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Abstract 
 
 
Part 1 of the paper presented at the Facing the Future Conference discussed the current 
state of the Australian Governments’ engagement with citizens in Australia?  The specific 
focus of Part 1 of this paper is on the processes Australian governments use at national 
level to facilitate greater citizen participation. It will also discuss the why, when and how 
of citizen participation, using the OECD’s three stage model of information provision, 
two way consultation and engagement in policy development and implementation. 
 
Part 2 of the paper, to be published in the next issue of the Canberra Bulletin of Public 
Administration.  The focus there will be on innovative ways of engaging citizens.  
Particular attention will be given to elaborating a typology of appropriate methods for 
different stages of the policy process, taking into account the degree of complexity of the 
policy issue.   
 

Introduction 
 

What is needed is to create 100 different ways in which our citizens can be 
engaged, get involved, can feel a sense of ownership and commitment to 
decision making, to collective action.  The catch for the politicians is that they 
can’t just pretend – they have to really cede some power or people will be 
further alienated.2  

 
The OECD has suggested a three-stage model of gauging the nature and extent of citizen 
relations in policy making.3  The first stage is the provision by governments of 
information for citizens.  This is viewed as a one-way relationship covering both 
‘passive’ access to information on request and the ‘active’ measures used by government 
to disseminate information. 
 
Stage two refers to the two-way relationship of consultation in which citizens are invited 
by government to provide feedback on specific issues.  This exchange, however, is based 
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on government’s prior definition of the issue and government providing background 
information. 
 
The third stage of the OECD’s model is the active participation of citizens in policy-
making based on a partnership relationship.  This means that governments acknowledge 
the role of citizens in proposing policy options and shaping the policy dialogue.  
However, it is also accepted that the final decision on policy or policy formulation rests 
with government. 

In Australia, as in other OECD countries, relations between citizens and governments as 
policy makers are mostly limited to overly formal exchanges.  Governments make 
available or actively deliver information to citizens who at best receive it as a one sided 
exchange.  Less frequently, governments invite citizens to offer their views as part of a 
‘consultation’ exercise.  In relation to national issues, this is usually done through a 
formal inquiry in which government sets the agenda and provides the background 
information and citizens are invited to make formal submissions. 
 
However, the third type of citizen participation is little practised in Australia and 
elsewhere.  This refers to an exchange with governments where citizens as citizens 
actively engage in the policy process.  This means governments accept that citizens have 
a role in shaping how policy issues are presented in terms of the type and range of 
background information offered and how policy options are developed.4   
 
The focus of this paper is on how citizens who are not in organised groups can participate 
in public policy development and implementation – or put more colloquially -  how to put 
more public into policy analysis.5   It is acknowledged that there are a range of organised 
forms that represent citizens’ views.  These vary from political parties to peak umbrella 
bodies, local associations, ad hoc groupings on a particular issue and social movements.  
Citizens may actively support any of these groupings in their engagement in policy 
processes.6  However, the focus of this paper is on the opportunities for citizens to have 
direct input into government rather than through intermediaries.   
 
While organised interests have a clear role in terms of their capacity to mobilise resources 
to present a position, their focused advocacy has definite limits in terms of canvassing a 
range of suitable policy options.  I will argue that the direct involvement of citizens in 
developing policy options is also needed because citizens as citizens are often better 
placed to reconcile a range of perspectives on a given issue.   
 
Citizens as individuals, if given the chance to view in depth a particular policy issue, can 
bring at least three perspectives to bear on the issue at the same time.7  First, ordinary 
citizens are likely to view an issue from the perspective of a taxpayer who must pay for 
the cost of public policy decision.  Second, as consumers or users of government services, 
they have expectations about the quality of service they want.  Third, they are members 
of a community, local and national.  By bringing three perspectives to bear on an issue, 
citizens as citizens are often better placed than politicians or public servants to identify 



 

5 June 2003 3 of 13

policy priorities, reconcile conflicting values and work out what choices are more 
consistent with their community’s values.8 
 
Citizens are also now more capable than ever to engage in policy making.  As has been 
noted in relation to Canadian citizenry, they are better educated, more diverse, and less 
deferential than any previous generation.9  Citizens world wide are seeking more direct 
ways to get involved in public life and decision-making, particularly on issues in which 
they have a particular interest.   
 

