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Participation is widely regarded as an es-
sential, if not the most important principle 
of democracies of our time. Democracies 
have arguably reached a signifi cant point in 
their development in Europe – being wide-
ly accepted and practised across the conti-
nent – and yet, at the same time, increas-
ingly confronted with widespread mistrust 
and declining voter turnout. (Pratchett and 
Lowndes, 2004: 3).

It is the diminishing participation in for-
mal political institutions that continues to 
capture attention and take centre stage in 
public discourses about the perceptions and 
realities of growing democratic defi cits in 
young as well as established democracies. 
Following in the footprints of globalisa-
tion, patterns of political involvement seem 
to shift towards issues beyond the control 
of nation states just as traditional institu-
tions and forms of democracy fi nd their 
legitimacy called into question.

Participation is frequently considered key 
to any policy response, more often than 
not with the ambition to orchestrate the 
comeback of previously established forms 
of political involvement. At the same time, 
participation tends to be encumbered with 
the responsibility to reconnect the politi-
cally disenfranchised, overlooking the fact 

Meeting Citizens Half-way? Different Models and Concepts 
of Participation

that the mechanisms of exclusion reach far 
beyond the political domain.

Embedded in these dilemmas, the partici-
pation of young citizens illustrates an ad-
ditional paradox – even more so in light 
of recent demonstrations of young people 
across Europe, from Spain and Portugal to 
the United Kingdom and Ireland. Yet while 
public arenas for youth involvement appear 
to be more numerous than ever before, few 
would claim that these opportunities have 
amplifi ed the participation of young people. 
(Forbrig, 2005: 7). 

Not surprisingly, lamentations about the 
dramatic decline in political involvement 
frequently zero in on young people. It is 
also for this reason that many participa-
tion models focus on the participation of 
children and young people, which explains 
why this chapter introduces both generic 
models for citizen participation as well as 
specifi c models for youth participation.

Two positions mark the extremes of a di-
versifi ed and nuanced discourse on the 
participation of citizens: pessimistic voices 
tend to argue that citizens jeopardise the fu-
ture of democracy by turning their backs on 
its institutions, as manifested by decreas-
ing voter turnouts. More optimistic is the 

conclusion evidenced by the globalisation 
movement: that forms of citizen participa-
tion are moving towards novel patterns of 
intervention and engagement.

The underlying questions concerning the 
relationship between democracy and citi-
zens—as well as the relationship between 
democratic institutions and citizen organ-
isations—inform and challenge the differ-
ent concepts and frameworks of citizen and 
youth participation presented in this chapter.

The various conceptual models help to 
highlight the demands placed on democrat-
ic institutions – which are required to be 
responsive to the concerns and requests of 
citizens in general and young people in par-
ticular – and the demands placed on citizens 
to participate in political processes beyond 
their immediate interests – a relationship 
characterised by shortcomings on both sides.

As showcased in this chapter, conceptu-
alisations of citizen and youth participa-
tion increasingly aim to resolve the inher-
ent contradictions and dilemmas outlined 
above by relating questions of citizen com-
mitment to citizenship, which is commonly 
understood as a fundamental dimension of 
democracy resting on the notion of human 
rights, and instantiated through (the right 

to) active participation. (Council of Eu-
rope, 2005: 99).

The central paradox, however, remains 
unresolved: multiplying arenas for politi-
cal discourse – expedited by the need to 
accommodate the growing cultural diver-
sity in Europe’s pluralist democracies – are 
accompanied by and confronted with the 
apparent absence of stronger democratic 
participation, threatening the legitimacy of 
political institutions, which, seemingly, are 
disconnected from their social environment.

Whether, and how, this Catch-22 can be 
resolved—in theory and in practice—is 
one of the key questions of our time, both 
within and beyond climate protection. As 
Bridgland Sorensen observes:

It is no longer adequate to see par-
ticipation simply in terms of the ‘com-
ponents of participation’ repeated in 
various publications and embraced 
over the past twenty or so years. Fun-
damentally, the means and modes of 
communication [of citizens] have 
changed. (2006: 135)

Many of the concepts and models intro-
duced subsequently argue that the question 
of power and power-sharing is crucial to 

ANDREAS KARSTEN
Frankly Speaking
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understanding citizen participation. Cor-
respondingly, much of the current research 
suggests that there is a strong and direct re-
lation between the real participatory power 
that citizens have and their readiness to get 
involved in any political process. (Laurit-
zen, 2005: 5).

As a result, sharp questions have begun to 
be asked: to what extent do the currently 
institutionalised structures and institutions 
offer citizens opportunities for participation; 
are they sufficiently honest offers to share 
power and fully negotiate the co-production 
of relevant public policies with citizens? 

Many have argued that it is time to ensure 
that the invitation is genuine:

... authentic participation involves in-
clusion – wherein the system changes 
to accommodate participation – rather 
than integration – wherein participa-
tion works in predefined ways in pre-
defined structures. (Percy-Smith and 
Malone, 2001: 18)

While this rationale is not yet fully reflect-
ed in theories, models, and frameworks on 
citizen and youth participation, it captures 
the direction in which the field is heading. 

