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Executive Summary
Introduction

This project examines public participation in the Town of Lunenburg, Nova Scotia,
identifying challenges and opportunities to enhance engagement processes. The research
addresses gaps in Lunenburg’s current engagement practices and provides practical
recommendations to embed public participation as a core principle of municipal
operations. Drawing on local stakeholder perspectives and best practices as identified in
the literature review, this study attempts to offer a roadmap for improving engagement and
public participation in ways tailored to Lunenburg’s needs and wants.

Methodology and Methods

This project employed a qualitative methodology to explore the dynamics of public
participation in Lunenburg. Key methods included:

e Interviews with Community & Organizational Representatives: Semi-structured
interviews were conducted with councillors and municipal staff to capture their
perspectives on public participation challenges and opportunities.

e Focus Group: Afocus group discussion was held with residents to explore shared
experiences and priorities, including concerns about trust in decision-making,
barriers to participation, and the importance of inclusive outreach. Key themes,
such as the need for transparent feedback loops and diverse engagement formats,
were identified as community priorities.

e Document Analysis: The Town of Lunenburg’s Comprehensive Community Plan
(CCP) and its associated five-year action plan were the primary documents
reviewed in this research. This analysis focused on identifying actions conducive to
public participation and evaluating whether the Town of Lunenburg had
implemented these initiatives.

e Thematic Analysis: Data from interviews and the focus group were coded and
analyzed to identify recurring themes, such as trust, inclusivity, and resource
constraints.

Key Findings

The research identified five key themes that influence public participation in Lunenburg:
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e Trust and Transparency: Feedback loops are inconsistent, and unclear
communication has created trust deficits between the town and its residents.
Proactive and transparent communication is necessary to rebuild this trust.

e Inclusivity Challenges: Traditional engagement practices often fail to reach younger
residents, newcomers, and marginalized groups. Tailored strategies are needed to
ensure that participation reflects the full diversity of the community.

e Participation Practices: Successful collaborative models, such as the
Comprehensive Community Plan (CCP), demonstrate the potential for meaningful
engagement. However, many current methods remain transactional, limiting their
impact.

e Resource Constraints: The town’s limited capacity necessitates scalable
engagement methods that balance inclusivity and efficiency.

e Innovation Opportunities: Hybrid methods that combine digital tools with in-person
events offer significant potential to modernize and expand participation efforts.

Options to Consider and Recommendations

The recommendations are organized into immediate, intermediate, and long-term
strategies to provide a phased approach to improving public participation in Lunenburg:

e |Immediate Strategies (0-6 months):
o Develop a Communication Strategy: Launch a multi-channel approach to
ensure clear, consistent, and accessible communication.

o Pilot Informal Engagements: Introduce casual dialogue opportunities, such
as “Coffee with Council” sessions, to foster open and approachable
interactions.

o Introduce Feedback Mechanisms: Publish public input summaries and
develop a feedback tracker to close the loop between resident contributions
and municipal decisions.

e Intermediate Strategies (6 months-2 years):
o Adopt aTiered Participation Framework: Tailor engagement methods to the
complexity of each project, prioritizing intensive approaches for high-stakes
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decisions.

o Enhance Advisory Committees: Provide clear mandates and training for
committee members, ensuring their effectiveness as a bridge between
residents and decision-makers.

o Expand Outreach: Design tailored initiatives to reach underrepresented
groups and distribute accessible materials through community hubs.

e Long-Term Strategies (2+ years):
o Integrate Participation into Governance Culture: Institutionalize public

participation policies and establish metrics to evaluate their success.

o Collaborate with Community Groups: Build formal partnerships with
grassroots organizations to share resources and co-lead initiatives.

o Evaluate and Iterate: Develop a feedback framework to refine engagement
practices based on community input and evolving needs.
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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Defining the Problem

The Town of Lunenburg (TOL) faces a governance challenge: the lack of a comprehensive
public participation strategy. This deficiency has created a persistent disconnect between
residents and the town’s decision-making processes, limiting meaningful involvement in
shaping programs, budgets, policies, and bylaws. Currently, TOL relies heavily on reactive,
legislatively mandated engagement mechanisms, such as public hearings and
consultations on specific planning matters. While these methods fulfill procedural
requirements, they often fail to foster continuous, proactive engagement, leaving many
residents feeling excluded from decisions that directly impact their community. This
exclusion has contributed to an erosion of public trust, making it increasingly difficult for
the town to align its decisions with the broader community’s needs and aspirations.