Citizens are arguing for a new notion of governance that requires political 
leadership to engage with citizenry in ways that allow for ongoing input into 
decision-making and policy formation.10 

 
The concept of a ‘democratic deficit’ has been proposed to highlight the declining levels 
of citizen trust in political institutions.11 The concept refers to the perception that the 
institutional ‘form’ of the political apparatus has largely overtaken the ‘substance’ of 
democracy: elections are held but meaningful exchanges are minimal between citizens 
and the elected.12  Political parties have ceased to act as effective vehicles for citizen 
participation due to their own lack of internal democracy and lack of capacity to identify 
issues of community concern.  
 
Polling public opinion regularly does not constitute a meaningful exchange unless there is 
a chance for citizens to ‘have engaged an issue, considered it from all sides, understood 
the choices it leads to, and accepted the full consequences of the choices they make’ a 
process called ‘coming to public judgement’.13   
 
The democratic deficit can also stem from the mixed signals Ministers and public 
servants send out about the desirability of governments engaging with citizens.  At a 
basic level, resistance to the idea of citizen engagement can come from government 
Ministers and officials who object to sharing power and having their roles redefined.14  At 
a more pragmatic level, officials may oppose citizen participation because it is seen as 
time consuming, expensive, complicated, and emotionally draining.15  These latter 
objections are real and are addressed below.  
 
I believe that opportunities are largely missing in Australia for citizens to engage in the 
policy making process at the level of national policy issues.  I make some broad 
generalisations about the current state of affairs in relation in citizen consultation and 
engagement that may need to be corrected or modified.  There may well be some 
consultative exercises I have not referred to that should have been.  However, useful 
feedback has been received and incorporated in response to an earlier draft of the paper 
posted on the Australian Public Policy Research Network web site (www.apprn.org) and 
circulated at the Facing the Future conference.  
 
The remaining of this paper uses the OECD’s three stage model of citizen engagement to 
assess the state of play at a national level in Australia.  The focus initially is on the 
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information and consultation stages of citizen participation as necessary conditions for  
third stage of citizen engagement to be effective. 

Stage 1: Citizen Access to Information 
 
Citizens seek information from Government that is objective, complete, relevant, easy to 
find and easy to understand.16  The right of citizens to information in Australia is 
enshrined in freedom of information legislation.  However, at a federal level, there are no 
performance standards which rate the information provided in terms of the above criteria 
of objectivity, relevance, easy to find and easy to understand.17   
 
However, there are often limitations placed on citizens’ easy access to information.  
Information provided through federal government department web sites is rarely in a 
language other than English.  Despite the fact that English is not the most common 
language spoken at home for 20 per cent of the Australian population in 2001, only one 
federal department has a service charter in more than one language on its web site.18   
 
Government web sites often serve only as vehicles for one-way communication.  A June 
2002 report of the NSW Audit Office on the user friendliness of NSW Government 
department websites noted:  
 

For the sites evaluated, there was little use of the web to foster two-way 
communication between the public and agencies on issues of concern or as 
part of the policy process.19  

 
A good example of information provision that is active rather than passive is the new 
portal Window on Women (www.windowonwomen.gov.au) of the federal government’s 
Office of the Status of Women.  The web site provides access to data from selected 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) sources to allow the enquirer to compile the data in 
the specific way they want.  The new Window on Women portal’s provision of access to 
relevant data is a model that could be applied to other major areas of citizen interest in 
public policy such as education, health and the environment.   
 
Access to Government information in Australia in practice is more limited than is the 
case for US citizens in relation to their government.  A culture of secrecy still pervades 
some sectors of Australian public sector administration.20  It is common for 
commissioned reports, for example, to be shelved by the staff of Ministers or by public 
servants seeking to protect the Minister or their own departments.21   
 
This is in contrast to the US Government which has a general commitment to publishing 
commissioned reports with the onus on government to demonstrate whether disclosure 
would be harmful to the quality of government decision-making.22 This difference in 
access to Government information between Australia and the US could stem from the 
constitutionally guaranteed citizen right to ‘freedom of speech’ in the United States and 
the absence of a citizen bill of rights in Australia. 
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Stage 2:  Citizens are now consulted but not in a consistent manner 
 
The focus of the OECD’s second stage of citizen engagement is on citizen consultation in 
relation to policy making.  This is distinct from seeking feedback from the users of 
government services, otherwise known as customer consultation.23  Consultation, in the 
sense of having discussions or conferring with someone before undertaking a course of 
action, has long been part of the policy making process in Australia.  However, 
traditionally consultation has been narrowly focused on those organised interests 
identified as key stakeholders such as peak bodies representing business, professions, 
those on welfare and the organised workforce as well as community groups. 
 
