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INTRODUCTION

The engagement of the public is just one aspect of effective public 
engagement; the commitment and support of government officials and 

relevant stakeholder groups are also critically important to its long-term 
success. 

Opportunities for engagement are ineffective or even 
harmful where the public, government and stakeholder 
groups do not share strong motivations to participate 
or acknowledge a process.  The need for broad sup-
port means paying equal attention to the motivations 
and experiences of each group.  Experiences with en-
gagement and the expectations for its consequences 
build on each other over time to support or undermine 
chances for public engagement to become a sustain-
able part of government. 

The design and implementation of public involvement 
process can help support or undermine broad support 
for public engagement.  This briefing paper synthesis-
es existing research on what motivates each group to 
engage and provides an overview of the specific el-
ements of the design and implementation of engage-
ment that can shape these motivations in the long term.  
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MOTIVATIONS for engagement

Government incentives

The motivations and abilities of policymakers and government officials to 
open up meaningful opportunities for public involvement are based on ex-

pectations about working with the public and the availability of appropriate fi-
nancial and technical resources:

• Belief in the public as a communication and 
decision-making partner – When asked, many 
government officials will say that they consider 
public involvement to be “important”, but are 
nervous about opening up the process.  Previous 
experiences with dysfunctional public meetings 
can make government as sceptical of the public 
as a cynical public is of government.  Sustainable 
engagement requires building policy-makers’ 
trust in the public.1

• Expectations about the benefits of public en-
gagement – Benefits may include public buy-in 
and easier implementation of policy or more 
creative or efficient policymaking.  While advoca-
cy and research organisations work to educate 
policymakers about the merits and challenges of 

engagement,2 direct experience with public en-
gagement is important to reinforce or undermine 
expectations about the consequences of public 
involvement.

• Resources – Time, money, and expertise are nec-
essary to deliver high quality public engagement. 
Effective recruitment requires surprising amounts 
of time and/or money to generate adequate and 
inclusive participation. Running an engagement 
process that satisfies the expectations of mem-
bers of the public requires technical and creative 
resources as well as materials and staff time.3  
Officials who are committed to the value and 
feasibility of meaningful engagement should be 
wary of involving the public without adequate 
resources to support implementation.

http://kettering.org
http://kettering.org
http://involve.org.uk
http://www.deliberative-democracy.net
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Public incentives

Reflecting the tendency to focus on the public in public engagement, there 
has been extensive research around what creates active citizenship, including 
Involve’s own Pathways through Participation project.4  Several aspects of the 
public motivation to participate have been consistently identified in this work:

• Sense of efficacy – The expectation that an indi-
vidual can have an effective impact on outcomes 
matters, in relation to a specific process and in 
the political system in general.5

• Resources – these can involve either financial 
resources (i.e. having sufficient financial stabil-
ity to enable voluntary participation), or social 
relationships that allow an individual to receive 
invitations to participate and general collective 
support to attend.6

• Invitation to participate7 – it is easy to forget that 
even the most interested individuals will not be 
able to participate without an invitation.  Different 
people may need to be invited though different 
channels in order to see or take seriously this 
invitation.

• Interest – As Pathways through Participation 

documented, there must be an interest basis 
for members of the public to actually want to 
become involved. These intrinsic motivations 
come in a variety of forms, more or less open to 
influence by those organising a process:

1. Direct interest in the outcome being influ-
enced by the process

2. General interest in attending public meetings 
or community events

3. Interest in learning more about their commu-
nity or others’ views

4. An event is expected to be fun or entertaining 
(interactive, games, performers, food, compe-
titions, etc.) 

http://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/research/public-attitudes/audit-of-political-engagement
http://pathwaysthroughparticipation.org.uk
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Stakeholder incentives

The reasons for organised stakeholders or civil society groups to participate 
overlap with those of the general public.  If there is no expectation of impact, 
participation is unlikely.  Organisations or stakeholder representatives must 
have resources to spare and receive an effectively targeted invitation. Real in-
terest in the subject of the engagement process matters for stakeholders; the 
group must actually understand themselves to have a stake in this outcome.8

Civil society or stakeholder groups also have specific interests that affect their willingness to participate.  These 
concerns emerge from organisational interests: how does their involvement further the group’s goals? While 
other idiosyncratic motivations may exist, following are some fundamental factors that may help determine 
stakeholders’ willingness to participate:

• Recruitment & publicity: does their involvement 
in the process provide opportunities to recruit 
more members or to effectively advertise the 
organisation’s activities?

• Networking: does involvement provide oppor-
tunities for increased network connections or 
opportunities for collaboration with other groups 
with common interests?

• Strategic learning: does involvement provide 

opportunities for further learning or better under-
standing of opportunities for the group to pursue 
their interests, or allowing for learning about 
preferences or possible allies within government 
or other powerful bodies?
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IMPLICATIONS for Engagement design

At the heart of generating sustainable engagement is paying attention to 
how experiences with engagement can feed back positively to strengthen 

these different motivations.  The design and evaluation of a process must give 
equal attention to the experiences of all three relevant groups, policy-makers, 
public, and organised stakeholders.  Evaluations of public engagement often 
prioritise the experiences of members of the public. Their perspective is import-
ant, but it cannot be the only focus. If organised stakeholders or policymakers 
do not understand public engagement as something that supports their own 
work, they may not provide genuine buy-in or support in the future.  In some 
cases they may even build alternate or informal channels to bypass public pro-
cesses perceived to be burdensome or unproductive. 

