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Dispelling the Myths around 
Citizen Engagement - summary

itizen engagement has become increasingly important 
in the last ten years, but Involve and the RSA believe 
that we have barely scraped the surface of what 

innovative public engagement can do for public services, 
communities and citizens. Part of what is holding us back 
is outdated myths about citizen engagement.

Engagement & Myths
Myths run deep in all human cultures. 
They help us make sense of a changing 
world and remind us of profound truths. 
Many myths feature an unexpected 
hero; the unassuming citizen who 
holds the power to solve the problem 
faced by society. In the famous myth 
of the sword in the stone the medieval 
government struggled with numerous 
problems, much like governments of 
today. The legendary sword Excalibur, 
the solution to all of their woes, was 
firmly embedded in a stone where it 
resisted the efforts of the most skilled 
and mighty knights to withdraw it. 
The experts remained flummoxed, 
unable to resolve the problem, until 

an inexperienced pageboy (the future 
King Arthur) finally drew the sword from 
the stone. Solutions often come from 
unexpected places. There are a number 
of important drivers for more citizen 
engagement: deficit reduction, declining 
deference to authority and lack of trust. 

We have found that complex problems 
can often be overcome in simple and 
cost-effective ways by making the most 
of the local knowledge, relationships, 
energy and life experience of ordinary 
people. The ‘positive deviants’ who 
have no regard for traditional ways of 
working, seemingly without resources 
to make change happen, are actually 
great resources in and of themselves.



e have identified five 
false myths, which 
encourage people 

to think that engagement 
is not for them and hinder 
the uptake of important 
policymaking innovations. 
These negative myths 
lead to increased conflict, 
overlooked opportunities and 
less efficient services. Five of 
the most common myths of 
engagement are:

 Engagement is  
too expensive
Engagement may seem expensive, 
but we must ask ourselves what 
its expense is compared to. For 
example, the Environment Agency 
has found that not engaging 
around vital flood improvements 
can lead to expensive delays 
and risks, leaving communities 
exposed to devastating flood 
damage. Engagement increases 
the likelihood of implementation 
on time and within budget. 

 Citizens aren’t  
up to it
Distrust of the capacity of citizens 
runs deep in government. 
Everyone can point to cases 
where people don’t know what 
is best for them, but of course 
experts themselves are not 
infallible. Experts can and do get 
it wrong, often with disastrous 
and expensive results. Wide 
engagement can provide a 
valuable reality check for expert 
recommendations. 

FiVe neg@tive Dyths About engagement

What is  
possible with  
engagement 

he only way of 
overcoming these 
objections is to 

provide evidence to the 
contrary. We have identified 
cases from around the world 
that demonstrate ways 
of working and thinking 
differently. It is to these we 
now turn. 

Location: Estonia (nationwide) 

Organised by: My Estonia 
civic initiative

Time span: Since 2008

Allowing citizens the space to 
self organise can help bring them 
onboard to solve complex issues. 
In Estonia the ‘Let’s do it – Let’s 
Clean Estonia’ campaign cleared 
10,000 tonnes of illegally dumped 
rubbish, with 3% of the population 
mobilised in the effort. The day’s 
expenditure was £500,000; it 
is estimated that it would have 
cost the state £20 million and 
taken three years. The success 

encouraged further brainstorming 
and workshop events, focusing on 
a range of national issues. 

Innovations worth embracing 
include: using online tools (such 
as Google Maps), enabling citizens 
to help map where interventions 
are needed; providing an online 
platform to allow citizens to self-
organise and take action; handing 
over control to local groups and 
giving them space to take action. 
Under these circumstances 
citizens can come up with 
examples that don’t require 
government support and funding.

‘My Estonia’ 



FiVe neg@tive Dyths About engagement
 Engagement only 

works for easy issues
Engagement is seen as being for 
‘easy’ issues that are simple, close 
to people’s everyday lives and 
uncontroversial, such as housing 
or schools. Experts often feel that 
citizens have nothing to offer in 
terms of support or knowledge 
in more complex issues, such 
as science or foreign policy. In 
fact as risks mount we will need 
engagement more. We need citizen 
input precisely because the topic is 
difficult and complicated. 

