 
resources and, ultimately, what impact can be expected on the desired outcome.
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What is the purpose of involvement?

Using either a descriptive or normative perspective, various authors have 
addressed the purpose and levels of involvement in the policy process by 
governments with non-government players. The best known of these is 
Arnstein’s ‘ladder of participation’ that has eight levels: manipulation, therapy, 
informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power and citizen 
control (Arnstein 1969). More recent schemes have fewer levels, such as that of 
the International Association for Public Participation (IAPP), which presents 
five different purposes of citizen involvement with increasing levels of public 
impact, to: inform, consult, involve, collaborate and empower (IAPP 2007).

The OECD has a simpler framework for participation, which can be expanded as 
required. OECD publications (OECD 2001a: 23; OECD 2003a: 13–14) refer to three 
possible levels of participation of non-government players with government: 
through government providing information; government consulting; and 
government providing the means for ‘active participation’ (OECD 2003a:13):

•	 When information alone is provided, it is a one-way relationship, with the 
government effectively keeping the public or relevant stakeholders informed: 
‘It covers both “passive” access to information upon demand by citizens and 
“active” measures by government to disseminate information to citizens.’

•	 When it consults, it is a two-way relationship with the government that goes 
beyond the provision of information to listening to the public and gaining 
feedback from them on issues that are chosen by government and, hopefully, 
also providing feedback on how public input affects decisions.

•	 If active participation occurs, then it ‘is a relationship based on partnership’. 
It would be expected that government would work with the public to 
not only provide feedback on how their input affected decisions, but 
also develop options reflecting their concerns. As the OECD states, this 
process ‘acknowledges equal standing for citizens in setting the agenda, 
proposing policy options and shaping the policy dialogue’ but adds that 
‘the responsibility for the final decision or policy formulation rests with 
government’.

The third category of active participation could include the option of government 
either delegating authority to others in decision-making, or actually handing 
over decision-making to give others joint decision-making powers or even 
‘control’ (Bryson 2004). Active participation of outside players, therefore, 
means more than a process by which governments seek to engage the public 
or organisations on their terms; it is a process of engaging with stakeholders 
and citizens, which may include a player outside of government initiating the 
engagement.
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The OECD reports that, while there has been an increased prevalence of both 
information provided by government to citizens and opportunities for feedback and 
consultation, initiatives involving active participation are rare ‘and the few instances 
observed are restricted to a very few OECD member countries’ (2003a: 15).

Who to include?

The options around who is to be involved with governments in the process of 
policy development range from the broadest, involving the public at large to 
the narrowest, where the policy process is confined to an elite group of senior 
bureaucrats, which is perhaps widened at times, to include experts. Fung provides 
many possible ways of selecting participants. The first is to permit self-selection 
from the general population, but this could lead to under-representation of key 
groups. A second method is to recruit participants selectively from subgroups 
who are less likely to otherwise be engaged (e.g. senior citizens). Other methods 
are to select randomly (e.g. citizen juries); engage ‘lay stakeholders’ (e.g. school 
councils); and involve professional stakeholders. Fung describes these five 
groups as ‘mini-publics’. Other ways could be to involve professional politicians 
and expert administrators (Fung 2006: 66f). 

How narrow or broad the involvement should be (as well as when and how it 
will take place) will depend on several factors, including a judgment about the 
likely value added (e.g. the participation of certain key stakeholders holding 
information that is not otherwise available) as well as the likely consequences if 
a group is not involved in relation to attaining desired objectives and successful 
implementation (Bryson 2004: 27). Greater involvement would be expected 
where it is important to get decisions accepted, than if it is the quality of the 
decision that is more important (Lovan, Murray and Shaffer 2004: 17). 

The question of who to involve interrelates with the question of what 
mechanisms to use in participatory processes — different groups of citizens will 
prefer different forms of involvement, as the next section shows.

What mechanisms to use?

Using the OECD categorisation, Table 7.1 provides examples of appropriate 
consultation instruments for the information, consultation and active 
participation levels of involvement. So for example, if the purpose of involvement 
of citizens or stakeholders were to provide information to the public, then online 
websites or an education program would be appropriate. If the desire were to 
have active participation by those affected by a decision, a policy action team 
or a citizen’s jury would be more appropriate. In the relatively rare cases where 
a government hands over a decision to a group of citizens, then deliberative 
polling or some form of delegation of decision-making would be appropriate.
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The mechanisms of involvement not only need to be related to the purpose 
of involvement but also aligned with the capacities and interests of particular 
groups — for example, the young and the old or minority cultural groups 
may have very different preferences about how to input into government 
decision-making processes, than say, business or environmental groups. Remote 
Indigenous communities can be expected to prefer face-to-face meetings rather 
than use information and communication technology (ICT) in a consultation 
process.

Table 7 .1: Purpose of involvement and appropriate instrument

Information Consultation Active participation

Online websites Web-based Open-space technology

Education and awareness programs Discussion groups Advisory committees

Newsletters Public hearings Negotiation tables

Telephone hotline Polls Policy action teams

Community meetings Survey research Citizen panels/juries

Shop fronts One-to-one interviews Deliberative polling

Media stories Road shows Delegation

Source: Various, including Queensland Government (2010).

An issue that is hardly covered in relevant literature is what is the appropriate 
reaction from government when citizens wish to initiate a participatory process? 
If a group of citizens/experts or others wants to initiate a policy dialogue with 
government representatives, what should be the role of the public servant in 
this dialogue? Obviously, guidelines would be needed, particularly to manage 
a situation in which active citizen participation cannot be avoided in order to 
resolve complex policy issues. 