Direct consultation with citizens is now also accepted by many governments in Australia 
as ‘correct’ practice in initiating a new policy direction, although, at a federal level at 
least, there is no systematic approach to doing this.  No central guidelines exist for the 
Australian Public Service on how and when to consult with citizens.24  The Governments 
of UK and Canada, on the other hand, offer a number of guides to their public servants.25  
 
The Australian Public Service Commission recommends but does not require that public 
service departments develop service charters for policy functions and offers the following 
advice: 
 

Developing policy that takes into account the needs of Ministers, the 
community and resourcing issues will sometimes be a fine balancing act. A 
Service Charter will help ensure that there is reasonable input from relevant 
members of the public into the policy process and should reassure the 
community that consultation with it is regarded seriously.26    

 
The issue of citizen consultation in relation to policy development gets highly variable 
treatment in the departmental service charters.  The service charters of the Departments 
of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Health and Aging, Defence, Employment and Workplace 
Relations, Environment and Heritage, and Finance and Administration do not refer to any 
undertaking to consult when developing policy.  The service charter of the Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry Australia does offer a commitment to consult but does 
not elaborate on how this will be done:  
 

We aim to provide a high level of service by: … being objective and unbiased 
in our decisions and dealings with you. We will: seek to engage you on policy 
proposals that affect you and give you reasonable time to respond to policy 
proposals.  
 

The Department of Family and Community Services offers a similar commitment but 
there is also no indication of the processes that might be followed:  
 

We aim to consult widely to make sure that the views of our partners, clients 
and stakeholders are properly considered in developing or reviewing policies 
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or services. We will also provide as much time as possible for comment on 
any proposals that affect our business with you. 

 
The charter of the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) states baldly 
what it does rather than offer an undertaking:  
 

Our Department is pro-active in consulting with its clients, service providers 
and stakeholders.  These consultations enable use to: get views on: how we 
deliver our programmes and services; how we can improve the quality of our 
programme and service delivery; how we rate against our service 
commitments and [to] provide well-informed balanced advice to 
Government’.27  

 
The most comprehensive commitment to consult in relation to policy development and 
implementation is found in the service charter of the department which deals with well 
organised and powerful clients (see Box 1). The charter of the Department of Industry, 
Tourism and Resources commits its officers to six aspects of a consultation process in 
relation to policy development and implementation. 
 

Box 1: The Department of Industry, Tourism and Resources Client Service Charter 
[Extract] 
 
When developing policy advice, we will:  
 

• consult widely;           
• provide reasonable timeframes for you to respond to policy proposals;           
• explain the process; and           
• ensure that our contribution to policies is balanced and relevant to the Government's 

broader economic and social objectives.  
 
When policy decisions have been made, we will:  
 

• provide information to customers about decisions that affect them; and           
• consult customers during the implementation of decisions.  

 
http://www.industry.gov.au  

 
The absence of evidence of a coordinated approach to citizen consultation at national 
level is also demonstrated by the lack of a single portal or web site at federal government 
level listing all current consultations by individual government departments or agencies. 
The UK Government, in contrast, does list all current consultation documents by 
departments in one location through its Citizen Space web site.28  The Government of 
Canada has a new pilot web site entitled ‘Consulting Canadians’ which is seeking to list 
all consultations in progress.29 The WA Premier and Cabinet Department’s Citizen and 
Civics Unit has a consultation catalogue on its Citizenscape web site. 30 
 
For most federal departments, consultation with the public is not highlighted on their web 
sites as a key part of how they go about their business.  Only one federal department, 
Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, has consultation listed on the 
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main menu of its web site.  The front page of web site of the Department of Agriculture, 
Fisheries and Forestry Australia highlights links to subject and specialist areas but does 
not include consultation.   
 
At State Government and local government levels, there is much more evidence of a 
willingness on the part of governments to consult with citizens.  Explicit references to a 
commitment to consult can be found on the web sites of the departments of Premier and 
Cabinet in Western Australia, Queensland, Victoria and Tasmania and on the web site of 
the South Australian Premier.  
 
The ACT Government has a consultation protocol to guide ‘all consultation conducted by 
and on behalf of the ACT Government’.31 The Victorian Department of Infrastructure, for 
example, has developed a community consultation resource guide for local government.32  
The Victorian Local Government Association’s dedicated website on consultation and 
engagement lists the consultation policy of a number of local governments in Australia.   
 