 Citizen power is a 
floodgate we should 
avoid at all costs
Many civil servants have had 
negative experiences of active 
citizens. The way we engage today, 
through consultation documents 
and public meetings, discourages 
participation from all but the most 
determined and often create 
‘difficult’ participants by bringing 
in self-selecting citizens and 
encouraging combative behaviour. 
Most people are polite and 
constructive if their engagement is 
framed in the right way. 

 Citizens don’t 
want to be involved, 
they just want 
good services
It is sometimes suggested that 
engagement is a waste of time and 
money because citizens don’t care 
or are too busy to participate. We 
may never get a majority engaged 
but we can expand the minority 
that does, which is also important. 
Three quarters of people routinely 
say they would like to be more 
involved in their communities if the 
opportunity could be integrated 
within their busy lives.

Go to http://www.involve.org.uk/ 
from-fairy-tale-to-reality/ to 

download 4 more innovative case 
studies of engagement in action. 

Location: Tuscany, Italy

Organised by: Region of Tuscany

Time span: Since 2007

The Tuscan regional authority 
passed Law No 69, the first of its 
kind, which embeds engagement 
within the policymaking process. 
The Law channels citizen 
involvement to the regional 
level and the local level. Via 
the first route, citizens or local 
authorities that are concerned 
about an industrial project in 
its early stages can request 
that the Regional Participation 
Authority initiates a public debate. 

The second route is focused 
on local issues and is aimed 
at local authorities, citizens, 
schools and businesses. These 
proponents have access to 
financial, methodological and 
logistical support. 

Between 2007 and 2012, out 
of 205 requests, 111 have 
received funding amounting to 
3.5 million euros. The majority of 
requests have come from local 
administrations, though schools 
and citizens have also received 
funding for initiatives.

Deliberate Democracy in Tuscany

http://www.involve.org.uk/from-fairy-tale-to-reality/


A Call for a Different type of Engagement 

rom Fairy Tale to Reality (http://www.involve.org.uk/from-fairy-tale-to-reality/) 
outlines the case for a more radical take on engagement. We can see from innovative 
examples around the world that it is possible to achieve amazing outcomes by taking 

a different approach to citizen engagement. If the public sector is to make full use of these 
opportunities it will require a radical rethink of organisational culture. Here, we offer suggestions 
for the direction of travel for citizen engagement and relations between public agencies and 
citizens, based on what we have learned from our review of radical engagement practice. 
Our recommendations are grouped together under three categories:

A First principles

1. Engagement should tackle practical 
issues that matter most to people. 
Drawing on people’s life experience 
and local knowledge is vital to 
delivering social change.

2. Focus on building the capacity 
of citizens to be more self-
governing and resourceful. 
Agencies should build training and 
confidence-building work into their 
engagement strategies.

3. Focus on building the foundations 
for future and repeat engagement 
with citizens instead of one-offs. 
This means designing engagement 
strategy from the outset with citizens, 
with the aim of delivering long-term 
social benefits. 

B Incentives

4. Experiment with a new 
commissioning model – services 
should commission groups of 
citizens to tackle specific challenges 
not yet overcome. Citizens should 
receive a ‘community dividend’ if 
successful, giving them a stake in 
the success of the project.

5. Start with the right incentives – 
don’t underestimate the power 
of having fun. 

6. Make the most of the behavioural 
sciences to improve engagement. 
Behavioural economics has 
shown how public declarations 
of commitment – or ‘pledging’ 
– to a course of action can help 
achieve this.

C Process

7. Target invitations to get people 
involved in civic and public decision-
making; this will increase diversity 
in participation, particularly if 
contact is made on the basis of 
a personal connection. 

8. Use social networks analysis 
(mapping citizen networks) to make 
engagement more inclusive.

9. Diversity is important for engagement 
to be perceived as accountable 
and legitimate.

10. Democratise the exchange and 
distribution of government-held 
information.

The Knights of the Round Table epitomises the cultivating 
approach to civic renewal and leadership found in our 
examples of radical engagement. Arthur stepped back and let 
others play a role – and so it must be with engagement as well. 
We need to move from the limiting myth of the all-powerful state 
to one of the state as a facilitator. This means public services 
becoming ‘facilitators of change’, to build citizen capabilities, 
and foster community self-reliance and social resilience.

e hope that this  
summary will  
encourage you to read 

the entire pamphlet, complete 
with 6 case studies, available 
from http://www.involve.org.uk/
from-fairy-tale-to-reality/
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