Ladder of Citizen Participation 

Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of citizen partici-
pation, published in 1969 in the Journal of 
the American Planning Association, is a 

classic, considered to be one of the most 
influential participation theories. Arnstein 
rests her theory on the declaration that citi-
zen participation is citizen power, arguing 
that participation cannot be had without 
sharing and redistributing power.

The ladder of citizen participation devel-
oped by Arnstein has eight different levels 
that are subdivided into three groups: first, 
manipulation and therapy (non-participa-
tion), second, information, consultation, 
and placation (tokenism), and third, partner-
ship, delegated power, and citizen control 
(citizen power).

Poster by a French student, 1968. In English it 
reads: ‘I participate, you participate, he participates, 
we participate, you participate ... they profit’.

Arnstein’s typology of eight levels remains 
a key theory in the construction, analysis, 
and review of participatory policies, its ap-
proaches and practices, despite some valid 
criticism most commonly targeted at the 
hierarchical and sequential nature of the 
model, which suggests that participation 
can be constructed in a specific hierarchi-
cal order and that it occurs in a particular 
sequence. Source: Sherry Arnstein, 1969.

Typology of Participation 

Sarah White developed a typology of par-
ticipation to highlight that the politics of 
participation are underpinned by tensions 
around actors, terms, and power. She ob-
serves that participation has become a buzz-
word, ‘bringing a warm glow to its users and 
hearers,’ (White, 1996) that is often used to 
masquerade a lack of power-sharing.

In response, White developed a table to aid 
a move beyond the catch-all term ‘partici-
pation,’ that looks at the diversity of func-

Ladder of citizen participation, Sherry Arnstein, 1969.

tions and interests across four forms of 
participation (nominal, instrumental, rep-
resentative, and transformative). She con-
tends that almost all projects will typically 
involve a mix of functions and interests, 
and thus forms of participation, over time.
Source: Sarah White, 1996. 

Degrees of Participation 

Phil Treseder’s model reworks the five de-
grees of participation from Roger Hart’s 
ladder of youth participation in two sig-
nificant ways. It first steps away from and 
responds to some of the most frequent criti-
cisms of the ladder metaphor to illustrate 
that there is neither a progressive hierarchy 
nor a particular sequence in which partici-
pation should always be developed. Tre-
seder then argues that there needs to be—
and should be—no limit to the involvement 
of children and young people, but that they 
will not be able to take an active part in 
child-initiated and directed projects right 
away, and will need to be empowered ap-
propriately in order to fully participate.

Treseder rests his model on Hodgson’s 
five conditions, all of which must be met if 

Typology of participation, Sarah White, 1996. 
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Degrees of participation, Phil Treseder, 1997.

youth participation and empowerment is to 
be achieved, which stipulates that young 
people need to have: (1) access to those 
in power as well as (2) access to relevant 
information; that there needs to be (3) real 
choices between different options; that 
there should be (4) support from a trusted, 
independent person; and that there has to 
be (5) a means of appeal or complaint if 
anything goes wrong (Hodgson 1995).
Source: Phil Treseder and Lina Fajerman, 1997. 

Wheel of Participation 

Scott Davidson developed the wheel of par-
ticipation for and with the South Lanarkshire 
Council to define and encourage levels of 
citizen participation for community planning 
and development. With an ambition to reju-
venate citizen participation, Davidson pres- Wheel of participation, Scott Davidson, 1998.

ents the wheel as an innovative approach to 
conceptualising the process of engagement. 
Source: Scott Davidson, 1998. 

Pathways to Participation 

Harry Shier’s pathways to participation dia-
gram identifies five levels of participation, 
from (1) children are listened to, to (5) chil-
dren share power and responsibility. At each 
level, the model sets out three progressive 
stages of commitment: openings, opportuni-
ties, and obligations.

Harry Shier provides a question at each level 
and each stage, which aim to identify, and 
subsequently enhance the level of young 
people’s participation. Through these ques-
tions, his matrix-like model—combining 
levels of participation with stages of com-

Pathways to participation, Harry Shier, 2001.

mitment—evolves into a hierarchical flow-
chart. Source: Harry Shier, 2001. 

Youth Participation Grid 

Clare Lardner draws on Phil Treseder’s five 
degrees of participation and David Hodg-
son’s five conditions for youth participation 
to devise a grid that can be used to analyse 
and assess the degree of empowerment of-
fered by different approaches and methods 
of participation.

Lardner’s grid proposes six dimensions of 
participation and spans across a continuum 
of power. The model, evolved from research, 
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Dimensions of young people’s participation, David Driskell, 2002.

There first needs to be a challenge that in-
cites young people to participate. Second, 
young people need to feel that they have 
the capacity to make a difference through 
their engagement. Third, young people 
need to have a connection with others to be 
able to tackle the challenge collectively.