Recent instances have underscored the challenges of participatory governance in TOL. For
example, during the July 11, 2023, council meeting, residents voiced dissatisfaction with
the town’s limited public engagement efforts, explicitly calling for more inclusive decision-
making opportunities (YouTube, Town of Lunenburg, 2023). Similarly, the 2019/2020 Project
Lunenburg initiative sought to foster a participatory approach in developing the
Comprehensive Community Plan (CCP). In the development of this plan, more than 400
residents contributed during its formative stages (Project Lunenburg, 2020), yet the town’s
subsequent actions have not reflected the level of community consultation initially
envisioned. Many residents feel their input has been sidelined as the town moves forward
with some of the plan’s objectives without implementing the participatory strategies
promised during the project’s early phases (Ryan, 2023).

The introduction of a draft vending bylaw in April 2023 offers another example of the
disconnect in TOL’s current approach to public participation. Although the bylaw was
scheduled for approval, residents and local business owners attended a public hearing for
the proposed bylaw to express their frustration over the lack of consultation in its
development. This feedback prompted the council to postpone the bylaw’s approval.
However, as of this writing, no further steps have been taken to revise the bylaw or engage
the public in its development (YouTube, Town of Lunenburg, 2023). This situation illustrates
the broader risks of limited engagement: opposition and delays undermine trust in council
decisions and highlight the need for structured, inclusive participation strategies.

The absence of a public participation framework poses risks for TOL. Beyond legislative
delays, itincreases the likelihood that council decisions will fail to reflect the community's
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actual needs, undermining the legitimacy of governance processes. For instance, while the
CCP acknowledges the importance of expanding public participation, no clear strategy has
been implemented to achieve this goal. Without action on a public participation strategy or
policy, TOL risks perpetuating a governance model misalighed with community priorities,
further eroding trust and weakening its ability to govern effectively.

In response to growing demands for more inclusive and transparent governance, TOL must
prioritize the development of a comprehensive public participation strategy. Establishing
such a framework will not only improve alighment between council decisions and
community needs but also restore public trust and promote more efficient decision-
making. Without these changes, the town risks deepening the disconnect between
residents and decision-makers, exacerbating governance inefficiencies, and diminishing
community engagement over the long term.

1.2 Background and Context

TOL’s history of reactive public engagement is evident in several key initiatives. One
prominent example is the development of the town’s Climate Change Action Plan, which
was driven by the Province of Nova Scotia’s requirement for all municipalities to create
such plans as a condition for receiving Gas Tax Funds (CBCL Consulting, 2015). Despite its
importance, the plan was developed by a committee composed solely of town staff, with
no public input, as public participation was not mandated for this initiative (CBCL
Consulting, 2015). This omission represents a missed opportunity for community
involvement in shaping local environmental policy, potentially limiting the plan’s relevance
and public buy-in.

The Municipal Government Act (MGA) of Nova Scotia establishes public participation
requirements specifically for planning-related matters, such as land use and development
(Municipal Government Act, 1998). TOL fulfills this obligation through its Planning Public
Participation Program Policy (2022), ensuring that the public has a voice in planning
decisions. However, this policy’s scope is narrowly focused, leaving broader governance
issues outside its mandate. This limited approach contrasts with practices in other
Canadian municipalities, which have adopted more comprehensive and inclusive public
engagement initiatives. For instance, Vancouver’s Grandview-Woodland Citizens’
Assembly engaged residents directly in shaping the neighbourhood’s plan, offering a model
of inclusive policymaking that prioritized community voices (Magnusson, 2020). Similarly,
the City of Lethbridge revised its Municipal Housing Strategy through surveys and idea-
sharing platforms (City of Lethbridge, n.d.), while the City of Guelph used participatory
budgeting to involve residents in financial decision-making (Pinnington et al., 2009). These
initiatives illustrate the potential of structured participatory processes to go beyond basic

Page 11 of 123



legal compliance, fostering a sense of shared ownership over municipal policies. In
contrast, TOL’s reliance on statutory requirements limits its ability to achieve these
outcomes, highlighting the need for a more expansive public participation framework.

Integrating a comprehensive participation strategy into TOL’'s Comprehensive Community
Plan (CCP) is key for bridging this gap. The CCP explicitly acknowledges the importance of
broadening public engagement and calls for a strategy that ensures citizens and business
owners actively participate in decision-making and policy implementation (Project
Lunenburg, 2020). This aligns with Levac and Wiebe’s (2020) emphasis on fostering two-
way dialogue to ensure diverse community voices are not just heard but actively shape
governance outcomes. A well-structured public participation strategy would ultimately
enable TOL to transition from reactive to proactive engagement, promoting a collaborative
governance model.

