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Participation matters
The role of local people in decision making
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Public sector refom, neighbourhood
renewal, patient choice and
consultation on place making are
examples of public sector initiatives
that have at their heart the big
question of who decides?

Volunteers, community activists and
community groups keep society
thriving and flourishing side by side
with the public sector. Though
communities and citizens are
frequently consulted they are less
often involved in real decision-
making.  Traditional practice says
elected politicians decide and public
servants deliver.  Citizens, residents
or service users taking part in
decisions about what kinds of
services are provided, what budgets
are spent and how local problems
are solved is at the centre of the
‘new democracy’ agenda.

Local people have very much been
the users and choosers of public
services.  We need to celebrate the
fact that public choice over your
doctor, your school or your care
package has increased with the
balance of choice having shifted in
the direction of the citizen rather
than the service provider.  The
voluntary and community sector has
pioneered choice and diversity in
services.  However using and
choosing are not enough.  Citizens
and communities need to have the
ability to be the makers and shapers
directly involved in deciding and
designing better services and better
solutions to community problems.

In July the new Communities
Secretary Hazel Blears announced 10
local spending pilots where local
public sector bodies (Councils,
Primary Care Trusts, regeneration
partnerships) will be obliged to
involve local people in participatory
budgeting deciding on the allocation
of sums of up to £20 million.
Councils will need to develop new
participatory spaces such as citizen’s
juries, ballots and new consultative
forums.  These will need to be put in
place alongside Local Strategic
Partnerships, Scrutiny Panels and
other mechanisms that involve
citizens and communities directly in
decision-making.  Local spending
pilots, if successful, will be rolled out
across the public sector, as will other
ways of devolving democracy.

The Department of Communities
Local Spending pilots are one
example of how some power is
being put on the table and decision-
making is being devolved to local
communities.  This is happening
because there is agreement that
participation matters.  Participation
matters because it is about the
extent to which public services and
government are legitimate,
accountable and transparent. 

Local people and communities know
the needs of their communities
better than anyone else, whether
they are place communities
(neighbourhoods, streets, towns and
cities) or interest communities
(people with a shared need, want or

interest).  Participation matters
because it brings together the citizen
(as a service user, a resident and a
customer) with the many tentacles
of government, public services and
the voluntary sector who provide
services on their behalf.

Representative government is not
enough to ensure that good public
services and good governance is a
certainty across the many activities
of local, central and devolved
government.

New forms of participation in the
delivery of services are now
becoming well established such as
the Expert Patient Programmes, user
lead commissioning of care services
and Local Strategic Partnerships.  At
the same time voter participation in
elections is at an all time low and
withdrawal from representative
democracy is not only a UK problem
but also a feature of mature
democracies across many countries.
In the UK 4 out of 10 people chose
not to vote in the last general
election and more than 6 out of 10
people do not vote in local elections.

If you were to ask the average
government policy-maker or
politician the question ‘do citizens
have the right to participate in
decisions about public services?’
most would probably say yes.  Indeed
they may well identify a whole host
of benefits from participation.  Local
councils have cited the fact that
consultation and participation lends
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A recent seminar on The Right to be Heard, organised by the
Institute of Development Studies and chaired by the Forum
prompted Jim Simpson, a local community development consultant
to examine the role of local people in public decision making. 
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robust legitimacy to decisions.  It
enables public services to respond to
local needs. It gives decision-makers
and policy-makers unique insights
into what citizens think, need and
want.  Above all it leads to better
public services and a richer
democracy.

Transport systems that are well-used
and efficient, social services that help
people to cope, education methods
that result in learning and flourishing
and health services that lead to
improved health seem like obvious
desires.  But sometimes these
desirable outcomes are not achieved.
This is partly because citizens and
communities are not the people who
are making and shaping what or how
services are delivered.

Brighton and Hove City Council’s
own Public Consultation Strategy
captures a laudable aim of new
democracy through an ambition to
(as the policy document describes):
‘promote discourse and dialogue as a
part of the council’s commitment to
improving democratic engagement
and building community cohesion’. 

Discourse, discussion, debate and

sharing information and insights are
essential to citizens influencing how
public services work and what these
service providers actually provide.
Most people agree that
accountability to citizens is essential
but, as the Institute of Development
Studies points out from its
comparison between the UK and the
rest of the world, the terms of
consultation and participation are set
by public service providers not by
citizens.  Participation is by invitation
only and not as a right to be claimed
and exercised.

This contrasts with other parts of
the world.  For instance Porta
Allegre in Brazil created a unique
method of determining how health
services are provided through
participatory budgeting, where public
participation in decisions is a right
enshrined in law and not an optional
extra at the behest of public
authorities.  As a consequence public
health is better andpriorities are set
by citizens in line with real needs and
solutions. 

This model has been rolled out
across Brazil and is, in fact, cited as
an inspiration behind the
Communities and Local
Government’s participatory
budgeting pilots. The ladder of
participation shows the steps that
need to be climbed to enable citizens
to be truly ‘empowered’ (from the
International Association of Public
Participation 2000).
The challenge now is to get public
services and government
organisations to put power on the
table and to move further towards
participation being a positive way of
developing a new kind of democracy
and improving public service
performance. 

Involving citizens and collaboration
between citizens and the different
levels of public service delivery will

improve public services, especially
where they are not meeting
outcomes like safer communities or
better public health.  In order to do
this politicians and policy makers
need to embrace the benefits and
manage the risks whilst citizens will
continue to claim the right for a
meaningful say in their
neighbourhood, their public services
and, ultimately, their own future well-
being.

Audio clips from the ‘Right to be
Heard’ seminar including three
speakers - John Gaventa (IDS),
Marian Barnes (Brighton University)
and Sally Hiscock (CVSF) - are
podcast at: 
www.ids.ac.uk/ids/aboutids/audio-
video/brighton_festival_2007_rightto
beheard.mp3

Jim Simpson can be contacted by
email at
jimsimpsonconsultancy@ntlworld.com

Ladder of Participation