The Minister for Planning and Infrastructure in WA, Alannah MacTiernan has conducted 
a number of innovative consultations including citizen juries.33 The ACT Government 
commissioned a deliberative exercise with a randomly selected group of citizens on the 
feasibility of a Bill of Rights for the ACT as part of a wider consultation process.34 Other 
deliberative exercises to do with constitutional reform and economic growth have been 
undertaken in South Australia.35 
 
The workshops in this conference on innovative practices in engaging citizens have 
highlighted innovative exercises in NSW, Victoria, Queensland and ACT.  

How to make consultation work better 
 
Consultation with citizens is likely to be more effective if there is a national legal, policy 
and institutional framework to promote and encourage governments at all levels to 
consult.  This might involve putting in place a legal right to be consulted, as in Canada, 
Finland and Japan where governments are required to consult with citizens to assess the 
impact of new regulations.36  However, this might narrow the focus of consultation to 
exploring impacts only. 
 
A legal requirement for governments to consult those affected by new legislation, 
however, is likely to mean little if this is not backed by government policy which takes 
the consultation process seriously.  The consultation needs to not only inform citizens in 
advance of decisions taken but also to spell out clearly their objectives in seeking citizen 
input and how it will be used.  In other words, governments need to show that 
consultation is not being carried out to comply with a formal requirement but is a key 
input into genuinely shaping policy.37   
 
Policy makers need to make clear how the results of the consultation will be used so that 
it justifies the effort a citizen makes to put their views forward.  It is important that 
citizens also be informed about the stage of the policy process at which their views are 
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being sought.  The stage of the policy process should also shape how the consultation is 
conducted.  General canvassing of citizen views is not appropriate if there is an already 
preferred policy option.  Seeking comment on a preferred option may be too late in the 
policy process when citizen input could have been sought earlier in the process based on 
information about different options.  Unless there is a clear feedback loop from the policy 
makers about their reasons for adopting a particular option and how the points raised by 
the consultation process were addressed, citizens are likely to become frustrated and 
cynical about the value placed on their input. 
 

Stage 3: Citizen Engagement in Policy Development 
 
If it is widely accepted by governments in Australia that they should consult citizens, this 
view often rests on a narrow view of what consultation involves as the above discussion 
of service charters shows.  A broader, more comprehensive concept of citizen 
engagement in the process of policy development and implementation is needed.  What 
does citizen engagement in policy development refer to?  The OECD suggests that:  
 

Active participation recognises the capacity of citizens to discuss and 
generate policy options independently.  It requires governments to share in 
agenda-setting and to ensure that policy proposals generated jointly will be 
taken into account in reaching a final decision.38 

 
I now want to discuss the case for the active citizen involvement in policy development 
under three aspects: why, how and when? 

Why is citizen involvement in policy making needed? 
 
There are a range of arguments to support a role for citizens in policy development and 
implementation.  These arguments can be based on first principles or based on more 
pragmatic reasons such as contemporary weaknesses in the body politic and the need to 
tap local knowledge to develop effective policy.   
 
Greater numbers of the citizenry in Australia have higher levels of education, and indeed 
professional expertise in research, analysis and indeed in policy making.  Many with the 
requisite professional expertise and experience seek to exercise their role as citizens on 
issues they are concerned about.  This involvement might vary from seeking to improve 
the delivery of services to young people at risk to helping to shape policy on 
environmental management.39 
 
One pragmatic justification for the value-added contribution citizens can make is in 
providing local knowledge about what is likely to work and what is not.  Another 
pragmatic justification is to gain citizen commitment to accept the outcome of the policy 
development process.  One policy area where local knowledge and commitment is likely 
to have greatest impact is in relation to environmental policy in particular regions.   
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For example, in relation to salinity, or other water related issues such as catchment 
management, prior consultation is only part of what is needed.  The consultation process 
also needs to include the opportunity for the careful working through of complex 
information to deliver viable options and to gain agreement of the community to support 
one of the options. If there is little or no opportunity for ‘purposeful participation’ in the 
decision-making process, the result can be a lack of ownership by the local community of 
the final outcomes. 40 
 
If consultation is viewed as a limited exercise, it is likely to offer little benefit in 
achieving a better policy outcome.  A stand alone, one-off exercise encourages the one 
sided imparting of information, often in a highly technical way to reinforce the status of 
the policy maker as expert. 
 
A more sophisticated process of citizen participation can use interaction with local 
communities to problem solve issues.  This further stage of citizen engagement requires a 
reciprocal process where the local community learns from experts about the results of 
their modelling of the different options and the experts learn from the local residents 
about local factors they may not have considered.41  How to manage this interaction is, of 
course, a key issue.   