1.3 Project Client

The client for this project is the Chief Administrative Officer (CAO) of the Town of Lunenburg
(TOL). The CAOQO is responsible for overseeing the town’s day-to-day operations and

ensuring that the directives of the Municipal Council are implemented. In this capacity, the
CAOQO is a link between the Council and municipal staff, providing strategic policy
development and governance advice.

The urgency of this project is underscored by growing calls from residents for more
inclusive and participatory decision-making. By implementing the recommendations, the
CAO can develop a strategy that aligns with the goals of the town’s CCP. These
recommendations could then be presented to the Council for consideration and potential
adoption, striking a balance between administrative priorities and community
expectations. If adopted, the strategy could transform how the town engages with its
residents, fostering stronger, more trusting relationships and ensuring that municipal
decisions better reflect the community’s aspirations.

1.3 Positionality Statement

As the Legislative and Policy Advisor/ Municipal Clerk for the Town of Lunenburg, | provide
strategic and procedural advice to the Council and play a main role in developing and
amending bylaws and policies. My position within the municipal governance framework
offers direct access to internal processes and community and organizational
representatives, enabling a comprehensive understanding of the town’s administrative and
participatory practices. Hosting the February 20, 2024, by-law co-design workshop, which
serves as a focal point of this study, further highlights my active engagementin
Lunenburg’s governance processes.
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While my role as the Legislative and Policy Advisor/ Municipal Clerk may raise concerns
about potential bias or conflict of interest, it is important to note that this research seeks to
enhance the Town of Lunenburg’s public participation practices. These aims align with the
town’s broader goals, as articulated in the CCP, and have the full endorsement of the CAO.
While | do not claim neutrality or objectivity in the traditional sense, this project embraces
transparency, reflexivity, and methodological integrity. The research process has
incorporated feedback from residents, local elected officials, and staff. These efforts help
ensure that the study remains credible, grounded, and responsive to the community it
seeks to serve, reinforcing its value in advancing Lunenburg’s commitment to participatory
governance.

1.4 Project Objectives & Research Questions

Project Objectives

This project aims to provide actionable recommendations for the Town of Lunenburg (TOL)
to develop a comprehensive public participation strategy. Its primary goalis to enhance
participatory governance by aligning these recommendations with the Comprehensive
Community Plan (CCP) goals. Specifically, the project focuses on improving the facilitation
of public involvement in decision-making processes and the execution of community
initiatives. By thoroughly understanding current engagement practices and identifying
opportunities for improvement, the project seeks to promote transparency, inclusivity, and
collaboration. These findings will inform a participation strategy that strengthens the
relationship between TOL’s residents, staff, and Council, fostering a more collaborative
governance model. The CAO can use these recommendations to initiate discussions with
Council, potentially leading to the adoption of a strategy that reflects both administrative
needs and community aspirations.

Research Questions
The central research question driving this projectis:
How can the Town of Lunenburg develop and implement an effective public
participation strategies that align with the CCP and addresses the needs of its
residents, Council, and municipal staff?
To explore this question, several secondary questions guide the research:

¢ Current Engagement Practices: What mechanisms currently exist for public

participation in TOL, and how effectively are they engaging the community in
decision-making?

Page 13 of 123



e Barriers to Participation: What barriers hinder effective public participation in TOL,
and how can these be addressed?

¢ Community Aspirations: What do residents, staff, and Council expect and aspire to
achieve through public participation?

e Community and Organizational Representative Needs: How can TOL better
incorporate the needs and preferences of residents, municipal staff, community-
based organizations, and local business owners into its decision-making
processes?

¢ Impact of Enhanced Participation: How would an improved public participation
strategy affect municipal governance and community trust?

e Sustainability of Initiatives: What steps can TOL take to ensure its participation
initiatives remain sustainable and adaptable over time?

¢ Role of Elected Officials: How can elected officials effectively support public
participation and foster stronger community engagement?

These questions delve into the strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities for enhancing
public engagement in TOL. The answers will inform practical recommendations for
fostering a more inclusive and effective participatory governance model.

1.5 Scope and Delimitations

The scope of this project is defined by its qualitative methodology, focusing on interviews
with members of the 2020-2024 TOL Council, TOL staff members involved in public
participation and engagement, and a focus group of residents who participated in a
February 2024 Town-organized workshop held with the intent of co-designing a bylaw. This
approach is designed to provide targeted insights into public participation within
Lunenburg rather than employing a broad quantitative analysis or comparing the town’s
practices with those of other municipalities.

