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Eijbergen and Raymond Gradus. Especially I am thankful for their critical but necessary 

comments, which ensured that I was precise in what I wrote. You definitely taught me that 

writing is an art. Comments like ‘It is finished when it is finished’; ‘You know when it is 

done, when it is done’ or ‘what you say is not what you write’ will stay with me for the rest of 

my life. But as promoters you also challenged me to achieve excellence and provided me with 

opportunities to grow and learn. 

Finally, this dissertation would not have been possible without support from the home 
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CHAPTER 1                                                                          

THE GROWING ATTENTION FOR CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT 

 

Introduction 

Engaging citizens in governmental issues is a much-discussed topic in democratic countries 

(English, 2011; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; McLaverty, 2017). Citizen engagement has become 

a buzzword in governmental spheres and is increasingly advocated as a way to increase 

effective decision-making and addressing complex challenges (Gidey, 2017; King, Felty & 

Susel, 1998; Nylen, 2002; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). As Roberts (2004) suggests, the trend of 

citizen engagement will grow “as democratic societies become more decentralized, 

interdependent, networked, linked by new information technology, and challenged by 

“wicked problems”.” (p.315). As such, there is contemporary interest for the idea of citizen 

engagement in governments (Polletta, 2016). This interest also comes with questions about 

the effectiveness of citizen engagement and the value of it (Gaventa & Barrett, 2010; Roberts, 

2004).  

To understand this development it is important to look at how citizen engagement has 

developed over time. One of the earliest records of citizen engagement derives from the city-

states in Greece, where the systematic thoughts were first given to citizen engagement by 

organizing public assemblies. Since that time citizen engagement has been integrated in 

politics and different forms established. For example, during the Middle Ages, associations 

were formed to regulate public matters; or during the colonial settlements in New England, 

town hall meetings were organized to stimulate fair engagement processes. Additionally, at 

the beginning of the 19th century citizen engagement practices broadened by the abolition of 

qualifications for those who were allowed to engage. Citizen engagement was no longer only 

for members of elites, allowing more citizens to participate in civilian matters and services. 

Subsequently, in the first part of the 20th century other expressions of citizen engagement 

became visible such as city planning, regional planning or social movements. While citizen 

engagement in these earlier years was characterized mainly by public officials who decided 

about policies and their execution, this changed in the last half of the 20th century (Roberts, 

2004, pp.320-322). From the 1960s onwards there was a greater need within governments to 

engage citizens. Various developments in society, like globalization, enhanced technology, 

decreasing levels of trust and declining levels of participation in governmental matters 

contributed to this need and became a concern for public officials. In response to this, 



governments have developed various management strategies whereby the functioning of the 

government and the role of citizens are viewed differently (Bryson et al., 2014; Hood, 1991; 

Stoker, 2006; Warren, 2002). 

The first strategy is known as Traditional Public Administration, which was developed 

in response to societal developments, including industrialization, urbanization, the rise of 

corporations and belief in progress. This strategy was and still is dominated mainly by 

bureaucratic principles that provide aid in managing the complexity involved in these 

developments, as well as creating order in the processes of the government. As such, 

governments organized themselves by focusing on regulations, rules and hierarchy and 

become primary producers of services consisting of public officials who are experts in their 

area of responsibility and have control over it. In this system citizens mainly have a passive 

role and their voice is limited to voting in regular elections (Benington, 2013; Bryson et al., 

2014; Stoker, 2006; Wiesel & Modell, 2014). Despite better-organized governments, the 

drawback of this strategy is that it created large and slow organizations, which limits 

governments’ efficient response to developments in the society as needed (Hood, 1991). 

In order to remedy this a second strategy called New Public Management emerged in 

the 1980s and 1990s. In this strategy, governments were stimulated to deliver the best and 

most effective services. Principles from the private sector were brought in and market 

mechanisms were introduced to make governments more efficient, leaner and service minded 

(Bryson et al., 2014; Morgan & Cook, 2014; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Citizens were 

recast as customers and perceived as affected stakeholders with interests that should be 

considered in order to improve governmental services, for example, by commenting or 

consulting on such services (Rowe & Frewer, 2000; Lowndes et al., 2001). Consequently, 

New Public Management transformed governments from organizations that focus on rules 

toward organizations that concentrate on efficiency and results, in which citizens have the 

opportunity to express their opinion (Bryson et al., 2014; Osborne & Gaebler, 1992; Torfing 

et al., 2016). A closer examination of this strategy led to the observation that New Public 

Management did not provide the answers that governments looked for. It was suggested that 

this strategy led to governments that focus only on executing efficient public services instead 

of responding to the developments mentioned. Governments were overshadowed by single-

minded organizations that merely focused on one thing and were equated with private 

organizations (Morgan & Cook, 2014; Torfing et al., 2016). Meanwhile, other developments 

emerged like, individualization, globalization, decentralization or digitalization (Grotens, van 

Dijk & Vugt, 2018), and led to an increased complexity in the context in which governments 



operate. It is also said that governments increasingly face so-called ‘wicked problems’ (Grint, 

2005; Heifetz, 1994; Roberts, 2004). 

As a response to this, a third and final strategy is now observable. This strategy 

emerged particularly in the 2000s and goes beyond the Traditional Public Administration and 

New Public Management. It is known by many names for instance, New Public Governance, 

Public Value Management or New Public Service (Bryson et al., 2014, Denhardt & Denhardt, 

2011; Osborne, 2006; 2010; Torfing et al., 2016; Stoker, 2006). In this strategy, governments 

want to rethink what they are initially supposed to do and how they can create value for civil 

society to manage the complexity that they face (Moore, 1995). Governments realize that they 

cannot create value and manage complexity in isolation and want to utilize the resources, 

knowledge and ideas within civil society by facilitating participation. Citizens move beyond 

the role of voter or customer and become problem solvers or co-creators who actively engage 

(Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Newman, Barnes, Sullivan & Knops, 2004; Michels & De Graaf, 

2010; Van der Steen, 2016; Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2018). As such, governments advocate 

more interaction and collaboration with citizens and desire to create new ways that go beyond 

the existing traditional forms of engagement, like a dialogue, co-creation or co-production 

(Bryson et al., 2014; Rose, 2002; Torfing et al., 2016; Voorberg, Bekkers & Tummers, 2015).   

 

Against this background governments have shaped citizen engagement in different 

ways throughout the years. Within the last 50 years, we see that governments’ perception of 

citizens’ role has changed due to various developments in society and deployment of 

strategies to manage this. Fundamental in this seems to be the desire of governments to be 

more responsive to citizens and the environment in which they operate. 

 

At present, citizen engagement particularly plays a role at the local level in democratic 

countries. The reason for this is that this level of government is closest to civil society closer 

than the national or regional level. Municipalities interact with citizens on a daily basis and 

are therefore more able to respond to local needs and problems. Moreover, it is suggested that 

local governments are in general known for their considerable role in organizing citizen 

engagement (Graham & Philips, 1998; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). It is observed that local 

governments put citizen engagement on the agenda and at the same time search for ways to 

organize it effectively. Municipalities actively invite citizens to participate, generate input or 

find creative solutions for problems that they face (Gaventa, 2002; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014, 

Newman et al., 2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2000, Torfing et al., 2016). In doing so, they aim to 



reap the benefits of citizen engagement such as the enhancement of democracy, the utilization 

of societal resources, the improvement of social cohesion, safety or livability of communities, 

the enhancement of public decision-making, or the better acceptance of these decisions (Held, 

1987; Mostert, 2003; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; King, Felty & Susel, 1998; Lee, 2014; Nylen, 

2002). Hence, citizen engagement is considered as an impactful means to accomplish these 

benefits. Local governments respond to this notion and expect from local executives that they 

understand the formal and informal rules that are necessary to organize citizen engagement 

(Cooper & Menzel, 2013).  

 
Definition and classifications of citizen engagement in literature  

After showing how citizen engagement has developed over time and in which context it 

mainly occurs, it is important to know how citizen engagement is applied in order to organize 

it. 

 

In this section the application of citizen engagement is discussed by defining what is meant by 

citizen engagement. Before doing so, it is important to show that the literature distinguishes 

different classifications that cover how citizen engagement is applied on the local level. To 

get an idea of these applications, a number of these classifications are discussed below.   

 

The first classification is the well-known ‘participation ladder’ of Arnstein (1969). This 

ladder portrays the extent to which citizens have the power to determine the outcomes of 

engagement processes based on eight levels. These levels move from lower levels that are 

labeled as manipulation and therapy through middle levels such as informing, consulting and 

placation to higher levels, like partnership, delegated power and citizen control. It is 

suggested that the higher one positions itself on the ladder, the more engaged one is (Arnstein, 

1969).  

 Another classification is that of Rowe and Frewer (2000). They distinguish eight kind 

of forms based on the most formalized citizen engagement methods that are applied in public 

policies and depict how citizens can influence these policies by providing input or expressing 

opinions. According to them these are: referenda, public hearings, opinion surveys, negotiated 

rule-making, consensus conference, citizen panel or jury, citizen advisory committee, and 

focus groups.  

Similarly, Lowndes, Pratchett and Stoker (2001) develop a classification based on 

frequently applied forms in British municipalities. Besides forms that give citizens the 



opportunity to give input or express their opinion, they also introduce forms in which citizens 

can deliberate on policies. Based on that, they divide citizen engagement into five types in 

which different forms of citizen engagement are placed: consumerist forms like opinion 

surveys or complaint schemes (1), traditional forms, like public meetings, hearings, or voting 

(2), forums, focused on certain services (3), consultative innovations, like citizen surveys or 

interactive websites (4) or deliberative innovations, like focus groups or citizen juries (5).  

Additionally, citizen engagement can be classified in three generations (Van der 

Heijden et al., 2007; Kilic, 2008). These generations portray the different extents to which 

citizens are involved. The first generation represents traditional forms of citizen engagement, 

like public meetings or voting. The second generation represents interactive decision making 

forms in which citizens advise, such as focus groups, citizen juries or citizen panels and the 

third generation represents citizen initiatives in which citizens come up with their own ideas 

and at the same time are stimulated by the government to be actively involved in public 

issues, such as participating in a dialogue.  

Last, Nabatchi and Amsler (2014) classify citizen engagement as direct and indirect. 

They suggest that direct citizen engagement describes forms related to providing input, 

solving problems or improving decisions, like public hearings, voting or dialogue. Indirect 

citizen engagement, on the other hand, refers to forms related to representation, like advisory 

committees that represent a certain number or percentage of citizens in society.   

 

In sum, the classifications mentioned illustrate different ways by which local governments 

apply citizen engagement. The descriptions of these classifications show that there are 

differences in how much influence citizens have on the output of engagement. This can range 

from having influence only, to giving input, to eliciting judgments and decisions through 

deliberation from which policy can be derived.  

 

However, it is also important to define citizen engagement. The different classifications of 

citizen engagement reveal that the application of the term citizen engagement on the local 

level varies. Therefore, it is also important to make this definition to ensure that both from a 

theoretical perspective, as well as from a practical point of view, the meaning of citizen 

engagement is to be understood sufficiently for research, as well as for an appropriate 

application in practice. 

 



The concept of citizen engagement is captured with a variety of terms covering multiple 

aspects (Adler & Goggin, 2005; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Examples 

are public participation, public engagement, stakeholder involvement, co-creation, political 

participation, civic engagement, deliberative democracy or participatory democracy 

(Arnstein, 1969; Carpini et al., 2004; Creighton, 2005; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Nabatchi & 

Leighninger, 2015; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Some terms focus more on the behavior of the 

citizens and emphasize ‘who’ is involved, for example, the public in public participation, 

which implies the general population of a certain area, the stakeholders in stakeholder 

involvement as those with an interest in governmental issues, the citizens in co-creation as 

problem solvers or expert stakeholders for complex issues or the citizens in political 

participation as eligible voters or activists. Other terms focus more on the process of citizen 

engagement and emphasize the level of interaction between the relevant organization and the 

citizens. For example engagement, which mainly focuses on bringing individuals together in 

order to tackle issues or deliberative or participatory democracy, which refers to a specific 

“mode of communication during citizen engagement” (p.65) (Creighton, 2005; van Dijk & 

van Loon, 2019, Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014, p.65; Sørensen & Torfing, 2018). Although 

different terms are used, it is notable that these terms often discuss similar elements and 

overlap in a way. As indicated by Nabatchi and Amsler (2014) citizen engagement is an 

umbrella term, meaning that different terms are used for the same phenomenon but all can 

come under that heading.  