Of increasing importance over the last few years has been the use of online 
channels of involvement of citizens. This technology has added considerably 
to the possibilities of tailoring methods of participation to the needs of those 
intended to be involved (OECD 2001a; OECD 2003b: 50; Chen 2007; AGRAGA 
2010: 17). Governments, therefore, are commonly favouring providing 
information to citizens online and increasingly using the internet as a mechanism 
for consultation. Active participation online, however, is not yet common and 
is complex for governments to manage: ‘e-participation’ creates a real challenge 
technologically if governments want to retain ultimate control (UN 2003: 85ff; 
OECD 2009a: 70). As already mentioned, online dialogue between public 
servants and the public is an example of a difficult issue for governments to 
confront in creating opportunities for participation.
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Ahead of the Game recognises that Australians increasingly prefer the internet 
to other methods of contacting government. In discussing ‘engagement with 
citizens’, however, the review confusingly conflates consultation with citizens 
with engaging citizens online, which also unduly emphasises involving citizens 
in design and delivery through the use of ICT over other forms of engagement 
(AGRAGA 2010:17). There is no doubt that, unlike 10 or so years ago, current 
governments have no choice but to consider how best to use online mechanisms, 
and for whom, when pursuing ‘active participation’ with its citizens. As the 
OECD has stated, decisions about whether or not to use ICT mechanisms and 
how, need to be integrated into the broader decision processes around the 
purpose, the particular needs of those to be involved and the time when it is to 
occur in the policy process (OECD 2003b: 85f). 

The first significant step has been taken in the direction of ‘e-participation’ with 
the Australian Government agreeing with its Government 2.0 Taskforce, which 
expects ‘technology to increase citizen engagement and collaboration in making 
policy and providing service’ and achieving ‘a more consultative, participatory 
and transparent government’ (Australian Government 2010: 3). It would be 
worthwhile assessing, in a year or so, the impact of the new technology on the 
extent of citizen collaboration.

When in the policy process?

The literature on participatory policy issues has tended to neglect the fact that 
the purpose and form of participation may vary according to the stage at which 
policy is being developed. This is particularly so when decisions are made as 
to who is to be involved, and how, at the early stage of defining the nature of 
the problem or setting the agenda: if the problem is misdiagnosed, time and 
resources can be wasted and ineffective outcomes could emerge (see Walters, 
Aydelotte and Miller 2000: 357). Bryson makes the interesting point about 
the relationship between the early stage at which the problem is defined and 
possible solutions: it may be hard to get relevant stakeholders to participate in 
assisting in problem definition if they do not also see a way to resolve it, and 
contribute to that process (2004: 25). 

When it comes to making decisions, non-government organisations or groups 
of citizens can be dismissed as having no role — they can be regarded as non-
representative and unqualified for a role in policy development at this stage. 
Those who advocate active citizenship, however, would dispute this: ‘active 
citizenship can play a very important role in the decision-making phase: 
convincing people, channelling consensus, revealing the nature of general 
interest on an issue, and so on’ (Moro 2003: 145). Decisions can be shared with 
citizens, even if they do not agree with them.
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There can also be a role for citizens in the implementation stage: ‘Their role in the 
planning phase can consist above all in taking into account obstacles that stand 
in the way of implementation and that are not visible to other agents’. They 
can also ‘test’ tools and parts of policies. When policies are to be implemented, 
citizens can be brought into a coordinated partnership with government to assist 
in ensuring success (e.g. collecting and sharing good practices) (Moro 2003:145). 
Finally, in the evaluation phase, citizens can provide valuable feedback about 
what works, for whom and why. Important accountability issues can arise at 
this point, as discussed below.

Active participation: Issues and challenges 

So far, this chapter has identified various levels of citizen involvement in 
government decision-making processes, from simply receiving relevant 
information through to actively participating in those decisions. It has been 
argued that a risk management framework needs to be adopted to work out 
what type of involvement would best match the issue, who to involve, the 
mechanisms of involvement and when it should take place through the various 
stages of developing policies. 

Involving citizens and non-government organisations more broadly in 
government decision-making is sometimes referred to as ‘participatory 
governance’ (Edwards 2002: 52; Lovan, Murray and Shaffer 2004; Bond et al 
2007; Osmani 2007; Edwards 2008). The essence of participatory governance 
is to provide non-government actors, both individuals and organisations, with 
a means to genuinely and actively be part of the process of developing policy. 
In terms of Table 7.1, active participation would include both collaboration 
and empowerment. In an article on participatory governance, Osmani (2007:1), 
defines ‘effective’ participation as where:

all the relevant stakeholders take part in decision-making processes and 
are also able to influence the decisions in the sense that at the end of the 
decision-making process all parties feel that their views and interests 
have been given due consideration even if they are not always able to 
have their way.

The term ‘community engagement’ is very similar, and commonly used to 
include active engagement around delivery issues on the ground. 

The topic of participatory governance was not high on governments’ agendas 
a decade ago. So, why has the subject generated interest now? There are four 
possible explanations for the emergence of a focus outside of government 
toward citizens (Edwards 2008: 8–9): declining trust of citizens in public sector 
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organisations, along with rising expectations of being consulted; the emergence 
of many more complex policy problems that governments are unable to resolve 
on their own; the unintended consequences of ‘managerial’ type public sector 
reforms embedded in NPM (chapter 2) which downplayed the benefits of 
collaborative behaviour; and the rise in importance of ICT (see also Head 2007: 
442–43).