The study offers a focused assessment within a limited timeframe, aiming to deliver
immediate, actionable recommendations grounded in the literature on public participation
and governance. This study intentionally narrows its focus by selecting qualitative
interviews and a focus group as the primary means of data collection. Alternative
approaches, such as larger-scale surveys or comparative analyses with other towns, were
considered but ultimately rejected due to time constraints and the project's specific
objectives. As such, the research does not aim to comprehensively review participation
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strategies across broader municipal contexts. Instead, it concentrates solely on the Town

of Lunenburg, seeking to offer specific recommendations that reflect the town's unique

governance dynamics and public participation needs.

1.6 Organization of Report

This report is structured into several interconnected sections, each designed to build on

the previous chapter to create an analysis and actionable recommendations for enhancing

public participation in Lunenburg. The sections are outlined below:

1.

Introduction and Background: This section establishes the context and significance
of the research, outlining the central research problem, objectives, and
methodological approach. This chapter further provides an overview of the Town of
Lunenburg, including its governance structure and the historical context of public
participation efforts. It identifies key challenges that necessitate the study and
explains why these issues are important for the town’s future development.

Literature Review: This section reviews existing academic and practical work related
to participatory governance, public trust, and community engagement. It explores
frameworks and best practices that inform the analysis and recommendations,
connecting these insights to Lunenburg’s context.

Methodology and Methods: Here, the research design is explained in detail,
including the rationale for the chosen methodologies. This section describes the
data collection process, including document analysis of the Comprehensive
Community Plan (CCP), interviews with municipal staff and councillors, and a focus
group with residents. It also addresses ethical considerations and limitations of the
study.

Findings: The findings are presented across multiple chapters, each focusing on a
specific theme:

o Findings 1: An analysis of the CCP and its five-year action plan, assessing
their alignment with participatory goals and identifying areas for
improvement.

o Findings 2: Insights from councillors about their perspectives on current
engagement practices and barriers to effective participation.

o Findings 3: Perspectives from municipal staff on resource constraints,
communication challenges, and opportunities for innovation.
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o Findings 4: Feedback from residents, highlighting trust deficits, inclusivity
gaps, and suggestions for fostering meaningful engagement.

5. Options to Consider and Recommendations: This chapter synthesizes the findings
into a structured set of strategies for enhancing public participation in Lunenburg.
Organized into immediate, intermediate, and long-term actions, these
recommendations are tied directly to the challenges and opportunities identified in
the study.

2.0 Literature Review

2.1 The Essence and Impact of Public Participation in Governance

Public participation is a nuanced and comprehensive concept that transcends the broader
umbrella of public engagement, establishing itself as a cornerstone of effective
governance. Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015) define public participation as a process that
integrates the public's concerns, needs, interests, and values into public decisions and
actions, highlighting its role in fostering a deeply inclusive and interactive governance
model. This definition underscores its essence: to actively involve citizens in contributing
to problem-solving and decision-making processes, rather than merely engaging in less
interactive activities such as voting or financial contributions (Quick & Bryson, 2022;
Sjoberg et al., 2017; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). In this sense, public participation is not
merely about collecting opinions; itis a deliberate process aimed at embedding diverse
perspectives directly into governance structures (McKeown, 2019; Fung, 2015).

While often conflated, public participation and public engagement differ in scope and
intent. McKeown (2019) characterizes public engagement as a broad concept
encompassing methods to convene people for deliberation, whereas Quick and Feldman
(2011) dissect engagement into two dimensions: participation and inclusion. Participation
emphasizes soliciting input, whereas inclusion focuses on cultivating enduring
relationships that support collaborative governance. These dimensions are indispensable
in building a holistic framework that ensures the integration of varied community voices,
thus moving beyond the superficial collection of feedback. Moreover, Quick and Feldman’s
(2011) emphasis on these dual dimensions aligns with broader frameworks like Arnstein’s
(1969) ladder of participation, which highlights the potential for participation to redistribute
power and amplify the voices of marginalized groups. However, as Arnstein notes, not all
participatory processes achieve genuine empowerment — an important caveat when
evaluating the efficacy of participatory governance.
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The transformative potential of public participation lies in its capacity to reshape
governance into a model that prioritizes transparency, inclusivity, and community-driven
decision-making. Meijer et al. (2012) explore how public participation bridges the gap
between policy-making and the aspirations of the community by fostering transparency
and shared ownership of decisions. This transparency not only legitimizes governmental
actions but also promotes trust and sustained engagement. Moreover, Fung (2015) argues
that participatory governance mechanisms, when designed thoughtfully, empower
historically underrepresented groups, offering them a platform to influence decision-
making processes significantly. In such settings, participation evolves into a vehicle for
redistributing power and creating more equitable political and economic landscapes
(Uittenbroek et al., 2019; Ife, 2016).