 

Considering this, there is no agreed meaning of citizen engagement. When I look at the 

current practice of local governments, the engagement of citizens often focuses on involving 

citizens in municipal issues. Based on that, I adopt a definition of citizen engagement that 

combines this perspective and the discussed elements from literature. As such, citizen 

engagement in this dissertation is defined as a 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 (Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Elelman & Feldman, 2018; Nabatchi & Amsler, 

2014). 

 

Research on citizen engagement 

Based on the different classifications and definitions of citizen engagement, I addressed the 

application of citizen engagement on the local level as that is where it mainly takes place. In 

addition to this, an extensive amount of research into citizen engagement has been done. It is 



suggested that there is a plethora of academic writing with regard to citizen engagement 

focusing on different areas (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). As far as we know, these areas most 

cases relate to citizen engagement in general, like reasons, effects, or the working process of 

citizen engagement.  

First, there are studies that focus on the importance of citizen engagement by 

addressing reasons to initiate it. These studies reveal that societal developments such as 

globalization, individualization, and complexity of the environment are frequently an impulse 

to set up citizen engagement (Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; Fischer, 2000; Gaventa, 2002; 

Fung, 2007). Second, there are studies that focus on the effects of citizen engagement by 

mentioning advantages of it, success factors or characteristics of those involved. For example, 

Irvin and Stansbury (2004) show that citizen engagement is often organized to exploit its 

advantages (as stated on page 19 and 20). Other studies confirm this and reveal that citizen 

engagement is often used as a tool to manage the complex problems that municipalities face 

(e.g. budget cuts or trust issues) (Cooper, Bryer & Meek, 2006; Gaventa & Barrett, 2010; 

King et al., 1998). Furthermore, there are studies that reveal criteria that contribute to citizen 

engagement by evaluating forms of engagement, like those of Callahan (2007) and Rowe and 

Frewer (2000) that show that representation of participants, transparency, amount of influence 

of participants, and availability of resources facilitate citizen engagement. Additionally, there 

are studies that focus on the features of citizens in citizen engagement itself. More precisely, 

these studies demonstrate that often Caucasian, middle-aged, male and highly educated 

citizens are the ones who engage. Furthermore, these studies reveal that the amount of 

influence that citizens have during citizen engagement is limited. Often citizens have only the 

role of information provider or deliverer of input when engaged in governmental decisions 

(Hurenkamp et al., 2006; Michels & De Graaf, 2010; Tonkens & Verhoeven, 2018).  

Third, there are studies that explore working processes of citizen engagement; these 

attempt to reveal guidelines that support local governments in the organization of effective 

citizen engagement. For example, the study of Nabatchi and Amsler (2014) that reveals that 

the aspects context and setting, municipal size, political culture, motivation of those who 

engage, and features related to the design process like choice of methods and objectives are 

important in organizing citizen engagement. Or the studies of Bryson, Quick, Slotterback and 

Crosby (2013) and Fung (2006) that demonstrate that a clear understanding of the problem, 

outcomes, goals, analysis of the stakeholders involved, establishment of legitimacy of the 

process, inclusiveness of the process, effective leadership, and adequate resources, 

communication, rules and structures are guidelines for organizing citizen engagement. As 



well as studies on the working processes in general there are also studies that address working 

processes of specific forms of citizen engagement in specific contexts (e.g. co-creation or co-

production). To be more precise, these studies reveal conditions for the success or lack of 

success of these forms and show that the application of the right institutional designs, 

facilitative leadership or highly motivated employees are important for organizing citizen 

engagement (Brandsen et al., 2018; Drazkiewicz, Challies & Newig, 2015; Loeffler & 

Bovaird, 2018; Sørensen & Torfing, 2018).  

 

The studies mentioned above show from various perspectives that much is already known 

about citizen engagement. Although there are many more studies to discuss, the aforesaid 

studies reveal worthwhile insights about citizen engagement such as motivations to initiate it, 

possible effects and aspects that contribute to the process of it. Despite the various research 

done, there still seems to be no clear picture of when, how and why local governments deal 

with citizen engagement. The following challenges are apparent for citizen engagement.  

 

The first challenge is that the process and design of citizen engagement varies within local 

governments. Different classifications and definitions are used for citizen engagement, which 

makes it difficult to put the pieces together. It is suggested that these differences lead to 

inconsistency and ambiguity about the concept and can lead to unproductive debates among 

those who organize it and hinders them in determining how and when citizen engagement 

works (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Roberts, 2004).  

A second challenge that builds on the first one is that the thinking about citizen 

engagement is fragmented. This reinforces the unproductive debates about citizen 

engagement (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). 

A third challenge is that it is difficult to measure the outcomes and effectiveness of 

citizen engagement. Citizen engagement is often portrayed as a solution for complex 

problems, while it is not always evident if this is the case. A possible explanation is the 

absence of a clear framework to compare different forms of citizen engagement (Fung, 2006; 

Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2000).  

Moreover, it is difficult to investigate the way citizen engagement is organized by 

municipalities, which is a fourth challenge. There seems to be little empirical evidence of how 

the process and context influences the functioning of local governments and what it means to 

organize citizen engagement. It has been indicated that only a few studies have examined how 

citizen engagement is organized from a municipal perspective (Lowndes et al., 2001). 



Building on that, it is shown that much of the research reported is mainly dominated by 

quantitative methods and does not involve in deeper qualitative studies or meta-analyses 

across these studies. As a result, there is insufficient knowledge about how the process and 

context of citizen engagement changes or influences the set up of citizen engagement by local 

officials (Callahan, 2007; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Roberts, 2004).   

 

From that, it can be concluded that there are several challenges in organizing citizen 

engagement and in research into citizen engagement. These challenges make it difficult to 

pinpoint what works and does not work in setting up citizen engagement on local level and 

lead to a need for more insight in the process of organizing and the experiences of local actors 

involved with it (Callahan, 2007; Carpini et al., 2004; Fung, 2006; 2015; Lowndes et al., 

2001; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Roberts, 2004; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Despite these 

challenges, there is a wide interest in citizen engagement. Local governments willingly 

organize it and scholars actively examine it, implying also that different manifestations of 

citizen engagement exist. It is sometimes “if the puzzle pieces have been dumped on the table 

with the box lid showing the picture thrown away”, leading to a fragmented thinking of 

citizen engagement (Nabatchi et al., 2012, p.4). As a result, it is hard to find a clear line on 

how to organize citizen engagement as a local government and it remains difficult to connect 

the theoretical knowledge to the existing practices. Nabatchi and Amsler (2014) confirm this 

and state that it is difficult to fill the gaps to improve the practice of citizen engagement. With 

the growing attention for citizen engagement, the need to understand it also grows. In 

practice, local governments have to deal with citizen engagement on a regular basis due to 

their frequent interaction with citizens. Municipalities therefore search for ways to incorporate 

citizen engagement in their daily processes and seek more clarity on how this can be done. In 

this search they formulate their own interpretations and emphasize the importance of 

knowledge about aspects that matter and how this affects the municipal actors involved (e.g. 

councilors, aldermen, civil servants and citizens) and how these people should act. After all, it 

is precisely these actors who are expected to organize citizen engagement properly and that 

they understand it.  

As indicated earlier, it becomes clear from research that citizen engagement is a 

phenomenon that can take many forms and is accompanied with a variety in interpretation. In 

practice however, one deals with existing municipalities that have their own methods of 

working and therefore also give substance to citizen engagement in their own way. As such, 

there is no clear description of how municipalities should organize citizen engagement. With 



the variety in interpretation of citizen engagement the question that arises is not so much 

related to discovering aspects that work or do not work in setting up citizen engagement, but 

about understanding the way in which citizen engagement develops in practice and 

discovering how those who are involved organize it and if a shared sense of citizen 

engagement can be found among them as being the municipality itself.  

 

The research question  

Hence, the starting point of this dissertation is the way in which local governments develop 

citizen engagement. Specifically, I am interested in the different interpretations that exists and 

if dominant patterns can be discovered that are important for organizing citizen engagement. 

Stimulated by the desire to understand the puzzle of citizen engagement, I want to shed light 

on an area that is still underexposed - the way that municipalities themselves develop citizen 

engagement while being both part of local governments, as well as the environment in which 

they operate. Therefore, this study investigates the entirety of the system that consists of 

processes and actors that come in contact with citizen engagement, and the context in which it 

takes place. I thereby connect to previous research on the working processes of citizen 

engagement (cf. Bryson et al., 2013; Fung, 2015; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014) and try to 

understand this by focusing on the way citizen engagement is organized. In this way, the 

dissertation attempts to add to the growing interest in citizen engagement and intends to create 

a better understanding of the variation in citizen engagement and the role of those involved 

(Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Yang & Callahan, 2005). This requires research that concentrates 

on the working practices of municipalities and the different municipal actors that are involved 

in citizen engagement. After all, the municipal council, the executive board of mayor and 

aldermen, the bureaucracy and the civil society, all have their own interpretation, give 

meaning in their own way and construct their own reality and thereby also the way a 

phenomenon like citizen engagement is created.  

 

On that basis, the central research question in this study is:  

 
What practices develop when local governments organize citizen engagement in the 21st 

century? 

 
To answer this question, this study focuses on the practices of municipalities as specified 

above. This means that this dissertation is built on research that has an explorative character. 



As such, the research in this dissertation developed gradually based on insights after each 

study.  

 

The dissertation starts with examining citizen engagement in the Dutch context. In Dutch 

municipalities citizen engagement is given a great deal of attention. Specifically, in recent 

years several public tasks in the areas of social assistance and long-term care have been 

decentralized from central to local government level. As a result, the importance of local 

services has increased and municipalities search for ways to effectively manage these new 

tasks. By means of citizen engagement Dutch municipalities involve citizens in governmental 

issues and aim to strengthen the relation between government and civil society. In doing so, 

they search for their own answers. To get an understanding of how this is done, the first study 

explores how four Dutch municipalities organize citizen engagement.  

The first study made clear that citizen engagement is often organized to tackle various 

challenges and to deal with societal developments. An important development is the 

decreasing level of trust of citizens in local governments. In the recent years this level appears 

to have declined significantly (Tolbert & Mosserberger, 2006; Uslaner & Brown, 2005). This 

is also visible in the Netherlands and concerns municipalities. To be more precise, citizen 

engagement is perceived as a useful strategy to tackle this challenge and municipalities are 

encouraged on the national level to do so (ROB, 2012; WRR, 2012). Consequently, 

municipalities emphasize citizen engagement, assuming this increases trust. As such, the 

second study looks at the influence of citizen engagement on citizens’ trust and focuses on the 

interaction between citizens and municipalities. 

At the same time, it became clear that organizing citizen engagement is also 

accompanied by an increased interest in organizational culture in local governments (Grotens, 

et al., 2018; Torfing, et al., 2016). More specifically, during the course of the research it was 

suggested that civil servants needed to adjust their behavior in order to facilitate effective 

citizen engagement. For example, they have to be more adaptive, flexible or participative. In 

doing so, civil servants are being encouraged to change their behavior so that it fits with 

citizen engagement and to develop an organizational culture that facilitates this. 

Subsequently, the third study explores the role of organizational culture in setting up citizen 

engagement.   