Whatever mechanisms are used, more participatory or inclusive processes of 
governing appear to be inevitable now, if governments are to have an enhanced 
capacity to cope with the blurring of boundaries across the government and 
non-government sectors and to facilitate good policy making (Edwards 2002: 
58). A move toward greater engagement with stakeholders and communities 
goes hand-in-hand with an enabling if not expanding role for government. 

Despite what now appear to be strong imperatives, the OECD has found 
that, while providing information to citizens or consulting with them was 
quite common across its member countries, there was far less use of ‘active 
participation’ (OECD 2009a). Key questions, therefore, are addressed in this 
chapter in an attempt to elucidate the challenges faced and some possible ways 
forward in promoting levels of participation. It is these challenges that face 
those charged with implementing the relevant recommendations in contained 
in Ahead of the Game. 

Three fundamental and interrelated challenges emerge from the relevant 
literature, which need to be tackled for successful active citizen and stakeholder 
engagement: strong leadership, building up and maintaining trusting 
relationships, and willingness to share decision-making power. These are 
discussed below. If these three fundamental factors are overcome, more practical 
implementation issues are surmountable, including reshaping accountability 
arrangements, aligning structures and processes to the issue and context, 
ensuring appropriate cultures and capabilities, and exploring effective ways of 
evaluating participatory strategies. 

Case study: COAG trials

The above challenges are illustrated here by reference to experiences arising 
from Australian government efforts to engage Indigenous citizens in decision-
making processes, with a particular focus on the COAG Trials. This is a useful 
case study of participatory governance on four levels. First, it illustrates many 
of the dimensions and elements of participatory governance that are outlined in 
this chapter. Secondly, it concerns an area of ongoing topicality and controversy 
(not least because of the Northern Territory intervention) as well as inherent 
suitability for participatory governance (given the relationships between 
Indigenous communities and their representative bodies, and different portfolio 
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responsibilities and levels of government). Thirdly, it concerns a recent initiative 
that emanated from government (and from a cross-governmental perspective) 
about Australian communities, with direct and indirect relevance to their 
governance. Finally, it is an area of study that is documented by various official 
reports and other commentary of relevance from a governance perspective.

In 2000, COAG announced its vision for a closer relationship between governments 
and Indigenous communities, including a reconciliation framework to address 
the growing social and economic needs of Indigenous Australians. In 2002, the 
COAG Trials were initiated. Eight trial sites were chosen with one in each state 
and territory.

The main aim of the COAG Trials was ‘to improve the way in which governments 
interact with each other and with communities to deliver more effective responses 
to the needs of indigenous Australians’ (COAG 2002). Several objectives were set 
for the trials, including: to ‘work with indigenous communities to build the 
capacity of people in those communities to negotiate as genuine partners with 
government’, and to ‘build the capacity of government employees to be able to 
meet the challenges of working in this new way with Indigenous communities’ 
(Morgan Disney & Associates et al 2006: 4). The trials incorporated a shared-
responsibility approach, which was intended to emphasise the concept of 
partnership between government and Indigenous communities.

In 2006, Morgan Disney & Associates conducted an official and independent 
evaluation of the trials for the Office of Indigenous Policy Coordination (2006: 5). 
The failures and challenges of the trials that emerged in this official evaluation 
varied across communities. Illustrated below, they are numerous, with the 
primary causes being a lack of coordination, communication, understanding of 
culture, trust, power sharing and appropriate governance arrangements. 

Fundamental factors

Leadership

During the last 10 years, a new language has emerged from the public sector and 
its leadership about collaboration, cooperation, and collegiality and recently 
proposed citizen-centred policies. Leadership of this new agenda has been 
driven from the centre. In the context of the report Connecting Government: 
Whole of Government Responses to Australia’s Priority Challenges (MAC 2004), 
a former head of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (PM&C) said: 
‘There is increasing recognition by governments of the need to engage at the 
community level, whether community is defined as stakeholders with shared 
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interests or residents who live in a particular location. There is also a growing 
awareness that interaction has to move from consultation to collaboration’ 
(Shergold 2005a: 1).

In May 2008, the former prime minister Kevin Rudd progressed this agenda by 
talking of the need for an ‘inclusive policy process that engages with average 
Australians’ (Rudd: 2008). More recently, the previous head of PM&C, Terry 
Moran, made several statements along the same lines but using the current 
language in vogue of ‘citizen-centred’ policies and actions: ‘We must work 
tirelessly to put the citizen at the centre of our programs and policies’ (Moran 
2009: 3). The Ahead of the Game report identified what needed to be done to 
engage citizens, including making government information more accessible, 
mainly through online sites (AGRAGA 2010: 19). 

Even if there were serious commitment shown by Commonwealth public service 
leaders to this agenda, this does not necessarily mean it would be reflected further 
down the hierarchy. In recent surveys of public sector officials in Australia, the 
proportion of public servants consulting with stakeholders has shown an increase, 
although the most common forms of consultation were in relation to service delivery 
rather than policy development. Where consultation took place, it was more 
commonly undertaken with industry, rather than other non-government stakeholders 
(e.g. APSC 2009c: 123; APSC 2010a: 117). Whether this accurately reflects good 
judgment in terms of attaining desired outcomes, or whether it reflects fears that are 
associated with the difficulties of engaging with the public, is unknown. There can 
be little doubt, however, that attitudes of public officials need to be clarified and 
addressed if participatory governance is to be progressed toward reaching achievable 
outcomes. Apart from the fear of losing control by sharing decision-making power 
generally, the loss of control will be felt particularly acutely if power sharing involves 
dominant lobby groups who do not represent the community at large. There is also, 
as noted later, an inherent tension to be managed between the vertical accountability 
responsibilities of officials and the call by government for them to be more responsive 
to citizens’ needs.