Empowerment through participation is not merely a theoretical construct. The works of
Quick and Bryson (2022) and Rongerude (2020) demonstrate how participatory processes
enhance collective intelligence and foster innovative solutions rooted in community
knowledge. This dynamic engagement cultivates a sense of ownership, thereby reinforcing
the legitimacy and acceptance of governmental decisions. When community members
actively contribute to decisions that directly impact their lives, the resulting policies are
more attuned to real-world challenges and more reflective of community priorities. Such
processes exemplify the participatory ideals discussed by Nabatchi and Amsler (2014),
who advocate for direct engagement in governance as a critical mechanism for building
inclusive and adaptive systems.

Public participation also serves as a conduit for addressing systemic inequities. Drawing
from Arnstein’s (1969) foundational framework, scholars like Rongerude (2020) and Sjoberg
et al. (2017) argue that participatory governance must consciously strive to engage
marginalized communities. These efforts ensure that governance systems reflect the lived
experiences of diverse populations, fostering inclusivity and enhancing social equity. Such
an approach resonates with Ife’s (2016) assertion that participation empowers
communities to co-create solutions, leading to outcomes that are more impactful and
enduring. This dynamic interplay of engagement and empowerment ultimately lays the
groundwork for a governance model that embodies collective aspirations and prioritizes
community values.

In summary, public participation signifies a paradigm shift in governance, moving away
from traditional, hierarchical structures toward a collaborative, bottom-up approach. This
transformation hinges on designing participatory mechanisms that are both inclusive and
impactful, ensuring that diverse voices shape governance processes. By fostering
collective intelligence and redistributing power, participatory governance not only
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enhances transparency and legitimacy but also paves the way for a more equitable and
empowered society. Ultimately, this model ensures that governance reflects the collective
vision of its community members, driving a future that is inclusive, resilient, and aligned
with shared aspirations.

2.2 Dimensions of Participation: Navigating the Spectrum of Civic
Engagement

This section explores the models and theories that categorize the diverse forms of civic
engagement, building on the fundamental concepts introduced by Arnstein's (1969)
"Ladder of Citizen Participation" and the IAP2 Spectrum (2018). It highlights Nabatchi and
Leighninger's (2015) detailed classification of public participation into "thick," "thin," and
"conventional" forms, offering a view of the varied ways citizens engage with governance
and democratic processes. This section aims to clarify the complex nature of civic
engagement by categorizing it into these distinct forms, enhancing understanding of the
underlying mechanisms and dynamics of public participation.

Arnstein's seminal work, "A Ladder of Citizen Participation" (1969), delineates levels of
citizen involvement, ranging from nonparticipation (e.g., therapy, manipulation) to
tokenism (e.g., informing, consultation) to genuine citizen power (e.g., partnership,
delegated power, citizen control). This ladder captures the spectrum of influence citizens
can wield in decision-making processes. The IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation (2018)
builds upon Arnstein's framework, introducing five levels: Inform, Consult, Involve,
Collaborate, and Empower. Each level reflects a distinct approach to citizen engagement,
ranging from simply providing information to enabling full decision-making authority. This
spectrum provides a practical guide for public participation initiatives, emphasizing
adaptability to specific governance contexts and objectives.

While these models provide theoretical clarity, their practical application can be
challenging. Scholars like Rongerude (2020), Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015), and Fung
(2006) emphasize the need for tailoring engagement strategies to the unique contexts and
aspirations of communities. They advocate for moving beyond basic informational
exchanges to fostering active collaboration and empowerment, which requires equitable
and trust-based relationships between governments and citizens. Bryson et al. (2020) and
Gaber (2019) further highlight the importance of collaborative governance models, which
integrate these participatory principles into policy-making processes. By synthesizing these
insights, a comprehensive and flexible framework for public participation emerges,
capable of addressing diverse community needs and governance challenges.
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Nabatchi and Leighninger's (2015) categorization into "thick," "thin," and "conventional"
forms of public participation provides a nuanced lens for analyzing participatory practices.
Thick participation involves intensive, small-group deliberations, such as citizen
assemblies or participatory budgeting, fostering deep engagement and informed decision-
making. Despite its potential for significant citizen empowerment, thick participation is
often resource-intensive, requiring substantial time, effort, and facilitation. Thin
participation, by contrast, prioritizes accessibility and scalability, leveraging digital
platforms and tools like surveys, e-petitions, and online discussions. Although thin
participation broadens civic involvement, it often lacks the depth of deliberative
engagement inherent in thick participation. Conventional participation encompasses
traditional formats like public hearings and council meetings, typically mandated by law.
For instance, in the Town of Lunenburg, this form of participation often relies on legally
required public hearings as a primary avenue for civic engagement. While these methods
provide formal avenues for citizen input, they are often critiqued for their limited inclusivity
and effectiveness in shaping policy outcomes (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015; Ansell &
Torfing, 2021; Porter & Ashcraft, 2020; Bobbio, 2019; Scott, 2019; Sjoberg et al., 2017).