The democratic imperative and the need to send a consistent message 
 
A more sophisticated argument in favour of citizen participation is in relation to the 
democratic imperative.  Most citizens see their role in a representative democracy as 
more than infrequently casting a ballot.  To overcome a common perception among 
citizens of a democratic deficit, governments have to demonstrate that they are open to 
citizen input and are responsive to their concerns.  While most citizens do not seek 
regular involvement in the policy development process, it is important that scope for 
doing is widely advertised if they so wish.  
 
Governments as policy makers have a difficult task of demonstrating the quality of what 
they do, as with other organisations offering intangible and complex services.  In these 
situations, people look for subtle indicators of quality.  One way to provide these 
indicators is evidence management – ‘an organised, explicit approach to presenting 
customers with coherent, honest evidence of your abilities’.42  This involves sending a 
simple and consistent signal that citizens’ views in relation to matters they have a direct 
interest in are important and managing the evidence day in and day out to support that 
message.  
 
However, mixed signals come from government ministers and officials.  One mixed 
signal is that too much direct citizen engagement in the form of referenda or direct voting 
on initiatives is not healthy for representative democracy.  The argument is that our 
system of government assumes that citizens elect individuals to represent them in 
parliament and it is largely up to the elected to determine the specifics of how that 
representation is manifested.43  In support of this view is the claim that voting on citizens’ 
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initiatives in the USA are now often criticised by activist citizens who say special interest 
groups and politically ambitious millionaires have hijacked the process.44  
 
Other mixed signals from governments stem from fears about opening up a ‘can of 
worms’ - people might get 'het up' on an issue and block government's ability to act. 
Some citizens might want more public expenditure on their own areas of interest, less on 
other people's and at the same time to pay less tax.45  What Governments might want to 
do may not be what the people want.  This is particularly when citizens are supporting 
sectional interests (eg forest industry), responding to pressure from overseas (eg Iraq 
war), or when they are taking unpopular short-term decisions for expected long term 
gains (eg micro-economic reform).46 
 
However, hints of ambiguity or hostility from government about the value of seeking 
citizen input will be seen by many citizens as evidence of unwillingness to share power.  
Where sectional interests are involved, the challenge for policymakers seeking citizen 
input is to use the appropriate method at the appropriate stage in the policy development 
process.  This is discussed further below. 

Is it worth the effort? 
 
Another reason mixed signals about the value of citizen participation are sent is that it is 
often seen by officials as time consuming, expensive, complicated, and emotionally 
draining.47   
 
A pragmatic test of whether the extra effort by policy makers is justified is one based on 
the principles of risk management.48  What are the likely worst-case consequences if the 
preferred policy option is implemented without consulting those affected?  What is the 
probability that the worst-case consequences could eventuate?  Is it likely that 
consultation or a more thorough consultation process will make a difference in altering 
this risk profile?  In other words, if consultation is not undertaken, is the policy maker 
willing to accept responsibility for the outcome?  

Why seek citizen engagement? 
 
Five purposes for involving citizens in public policy decision-making have been 
suggested.49  Policy makers might seek citizen participation as part of an initial discovery 
process to do with a search for definitions, or to identify the underlying principles to be 
used to choose an option.  Citizen participation can play an education role, by proving an 
opportunity to explain an issue in more details and to propose alternative options.   
 
A third reason for seeking citizen involvement is to measure in a representative way the 
range of public opinion about a set of options.  Policy makers might also be keen to seek 
citizen participation is to persuade the public to accept the recommended option.  Finally 
citizen engagement may be undertaken to comply with a requirement to consult but with 
the intention of legitimising a decision already taken. 
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It has been suggested that consultation might or should take place at the following 
points.50 
 

1. For Government to hear what issues people want to raise at their own initiative. 
The consultation could be initiated by advocacy and interest groups, local 
communities or individuals. 

 
2. Government wants to find out more about the problems and why the issue has 

arisen, how many people are affected and what the competing views/interests are.   
 
3. Government defines the problem and consults for ideas about how to address it.  
 
4. Government refines these responses to the problem into options, with pros and 

cons, constraints etc spelled out and seeks public's views on which option is 
preferred.  

 
5. Government decides on the basis of the above step and implements in 

consultation/co-operation with affected parties.  
 

6. Government evaluates outcomes of the action including consultation with 
representative samples of all groups affected. 

 

Conclusion 
 
The second part of the paper will outline a model for considering when and how to 
engage citizens in policymaking.  This will be done against the background of a 
discussion of innovative approaches to citizen engagement in policy making in the UK 
and Canada. 
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