Jans and De Backer designed their triangular 
model in a way that allows – and calls for 

– flexibility in application, which, depend-
ing on the context, may be used to look for a 
powerful challenge that both expands young 
people’s capacity, and/or strengthens the 
existing network.
Source: Kurt De Backer and Marc Jans, 2002. 

Dimensions of Youth Participation 

David Driskell developed his dimensions 
of young people’s participation within the 
framework of a practical manual on how to 
conceptualise, structure, and facilitate the 
participation of young people in commu-
nity development.

Driskell’s model borrows from Arnstein 
and from Hart’s eight degrees of participa-
tion and non-participation, rearranging the 
methodologies in a conceptual framework 
that focuses on two dimensions: first the 
power of young people to make decisions 

Triangle of youth participation, Kurt de Backer 
and Marc Jans, 2002.

compared and contrasted twelve different 
methods of participation, two of which are 
plotted on the illustration to exemplify the 
use of the grid.

The six dimensions address: initiation of an 
idea for a project, programme, or method; 
agenda-setting, decision-making, access to 
information, modalities of implementation, 
and structures of participation.
Source: Clare Lardner, 2001. 

Triangle of Youth Participation 

Marc Jans and Kurt De Backer’s triangle 
suggests that young people will actively 
participate in society when there is a dy-
namic balance between the three dimen-
sions of the model, namely challenge, ca-
pacity, and connection.

and affect change, and second, the interac-
tion of young people with others in their 
community. Driskell contends that par-
ticipation without some degree of power-
sharing is tokenism; proper participation 
provides participants both power and inter-
action. 

The combination of these two aspects sheds 
new light on the unresolved debate around 
the ultimate goal of participatory work with 
young people. Driskell argues that  while it 
is a powerful experience for young people 
to be fully in charge of their own projects, 
they are only allowed to do so for smaller 
projects; but when young people are treat-
ed as equals and valued partners through 
shared decision-making, influence can then 
be gained on larger issues, and the power 
to make decisions and affect change can be 
maximised. 
Source: David Driskell, 2002. 

Grid model of participation, Clare Lardner, 2001.
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Pathways through participation, National Council for Voluntary Organisations, 2009.

Spectrum of Public Participation 

The spectrum was designed by the Interna-
tional Association for Public Participation to 
define the level of participation and the role of 
the public in any public participation process. 

Essentially it shows that differing levels of 
participation are legitimate, depending on 
the goals, timeframes, resources, and levels 
of concern in the decision to be made.

The spectrum, essentially a matrix, identi-
fies the various levels of public participa-
tion to include: informing, consulting, in-
volving, collaborating, and empowering. 
Each level of public participation chosen is 

based on the specific goal of the project and 
the promise made to the public.
Source: International Association for Pub-
lic Participation, 2007. 

Key Dimensions of Participation 

Focusing on everyday participatory prac-
tice in communities and community-based 
organisations, David Driskell and Kudva 
Neema have developed a framework that 
presents participation as a spatial practice 
shaped by five overlapping dimensions. The 
aim of the framework was a response – a 
repositioning of the analytic lens in the field  
from a relatively episodic focus on participa-
tory projects – towards a more enduring one.

The framework introduces five key dimen-
sions: normative, structural, operational, 

Five key dimensions of youth participation, 
David Driskell and Neema Kudva, 2009.

physical, and attitudinal, that are all mutu-
ally constitutive and highly interactive, and 
which have the potential to create and open 
up physical spaces for meaningful youth 
participation. While the absence of one or 
several of these dimensions may not pre-
clude participatory practice, Driskell and 
Neema contend that meaningful youth par-
ticipation beyond episodic experiences can 
only be developed and sustained through 
the presence of all five dimensions. Taken 
together, the five dimensions facilitate spa-
tial opportunities for participation through 
organisational norms, structures, opera-
tions, facilities, and attitudes.
Source: David Driskell and Kudva Neema, 
2009. 

Spectrum of public participation, International Association for Public Participation, 2007.
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sive literature review, covering actors and 
activities, places and spaces, access and 
equality, and power and relationships.
Source: Pathways through Participation 
Project, 2009. 

Ladder of Online Participation

Josh Bernoff and Charlene Li developed 
their ladder of online participation in 2007 
and revised it in 2010 to reflect recent find-
ings. The concept is based on the notion of 
‘social technographics’ – the analysis of 

online activity according to participation at 
seven different levels – ranging from spec-
tators to creators.

While the ladder seeks to show that the 
degree of participation increases with each 
rung, it does not intend to suggest a sequen-
tial progression of online participation. The 
levels overlap significantly and represent 
profiles more than segmentation: people do 
participate in multiple ways and with mul-
tiple—sometimes even simultaneous—ap-
proaches and strategies.
Source: Josh Bernoff and Charlene Li, 2010. 
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