Table 1: Examples of Thick, Thin and Conventional Participation per Nabatchi & Leighninger’s (2015) categorization and
examples.

Thick Participation Thin Participation Conventional Participation
Examples Examples Examples
e (Citizen assemblies e Surveys e Council meetings
e Participatory Budgeting e Petitions e Public hearings
e  Community Workshops e Polls e Audience-style meetings
e Planning Charrettes e Openhouses e Public input sessions at
e Serious Games e Booths at fairs/markets meetings (two or three
e Community e Telephone hotlines minutes)
Conversations/World Cafés

Source: Nabatchi and Leighninger, 2015.

Levac and Wiebe (2020) underscore the importance of embedding community
perspectives within participatory processes to achieve equitable and meaningful
outcomes. They, along with McKeown (2019), Ife (2016), and Nabatchi and Leighninger
(2015), argue for a transformative model of participation that values citizens' lived
experiences and knowledge. This model prioritizes inclusivity, transparency, and the direct
incorporation of public input into decision-making frameworks. McKeown (2019) further
critiques the overemphasis on quantitative metrics, advocating for a focus on the
substantive impact of engagement efforts. Jantti et al. (2023) offer the Citizen Interface
Layer as an innovative mechanism to bridge participatory initiatives with actionable policy
outcomes, demonstrating the tangible benefits of aligning participatory tools with
governance objectives. However, the efficacy of these tools hinges on fostering genuine
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dialogue and partnership between community members and governmental entities, which
requires overcoming traditional institutional constraints (Jantti et al., 2023; de Soysa, 2023;
Gaber, 2019).

In summary, the frameworks provided by Arnstein's "Ladder of Citizen Participation,” the
IAP2 Spectrum, and Nabatchi and Leighninger's classifications illuminate the diverse
pathways through which governments and citizens interact. These models not only offer a
theoretical foundation for understanding participatory governance but also provide
practical guidance for designing inclusive and impactful civic engagement initiatives. By
transitioning from merely informing to actively empowering citizens, governance processes
can become more equitable, transparent, and responsive to community needs.

2.3 Assessing Effective and Ineffective Public Participation

This section analyzes different public participation methods and their initial evaluation by
distinguishing between what makes them effective and ineffective. Drawing from academic
research and practical case studies, this section outlines the traits of successful public
participation strategies, emphasizing mutual respect, inclusivity, and the meaningful
integration of citizen feedback into policy and decision-making. Additionally, it critiques
practices that suppress productive dialogue and impede the achievement of community
objectives.

As touched on in the last section, public participation initiatives frequently falter when they
prioritize securing community buy-in over fostering authentic engagement, which results in
implementation flaws and missed opportunities for impactful involvement (de Soysa,
2023; Wargent, 2021; Levac & Wiebe, 2020; Bherer et al., 2017). Levac and Wiebe (2020)
critique performative consultations that prioritize optics over substance, while Wargent
(2021) highlights how local planning often undermines genuine community agency. Factors
contributing to ineffective participation include transactional interactions, viewing
participation as occasional rather than continuous, lack of resources, constrained
timelines, and vague goals, each of which obstructs genuine community engagement
(Walker, 2014; Juarez & Brown, 2008). Rowe and Frewer (2000) emphasize the importance
of systematic evaluation frameworks to assess participation effectiveness, which can help
address the transactional nature of some interactions. Misaligned expectations regarding
the public's role in decision-making further complicate these issues, perpetuating existing
biases and marginalizing community input until after key decisions have been made (Fung,
2015; May, 2006; Yuille, 2023). Conventional methods like public meetings are standard
practice for local governments but tend to be ineffective at deeply engaging citizens, as
shown by poor attendance and limited influence on decisions, which alienates
communities further (Olsen & Feeney, 2022; Nabatchi & Leighninger; lanniello et al., 2019).
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Yuille's (2023) critique of the UK planning system illustrates how formal mechanisms that
seemingly encourage public input might hinder genuine engagement by favouring those
with insider knowledge. Similarly, the Chinatown and BC Missing Women cases highlight
how systemic barriers, such as language and cultural insensitivity, marginalize critical
voices and limit participation, underscoring the need for participatory tools tailored to
diverse community needs. This points to a broader systemic issue where participation is
often treated more as a formality than an avenue for actual involvement (Yuille, 2023; Levac
& Wiebe, 2020; Bryson et al., 2013; Hoppe, 2011).