Unless there is committed government leadership in encouraging effective 
participation, it is unlikely that actively engaging citizens in decision-making 
is going to have the necessary bureaucratic support to make it work. There 
is a vicious circle here. On the one hand, non-government groups with little 
power can only function well if there are enabling conditions for them to 
operate; on the other hand, the centralised process of decision-making requires 
these groups to be able to apply pressure on government. Once a process of 
participation is set in motion, however, and there is committed leadership, 
the practice of participation should help remove some of the impediments to 
successful participation (Osmani 2007: 32).
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In the context of the COAG Trials, there was much evidence of very strong 
leadership from the top and a real commitment to make these trials work, with 
secretaries of departments personally committing to having their performance 
measured in terms of results in the trial sites for which they were responsible 
(Morgan Disney & Associates et al 2006: 5). Particularly strong in his leadership 
was Peter Shergold, whose previous work experience had given him grounding 
in Indigenous issues. Attitudes at the top, however, did not translate well on 
the ground, where officials were too often seen to be unable to make a ‘quick 
decision’ and, where decisions were made elsewhere, there sometimes was not 
sufficient ownership of them (2006: 23).

Trusting relationships 

Trusting relationships are the essence of any successful collaboration. They 
have been described as both the lubricant and the glue — that is, they facilitate 
the work of collaboration and they hold the collaboration together (Bryson, 
Crosby and Stone 2006: 47–8). Trust is a vague as well as complex concept, 
however, and it can have many meanings, depending on the context (Yang 2005: 
275; Blind 2006). In the public sector context of engaging citizens, trust refers 
to interpersonal or inter-organisational behaviours where the expectations 
of each party are clear and confidence exists that what is committed to will 
be delivered. Trust exists where people have confidence in government, its 
individual agencies and its leaders (Yang 2005: 273; Blind 2006: 3).

Research indicates that citizens today have less trust in public sector organisations 
than they once did (World Economic Forum 2005; Blind 2006; Seldon 2009). Citizens 
are now not only more cynical about government but, also, generally better educated 
and able to articulate their perceptions, judgments and needs (Cavaye 2004: 87–8; 
Peters 2005: 85; Sankar 2005: 3; McCabe, Keast and Brown 2006: 5).

The World Values Survey has found that for 2005–08, Australia ranked 
below the OECD average of 38 per cent of individuals reporting high trust 
in parliament and also below the 23 per cent of individuals reporting high 
trust in their government (OECD 2009b: 16). As such, a ‘democratic deficit’ 
has been identified: voting every three or four years is no longer sufficient for 
citizens to adequately voice their views or, indeed, have a satisfactory way of 
achieving adequate engagement with government. Jim Cavaye (2004: 88) recalls 
the emergence of the One Nation Party in Australia, and its success in rallying 
the protest vote, as a wake-up call to government about the need to actively 
engage citizens. As indicated in chapter 1, it has become increasingly common 
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for governments to accept that purely representative democratic processes are 
not enough and need to be supplemented with meaningful citizen engagement 
between elections within a more deliberative framework.1

There is a burgeoning literature on the concept of trust but it is only relatively 
recently that this concept has been brought into public policy dialogues. This 
has occurred as governments recognise that declining trust by citizens in 
government needs to be consciously acted upon, and that citizens may need to 
be actively included in the policy process if desired results are to be achieved 
(OECD 2009b: 28). Not all countries have observed a decline in trust in their 
institutions — some Scandinavian countries such as Norway and Sweden have 
not (Uslaner 2002) and it appears that one of the key factors is the degree to 
which citizens are participants in their democratic processes. A real challenge, 
therefore, is to foster a ‘trust culture’ (Blind 2006: 15) where citizens feel that 
they have a chance to make a difference in the process of making decisions.

There is a need to understand the causal links between trust, good governance 
and engaging citizens — a relationship which, as yet, is by no means clear 
(Braithwaite and Levi 2003; Wang and Van Wart 2007; Bourgon 2007b; Victorian 
Government 2007: 8). Good governance and trust may be related but ‘there is 
something else at play, something really fundamental that goes to the core of the 
issue of trust, and relationship of trust between citizens and government that 
we have not yet either fully understood or tackled adequately’ (Bourgon 2007b). 
Bourgon suggests that it may have to do with changing citizen expectations: 
‘Our citizens are losing some of the levers, which in the past gave meaning to 
the role of citizens, the ability to have the right to have a say, the right to vote, 
the right to hold officials to account’ (2007b: 3). While the relationship between 
citizen engagement and trust is not clear, it is widely agreed that for governments 
‘there is no alternative to strengthening citizens’ trust in government. If you do 
not do it, you drive up the cost of government for everyone and promote the 
disengagement of citizens’ (OECD 2006: 2).

A recent survey by the OECD found that the main goal of governments in 
engaging citizens is to increase levels of trust (OECD 2009b: 28). A big gap 
was found, however, between the goal and the capabilities to achieve it: public 
officials are on a steep learning curve when it comes to building trust between 
governments and citizens (OECD 2003a). Even if the will is there, building 
conditions of trust, when the territory is new and the hurdles are great can be 
a significant barrier for public officials embarking on participatory governance 
processes (e.g. Alford 2002: 48–9). John Alford cites complexity of relationships 

1 There is a growing trend toward citizen involvement, not only between elections in deliberative forums 
but also in other democratically innovative ways such as ‘ongoing scrutiny and public control of decision-
makers’ — referred to as ‘monitory democracy’ (Keane 2009) and with connections to broader dimensions of 
deliberative democracy and societal governance (chapter 1).