Within this general framework and bearing in mind the different motivations of the sets of actors involved in 
public engagement, I suggest several issues to be considered in the implementation of any process for public 
engagement:

1) Purpose of engagement 

A clear purpose is important to building sustainable engagement as well as to 
shaping the design of individual processes.  This objective needs to be clear 
to potential participants prior to the event. Generic phrasing like ‘Have your 
say on...” is too vague for people to understand how their participation will 
matter and makes it harder for them to know if they would like to join.

• Clear communication of the purpose and scope 
of a public event minimises confusion and cyn-
icism. Members of the public can be alienated 
by being asked to make a decision at a meeting 
that they were expecting to be simply informa-
tional, while expecting to influence a decision 
and merely being informed or invited to share 
comments can be disappointing.

• Developing a clear understanding of the purpose 
of engagement events can help government of-
ficials and policymakers build a specific case for 
engagement, as well as minimizing the frustration 
and confusion within government as well as the 
public.

• Making the purpose publicly clear can also help 
build sustainable engagement by allowing stake-
holder groups to integrate new engagement 
opportunities into their existing strategies. 

9      Several frameworks for shaping design to fit the purpose exist; one of the most dominant is the IAP2 Spectrum of Pub-
lic Participation (available from the IAP2 website at www.iap2.org).

http://www.iap2.org/
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2) Recruitment and outreach 

This is fundamentally important.  Outreach and recruitment should be properly 
resourced, inclusive, and attentive to the cultural context and expectations of 
the targeted communities. Good outreach has long-term consequences be-
yond the quality of the discussion or conclusion of a single event. 

• Visible, extensive recruitment and outreach is a 
signal of government commitment to engage-
ment, and can reinforce a sense of efficacy in 
members of the public that can support active 
participation in future events.  If this is not an 
open public event, the selection and recruitment 
process for participants should be transparent to 
observers.

• Effective outreach can also have a significant 
impact on government staff and policymakers by 
demonstrating the willingness and capacity of 
the public to get involved, undermining the belief 

that no one is interested in attending public 
events except the few ‘usual suspects’.

• When possible, work with existing stakeholder 
groups.  While care must be taken to not recruit 
exclusively through established groups, including 
groups as partners in outreach can ensure they 
also see the process as inclusive and feel they 
have a stake in it.

Finally, participants should be supported in publi-
cising or talking about what they have been doing 
– people who have had a good experience with 
participation can become powerful advocates.

3) Opportunities for interaction

The opportunities for interaction created by the structure of the event are also 
very important to consider.  Interaction offers different benefits to each group, 
public, government, and stakeholders:

• Creating opportunities for interaction among 
members of the public may establish more 
sustainable patterns of engagement.  A common 
reason given for why the people come out to an 
event is to get to know their neighbours or others 
with similar concerns.  

• Government officials often operate in bureaucrat-
ic contexts where unstructured interaction with 
the public is a rarity.  Opportunities for interaction 
as equals could let them learn about public prior-
ities and community resources with less confron-
tation or defensiveness. 

• Build in opportunities for organised stakeholder 
groups to increase their networks or base of 
members/volunteers.  Are there ways to fit this 
into some part of this event, for example having a 
marketplace setting before or after where organi-
sations could do this work?
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4) Explanation of contexts

Find creative ways to allow for learning across groups about the constraints 
under which the others operate.

• This education can help to increase knowledge 
in the public and stakeholder groups about the 
real constraints on government officials.  Real 
knowledge of what can and cannot be done in 
government can help them to effectively target 
their own activities, manage expectations, and 
even identify opportunities for collaboration or to 
draw on the public’s capacities to create political 
space to act on different priorities.  

• Better understanding of the each other’s con-
texts can also help government officials to under-
stand opportunities and barriers to the public’s 
cooperation or collaboration in governance.  
They may also become more open to inviting 
members of the public into policymaking as pub-
lic and stakeholder groups develop more accu-
rate expectations about the authority available to 
government officials and policymakers.

5) Evaluation and monitoring

It is hard to overstate the importance of following up after an event or during 
a continuing process. The impact participants have had must be visible if their 
willingness to engage is to be sustained.  

• Acting on public or stakeholder input has more 
impact if participants know it has happened.  Sim-
ply listing outcomes on a website or in govern-
ment offices is insufficient.  Proactive communi-
cation of outcomes back to participants is crucial. 
If contact details of participants are collected, use 
them.  This follow-up is key to building engage-
ment from one (well-run) event to another. 

• An open debrief or evaluation can help govern-
ment officials to clarify their understanding of the 
value of engagement.  Evaluation may identify 
ineffective engagement in the short-term, but 
can promote learning to maximize instances of 
effective engagement over the long-term.

i
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CONCLUSIONS for sustainable engagement

There is no single solution to the challenge of building sustainable engage-
ment.  At the core of this work is a long-term perspective, considering how 

every individual opportunity to engage could best be designed to reinforce 
future motivations to engage.  While many of these recommendations reflect 
established tenets of best practice in engagement, an orientation to sustainabil-
ity shifts the core focus of design and evaluation.  Sustainable engagement re-
quires thinking about and designing engagement process that work effectively 
for all relevant parties, including government officials and organised stakehold-
er groups. 
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