Besides citizen engagement being a subject of interest in the Netherlands, Dutch 

municipalities often see Danish municipalities as interesting examples for citizen engagement 

due to their innovative attempts at involving civil society, like co-creation (Peters, 2014; 



Sørensen & Torfing, 2018). Another example is South Africa. South Arica, compared to the 

Netherlands, is a country in which citizen engagement is relatively new. Citizen engagement 

in this country is perceived as a fundamental pillar for local governments and there exists a 

strong motivation to organize it in new ways, like the creation of spaces in which 

communities have the opportunity to elaborate on municipal matters (Tshoose, 2016). Thus, 

both Denmark and South Africa are countries that are concerned with organizing innovative 

processes of citizen engagement in their own way. During the course of the research the 

interest in these processes abroad grew and provided a chance to explore the way citizen 

engagement is shaped in different contexts. For that reason the fourth and fifth studies explore 

how these countries handle citizen engagement and whether this differs from the Dutch 

context.  

 

In sum, the formulated research question is the starting point of this dissertation and guides 

the research into the practices of citizen engagement on local level. Subsequently, a total of 

five studies are conducted addressing different aspects of citizen engagement in different 

contexts. Based on that, five sub questions have arisen that facilitate insight into the research 

question. These are:  

 
SQ1: How do Dutch local governments organize citizen engagement?   

SQ2: How does citizen engagement influence the trust of citizens in local governments?   

SQ3: How does organizational culture play a role in organizing citizen engagement by local 

governments?  

SQ4: How does a Danish municipality organize citizen engagement?   

SQ5: How does a South African municipality organize citizen engagement?  

 

Research approach 

To answer the research question case studies have been conducted. A case study is defined as 

a research approach that enables to study a phenomenon in its own context by using multiple 

sources (in this case: citizen engagement) (Piekkari et al., 2009; Yin, 2009). The reason for 

this approach is that this dissertation aims to gain insight into the way different actors in 

municipalities organize citizen engagement in practice. It is the experiences of these actors 

with citizen engagement that sheds light on the research question. As case studies allow the 

exploration of a phenomenon like citizen engagement in depth and in its own context, the case 



studies research approach is seen as best suited to give insight into our research question 

(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009).  

In general case studies are associated with applying qualitative methods (e.g. 

interviews, document analysis, focus groups), however for this dissertation quantitative 

methods, like surveys are also used. The logic behind this is that the combination of these 

methods allows for a richer examination of citizen engagement by tapping into multiple 

sources (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Johnson et al., 2007; Gasiewski et al., 2012, p.234; 

Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009; Yin, 2009).  

 

A total of six municipalities are studied. These are the municipality of Zeist, IJsselstein, 

Ermelo, and Ede in the Netherlands, the municipality of Roskilde in Denmark and the 

municipality of Prince Albert in South Africa. The municipalities studied have the following 

features. First, the municipalities are either mid-sized or large. Second, they are active in 

citizen engagement and look for on-going attempts to improve this: and third, the 

municipalities vary in strategies to organize citizen engagement. Although the chosen 

municipalities are located in different countries and differ on terrains such as the state of 

democracy, the functioning of government and the political culture, the countries share vigor 

on the terrain of citizen engagement, by which it is indicated that the amount of attention 

these countries devote to citizen engagement is equal (Democracy Index, 2017). More 

specifically, it is shown that these countries are known for their increased attempts to improve 

deliberative and participative components in their government throughout the years (Varieties 

of Democracy, 2018ab). It is important to mention that the municipalities studied in the 

Netherlands are part of contract research in which the examined municipalities commissioned 

the author of this dissertation to investigate the implementation of citizen engagement. For the 

selection of the Danish and South African municipality, the author was further advised by two 

scientists who have been studying citizen engagement for years - Prof. Dr. Jacob Torfing and 

Prof. Dr. Erwin Schwella. From this perspective, the six municipalities studied contain an 

interesting variation and context to explore how citizen engagement is practiced. 

 Against this background, this dissertation uses what Yin (2009) calls a multiple case 

design, in which each municipality is considered as a case.  

 

Within the different municipalities empirical data was collected. As mentioned, the research 

in this dissertation was a continuous process and the conclusions of each study were used to 

determine the next step in the research. Therefore, the way data was collected in each study 



may differ. Depending on the focus of the sub-question a detailed description of the data 

collection can be found in study 1 to study 5. See table 1.1 for an overview. 

 

Regarding the data collection, in all cases interviews were held with representatives of the 

actors in the municipality - the municipal council, the executive board of mayor and 

aldermen, the bureaucracy, and the civil society. To remain consistent, the interviews follow 

the same procedures. First, a research plan was designed to describe the objectives of the 

interview, the interview protocol and the briefing (Yin, 2009) (Appendix 1 provides an 

overview of this research plan). Second, a selection of respondents was made by the relevant 

municipality based on gender, function, age, and political party and the interviews were 

planned and conducted. Third, after conducting the interviews transcripts and summaries were 

made using a transcribing program and notes of the interviews. These summaries were then 

sent to the interviewees for feedback and approval. Fourth, after approval, the empirical data 

was coded and analyzed using the qualitative software Atlas.ti. To do so, a coding scheme 

was created based on the themes that were discussed. These themes focused on the 

organization of citizen engagement and addressed systematically the why, how, what, and 

who of citizen engagement. Subsequently, by means of axial coding the data was further 

organized to reveal similarities and differences among the themes (Gioia, et al., 2013; Strauss 

& Corbin, 2014; Yin, 2009). During the fifth and final step, networks representing the given 

codes were made for each municipal actor. After that, the networks were compared and used 

to interpret the empirical data (Huberman & Miles, 1994). 

 

In addition to the semi-structured interviews, in all cases relevant documents that are found on 

websites or provided by relevant stakeholders in the municipality examined were used. 

Alongside these methods, for the municipalities of Zeist, IJsselstein and Ermelo, a 

questionnaire named citizen panel was also conducted to gather information on the amount of 

trust that citizens have in their own local government (Appendix 2 provides a description of 

this panel). Furthermore, in the municipality of Zeist, Ede and Ermelo a culture survey was 

held to explore the role of organizational culture in citizen engagement. The applied culture 

survey is the Organizational Cultural Assessment Instrument (OCAI), a reliable and widely 

used instrument to measure culture (refer to Appendix 3). Finally, in the municipality of 

Prince Albert a focus group was organized to ensure deeper understanding of the individual 

interviews (Appendix 1 provides a summary of this focus group). 

 



The aim of this dissertation is to understand the variation that exists in citizen engagement by 

studying the practices that develop when local governments organize citizen engagement and 

to gain new theoretical insight with the richness of the selected cases. The municipalities 

selected were therefore chosen to strengthen or to add to the existing theory instead of 

facilitating generalizability of findings. In addition, they provide an opportunity for in-depth 

insight into citizen engagement (Piekkari et al., 2009; Welch & Piekkari, 2017). By studying 

citizen engagement in this way, the research approach chosen adds to the validity and 

reliability of the research in this dissertation. More specifically, this is reflected in the 

selection of the cases, in which the cases are chosen based on representation, being that the 

cases are all active regarding citizen engagement. Furthermore, each case uses a combination 

of multiple sources to examine citizen engagement, which allows for triangulation. 

Additionally, the cases are analyzed on the same elements, use the same actors and apply 

comparable procedures to collect the data. Besides that, to reduce the likelihood of 

interpretation biases, preliminary findings during the data collection phase were discussed 

with colleagues and supervisors of the department to refine the results. Moreover, the 

concluding findings of each case are presented to relevant stakeholders in the municipality to 

validate the conclusions of each case. These stakeholders are in general members of the 

executive board of mayor and aldermen, members of the management team and chairmen 

within the municipal council.  

 



Table 1.1.  
Overview studies and data collection method  
Study Data collection method Respondents 
Study 1: How do Dutch local 
governments organize citizen 
engagement?   

Qualitative approach 54 semi-
structured interviews and 
document analysis.  

Council members, board 
members, civil servants and 
representatives of civil society. 
  

Study 2: How does citizen 
engagement influence the trust 
of citizens in local 
governments?   
 

Cross-sectional design 3 citizen 
panel surveys (N = 1337). 

Citizens who live in the 
municipality examined. 

Study 3: How does 
organizational culture play a 
role in organizing citizen 
engagement by local 
governments? 
 

Mixed methods, 3 culture 
surveys (N = 242) and 29 semi- 
structured interviews. 

Civil servants who work in the 
relevant municipality. 
Interviews with council 
members, board members and 
civil servants.  

Study 4: How does a Danish 
municipality organize citizen 
engagement?   
 

Qualitative approach 13 semi-
structure interviews, document 
analysis.  

Council members, board 
members, civil servants and 
representatives of civil society. 

Study 5: How does a South 
African municipality organize 
citizen engagement 

Qualitative approach 12 semi-
structured interviews, 1 focus 
group and document analysis. 

Council members, board 
members, civil servants and 
representatives of civil society. 

 

Research context: Dutch, Danish and South African municipalities 

The studies in this dissertation focus on Dutch, Danish and South African local governments. 

To properly interpret the results in the various contexts, it is important to understand how the 

local governments examined in each country are structured. Before introducing the studies, I 

discuss this briefly below. In addition, I also show how the subject of citizen engagement is 

important for these municipalities in particular.   

 

In the Netherlands there are three layers of government (central, provincial and local). 

Subnational governments consist of 12 provinces and in 2019 355 municipalities. Since 1998 

the number of municipalities has decreased significantly, from 530 to 355, due to mergers. 

Municipalities are seen as the most important and visible level of decentralized government 

and have considerable autonomy regarding public service provision (e.g. social services, 

public housing, education, or transport) (Gradus & Budding, 2018; Hendriks & Tops, 2003). 

Accordingly, Dutch municipalities can initiate and implement all sorts of policies that they 

consider important for the local community. This freedom is not unlimited and in general is 

constrained by laws and requirements set by the central and provincial government. They still 

have a facilitating role (Hendriks & Tops, 2003; Van Hengel, Budding & Groot, 2014). The 



local government consists of the municipal council, the executive board of mayor and 

aldermen and the civil servants. The municipal council consists of political parties that are 

elected every four years. The mayor and aldermen form the executive board, which manages 

daily operations. The mayor has limited executive powers and certain representative duties. In 

the Netherlands the Crown appoints the mayor1. The tasks of the mayor are mostly related to 

management by facilitating and coordinating actions that civil servants in the bureaucracy 

have to execute (Budding, 2008). Furthermore, the mayor performs as an independent 

chairman of the municipal council. After every election, the municipal council appoints the 

aldermen. Moreover, the executive board gives orders to the civil servants in the bureaucracy. 

In principle, civil servants execute these orders and are the link with the civil society. In the 

Netherlands there is a dualistic system. This means that the mayor and aldermen are not 

members of the municipal council and function independently. 

 As mentioned, in recent years various public responsibilities have been decentralized 

from central level to local level. As a result, the importance of local services by Dutch 

municipalities has increased significantly and involving the public plays a significant role in 

managing these services. As such, municipalities increasingly invite citizens, public and 

private organizations to engage in municipal services and search for ways to do this.    