7 . Participatory Governance

163

— for instance, intergovernmental and broader accountability complexities, as 
well as the turbulence of the government environment — as potential obstacles 
to building trust in government collaboration (Alford 2002: 48–9). The path 
forward will not be through searching for some ‘magic bullet’ but from many 
small initiatives that are implemented over a lengthy period of time (Zussman 
2007: 22).

In the evaluation of the COAG Trials, it was found that trust between government 
and community partners was higher when there was consistency between 
community committee membership and lead agency staff. Trust can take a long 
time to build up, and be quickly lost, as Diane Smith (2007: 3) relates following 
an incident that took place in West Arnhem Shire, after the Northern Territory 
Government released its media statement on taking over the administration of 
60 or so Aboriginal communities under compulsory lease: 

To say that the Bininj members of the West Arnhem Committee were 
shell-shocked would be an understatement. In one day, without any 
consultation, their collaboration with the Australian Government had 
essentially been made null and void. Their role as the proposed local 
government for the entire region was thrown into question, their work 
over the last three years ignored, and their governance roles treated with 
disdain. A week after the media release, the army, police and Australian 
Government officials entered two communities in the region.

Sharing of power

A central challenge for governments in seeking to move toward citizen-centred 
governance in the decision-making process is the devolution or sharing of 
decision-making power. 

While there is now much rhetoric around the need to increase stakeholder and 
citizen engagement in policy processes (e.g. MAC 2004), reluctance by officials 
to do so can commonly be observed (Allen 2006: 3). Lynelle Briggs and Roger 
Fisher (2006: 24) state that: ‘Full participation with stakeholders in defining 
solutions to wicked problems, requires government to cede some formal control 
over the services that it provides, and reduces the direct accountability of 
government to citizens.’ More recently, Briggs reiterated this point using 
citizen-centred language: ‘it is important to recognise that a shift in power is 
at the heart of citizen centred thinking and, as we all know, a shift in power 
is not often willingly ceded or comfortably managed’ (Briggs 2009: 4). She also 
admitted that the public service is ‘fumbling around with citizen engagement 
models’ (Briggs 2009: 6).
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The actions of state governments often demonstrate a strong desire to at least 
acknowledge the importance of citizen engagement, if not to create a conducive 
environment for citizen-led or citizen-centred governance (e.g. Boxelaar, Paine 
and Beilin 2006; Blacher and Adams 2007). However, it still stands that the 
willingness to engage, and actual engagement, are more often than not conflated, 
resulting in an inadequate representation of what actual engagement should be 
and the necessary reshuffle of power structures and power sharing between the 
players.

The Senate Select Committee on the Administration of Indigenous Affairs 
raised questions about power relationships in the context of the government –
Indigenous Shared Responsibility Agreements, which dealt with respective 
responsibilities of Indigenous communities and governments (Parliament of 
Australia 2005). Jon Altman explained to the committee that: ‘If one party 
holds the purse strings and the other party has to sign off to get what would be 
regarded … as a fairly basic facility … then I can see the Commonwealth signing 
off on a fairly small cheque on their responsibilities (Parliament of Australia 
2005: 101).

The basic issue here is one of sincerity, as well as the perception of sincerity, of 
the sharing of power between those who make decisions and those who have 
a reason to be involved in the decision-making process. This is so much easier 
said than done, especially for those within government who have been so used 
to taking responsibility for a consultation process. This process will become 
harder as the boundaries between government and other potential players, 
including citizens, become more permeable in the process of making public 
policy decisions.

Implementation challenges 

So far, this chapter has dealt with the difficulties to be overcome in moving 
beyond the rhetoric to deal in practice with the fundamental challenges facing 
governments when they seek to actively involve citizens in decision-making. 
Even with strong leadership and commitment at the top, with trust having been 
built up and effective power-sharing occurring, some practical challenges remain 
to be overcome if effective partnering arrangements with non-government 
players in the context of citizen-centred governance are to be realised. It is no 
wonder that there is so often a gap between the rhetoric of citizen engagement 
that is used by governments and the reality witnessed on the ground. 

Some of the more important implementation difficulties are:

•	 the need to reshape accountabilities where responsibilities are shared between 
government and other players;
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•	 the policy capability of and cultural environment around public servants as 
well as the capacity of non-government groups to engage with government;

•	 aligning governmental structures to the issues and context at hand; and

•	 evaluating what works (see, for example, MAC 2004; Mandell 2006; APSC 
2007a, b). 

These are discussed in turn below.

Reshaping accountabilities 

Earlier chapters have indicated that important and increasingly complex 
accountability issues are arising, either as part of the process of bringing more 
non-government players into the policy development process, or where there 
is a move from government-centred decision-making to wider involvement of 
non-government players in that process (e.g. Edwards 2002; Salamon 2002; 
Mulgan 2003; APSC 2007b).

Accountability in the public sector seeks to ensure that public sector agencies 
and their staff are responsible for collective and individual actions, and 
the decisions leading up to them (Barrett 2000: 7). This is in line with the 
Westminster concept of ministerial responsibility to parliament, which is 
discussed in chapter 1.  Many other considerations arise once responsibility for 
decision-making is shared with non-government players: can the principles of 
individual and collective responsibility (if not accountability) to the taxpayer 
through parliament hold when the boundaries between and across the sectors 
are more blurred? As the boundaries across sectors blur, there is an inevitable 
tension between traditional vertical accountability mechanisms, which are 
inherent in the Westminster system, and horizontal accountability in terms of 
responsiveness to citizens. The challenge now is to reshape governance processes 
and practices so that this inevitable tension is minimised and managed (Lovan, 
Murray and Shaffer 2004: 2; APSC 2007b: 23; Bourgon 2007a: 11ff).