The City of Vancouver's approach to involving the public in development proposals in
Chinatown exemplifies the pitfalls of ineffective public participation. Journalistic accounts
by Cheung (2023) and Zhai (2020) highlight how language barriers and inaccessible
planning materials marginalized Chinese seniors at public hearings, limiting their ability to
engage with development proposals in Chinatown. These challenges, coupled with the
community's concerns over gentrification and systemic barriers, underscore the need for
culturally sensitive and accessible engagement strategies. Cheung (2023) highlights the
105 Keefer controversy, where seniors protested against the proposed development's
impact on Chinatown's heritage, while Zhai (2020) discusses how gentrification and
systemic barriers marginalized residents. Both emphasize the necessity of tailoring
engagement methods to community-specific needs, particularly for non-English-speaking
populations. These accounts emphasize the need for culturally sensitive approaches that
bridge linguistic and technological gaps. Mark (2019) underscores the necessity of
culturally sensitive engagement methods that adapt to evolving communication mediums
and cater to the community's specific physical and temporal needs.

Similarly, the BC Missing Women Commission of Inquiry serves as a stark example of
systemic exclusion in public participation. Despite the inquiry's aim to address critical
community issues, it failed to engage key groups in meaningful discussions, particularly
Indigenous women and organizations. This exclusion highlights a significant flaw in public
engagement processes, demonstrating how procedural shortcomings and cultural
insensitivity can perpetuate existing inequities and undermine trust (Johnson, 2020;
Mansbridge et al., 2012). These cases underscore a recurring trend: attempting to secure
public approval without genuinely incorporating community input into decision-making.
Contributing factors include inadequate planning, insufficient resources, and poorly timed
events, all of which hinder proper community involvement and reinforce existing power
disparities (Bobbio, 2019; Bae, 2020). Such examples stress the importance of creating
participation initiatives that are well-planned, accessible, and inclusive to meet
community needs without exacerbating power imbalances.
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Reflecting on the insights from various researchers, it is evident that effective public
participation requires a nuanced, strategic approach to governance and citizen
engagement. Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015) advocate for transforming the relationship
between government and citizens into a partnership characterized by mutual respect,
recognition, and shared responsibility. This transformation emphasizes the nature, quality,
and impact of participation, ensuring that citizen feedback is translated into tangible
outcomes through methods such as participatory budgeting and citizen councils, thereby
making civic involvement a cornerstone of policy and community development (de Soysa,
2023; Jantti et al., 2023; Magnusson, 2020).

Granting citizens substantive influence on decision-making is fundamental to meaningful
public participation. Ozden (2023) and Thorpe (2017) emphasize that this requires careful
planning and thorough analysis to develop systems enabling genuine involvement. The
clarity and openness of the participation process, coupled with effective management of
participants' expectations, are essential for building trust and motivating continued
engagement (Jamal & Newbold, 2023; OECD, 2022; Grewal, 2020). Additionally, embracing
diversity and inclusivity enriches decision-making by integrating various perspectives,
necessitating thoughtful deliberation to reconcile and incorporate these diverse viewpoints
(Jones, 2023; OECD, 2022; lanniello et al., 2019).

The efficacy of public participation is showcased in innovative models that meaningfully
incorporate community input into governance. Magnusson (2020) highlights the City of
Vancouver’s Grandview-Woodland Citizens' Assembly as an exemplar of effective
community engagement in urban planning. This assembly fostered trust and inclusivity by
ensuring a diverse group of residents participated, employing skilled facilitators, and
dedicating sufficient time for deliberation. These strategies contributed to its high success
rate, with 268 recommendations developed, 92% of which were adopted into the City's
plan, achieving 91% participant satisfaction. This underscores the transformative impact of
inclusive citizen participation in decision-making. Similarly, Kim and Nam's (2022) Policy
Puzzle Game in Yuseong District, South Korea, achieved success by engaging participants
in interactive, visual policy design. By encouraging equal dialogue and integrating diverse
perspectives, the game not only fostered collaboration but also helped address existing
power imbalances, demonstrating its potential to mitigate exclusion issues seen in other
contexts like the BC Missing Women Commission. This method democratized policy-
making, ensuring that resulting policies were deeply rooted in the community's
experiences and needs. In another context, Jamal and Newbold (2023) explored co-design
use in enhancing transit services for older immigrants in Hamilton, Ontario. Through
interviews, observations, and workshops, they garnered a deep understanding of transit
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needs, creating a targeted service improvement plan that reflected the community’s lived
experiences.