 

Denmark also has three layers of government (central, regional and municipal). Currently, 

there are 5 regions and 98 municipalities. The reason that Denmark has fewer municipalities 

than the Netherlands is due to a major reform in 2007, in which Danish local governments 

were subjected to a series of mergers (Villadsen et al., 2010). Danish municipalities are seen 

as an important level of government and there is “no system of subordination between the 

regional level and municipal level”. This means that there is no hierarchical relation between 

regions and municipalities (Local Government Denmark, 2009, p.4). “The reason for this is 

that municipalities differ in their tasks and responsibilities” (Local Government Denmark, 

2009, p.4). The municipalities are mainly responsible for public tasks in the field of 

education, housing, care for the elderly, social work, and infrastructure. In addition to that, 

Danish municipalities have the right to levy income taxes. As such, Danish municipalities just 

like Dutch municipalities have a certain amount of autonomy and are responsible for certain 

tasks. Furthermore, the municipalities in Denmark center on the municipal council, the mayor 

There has been some discussion about the way the mayor is appointed in the Netherlands. Since 2018 the 
appointment by the Crown is not in the constitution anymore.



and the bureaucracy. The municipal council governs the municipality and is elected every 

four years. The parties in the council form a coalition and the largest party appoints the mayor 

for the upcoming term. Apart from being the head of the municipal council the mayor is also 

the head of the municipal administration also known as the bureaucracy. This is in contrast to 

the Netherlands where the city manager is the head of the bureaucracy. In addition to that, the 

municipal council appoints the city manager on a permanent basis. This city manager, just 

like in the Netherlands, is responsible for all matters within the bureaucracy. Moreover, the 

bureaucracy executes orders given by the municipal council and mayor and is the link with 

the civil society (Local Government Denmark, 2009, p.6). Unlike the Netherlands, Danish 

municipalities do not have a position that is formally called aldermen. However, in practice 

the mayor is supported by several executive committees, which consist of a selection of 

council members (borgerrepræsentationen). The members of such committees perform tasks 

that are comparable to the tasks performed by Dutch aldermen. Because of the similarities in 

tasks these members are referred to as aldermen or board men in the following chapters.  

Since the reform in 2007 Danish municipalities are responsible for more public tasks. 

Services like education, social welfare services, health, environment and spatial planning, and 

road management have been reallocated as part of the reform and decentralized. This 

development is similar to the recent decentralizations that have taken place in the 

Netherlands. As a result, Danish municipalities have been experimenting with different and 

innovative forms to formulate and develop local plans and search for more collaboration with 

civil society, public and private organizations in order to manage these tasks. This 

development at the same time is supported by the shifting image of the functioning of 

governments that centers on promoting the modernization of public sector organizations 

(Greve, 2006). Consequently, citizens find it worth to be engaged in local decisions and 

various new citizen engagement practices emerge on local level.  

 

In South Africa, the government consists of national, provincial and local spheres. The 

provincial spheres consist of 9 provinces. The local spheres are divided in three categories, 

metropolitan, district and local municipalities, as defined by the Constitution of the Republic 

of South Africa (1996) and all represent the third layer of government specified as  



local government2. There are 278 municipalities, which consist of 8 metropolitan, 44 districts 

and 226 local municipalities (South African Government information, 2012). Local 

governments are responsible for several municipal tasks, which mostly entail delivering basic 

services like, employment, infrastructure, tourism, or electricity (National treasury of South 

Africa, 2011). In general the municipal council governs the local municipalities and is elected 

every five years. The municipality, just like in the Netherlands, consists of the executive 

board of mayor and aldermen and the bureaucracy. Together with the municipal council they 

are responsible for the functioning of the municipality. The municipal council has executive 

powers and the mayor is the chairperson of the council. The bureaucracy supports the 

municipal council and executive board and executes orders from them.  

In South Africa citizen engagement is particular relevant to the recent and ongoing 

political transformation. Since 1994, South Africa is a multiparty democracy and local 

municipalities play an important role in governing the country. Citizen engagement is 

considered as an integral part of the functioning of the government by providing for this in the 

Constitution (Klaaren, 2010; Tshoose, 2016). The Constitution defines the topics for which 

the municipalities are responsible. Specifically it states that local municipalities are there to 

“provide democratic and accountable government for local communities” (Constitution, 1996, 

p.13). In addition, with the multiparty democracy, citizen engagement is increasingly 

perceived as a way to change civil society’s skeptical view of local governments and improve 

the effectiveness and functioning of these governments. At the same time, local governments 

still face various challenges when organizing citizen engagement and search for clear 

mechanisms to set up citizen engagement (Tshoose, 2016). As such, local governments 

actively promote citizen engagement to overcome this. 

 

Based on these descriptions, all three countries share similarities in how local governments 

are structured, but reveal that the subject of citizen engagement plays a role in different ways 

in these countries.  

 

2 In terms of the Constitution (1996) a metropolitan municipality is a municipality that has exclusive municipal 
executive and legislative authority in its area. A local municipality is a municipality that shares municipal 
executive and legislative authority in its area with a district municipality within whose area it falls and a district 
municipality is a municipality that has municipal executive and legislative authority in an area that includes more 
than one municipality.  
 



Summary and overview of remainder dissertation 

In this chapter the research question and its motivation are described. The chapter elaborates 

on the growing interest in citizen engagement and highlights the challenges that local 

governments currently face when organizing citizen engagement. Next to that, depending on 

the research question, the research approach is discussed: case studies. Finally, the context in 

which the research is taken place is described.  

The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter two examines the 

way four Dutch municipalities organize citizen engagement and the challenges that they 

encounter. Following that, in chapter three, the influence of citizen engagement on citizens’ 

trust is revealed by exploring the effect of different methods of working. Chapter four 

explores the role of organizational culture for the way municipalities organize citizen 

engagement and tries to understand the context in which citizen engagement is realized. 

Furthermore, in chapter five I reveal the way a Danish municipality organizes citizen 

engagement by comparing a Danish and a Dutch case of citizen engagement. Chapter six 

sheds light on the way a South African municipality organizes citizen engagement and which 

elements play a role in this process. The empirical chapters two through chapter six were all 

written as journal articles and are published as such or submitted for publication. This means 

that these chapters can all be read independently of each other and can contain some recurring 

elements. Finally, chapter seven summarizes and discusses the findings of this dissertation. 
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ABSTRACT 

Involving citizens by means of citizen engagement has become widely accepted within local 

governments, including the Netherlands. Scholars have long asserted the value of citizen 

engagement. Understanding the way citizen engagement is organized and why it works or 

fails to work is still a challenge. This chapter explores the experiences of Dutch 

municipalities in organizing citizen engagement. By means of 54 semi-structured interviews 

with municipal representatives and document analyses it explores motivations to initiate 

citizen engagement. It analyses the methods deployed and reflects on the role of involved 

actors. Finally it reveals the challenges that occur during the organization of citizen 

engagement. The findings indicate that organizing citizen engagement is not an easy task and 

that the extent to which the motivation, methods and roles are clear among municipal council, 

board of mayor and aldermen and bureaucracy are of importance.   

 

Key words: Local governments, citizen engagement, civil society, Netherlands 

 

Introduction  

In recent decades citizen engagement has expanded within governments (Michels & de Graaf, 

2010). Citizen engagement can be understood as the process by which citizens are involved to 

a greater or lesser degree in tasks and services of the government (Ekman & Amnå, 2012; 

Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Especially at the local level citizen engagement is seen as way to 

collect input, mobilize resources and find (new) solutions for societal challenges (Horlick-

Jones, Rowe & Walls, 2007; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; Meerkerk, Koppenjan, Keast, 2015; 

Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Local governments recognize the value of citizen 

engagement and believe in the capacity of civil society (van Dijk & van Loon, 2019; Roberts, 

2004).  
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 At the same time, the context in which municipalities operate is susceptible to change 

(Grotens, van Dijk & Vugt, 2018). Societal developments such as decentralization, 

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

(Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; Fischer, 2000; Gaventa, 2002).  

These developments together with the broadening of citizen engagement have led to a 

growing attention to citizen engagement at the local level and the way local governments are 

organized or should be organized to set up citizen engagement (Dobbs, Manyika & Woetzel, 

2015). Despite the importance and normative significance of citizen engagement, 

municipalities still struggle to organize it effectively. Municipalities search for ways to do this 

and it is expected from local executives that they understand the requirements that are 

necessary to do so (Chatfield & Reddick, 2017; Cooper & Menzel, 2013; Gaventa & Barrett, 

2010; Lowndes, Pratchett & Stoker, 2001; Michels & de Graaf, 2010; Nabatchi & Amsler, 

2014; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). In addition to that, our knowledge about citizen 

engagement is still fragmented, leading to a desire for more empirical evidence on the process 

and organization of citizen engagement (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014).  

This study explores the way citizen engagement is organized by municipalities in 

practice. It focuses on experiences of Dutch municipalities because of the recent 

decentralizations of various public tasks. Dutch municipalities have been considered to be 

primary in managing these tasks and local executives use citizen engagement to do so. As 

such, the pressure to organize citizen engagement has increased significantly and therefore 

also the desire to implement it effectively. The paper begins by deliberating on what is 

already known about citizen engagement on local level in literature, followed by a description 

of citizen engagement in Dutch municipalities. It then compares four Dutch municipalities 

and explores the way in which they organize citizen engagement. It concludes with reflections 

on the main findings and makes suggestions for future research. 

 

Citizen engagement at the local level in literature  

Citizen engagement is a much-discussed topic in literature (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Rowe 

& Frewer, 2000). For example, it is indicated that citizen engagement takes place mainly 

within the context of local governments. It is suggested that compared to national or regional 

governments, municipalities are closer to civil society and are therefore regarded as more able 

to respond to local needs (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). As such, local governments pay extra 

attention to citizen engagement and actively invite citizens to generate and design solutions to 

problems they encounter. In many cases it is suggested that this is based on the idea that 



“those who are subject to laws and policies should engage in making them” (Fung, 2006, 

p.66). In addition to identifying the context in which citizen engagement often occurs, there 

are several other studies that have examined different areas of citizen engagement such as 

advantages of citizen engagement, criteria for citizen engagement, characteristics of those 

who engage or mechanisms of citizen engagement. For example, it has been shown that 

citizen engagement is often initiated to benefit from its advantages such as, the improvement 

of social cohesion, safety or livability in communities, to gain support for public decisions or 

better acceptance of these decisions, or to utilize resources within society (Fischer, 2000; 

Fung, 2007; Held, 1987; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; Mostert, 2003; King, Felty & Susel, 1998; 

Lee, 2014; Nylen, 2002). Furthermore, there are studies that reveal that criteria such as 

representation of participants, transparency, amount of influence and available resources 

support citizen engagement (Callahan, 2007; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Additionally, there are 

studies that focus on the features of those who engage. These studies demonstrate that those 

who participate are often Caucasian, middle-aged, male and highly educated citizens  

(Tonkens & Verhoeven, 2018). Lastly, there are studies that focus on the mechanisms of 

citizen engagement by revealing guidelines that support municipalities in organizing effective 

citizen engagement. These studies reveal that aspects such as context, objectives, leadership, 

motivation of those who initiate participation, roles of involved stakeholders and methods are 

important in organizing effective citizen engagement (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Fung, 2007; 

Sørensen & Torfing, 2016).  

 

Against this background, it becomes clear that a lot is already known regarding citizen 

engagement. Despite this knowledge, there still seems to be no clear picture of how to 

organize the process of citizen engagement efficiently. One of the main issues is that different 

contexts, definitions, processes, designs and outcomes are applied, causing variation in the 

organization of citizen engagement to emerge in municipalities (Lowndes et al., 2001; 

Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Yang & Callahan, 2005). Additionally, it is difficult to measure the 

outcomes of citizen engagement (Fung, 2006; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). Consequently, it 

makes it difficult to pinpoint what works and does not work in citizen engagement and to 

connect the theoretical knowledge to the existing practices (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Most 

studies talk about what helps in citizen engagement but hardly try to find out why citizen 

engagement works or does not work and why certain challenges occur in practice. It is 

suggested that this probably has to do with the way the process of citizen engagement is 

organized and the aspects that are identified as important for it, but it is not mentioned if this 



is based on empirical reasoning or normative reasoning (Nabatchi, 2012; Nabatchi & Amsler, 

2014). Ultimately, the question is how to understand citizen engagement in a way that it 

identifies what works and what does not work. We now turn to an example of a context in 

which citizen engagement is significant.  