A key issue here, for both government and non-government organisations, in 
achieving good process in shared decision-making is to collaborate in clearly 
defining the respective roles and responsibilities and developing accountability 
systems which encapsulate the objectives of both vertical/hierarchical and 
horizontal dimensions (Edwards 2002: 2011). Essential ingredients include: 
agreement on the expectations of all parties; balancing expectations with 
respective capacities; credible reporting arrangements; and carefully designed 
and appropriate monitoring and evaluation mechanisms (Auditor General of 
Canada 1999; DFD 2012b).

The Australian Public Service Commission (APSC) has canvassed some questions 
‘about the compatibility of the existing accountability framework and the 
capacity of the APS agencies to effectively tackle wicked problems’ (2007b: 23). 
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The report Tackling Wicked Problems: A Public Policy Perspective ponders the 
question of what type of accountability framework should be used to give enough 
flexibility for programs whose outcomes may take many years to realise. It takes the 
COAG Trials as an example, where the evaluations ‘confirm that whole of government 
and partnership approaches aimed at changing the economic, health and social 
circumstances of disadvantaged communities, in particular Indigenous communities, 
require long-term commitments of 10 to 20 years in order to be realised’ (2007b: 
23). A disturbing but common complaint reported in an audit of the COAG Trials 
was that it was difficult to work out ‘who was in charge’ (ANAO 2007: 74) and the 
trial objectives were not clearly understood or necessarily shared by communities 
(Morgan Disney & Associates et al 2006: 6).

Alignment of organisational structures

Too often, where participatory governance mechanisms are put in place, 
they are observed to be operating in the context of traditional structures and 
processes which do not necessarily align with the purpose of participatory 
governance (e.g. Alford 2002: 52; Keast et al 2004; Boxelaar, Paine and Beilin 
2006; Kettl 2009). A key implementation issue, therefore, is to redesign public 
sector institutions and practices to align more with the new participatory and 
interactive framework. Some suggestions about how this may be done are 
contained in recent Australian government reports (MAC 2004; APSC 2007b: 
18). The APSC gives prominence to supportive structures and processes:

There is a need for careful choice of the appropriate structures to support 
whole of government work. Structures and processes must be matched to the 
task — no ‘one-size-fits-all’. If there is deep contention between portfolios 
or in the community, for example, and tight time frames are involved, a 
dedicated Taskforce under strong leadership and working directly to the 
Prime Minister, a senior Minister or a Cabinet committee may produce better 
outcomes than a more standard interdepartmental committee.

Again, it is not easy to turn this rhetoric into reality. There are Australian 
examples of where there is good intent and genuine engagement at the initial 
stages of the project, only for there to be a switch back to old patterns in the later 
stages of implementation. According to Lucia Boxelaar, Mark Paine and Ruth 
Beilin (2006: 120), during the course of one Victorian Government project, non-
government participants in the team, who were initially referred to as ‘actors’, 
became known as ‘community stakeholders’ or ‘customers’ and marginalised 
from the change process. This case study points to existing practices (such as 
project management and evaluation) and structures of government as well as 
the culture that is embedded in them as factors that can obstruct participatory 
governance (Boxelaar, Paine and Beilin 2006: 122). Robyn Keast and Kerry 
Brown (2004) relate a similar Commonwealth–state experience in the case of the 
Queensland Goodna Service Integration Project.
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A lesson that emerges here is not only the need, when engaging with communities, 
for conscious alignment of administrative practices and organisational culture 
but, also, a constant monitoring of what is happening in relation to the initial 
objectives. 

A growing academic literature on Indigenous governance affairs, in Australia and 
elsewhere, points to the importance of ‘cultural match’ in ensuring successful 
policy implementation (Westbury and Dillon 2006: 8). In the COAG Trials, 
for example, attempts at a participatory approach were hindered by a divide 
between the types of processes and structures that were used by governments 
in an attempt to achieve results and ensure accountability, on the one hand, and 
traditional Indigenous governance arrangements on the other. If this disparity 
is not addressed early on in the process, with moves toward collaborative 
alignment, then all the commitment and rhetoric that can be brought to bear on 
the task will be insufficient to ensure the success of implementation. 

Culture and capabilities

Closely related to the implementation challenges that are identified above is 
fostering an appropriate culture. This was found to be particularly relevant in 
the case studies analysed in the MAC Connecting Government report (2004). It 
was also emphasised more recently by the APSC (2007a: 20).

In the APS context, high performing agencies also need to be characterised 
by a culture that encourages collaboration with other agencies and whole 
of government outcomes. Perceptions by stakeholders that an agency is 
insular and inwardly focused could be a sign of poor corporate health. 

Writing about the Australian experience of community engagement, Cavaye 
has observed many cases of practices changing, but without any change 
in assumptions: ‘There are examples of traditional thinking in community 
engagement approaches that amount to “we are from the government and we 
are going to engage you”, rather than valuing and investing in relationships and 
building true partnerships’ (2004: 94). Changing the culture within agencies 
towards valuing active participation with stakeholders and citizens will require 
strong leadership to influence the attitudes and behaviour of staff and the 
acquisition of relevant capabilities. 

The extent to which there are both the relevant skills and capacity of public 
servants to engage with non-government players in the policy process is a real 
challenge and has been acknowledged by the APSC and by officials surveyed 
by it in the APSC State of the Service reports. The 2008–09 report found that: 
‘Sixty-two per cent of employees identified the ability to “nurture internal and 



Public Sector Governance in Australia

168

external relationships, facilitating cooperation and partnerships” as the third 
most important capability they need to remain effective in the APS of the future’ 
(2009c: 127). 