This review distinguishes between effective and ineffective public participation. Effective
participation is grounded in respect, engagement, transparency, inclusivity, and diversity. It
fosters dialogue and collaboration, promoting improved community development through
joint governance efforts. Such methods ensure public input meaningfully influences
policymaking, aiding in the creation of resilient and inclusive communities. Conversely,
ineffective participation, marked by unclear goals, superficial efforts, and insufficient
planning, restricts genuine community involvement and hinders progress. This distinction
highlights the need for a balanced approach incorporating respect, inclusivity, diversity,
and careful engagement to enable productive civic participation.

2.4 Benefits of Public Participation

Research underscores the pivotal role of genuine citizen engagement in enhancing public
initiatives and reinforcing the democratic foundation, as evidenced by studies highlighting
its benefits in terms of improved decision-making, increased transparency, enhanced
accountability, and strengthened trust between citizens and governments. Edelenbos and
Van Meerkerk (2022) discuss trust-building through participatory budgeting projects that
foster open communication between citizens and officials. Saparniené et al. (2021)
emphasize the role of accessible public forums and transparent decision-making in
fostering both trust and transparency. Quick and Bryson (2022) highlight how involving
citizens directly enhances accountability, creating a governance model rooted in shared
responsibility (Edelenbos & Van Meerkerk, 2022; éaparniené etal., 2021; OECD, 2020;
Quick & Bryson, 2022; Boedeltje & Cornips, 2004). This engagement, fostering dialogue and
collaborative problem-solving, deepens understanding of local challenges and leverages
community resources, thereby bolstering decision support, tapping into local knowledge,
and fostering social learning (Sjoberg et al., 2017; Katsonis, 2019; Wargent, 2021;
Uittenbroek et al., 2019; Blomkamp, 2018; Ife, 2016; Van Herzele, 2004). For instance,
Katsonis (2019) highlights the success of Future Melbourne 2026, where public workshops
enabled residents to co-create city planning initiatives, enhancing collective problem-
solving. Blomkamp (2018) also demonstrates how co-design processes bring together
diverse stakeholders to share experiences and insights, fostering social learning and
promoting adaptive governance solutions. Jones (2023) argues that such participation
renders governance more legitimate, effective, and attuned to the community's diverse
needs, enriching public discourse and policymaking. Similarly, the OECD (2009) highlights
specific strategies, such as participatory urban planning and multi-stakeholder dialogues,
that address societal challenges and foster sustainable, equitable solutions.
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Building on this foundation, public participation has been proven to shape equitable,
inclusive policies and foster diversity, transforming citizens from passive observers to
active stakeholders in decision-making processes. Grewal (2020), for instance, highlights
inclusive city planning initiatives in the Greater Toronto Area that empowered marginalized
communities by incorporating their perspectives into urban design (Hussey, 2023; Grewal,
2020; Rongerude, 2020; Ife, 2016; Fung, 2015; Eckerd & Heidelberg, 2020). This
transformation is exemplified in cases where participatory budgeting and citizen councils
have directly influenced policy development (Magnusson, 2020; Nabatchi & Leighninger,
2015). By valuing community input, such strategies diversify solution pools and secure
widespread support for initiatives, resulting in sustainable, equitable outcomes that
embody the collective wisdom and contributions of the populace. Jantti et al. (2023)
describe how interactive governance models in Finland successfully integrated diverse
community representative feedback, ensuring more inclusive policy outcomes. These
models embed citizen participation in local governance to ensure that policies genuinely
reflect community needs and aspirations (Yuille, 2023). This comprehensive integration of
diverse voices in city planning and policy development underscores the importance of a
governance model that promotes co-creation over top-down directives, making
community governance more responsive, fair, and effective.

Overall, the extensive research and practical evidence highlight the indispensable value of
citizen engagement in enhancing the democratic process, improving policy development,
and fostering a more inclusive, equitable society. By actively involving citizens in decision-
making, governance transforms into a more transparent, accountable, and responsive
system that genuinely reflects the diverse needs and aspirations of the community it
serves. This shift towards collaborative problem-solving and co-creation leverages local
knowledge and resources and strengthens the social fabric, building trust and solidarity
among citizens and between the public and governmental institutions. Ultimately, the
collective wisdom gained through this participatory approach paves the way for more
sustainable, just, and resilient communities, underscoring the critical role of public
participation in achieving a governance model that is not only effective but also democratic
and inclusive.

2.5 Challenges in Public Participation

While public participation has numerous benefits, as outlined above, its effectiveness
often encounters obstacles. A significant hurdle is the ambiguity in what constitutes
"effective" participation, which is complicated by the varying perspectives of stakehol