 

Citizen engagement in the Netherlands  

The Netherlands is known as an example of vigorous activities in organizing and involving 

civil society in governmental processes at a local level (ROB, 2012; WRR, 2012). Within the 

Netherlands, local governments are seen as the most important and visible level of 

government. They have a certain amount of autonomy regarding public services and are often 

more citizen-oriented than the central level (Gradus & Budding, 2018). Local government 

centers on municipal actors consisting of the municipal council, the executive board of mayor 

and aldermen and the bureaucracy.  

In recent years several public tasks such as, employment, youth care or home care for 

elderly and disabled have been transferred from central to local governmental level. The 

argument was that local governments can respond in a more suitable manner to local needs 

and therefore can also manage these tasks efficiently and effectively. As a result the 

importance of local services has increased significantly and the engagement of citizens has 

become a vital aspect for governing within municipalities. By means of citizen engagement 

Dutch municipalities aim to fulfill these tasks and should strengthen the relationship between 

government and civil society (van Houwelingen et al., 2014; Gradus, 2017). Dutch 

municipalities are expected to respond to this development. They organize citizen engagement 

and thereby choose their own ways of fulfilling the new tasks and involving public actors 

(VNG, 2013; ROB, 2012). However, it is at the discretion of the individual municipality how 

they fulfill these tasks and organize citizen engagement effectively. Municipalities search out 

what works and does not work and give their own interpretation of how this can be done by 

understanding what citizen engagement means for the municipal actors involved, such as 

councilors, alderman, civil servants or citizens (van Houwelingen et al., 2014; ROB, 2012; 

Wal, Pröpper & Jong, 2012; WRR, 2012). After all, it is precisely these actors who are 

expected to organize citizen engagement properly.     

 

With the recent decentralizations there is an increased pressure on Dutch municipalities to 

implement citizen engagement. This pressure appears to be mostly social and stems from the 

desire to respond appropriately to the increasing public tasks and local needs and corresponds 



to the issue regarding citizen engagement described in literature. Whereas in literature it is 

pointed out what helps in effective citizen engagement in general, the challenge in practice is 

still to organize the conditions to implement citizen engagement effectively on local level. 

The Netherlands provides an interesting context for exploring this and to discover how 

engagement of citizens is organized. By exploring the experiences of Dutch municipalities 

with citizen engagement in practice, this study aims to shed light on the way these 

municipalities organize citizen engagement and to understand why it works or does not work.  

 

Research Method  

To explore the way Dutch municipalities organize citizen engagement a qualitative 

comparative approach was taken, specifically case studies were conducted. Case studies 

enable us to study a phenomenon, like citizen engagement in its own context (Baxter & Jack, 

2008). Based on that, we selected four Dutch municipalities: Zeist (62,830 inhabitants), 

IJsselstein (34,208), Ermelo (26,590 inhabitants) are mid-sized municipalities, whereas Ede 

(113,421 inhabitants) is a large municipality (CBS, 2017).   

The municipalities were selected based on several characteristics. First the size, in the 

Netherlands the majority of the municipalities is mid-sized (between 25,000 – 100,000 

inhabitants) or large (100,000+ inhabitants), for that reason we selected local governments 

corresponding to that size. Second the location of the municipality; a division is often made 

between municipalities positioned in urban areas (in casu Zeist, IJsselstein) and those that are 

located in less densely populated areas (i.e. Ede and Ermelo). Last, the municipalities selected 

are all searching for ways to understand the organization of citizen engagement. In particular 

since the increase in public tasks due to decentralization. Additionally, these places were all 

willingly to participate in a case study. As such, the subset of these four municipalities 

represents, to some extent, the variety that exists within Dutch municipalities.  

 To explore the organization of citizen engagement semi-structured interviews were 

held in the period of November 2015 and November 2017. In total, 54 semi-structured 

interviews were held within all four municipalities. In the municipality of Zeist, 13 interviews 

took place between November 2015 and January 2016. In the municipality of IJsselstein, 14 

interviews were held in the period of January 2016 and February 2016. Subsequently, 16 

interviews took place in Ermelo between November 2016 and December 2016. Lastly, 11 

interviews were carried out in Ede between October 2017 and November 2017. In each 



municipality, interviews were held with representatives of the municipal council, executive 

board of mayor and aldermen, public administration and civil society 4. These representatives 

were selected by the relevant municipality based on variation in age, gender, function and 

experiences with citizen engagement. Due to availability of the interviewees the number of 

interviews can vary between municipalities. The semi-structured interviews were held during 

the same election period (2015-2018) and thereby ensured consistency in the composition of 

the municipal council, executive board of mayor and aldermen and bureaucracy in each 

municipality. The interviews lasted in general one hour and centered on aspects that support 

citizen engagement, offering a framework to understand what works or does not work in the 

organization of this. In specific, aspects like motivations to organize citizen engagement, 

methods applied when organizing citizen engagement and roles of involved actors were 

discussed (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Fung, 2007; Sørensen & Torfing, 2016). In this way, 

the semi-structured interviews allowed a systematic discussion of these aspects in relation to 

citizen engagement. In addition, the interviews addressed challenges related to organizing 

citizen engagement by asking explicitly about the subject. All interviews were transcribed and 

summarized. These summaries were then sent to the interviewees and were all approved. 

After approval, the data was coded via Atlas.ti focusing on the aspects discussed during the 

interviews. During the analysis we looked for similarities and differences among the themes 

(Strauss & Corbin, 2014; Yin, 2009). Finally, documents that were found on websites or 

given to the researcher during the interviews were used.  

 

Results 

The comparative analysis focuses on aspects that facilitate effective citizen engagement: 

motivation, methods and role of the actors involved. The analysis of the motivation concerns 

reasons and objectives to organize citizen engagement. The analysis of methods looks at the 

different methods that the municipalities deploy while organizing citizen engagement. The 

analysis of the role of involved actors addresses the influence of citizen engagement on those 

who organize citizen engagement. The analysis ends with a brief overview of challenges that 

are experienced during setting up citizen engagement.  

 

 

 The civil society consists of citizens, private organizations and civil society organizations. 



Motivation: reasons and objectives  

The results of the empirical analyses of the municipalities’ motivation to arrange citizen 

engagement are displayed in table 2.1. The findings reveal similarities to the reasons to start 

citizen engagement. These reasons were dominated mainly by societal challenges that the 

relevant municipality faced. Reasons cited are, to manage individualization, decentralizations 

or cut-backs, to manage different demands within civil society, to increase trust or to respond 

to the eagerness of the community to participate. During the interviews it became clear that 

these societal challenges led to a re-examination of the way the municipality should operate 

and an increased focus on citizen engagement in all municipalities examined. A council 

member of Zeist explains: ‘Where in the past the municipality could say to citizens just let it 

go we will take care of it, today this isn’t possible anymore due to the amount of information 

that is available. That means that a municipality is not a self-evident authority on everything 

they do anymore, but it means that it is important to connect more to civil society’.  

A council member of IJsselstein agrees and points to the wish to respond and to 

connect to civil society: ‘Citizens do not have the feeling that they are heard and have less 

trust […]. Consequently, they are less involved and the municipality wants to respond to this’.  

 

As well as reasons to organize citizen engagement, objectives were also identified. Table 2.1 

shows that these objectives vary among the municipalities. Within the municipality of Zeist 

these objectives were clear and focused on innovative democratic processes in which citizens’ 

knowledge and expertise is used to create new solutions for societal challenges. A board 

member confirms: ‘The strength of society, their thinking power and their experience are 

needed to get insight into societal issues’. Within the municipality of IJsselstein the objectives 

were multiple, focusing on giving citizens more responsibilities. However, most of the 

interviewees agreed that it was of essence to create an effective and efficient functioning 

government by citizen engagement. Within the municipalities of Ermelo and Ede clear 

objectives seem to be absent, leading to a search in these municipalities for well-defined 

objectives regarding citizen engagement. The findings of the municipality of Ermelo reveal 

that municipal actors have an idea about which objectives matter, by emphasizing the 

importance of the connection between the municipality and civil society, but at the same time 

indicate that they are searching for clarity in these objectives. A civil servant of Ermelo points 

out: ‘We want to facilitate and give space to initiatives from civil society and connect to these 

[…], but how this is done is something we still search for.’ Whereas the findings in the 

municipality of Ede only indicate what is important in citizen engagement without appointing 



clear objectives. A civil servant of Ede gives a possible explanation: ‘I don’t know if we have 

explicitly formulated clear objectives for citizen engagement. To say that we know what we 

exact want with citizen engagement is not formulated’. The quote indicates that the 

municipality has not yet formulated clear objectives regarding citizen engagement, which 

contributed to a search for these.  

 

In sum, the findings show that the four municipalities vary in terms of motivation to organize 

citizen engagement mostly reflected in the presence of clarity or ambiguity in objectives. It 

suggests that this lack possibly leads to a search for clarity within the relevant municipality. 

 
Table 2.1.  
Motivation: reasons and objectives 
Municipality Reasons Objectives 
Zeist - Manage challenges like individualization, 

digitalization, computerization or budget 
cuts; 

- Dealing with increased tasks of the 
municipality;  

- Coping with different demands within 
society. 

- Initiate innovative democratic 
processes by utilizing knowledge 
and expertise of citizens in which 
the values trust, strength and 
closeness form the basis.  

IJsselstein - Manage challenges like individualization, 
decentralizations, digitalization or cut- 
backs; 

- Increase trust of citizens;  
- Cope with negative perceptions of 

citizens towards the government. 

- Increase efficiency and 
effectiveness of the municipality; 

- Give citizens more 
responsibilities.  

Ermelo - Manage challenges like individualization, 
digitalization and decentralization;  

- Respond to the changing role of the 
government. 

- Search for clear objectives. At the 
same time ideas about which 
objectives are important like, 
connecting to the civil society, 
giving citizens more 
responsibilities or giving citizens 
a voice.  

Ede  - Manage challenges like individualization, 
increased technology, increased amount 
of info; 

- Respond to the benevolence of the 
community to participate.  

- No clear objectives. Municipal 
actors indicate only what they 
find important but do not name 
concrete objectives. For example: 
anticipating developments in 
society, connecting to society, 
creating tailor-made policies or 
promoting social cohesion.  

 
Methods of citizen engagement  

The findings show a variety of methods the municipalities deploy to organize citizen 

engagement (Table 2.2). It becomes clear that in Zeist one method dominates when 

organizing citizen engagement. The municipality constantly establishes a dialogue between 



relevant stakeholders within the civil society (e.g. local residents, entrepreneurs or private 

stakeholders). By means of the dialogue the municipality aims to put these stakeholders 

central and develop substantive proposals for challenges in civil society and uncover what 

matters for them. A board member confirms: ‘To know what is going on in civil society 

requires organizing dialogues’. In this way, the municipality intends to mobilize the expertise 

and knowledge of the local society. It is said that civil servants in particular facilitate this 

dialogue and have created a clear process of how to conduct this dialogue.   

 

The findings further reveal that IJsselstein, Ermelo, and Ede did not apply one dominant 

method. These municipalities used various methods that are similar to each other in order to 

engage civil society. In the municipality of IJsselstein these for example were conversations, 

interactive decision making or information meetings. Likewise, in the municipality of Ermelo 

the interviewees mentioned that methods like voting, information meetings, advisory 

councils, lunches with the mayor, consulting hours or citizen initiatives are most frequently 

used to set up citizen engagement. Last, in Ede, identical methods were found such as, voting 

during elections, council meetings or information meetings (see Table 2.2 for more 

information). In addition, it became clear that these municipalities searched for more direction 

and structure regarding the methods used. A council member of Ede confirms: ‘A lot is 

happening without a concrete direction, from the bottom of the organization to the top of the 

organization without a clear line in it’.  

 

All in all, the findings indicate that the municipalities examined use different methods to 

organize citizen engagement, indicating that citizen engagement exists in no clear form or 

direction. This is visible in particular in the municipalities that do not seem to apply one 

dominant method, IJsselstein, Ermelo and Ede. Notable is that the methods the municipalities 

examined use hinge mostly on citizens having an informative and consultative role. The 

activities facilitate an interactive governance process in which public and private actors 

exchange views and ideas on municipal matters (Torfing et al., 2012).   