One mechanism for building internal capability is to actively promote Better 
Practice Guides and related advice on the ‘how to’ of participatory governance. 
Heads of all Commonwealth departments have actually signed off on some 
principles and practices to guide whole-of-government initiatives, including 
increased engagement of  non-government organisations in government 
policy and service delivery (MAC 2005). But more needs to be done to ensure 
participatory governance is engrained in public service culture and monitored 
to make certain it actually takes place. An audit by the ANAO of the COAG 
Trials identified the need for government staff to be trained in ‘new ways of 
collaborative working’ (2007: 74) including ‘how to engage with respect for the 
protocols and processes in Indigenous communities’ and relevant training for all 
staff engaged in whole-of-government and place-based initiatives (ANAO 2007: 
87). 

The officially commissioned evaluations of the COAG Trials raised a series of 
relationship issues in building partnerships, including Indigenous partners 
identifying a common set of required skills for government officers including: 
‘good listening; acting in good faith; high levels of good will; willingness to 
share power; recognising and acknowledging intra-community and familial 
relationships and how these impact on leaders; understanding the pressures 
on communities; being honest and open; and being human’ (Morgan Disney & 
Associates et al 2006: 27). These are the skills that can be expected to be ones all 
public servants involved in ‘engaging’ activities will need to acquire.

An interesting question arises here in terms of the boundaries around the 
engaging activities of public officials. In answer to the question of how public 
officials should engage with citizens under an effective participatory regime, 
Lorne Sossin (2002: 89) considered that one approach was to view public officials 
as promoters of what has been termed ‘deliberative democracy’. His view is 
that citizen empowerment cannot succeed without bureaucratic support and, in 
some cases, initiative. This is not to undermine existing bureaucratic channels 
but to transform them. This approach would require giving public officers: 
‘increased discretion to form … relationships and re-conceiving the basic 
normative foundations of public administration to accommodate attachment 
rather than detachment. Under this view, values such as trust, engagement 
and self-disclosure would come to characterise bureaucratic behaviour’ (Sossin 
2002: 89–90). 

Alongside the building of internal government capability is the equally important 
task of ensuring that those who governments engage have the necessary capacity 
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to participate fully. ‘There is a difference between participation which focuses on 
opening up opportunities for involvement and the capacity building/community 
development approaches traditionally used to empower disempowered people’ 
(Involve 2005: 17). Non-government organisations also need to assure government 
that they have the capacity to be responsive to broad consumer and community 
needs (for an elaboration of this point, see Edwards 2002). 

In the COAG Trials, some government officers lacked cultural awareness and 
a general understanding of Indigenous communities and culture, as well as 
lacking relevant skills to work in a whole-of-government environment. And 
some community leaders did not have enough understanding of government 
processes and culture or the skills needed: ‘in relation to community governance, 
engagement and capacity building’. Morgan Disney & Associates et al (2006: 21) 
concluded that ‘there was not enough attention given to conversations regarding 
working differently nor to cultural awareness training of the government 
agencies engaged in the Trials’. 

Evaluating what works

To date, there has been little evidence of countries making progress in 
implementing, or even developing, appropriate evaluation frameworks of 
participatory governance (OECD 2009a). The OECD recently found that the 
‘evaluation gap identified in the 2001 report is alive and well’ and that when 
standards have been developed, performance against those standards is not 
evaluated regularly (2009a: 58). Many reasons could be advanced for this, one 
being the lack of clarity that exists about the purpose of citizen participation 
(OECD 2005a:14). Another, and perhaps related, reason is that active citizen 
participation is required most on complex as well as sensitive policy issues 
which, so far, standard program evaluation methodologies have been unable to 
cope with. The OECD also suggests that there may be a fear that transparency 
will undermine support for engaging citizens (2009a: 59).

A starting point for any evaluation, however complex the issue at hand, is to 
ask its purpose before determining the next steps (Head 2007: 450). Some of the 
questions that need to be posed in the context of participatory initiatives are 
the following. Is the purpose to be about outcomes or only processes, and how 
well were relationships developed? Is the purpose to learn and/or to generalise 
from a particular instance? Is it about auditing and compliance, or is it about 
providing some encouragement to participants (Head 2006: 14)? Or is it some 
combination of these? The OECD survey of governments found that close to half 
saw a benefit in evaluation helping to improve the management of initiatives 
and, with most governments still at the early stages of ‘embedding evaluation 
into their public engagement processes’, they were focusing more on process 
than outcomes (OECD 2009a: 59, 62).
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Another early question regards the perspective from which the evaluation is 
to occur. The government’s alone? Or is it also that of non-government actors? 
If the perspective includes the latter, was the purpose of their participation 
and their respective roles, responsibilities and accountabilities understood and 
agreed? Or did they prefer a different place, method, timing etc.? 

These and other questions are in a checklist that the OECD has developed on 
factors to take into account if evaluations of public participation in government 
decision-making are to be successful (2005a: 16–17). Critically, and as a 
prerequisite, the OECD stresses the need to encourage a culture of evaluation 
for this process to be successful and that much can be learnt from comparing 
progress across countries (2005a: 16–17). The Netherlands has a special ‘centre 
of expertise’ unit which evaluates better practice in participatory or interactive 
policy-making using a clear framework including measures of impact of citizen 
engagement (OECD 2009a: 181).

