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SUMMARY 





SUMMARY 
Within governments the interest in citizen engagement has grown in recent years. Citizen 

engagement has become a buzzword in governmental spheres and is seen as a way to involve 

the community in addressing public issues through democratic discussions, for example by 

means of public meetings or a dialogue. In addition to that, societal developments like 

globalization, individualization and increased technology play an important part in this 

growing interest and cause governments to search for new ways to address them. Especially, 

at the local level citizen engagement is perceived as a way to collect input, mobilize resources 

and find (new) solutions for these societal developments. Municipal officials recognize the 

value of citizen engagement and are committed to give civil society a role in these 

developments by tapping into the capacity that they have to offer. Although the interest in 

citizen engagement is quite substantial, in practice and in science, there is still debate on how 

to organize it efficiently and effectively. Citizen engagement is an umbrella term capturing a 

wide variety of definitions, methods and interpretations, which lead to a variation of citizen 

engagement on local level, making it difficult to connect the theoretical knowledge to the 

existing practices of today. The variation in citizen engagement means that local governments 

and scientists sometimes struggle to understand what works, when, why and how. 

Consequently, a need for more insight into citizen engagement develops. 

This dissertation addresses this variation in citizen engagement and explores the 

practices that develop when municipalities organize citizen engagement and whether shared 

patterns can be discovered that are important for organizing citizen engagement amongst 

those who practice it (e.g. councilors, aldermen, civil servants and citizens). After all, it is 

expected of these actors to organize citizen engagement properly and to understand it. Citizen 

engagement in this dissertation is defined as the process in which active involvement of the 

public in a public decision takes place and citizens are involved in tasks and services of the 

local government. 

 To provide insight into this, the research in this dissertation focuses on the working 

practices of local governments and builds on five empirical studies. This research has 

developed gradually based on insights after each empirical study. As such, the dissertation 

starts by examining citizen engagement in the Netherlands, followed by an examination of 

citizen engagement in Denmark and ends by examining citizen engagement in South Africa. 

To do so, the research takes a case study approach to uncover experiences of municipalities 

with citizen engagement and thus also the way in which these municipalities organize it. 



These case studies are developed using both qualitative, as well as quantitative methods. In 

total six different municipalities that are located in the countries mentioned are examined. The 

information that these cases provide makes it possible to examine citizen engagement in 

detail. 

 

The first study in this dissertation examines how citizen engagement is organized in the 

Netherlands by comparing four Dutch municipalities. The findings show that there are 

considerable differences between these municipalities in organizing citizen engagement. It is 

demonstrated that this has to do with the extent to which the involved municipal actors 

councilors, aldermen, civil servants and citizens have a clear perspective on the aspects of 

motivation, methods and roles.  

 

The second study analyses the influence of citizen engagement on citizens’ trust in local 

governments by means of panel data. The assumption is that citizen engagement increases the 

trust of citizens in governments. The findings reveal that there is no effect or a negative one of 

the use of direct citizen engagement forms on citizens’ trust in their municipality. A possible 

explanation is that those who actively participate do not always believe that their engagement 

matters, which can lead to less trust. Local governments therefore have to continue to review 

and reflect on the application of citizen engagement to achieve the desired outcomes. 

 

The third study explores the role of organizational culture in the way municipalities organize 

citizen engagement. The reason for this is that organizing citizen engagement is also 

accompanied by a growing interest of municipalities in organizational culture, assuming this 

is important for its formation. The study thereby offers a deeper understanding of the context 

in which municipalities organize citizen engagement. It indicates that organizational culture 

indeed plays a role and reveals that the way municipalities organize citizen engagement 

reflects, to some extent, in the existing culture in the bureaucracy of that municipality. As a 

municipality it is therefore important to take the existing organizational culture of the 

bureaucracy into account in order to continue to develop and organize citizen engagement.  

 

The fourth study analyses the way a Danish municipality organizes citizen engagement by 

comparing the experiences of a Danish and a Dutch municipality with citizen engagement. 

From this study it appears that both municipalities have created a viable co-creation process to 

tackle the complex problem that they face: developing a new neighborhood and dealing with 



budget cuts. The findings show that there are three aspects to why this process of engagement 

leads to solving the problems mentioned. These aspects are, the rationale also called the 

intrinsic motivation that justifies why municipalities engage citizens, the used institutional 

designs and the kind of leadership that is present within administration. Consequently, these 

aspects are perceived as important levers that help to sustain the process of citizen 

engagement and to create a shared understanding about setting up citizen engagement in these 

municipalities.  

 

In the fifth and final study a South African municipality is examined to explore the way that 

they organize citizen engagement. The findings show that citizen engagement is organized by 

applying a form that facilitates the identification of the needs of the community, namely by 

involving a third party. Additionally, learning leadership is perceived as important by the 

municipal actors for citizen engagement and is exercised by this third party. As such, 

organizing citizen engagement in this case requires the involvement of an external party 

outside the municipality to create a space that stimulates the sharing of mutual needs.   

 

The different empirical studies show that municipalities actively organize citizen engagement. 

They apply various ways to involve civil society and occasionally even decide to apply new 

ways, like co-creation. The findings show that these municipalities use their own and unique 

way in doing so and it is illustrated that this has to do with certain aspects that are considered 

important in organizing citizen engagement. The aspects identified are motivation, working 

methods, organizational culture, role of the actors involved, and leadership and can be 

summarized in two categories: (1) human behavior aspects, which includes motivation, 

leadership, and involved actors and (2) system aspects, which includes organizational culture 

and working methods. This means that the way citizen engagement is organized depends on 

the combination of these two categories as manifested in practice. In other words, the 

differences in setting up citizen engagement can be explained by the way human behavior and 

system aspects are revealed in the relevant municipality and the dynamic that goes along with 

it. This also means that organizing citizen engagement impacts on the municipality as a whole 

and can be seen as an intervention within the municipal organization. Additionally, the studies 

show that the aspects found can be interpreted differently by municipal actors, which 

contributes to differences between and within municipalities in the organization of citizen 

engagement. As such, the findings emphasize that citizen engagement knows different forms 

in practice and there is no shared sense of citizen engagement in local governments. 



Organizing citizen engagement is affected by aspects related to human behavior and the 

system and the way in which municipal actors in practice interpret these.  

 

In conclusion, the dissertation shows that organizing citizen engagement is specific to each 

municipality depending on how they give form to it. This research thereby contributes to the 

puzzle of citizen engagement. There seems to be no concrete way to organize citizen 

engagement as local government, but there are certain aspects that help to understand the 

differences and development of it. In the end, this dissertation provides greater insight into 

what the organization of citizen engagement means for local governments and helps 

practitioners and scientists who want to improve the practices of citizen engagement. 

Especially, as citizen engagement is gradually perceived as a crucial part of the functioning of 

local governments, it is important to understand and know the way citizen engagement is 

dealt with in order to organize it effectively.  

 

 