  



Table 2.1.  
Applied methods of citizen engagement 
Municipality Methods  
Zeist Dialogue. 
IJsselstein Conversation, interactive decision-making, information meetings.  
Ermelo Voting, information meetings, advisory councils, lunches with the mayor, consultation 

hours, citizen initiatives. 
Ede Voting, council meetings, information meetings, advisory councils, interactive 

decision-making, neighborhood focused working. 
Note. The methods presented are those most frequently mentioned during the interviews.  

 

Role involved stakeholders  

Related to the stakeholders involved, the findings reveal that organizing citizen engagement 

mainly affects the functioning of council members, board members and civil servants. It 

becomes clear that within all four municipalities organizing citizen engagement did not 

influence the legislative powers and responsibilities of these actors. This means that 

throughout citizen engagement the municipal council still has the function of the 

representation of citizens and establishes frameworks according to which the municipality 

carries out its tasks. The executive board of mayor and aldermen is still in charge of the daily 

operations and gives orders to the civil servants and the bureaucracy executes these orders and 

implements local policies. However, the findings reveal that organizing citizen engagement 

requires a change in the functioning roles of these municipal actors reflected in their attitude 

and behavior to make citizen engagement effective.  

 

The analysis reveals some interesting differences. In the municipality of Zeist there seems to 

be a clear view of the attitude needed and the behavior of council members, board members 

and civil servants in citizen engagement. According to them, to engage citizens means being 

facilitative, listening, pro-active, open, curious and willing to implement new methods. The 

actors stated that discussing the implications of citizen engagement for their role contributed 

to the creation of a shared understanding of each other’s role during citizen engagement.  

In the municipality of IJsselstein the role of the municipal actors in citizen engagement 

is still ambiguous. The interviews reveal that due to a recent merger and outsourcing of tasks, 

the municipality had become both owner and purchaser of these tasks. This change has an 

influence on how citizen engagement is organized and the roles of those who accomplish it. It 

is suggested that council members, board members and civil servants need to focus on core 

tasks, outcomes and efficiency. At the same time they need to let go, steer on main lines and 

have effective conversations. However, there is no indication of who exactly needs to display 



certain behavior, causing the municipality to search for a well-defined perspective on their 

role in relation to citizen engagement.  

Similarly, the interviews in Ermelo reveal that municipal actors know that a different 

role is required to organize effective citizen engagement, but they still speculate about an 

exact definition of this. Civil servants mainly emphasize the current role, which is defined as 

active and searching for a conversation, whereas council and board members emphasize the 

desired role, which is defined as open, listening and actively going to the civil society. As a 

result the municipality consciously tries to bridge the differences in role interpretation and 

searches for a clear direction in definition.  

Differing from other municipalities, the role of each municipal actor during citizen 

engagement in Ede remains unclear. The interviews reveal that municipal actors have ideas 

only about what these roles should be. Civil servants in particular want clarity in attitude and 

behavior, whereas council and board members want clarity in processes and structure and to 

promote behavior that is in line with this. In order to organize proper citizen engagement, the 

municipality wants to have guidance and direction concerning these roles and searches for 

alignment among the different views that exists between municipal actors.  

Last, interviews with civil society members in all municipalities reveal that they agree 

with the changes mentioned. They acknowledge that the municipalities examined make 

various attempts to involve civil society by initiating participation. They also recognize that it 

is important to keep civil society actively involved. Achieving this demands a change in 

attitude and behavior of the entire municipality.   

 

Considering this, citizen engagement seems to require a change in roles, whereby 

some municipalities have a clear perspective on this and others still search for it. It is 

interesting to see that the proposed attitude and behavior seem to correspond well to a certain 

kind of public leadership, namely transformational leadership (Băhnăreanu, 2011; Bass, 

2010). Transformational leaders are characterized as leaders who engage with and listen 

carefully to their follower to create solutions for problems (Bass, 2010; House & Howell, 

1992). Although the findings suggest that this leadership style is identified as important in 

organizing citizen engagement, it also shows that this leadership is not always defined or self-

evident. It seems that also other leadership styles are apparent, which is revealed by the other 

behavioral characteristics that were stated during the interviews and the search for clear roles 

in some of the municipalities examined. As such, defining the roles of municipal actors comes 

with some challenges for public managers. With the attention given to citizen engagement, it 



is expected from public leaders that they focus on the external environment to lead 

collaboration between private and public stakeholders to discover new solutions (Grotens et 

al., 2018); while the findings indicate that this is not so clear in practice. This observation 

brings us to the challenges encountered in these municipalities.  

 

Challenges  

The interviews reveal various challenges the municipalities face when organizing citizen 

engagement. Table 2.3 reveals that the challenges the municipality of Zeist experiences differ 

slightly from the challenges in the municipalities of IJsselstein, Ermelo and Ede. Whereas in 

Zeist the challenges mainly relate to the external environment, focused on developing new 

innovative methods to engage civil society, the challenges in the municipalities of IJsselstein, 

Ermelo and Ede are mostly related to the internal organization by focusing on clear processes, 

clear frameworks, clarification of motivation or creating a shared understanding about their 

functioning roles. A board member of IJsselstein confirms: ‘The municipal organization has 

not been able to realize the participation society fully, for a hundred percent, in which the 

municipality thinks and acts from concerns the residents themselves. This asks for a change’.   

 
Table 2.3.  
Challenges citizen engagement 
Municipality Challenges 
Zeist - Develop innovative methods to involve civil society; 

- Organizing a good process of citizen engagement;  
- Coping with initiatives of the civil society.  

IJsselstein - Enhance connection between municipality and citizens by implementing different 
forms of engagement; 

- Formulate clear framework and roles according to which the municipality 
operates;  

- Clarify when and why (motive) citizens engage.  
Ermelo - Concretize and create shared understanding between municipal actors about their 

function roles; 
- Facilitate citizen engagement methods;  
- Cope with initiatives of the civil society. 

Ede - Create integral and clear direction between municipal actors regarding motivation, 
methods and roles in citizen engagement;  

- Develop clear competencies that suit the organization of citizen engagement.  
 



Conclusion and Discussion 

Citizen engagement offers a way to involve citizens and relevant actors in developing 

solutions for challenges that local governments face. In this chapter we explored experiences 

of Dutch municipalities in organizing citizen engagement by understanding what works or 

does not work. Especially since the decentralizations, Dutch municipalities experience 

pressure to enhance citizen engagement. Despite the fact that the aspects of motivation, 

methods and roles are indicated in helping to organize citizen engagement (cf. Fung, 2007; 

Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014), the findings show that this is not an easy task in practice. More 

specifically, it appears that there are differences in the actual realization of these aspects 

reflected in the way municipal actors view them. We revealed that this can be clearly or 

lacking clarity. It has been shown that some of the municipalities examined struggle more 

with this than other. In municipalities where there is clarity in motivation, there also seems to 

be clarity in methods and roles among municipal actors like councilors, aldermen and civil 

servants (e.g. the municipality of Zeist). Consequently, there seems to be a clearer way of 

organizing citizen engagement and thereby also new possibilities to deploy further 

developments in the field of citizen engagement. In municipalities where this clarity is still 

absent, like IJsselstein, Ermelo, and Ede, a search within these municipalities develops 

focused on streamlining processes and clarifying these aspects to organize effective citizen 

engagement. Additionally, we also revealed that certain leadership styles were addressed for 

organizing citizen engagement.  

 

While it is far too early to conclude that clarity in these aspects contributes to implementing 

citizen engagement, it can be at least determined that clarity plays a role. As suggested by 

Denhardt & Campbell (2006) and Sørensen & Torfing (2018), concrete and clear motivation, 

designs (methods) and leadership do help in sustaining citizen engagement, portraying the 

importance of clarity. As such, in order to organize citizen engagement it is important for 

municipal actors to clarify such aspects before implementing it. Nevertheless, based on our 

research, it is not yet clear how the aspects motivation, methods and roles relate to each other. 

A possible direction might be that clear motivation contributes to choosing a suitable working 

method and corresponding roles. Future research should show if this is the case and how this 

relationship reveals itself.  

 

The results of this study are not without limitations. First, we investigated only four 

municipalities. As no other municipalities were available at the time, it makes it difficult to 



generalize the findings. In addition to that, we examined only municipalities in the 

Netherlands, which makes is a hindrance to the generalization of the findings to other 

countries. It would be worthwhile expanding the study to other municipalities as well as to 

other countries to find more explanations and patterns. Second, the municipalities examined 

are located in a country in which the conditions for citizen engagement are favorable. Future 

research should therefore also address municipalities that have to organize citizen engagement 

under unfavorable conditions to examine to which extent clarity in motivation, methods and 

roles matter. The third and final limitation has to do with the fact that citizen engagement is a 

broad subject and is often portrayed as a strategy for tackling challenges in various domains 

such as decreasing trust, urban development or cut-backs. Although it was beyond the scope 

of current research, future research will have to investigate if citizen engagement is indeed a 

strategy for these challenges. Nevertheless, this explorative study gives us insight into what 

works and does not work in organizing citizen engagement in Dutch municipalities. This 

study is therefore a next step in understanding effective organization of citizen engagement in 

local governments. 
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CHAPTER 3                                                                          

CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT AND TRUST: A STUDY AMONG CITIZEN 

PANEL MEMBERS IN THREE DUTCH MUNICIPALITIES1 
 

ABSTRACT 

Citizen engagement is a key component of democracy, especially in local governments. It is 

seen as a way to generate input and support, and to find creative solutions to problems and 

challenges governments face. Currently, Western democracies are witnessing a challenge in 

which citizens have less trust in their government. This explorative study examines if citizen 

engagement is a valuable strategy based on citizen panels of three Dutch municipalities. Four 

different direct forms of citizen engagement are studied: (1) attending a council meeting, (2) 

an information meeting, (3) conversation with an official, and (4) other forms of citizen 

engagement (e.g. social media or letter). The regression results indicate that the different 

forms of direct citizen engagement seem not to contribute to the amount of trust citizen panel 

members have in their own municipality. Attending a council meeting, a conversation with an 

official and other forms of engagement seem to have no or a negative effect on trust. In 

addition, the number of times that citizens engage seems not to or even negatively contributes 

to the amount of trust that they have in their municipality. 

 

Keywords: Citizen engagement, trust, Dutch municipalities, citizen panel 

 

Introduction 

The amount of trust that citizens have in their government is central to the functioning of both 

national and local government (Baldassare, 1985). In recent decades trust of citizens in formal 

institutions like governments has decreased (Lee & Schachter, 2018). A possible explanation 

is the difference between the actual position of these formal institutions and the expectations 

and demands that citizens have from them, in which the institutions often continue to operate 

traditionally and are described as bureaucratic and hierarchical (Callahan, 2007). In so doing, 

tensions between citizens and institutions have emerged, and citizens’ level of trust has 

changed. Simultaneously, there has been growing discussion about citizen engagement as a 

1 Siebers, V., Gradus, R., & Grotens, R. (2019). Citizen engagement and trust: A study among citizen panel 
members in three Dutch municipalities. The Social Science Journal, 56(4), 545-554.  



tool for governmental issues like the decrease in trust (Rowe & Frewer, 2000). It is generally 

held that citizen engagement enhances the quality of democracy and is valuable for generating 

input and support, and finding solutions for governmental challenges (e.g. health issues, 

budget cuts or trust issues) (Held, 1987; Horlick-Jones, Rowe, & Walls, 2007; Irvin & 

Stansbury, 2004; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Furthermore, for effective citizen 

engagement it is important that citizens believe that their comments and input matter (Pancer, 

2015). In particular, local authorities search for (new) ways to engage citizens by means of 

implementing different engagement methods (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015; Rowe & 

Frewer, 2000). As a government, it is important to realize that when citizens participate and 

do not believe that their input matters, this could lead to negative effects of citizen 

engagement like less trust and frustration. Only emphasizing the positive effects of citizen 

engagement could constrain the belief of citizens, and lead to a limited understanding of 

citizen engagement (Kahne & Westheimer, 2006). Nevertheless, the challenge of decreasing 

trust remains. Most literature argues that giving citizens more opportunities to engage shows 

promises in tackling this challenge (cf. Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). Based on this, this article 

examines which local characteristics and citizen engagement forms relate to trust in local 

governments by studying the citizen panels of three Dutch municipalities. 

