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Session:

Citizen Engagement 



Conversation Starter
Citizen Engagement 101
WHAT IS CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT?
Citizen Engagement is premised on the belief that people should have, and want to have, greater influence on the decisions that affect their lives.  While some may claim that existing voting and consultation processes achieve this, it is becoming clear that citizens are increasingly frustrated with these democratic mechanisms.  They feel that their voices are not being heard and that the decisions made by elites (usually elected) do not necessarily reflect their values.  

The public’s appetite for greater levels of engagement has also been ignited by the advancement of new technology and communication mechanisms.  It today’s world of social media, 24-hour news cycles and instantaneous communications, what excuse do government’s have to not reach out and share information?

Citizen engagement provides forums for citizens to process complex information so that they can come to a deeper understanding of a situation and thus become capable of making a well-founded choice.

WHY SHOULD WE ENGAGE CITIZENS?
Citizen engagement values the right of citizens to have an informed say in the decisions that affect their lives.  It emphasizes the sharing of power, information and a mutual respect between government and citizens. 
Engaging citizens in a policy or program development process from the beginning can:

•  
Increase citizens’ sense of responsibility and understanding for complex issues;

•  
Be an important mechanism to clarify citizens’ values, needs and preferences so that public officials and politicians can better frame and speak to those issues according to how they are viewed;

•  
Enable decision-makers to make more informed decisions by understanding the social, moral and ethical implications of their decisions amongst populations they may be unfamiliar with;
•  
Allow politicians to share ownership for controversial public decisions with citizens; and
•  
Increase the legitimacy of public decisions.

WHAT’S THE VALUE OF CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT?
Citizen engagement has both an intrinsic and instrumental value.

Intrinsically, it leads to a more informed and active citizenry that should help to elevate the public discourse, enhance transparency and further accountability.  Instrumentally, it encourages debates that lead to broad based consensus in support of, or opposition to, government initiatives.  That, in turn, can minimize economic and political costs and increase the potential for government success.
Notwithstanding, it is important to keep in mind that seeking citizens’ participation raises expectations that it will be done as a matter of course.  Infrequent or politically motivated engagement can be met with cynicism unless it is part of a broader, sustained commitment that recognizes the value of citizen participation.  Additionally, broad- based engagement and consensus, although popular, may in fact not be the best or most informed decision to make.
QUESTIONS FOR THOUGHT AND DISCUSSION

1. Is there an ideal or preferred time to engage the public?

2. Is citizen engagement right for every decision?  What parameters do you place around citizen engagement?

3. How does engaging the public reconcile with the notion that we elect governments at all levels to lead and make decisions in our best interests?

4. What happens when the results of citizen engagement direct governments to a solution that may not be the best or most informed?  Or, is the public always right?

5. How do elected officials weigh the results of citizen engagement in their decision-making process when it runs counter to the position of their political party, constituents or personal beliefs and values?
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