When launching the MAC Connecting Government report, Shergold saw issues 
relating to Indigenous Australians as ‘the biggest test of whether the rhetoric 
of connectivity can be marshalled into effective action’ (Gray and Sanders 2006: 
6). Since then, each COAG Trial has been evaluated independently according to 
a standard set of issues. The purpose is as much about learning as the process 
continues, as it is about outcomes (Gray and Sanders 2006: 27).

A Canadian study assessing the impact of public participation has found that 
far more important than the technical challenges in evaluation is ‘a low level 
of commitment to public participation within government policy departments 
(which) can contribute to ambivalence or even resistance toward its evaluation’ 
(Abelson and Gauvin, 2006: 30). It is very likely that the same study in Australia 
would arrive at a similar conclusion, given the similarities between the two 
systems of government.

Conclusion 

This chapter has explored the concepts of governance and partnership and what 
might be needed to make participatory governance work well. The chapter has 
examined the challenges and issues arising when governments decide that they 
need to involve stakeholders and citizens as active participants in the policy 
process. The challenges covered include both those that are preconditions for 
effective participatory governance to come into effect, and also those that are of 
a more practical kind. 

Whatever level of involvement of non-government players that governments 
decide upon, it is of paramount importance that expectations on both sides are 
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well understood and aligned. If, for example, the government wishes to provide 
information only, and not actively engage with citizens throughout the policy 
process, this needs to be stated at the outset. If the government has already 
made a decision which is irrevocable, but then wants to engage the community 
within that context (e.g. on delivery issues), that also needs to be clearly stated 
and understood before communities participate in discussions on any next 
steps. The Rudd Government’s Australia 2020 Summit in 2008 is an example of 
active citizen engagement (and is used as such by the OECD (2009a: 27)) but, to 
the extent that the belated government response to the outcomes of the summit 
did not match public expectations, some trust in government would have been 
undermined despite the initial, positive steps towards engagement.

A related point is that clarity of language and intent and avoidance of rhetoric 
are of the essence in effective participatory governance. Angela McCabe, Robyn 
Keast and Kerry Brown (2006: 5), for example, have discovered how easy it 
is to use confusing language around community engagement. Incorrect and 
inappropriate use of the terminology can create inefficiencies within community 
engagement policies that may result in negative outcomes, a reduction of trust 
and/or failed community engagement potential. 

At its heart, successful engagement requires that governments manage the 
fundamental tensions; this has been identified as a theme of this book. This 
chapter has highlighted several key tensions that need to be confronted by 
the Commonwealth government into the future. The most pressing appears to 
be that between the horizontal responsibilities of government out toward non-
government organisations and citizens and the vertical accountabilities of the 
Westminster system (Briggs and Fisher 2006: 16; Fung 2009). What is to be the 
balance here? A related tension for officials is between serving democratically 
elected representatives of the people, on the one hand and, on the other, 
becoming involved in participatory democratic processes. A critical question 
for governments to confront in the twenty-first century is whether multiple 
accountabilities can be tolerated, and how far ambiguities in partnership 
arrangements will be acceptable? (Dobell and Bernier 1997: 258) How far can 
the nature of accountability arrangements change as a result of a convergence 
between public and private sectors? (Edwards and Langford 2002: 13–14; 
Barrett 2000: 62). These questions will need to be confronted by the Australian 
Government as the implementation of Ahead of the Game proceeds.

There are other tensions that need to be confronted. There is a tension between 
attempting to pursue the most efficient practices of citizen involvement with 
spending the required resources to gain trust and work collaboratively over 
what can be lengthy periods of time, with hopefully more effective outcomes 
achieved (OECD 2009b: 34). The role of government and its officials in being 
responsible for service delivery, and yet only being an ‘enabler’ of that process, 
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also creates tensions. This is related to the frequently observed tension between 
the responsibilities of central agencies as enablers and line agencies, which are 
more involved in implementation, including attempts to work with communities. 
Different circumstances may require considerable flexibility, so no set of rules or 
even principles might apply, unless they can be implemented flexibly. On top 
of this, there is often the need to gain broad citizen involvement, but this has 
to be handled carefully without powerful lobby groups taking over the process 
of engagement. Finally, a real tension exists between needing professionals to 
build up policy capabilities on the one hand and, on the other, needing to rely 
on officials to engage outside of government to gain broader ownership of policy 
objectives (Brans and Vancoppenolle 2005: 164). How is the Australian public 
service going to pursue enhanced policy capabilities with the limited resources 
at its disposal?

Ahead of the Game emphasises the need for more citizen engagement, but how 
much of this is rhetoric (or ‘cosmetic commitment’ to use an OECD phrase (2009a: 
33))? Will its implementation lead to ‘active participation’ by public sector 
players in relation to non-government players and citizens and, indeed, permit 
participation activities to be actually initiated by citizens? Or will ‘citizen-
centred’ actions become stuck on meeting citizen expectations on quality of 
services rather than progress to their actual engagement in policy processes?

It is unlikely that the above tensions are able to be avoided, thus careful 
management is important; managing these tensions and dualities will require 
new structures and ways of working for government (Cavaye 2004: 98): new 
skills, new capacities, new and different types of relationships and interactions. 
This chapter has attempted to answer several questions to assist in managing 
these tensions better and highlighted some issues around the type of leadership 
needed by government, the need to build up and maintain citizen trust and 
how decision-making power needs to be shared. While recognising the 
difficulties that are faced by governments in consistently pursuing participatory 
governance, it is essential that answers be found for the questions that currently 
hamper effective implementation, including: whether to share accountability 
as well as responsibility for decisions, addressing structural barriers as well as 
the challenges of changing culture and enhancing staff engagement capabilities. 