The article begins by describing factors that influence trust in government and 

different citizen engagement forms at the local level of government. After that the relationship 

between trust and citizen engagement is discussed, followed by a description of the Dutch 

context. Next, an empirical analysis of trust within citizen panels of three Dutch 

municipalities is undertaken, trying to distinguish factors that relate to the amount of trust 

citizens have in their own municipality. The paper concludes by discussing the main findings 

and making suggestions for future research. 

 

Trust in government 

In recent years, the trust of citizens in government has declined, and has been a concern for 

both national and local government in the Netherlands and beyond (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010; 

Tolbert & Mosserberger, 2006; Uslaner & Brown, 2005). Trust is a subjective attitude and 

can be understood differently. Citizens can have trust in each other individually (social trust), 

but citizens can also have trust in the government as an institution (political trust) (James, 

Schulz & Van Olphen, 2001; Uslaner, 2018). In particular, the latter seems to be decreasing 

(cf. Uslaner & Brown, 2005). Political trust means that citizens know the “basic ideas or good 

of an institution” (Warren, 1999, p.6). If those ideas make sense, citizens will be motivated to 



engage with that particular institution (Tolbert & Mosserberger, 2006). Political trust is 

widely studied in governments and reveals various factors that influence trust (Chanley, 

Rudolph, & Rahn, 2000; Jennings & Stoker, 2004). For example, societal developments like a 

negative perception of the economy, scandals, and concerns about crime lead to a decrease in 

trust of citizens in their government (Chanley et al., 2000). Alongside these, governmental 

features like transparency in public decision making, availability of and accessibility to 

information, and population size also affect citizens’ trust in their government. The first three 

features seem to increase trust, while a large population size results in a declining sense of 

belonging to the community and can ultimately lead to less trust (Grimmelikhuijsen, 2010). 

Finally, it is revealed that socio-economic factors such as age, gender and education relate to 

trust and influence citizens’ perception of trust in their government (Baldassare, 1985). 

Several developments and factors influence the amount of trust that citizens have in 

government and can cause an increase or decrease in trust. When we look at trust of citizens 

in their government, the interaction between those who perceive (citizens) and what is being 

perceived (national or local government) is central. The interaction between citizens and their 

government is often referred to as citizen engagement (Arnstein, 1969; Bos, 2014; Creighton, 

2005; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). 

 

Citizen engagement and forms 

Scholars and practitioners use a wide variety of terms and definitions related to citizen 

engagement. The concept can be seen as an umbrella term and concerns many approaches for 

the same aspect. Examples are: public participation, public engagement, stakeholder 

involvement, co-creation, political participation, civic engagement, deliberative democracy or 

participatory democracy (Bos, 2014; Carpini, Cook, & Jacobs, 2004; Creighton, 2005; 

Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). Some 

terms focus on citizen behavior and highlight “who” is involved, like the public in public 

participation which focuses on the broad population, the stakeholders in stakeholder 

involvement as an invested stakeholder with a personal interest in political or societal issues, 

the citizens in co-creation as problem solvers for wicked unruly problems or the citizens in 

political participation as eligible voters or activists. Participation through activism is also 

called “manifest” participation. It should be mentioned that citizens can also be involved in a 

less direct or “latent” way. For example, in civic engagement in which the way one engages is 

not classified as formal (e.g. a volunteer) (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). Other terms focus more on 

the process of engagement and highlight the level of interaction between the relevant 



organization and citizens: examples of this include engagement focusing on getting 

individuals together in order to address public issues or administrative decisions, or 

deliberative or participatory democracy (Bos, 2014, p.6; Creighton, 2005, p.7; Nabatchi & 

Amsler, 2014; Sørensen & Torfing, 2016). Arriving at a synthesis, we see citizen engagement 

as a process and refer to it as an active form of involvement in the public domain in which 

citizens are to a greater or lesser degree involved in tasks and services of the government 

(Ekman & Amnå, 2012; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Although the terms vary, the essence of 

citizen engagement remains the same and emphasizes the interaction between citizens and 

government (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). The aforementioned differences show that citizen 

engagement has no clear definition and is a complex phenomenon. As such, citizen 

engagement can have different manifestations in practice. To differentiate these 

manifestations, several methods or forms of citizen engagement have been developed in 

recent years (Arnstein, 1969; Callahan, 2007; Lowndes, Pratchett, & Stoker, 2001; Rowe & 

Frewer, 2000). 

A commonly used distinction is that of direct and indirect forms of citizen engagement 

(Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). There seems to be an agreement in the literature that direct forms 

of citizen engagement lead to more active involvement of citizens compared to indirect 

citizen engagement (Ekman & Amnå, 2012). Citizens in direct citizen engagement forms are 

involved in public issues by providing input, solving problems or making decisions, whereas 

citizens in indirect citizen engagement are involved in public issues through representatives 

(e.g. committees) (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). In this paper 

we correspond to the direct forms of citizen engagement such as having a conversation with 

an official, voting, or attending a meeting. An overview of engagement forms is provided in 

Table 3.1, which shows that the degree of influence of citizens in these forms differs, ranging 

from citizens who provide input by expressing their opinions, to citizens who elicit judgments 

and decisions from which policy can be derived. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 3.1. 
Overview citizen engagement methods 
Nabatchi & Amsler (2014) Methods according to Rowe & 

Frewer (2000) 
Methods according to 
Lowndes et al. (2001) 

Direct citizen engagement - Public hearings 
- Public opinion surveys 
- Consensus conference 
- Citizens’ juries 
- Focus groups 
- Referendum (e.g. voting) 

 

- Consumerist methods (e.g. 
satisfaction survey or 
complaint survey) 

- Traditional methods (e.g. 
public meetings, public 
hearings) 

- Forums 
- Consultative methods (e.g. 

citizens’ panel, citizens’ 
jury, interactive website) 

- Deliberative methods (e.g. 
focus group, dialogue or 
conversation) 

Indirect citizen engagement - Advisory committees (e.g. 
working committee) 

- Negotiated rule making 
 

 

Note. Table developed based on the literature of Lowndes et al. (2001); Nabatchi & Amsler (2014); 
Rowe & Frewer (2000). 

 

Rowe and Frewer (2000) make a distinction between eight different methods of citizen 

engagement. In relation to direct and indirect citizen engagement, the methods of public 

hearings, opinion surveys, consensus conferences, citizen juries and focus groups are direct 

forms of citizen engagement. By providing input and expressing opinions, citizens influence 

decisions: for example, by filling out a survey, sitting on a citizen jury, attending a focus 

group or public hearing, or voting via a referendum. Furthermore, through these methods 

citizens influence decisions by early involvement in particular topics such as safety (e.g. via a 

consensus conference). Advisory committees and negotiated rule making are forms of indirect 

citizen engagement. By means of advising or consensus forming, citizens influence decisions 

via a certain kind of group of representatives (e.g. a working committee). 

Lowndes et al. (2001) also distinguish between different methods of citizen 

engagement. Instead of eight, they describe five different methods. These forms all 

correspond to the definition of direct citizen engagement. In relation to the degree of 

influence citizens have, a similar image is visible as in Rowe and Frewer (2000). In 

consumerist and traditional methods citizens influence governmental decisions by getting 

information, providing input and expressing their opinions, for example attending an 

information meeting or filling out a complaint survey. In forums and consultative methods 

citizens influence particular issues by consulting or advising, for example a citizen panel. 



Finally, via deliberative methods citizens influence and deliberate on issues from which 

policy can be derived by undertaking dialogue or attending focus groups. 

Although both Rowe and Frewer (2000) and Lowndes et al. (2001) use different 

categorization for distinct forms of citizen engagement, it is notable that these categorizations 

are only a rough indication. A particular method of citizen engagement can easily be divided 

into another category. 

 

Trust and citizen engagement 

Previous sections showed that several factors contribute to citizens’ trust in government. We 

also discuss different forms of citizen engagement in association with direct and indirect 

citizen engagement. In this section we focus on the relationship between trust and citizen 

engagement. 

Several studies have explored this relationship and describe it as ambiguous (Jennings 

& Stoker, 2004; Mizrahi & Vigoda-Gadot, 2009; Putnam, 2000; Uslaner & Brown, 2005;). It 

is said that citizen engagement “exists in a virtuous circle,” meaning citizens who have more 

trust engage more, but also citizens who engage more have more trust (Jennings & Stoker, 

2004, p.39). Some studies support the first assumption and perceive trust as explanatory for 

citizen engagement, like Uslaner and Brown (2005), who show that trust positively affects the 

use of different citizen engagement forms like political meetings, petitions, volunteering and 

charitable giving. The study of Tsang, Burnett, Hills, and Welford (2009) agrees and points 

out that trust helps to establish an effective dialogue between citizens and governments, which 

is a specific form of citizen engagement. 

Other studies support the second assumption and suggest that citizen engagement 

affects trust. These studies often focus on when or why citizen engagement leads to more or 

less trust of citizens in government. For example, the study by Kim and Lee (2012) revealed 

the positive contribution of newer forms of engagement like e-participation or e-government 

on citizens’ trust. They show that certain dimensions of e-participation have a positive effect 

on citizens’ trust in their local government, especially satisfaction, perceived influence on 

decision making, and governmental transparency. The study by Tolbert and Mosserberger 

(2006) agrees, and shows that the use of e-government, such as governmental websites, 

increases trust by enhancing and improving the interaction between citizens and government 

through responsiveness. Furthermore, it is revealed that citizen engagement leads to more 

trust (Wang & Van Wart, 2007). Citizen engagement may also negatively affect citizens’ 

attitude. It can lead to less empowerment, less belief in the government, the feeling of not 



being heard or unrealistic expectations, which in turn might lead to less trust (Gaventa & 

Barrett, 2012; Halvorsen, 2003; Lowndes et al., 2001; Sant & Davies, 2018). Alongside the 

explanation of why citizen engagement affects trust, the study by Quintelier and Van Deth 

(2014) explores the causal relationship between citizen engagement and political attitudes. 

They reveal that engagement by citizens leads to greater support of political attitudes. As 

citizens’ trust is also an attitude it is more likely that citizen engagement can also strengthen 

citizens’ trust, which is in line with the second assumption. 

In addition, to stimulate citizen engagement citizens must think that they are capable 

of participating and believe that they can understand and influence government decisions 

(Wang & Van Wart, 2007). This is also called citizen efficacy or political efficacy (Anderson, 

2010; Pancer, 2015). Citizen efficacy affects the amount of trust that citizens have in 

government and explains citizens’ behavior (e.g. why they engage in a particular method like 

attending a meeting). The underlying logic is that when citizens believe that their influence in 

governmental issues matters, they trust the actions of government more, which therefore also 

impacts whether they engage (Almond & Verba, 2015; Anderson, 2010). There is a 

distinction between internal efficacy and external efficacy. In internal efficacy, citizens have 

confidence in themselves and their ability to understand and influence the process. If this is 

high, citizens are more willing to engage with and trust their government compared to when 

this is low. In external efficacy, on the other hand, citizens have the confidence and belief that 

governments are responsive to their engagement. This impacts citizens' willingness to engage 

and trust. Citizens with high external efficacy engage more because they have more trust in 

their government. Citizens with low external efficacy engage less because they have less trust 

in their government (Anderson, 2010; Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2014; Pancer, 2015). Both 

internal and external efficacy relate to citizen engagement and in turn to possible outcomes 

like governmental trust. However, it is suggested that external efficacy is a greater predictor 

of citizen engagement than internal efficacy. A reason for this is that external efficacy focuses 

directly on political sentiments and possibly also on engagement and trust, whereas internal 

efficacy focuses more on the individual (e.g. a person’s self-esteem), which does not 

necessarily lead to more engagement and more trust (Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2014). 

The studies described above endorse the relationship between (different forms of) 

citizen engagement and trust. Our interest is not to describe the circular reasoning between 

trust and citizen engagement, but rather to describe the role of citizen engagement in citizens’ 

trust in local government. The reason for this lies in the possible benefits of citizen 

engagement, in which citizen engagement can (re-)establish citizens’ trust in governments if 



implemented wisely by governments (cf. Rowe & Frewer, 2000). However, in general there is 

no indication of this. We therefore want to explore if citizen engagement in a citizen panel 

affects trust in local government. In general, the expectation is that citizen engagement can 

affect trust positively or negatively, and only under certain conditions can be seen as a viable 

strategy for tackling the general decrease in political trust of government.  

 

Dutch municipalities 

In the Netherlands there are three layers of government (central, provincial and local). 

Subnational governments consist of 12 provinces and (in 2017) 388 municipalities. Local 

governments are seen as the most important and visible level of decentralized government and 

they have considerable autonomy regarding public service provision (Gradus & Budding, 

2018). Due to mergers, the number of municipalities has decreased from 538 in 1999 to 388 

in 2017. Within the Netherlands, local government has a more citizen-oriented focus 

compared to national or provincial government. In recent decades, various public 

responsibilities such as home care for the elderly and disabled have been transferred from 

central to local government level. As a result, the importance of local social services has 

increased significantly. Currently, municipalities have a budget of about 7 percent of gross 

domestic product (GDP) and 20 percent of government spending. With over 40,000 

inhabitants on average, Dutch municipalities are relatively large if compared with other 

European countries such as Spain. The center of local government consists of the municipal 

council, the executive board of mayor and aldermen, and the bureaucracy. The municipal 

council consists of political parties that are elected every four years by citizens, and decides 

on the budget. The most important parties in the Netherlands are the Christian democrats, 

social democrats and conservative liberals (cf. Gradus & Budding, 2018). 

The mayor and aldermen form a board, which has an executive function and manages 

daily operations. The aldermen play an important role in the execution of local policies. Next 

to the aldermen, the mayor within the municipality has limited executive powers and has 

certain statutory and representative duties. In addition, the mayor acts as an independent 

chairperson of the municipal council. The municipal council appoints the aldermen. In the 

Netherlands there is a dualistic system. As a result the mayor and aldermen are not official 

members of the municipal council. Furthermore, the executive board of the mayor and 

aldermen gives orders to the civil servants in the bureaucracy and can be seen as the link 

between the political bodies and the bureaucracy. The bureaucracy executes these orders and 

is also linked to the civil society. Although Dutch municipalities are autonomous in their 



functioning and organizational management, the national government still has a facilitating 

and stimulating role (Van Hengel, Budding, & Groot, 2014). When it comes to engagement, 

the effects of citizen engagement are also acknowledged in the Netherlands. In recent years 

the Dutch government has addressed engagement, trust and the role of local government in it 

(ROB, 2012; WRR, 2012). Local governments emphasize the concern of the decreasing trust 

of citizens and promote citizen engagement. As a result, municipalities search for ways to 

organize citizen engagement to tackle challenges like decreasing trust. 

 

Relevance of trust in practice 

Citizen engagement is particularly relevant to municipalities as they interact with citizens on a 

daily basis and therefore could effectively engage citizens to find solutions to the challenges 

they face. Public administrators and scholars acknowledge this and suggest that citizen 

engagement leads to positive outcomes including more citizen trust in governments. 

Nevertheless, little research has been carried out on the effects of citizen engagement, and it is 

not evident in what ways (positive or negative) citizen engagement links to trust in Dutch 

local government. Most studies are conducted in the USA and Asia (Kim & Lee, 2012; 

Mizrahi & Vigoda-Gadot, 2009; Tolbert & Mosserberger, 2006; Uslaner & Brown, 2005). 

In the Netherlands citizens’ trust in government seems to vary. With the growing 

attention in Dutch local governments on citizen engagement as a strategy for governmental 

challenges it is interesting to see if citizen engagement indeed helps. For this reason the 

following research question is examined: What role does citizen engagement play in the trust 

that citizens have in their municipality? 

This study aims to examine the relationship between the ways citizens engage in their 

own municipality, and trust. The study focuses in particular on direct forms of citizen 

engagement in association to trust, in which we presume that more engagement of citizens 

leads to more trust. We therefore correspond to the studies that focus on the contribution of 

citizen engagement to trust, and examine if citizen engagement leads to other trust levels (cf. 

Jennings & Stoker, 2004). By means of a cross-sectional study we examine if and how this 

variation in trust is related to different forms of engagement among citizen panel members. 

This study is part of broader research in which the implementation and organization of citizen 

engagement in Dutch, Danish and South African municipalities is examined. Municipalities 

search for how to organize citizen engagement. As a result, different forms of citizen 

engagement emerge in practice. Examining the contribution of direct forms of citizen 

engagement to the challenges local governments face (in this case, declining trust) gives us 



insight into the possible effects of citizen engagement, and reveals if, how and which methods 

of citizen engagement might contribute to solving these challenges. 

 

Citizen Panel and Data Collection  

To analyze further the relationship between citizen engagement and trust in local governments 

among citizen panel members, we used data from three Dutch municipalities: IJsselstein, 

Zeist and Ermelo. The municipality of IJsselstein (34,101 inhabitants) and Zeist (62,258 

inhabitants) are mid-sized municipalities located in Utrecht (CBS, 2016). This is an urban 

area of the Netherlands. The municipality of Ermelo is also a mid-sized municipality (26,507 

inhabitants), but is located in a less densely populated area of the Netherlands, the north of 

Gelderland. The municipalities of Zeist and IJsselstein seem politically representative of the 

Netherlands. However, in Ermelo orthodox Protestant parties and church attendees seem to 

play a more important role. Notably, the monthly church attendance in Ermelo (41.4 percent) 

is substantially higher than in Zeist (14.8 percent) and IJsselstein (9.6 percent), and the old-

age dependency ratio (i.e., the ratio of people older than 65 to those between the ages of 15 

and 65) for the municipalities of Zeist (37) and Ermelo (41) are substantially higher than for 

IJsselstein (29), compared to the Netherlands as a whole (32). From this demographic and 

societal perspective, the subset of the three municipalities contains an interesting variance. 

Our data derive from a citizen panel within the three municipalities (refer to Appendix 

2).2 A citizen panel is a (digital) forum in which citizens of the municipality are approached 

by means of a questionnaire on several local issues. A questionnaire offers the possibility to 

test a specific research question (in this case, the role of citizen engagement and trust in local 

government), and simultaneously allows the possibility of collecting a large amount of data in 

a short period of time (Jick, 1979). The questionnaires were developed in cooperation with the 

different municipalities. To be able to compare the data, similar questionnaires have been 

considered. Afterwards, the results of the different questionnaires were reported back to each 

municipality. Within all three municipalities, the objective of the questionnaire was to portray 

the different perceptions that citizens in the panel have of the municipality in which they live, 

and which forms of citizen engagement they use. 

2 This study examines whether the level of trust in municipalities is affected by various forms of citizen 
engagement among citizen panel members. This study therefore differs from existing studies that measure trust 
or citizen engagement in (local) governments in general (cf. Van Houwelingen, Boele, & Dekker, 2014; WRR, 
2012). 



However, the survey design was different between these three municipalities. In the 

municipalities of IJsselstein and Zeist a citizen panel already had been present for some years. 

In Zeist the panel had been active from 2009, and in IJsselstein from 2011. In 2016, these 

panels comprised 1117 citizens in IJsselstein and 771 citizens in Zeist. Similar to Ermelo, 

these members were selected randomly by a call or an email. In Zeist the interest for this 

panel was raised by an advertisement in a newspaper. From January to February 2016, 

members of the citizen panel of the municipality of IJsselstein received an email from the 

municipality containing a link to the questionnaire. Of those questionnaires, 515 were 

received back, making the response rate 44 percent.3 For Zeist a similar approach was used. 

From March to April 2016, 771 citizens were approached to engage in a questionnaire. A total 

of 271 questionnaires were returned, indicating a response rate of 38 percent.4 In the 

municipality of Ermelo such a citizen panel did not exist. Therefore, from February to March 

2017, 8357 households in Ermelo were randomly selected to be approached by mail. This 

mailing contained a link and personal password to gain access to the questionnaire.5 As no 

citizen panel was available, the response rate was substantially lower, at 7.3 percent. 

Ultimately, the total sample comprises 1400 observations. After preliminary analyses, 

it was decided to remove respondents who did not fill in the question about the amount of 

trust they have in their municipality. Our final sample consists of 1337 respondents. Of those 

respondents, 849 are male (63.5 percent) and 488 are female (36.5 percent). Concerning 

gender, the preliminary analyses reveal that in all three municipalities males filled out the 

questionnaire more often. Regarding age,6 the majority of respondents fall into the average 

category (30–64) (61 percent). Furthermore, the majority reported having a higher vocational 

education or university degree (60 percent). For the descriptive statistics, see Table 3.2. 

 

 
 

3 After some while those who did not fill in the questionnaire received a reminder two times. A similar approach 
was used for Zeist.
4 In Zeist 52 emails had a hard bounce, so the email address was incorrect or no longer working. The citizen 
panel of the municipality of Zeist was latent, which is a possible explanation for the low response rate.
5 After one and a half weeks, citizens between the age of 18 and 39 received a reminder. The reason for this was 
that this group was not well represented at that point.
6 The age categories are in accordance with the municipal person registration system that is used in Dutch local 
governments. Not every municipality handles the same age categories. To compare the different age categories, 
we therefore divided the age variable into dummies to examine the influence of age on trust. Dummy 1 involves 
citizens aged between 18 and 29 years old, called dummy young. Dummy 2 involves citizens above 65 years, 
called dummy old. Dummy 3 involves citizens between 30 and 64 years old, called dummy average. The 
majority of the respondents felt into this last category and this is therefore our reference category.



Table 3.2.  
Descriptive statistics 
 N Min Max Mean  SD 
Amount of trust 1337 1 5 3.24  0.80 
Gender (female = 1) 1337 0 1 0.36 0.48 
Age dummy young  1314 0 1 0.04 0.20 
Age dummy average 1314 0 1 0.61 0.49 
Age dummy old 1314 0 1 0.35 0.48 
Higher education  1337 0 1 0.60 0.49 
Dummies citizen 
engagement 

     

 Council meeting 1337 0 1 0.11 0.31 
 Information meeting 1337 0 1 0.50 0.50 
 Conversation with official* 1337 0 1 0.29 0.45 
 Other forms of engagement  1337 0 1 0.11 0.31 
*Conversation with a council member, mayor, alderman or administrator in the bureaucracy. 
 

Variation in trust 

In order to examine trust, our first question relates to the amount of trust citizens have in the 

way their municipality is governed. To answer this question the following was asked: 

 

How much trust do you have in the way the municipality is governed by the municipal 

council, executive board of mayor and aldermen, and bureaucracy? 

 

The citizens in the panel are asked to rate the amount of trust in their municipality on a five-

point Likert scale (1 = Very little, 5 = Very much). It is shown that a variety in the perception 

of trust is present (see Figure 3.1). This variation in trust is also present when the different 

municipalities are analyzed separately. For the municipality of Ermelo the mean is the highest 

and therefore also the trust among citizens (Table 3.3). 

 



 
Figure 3.1. The amount of trust citizens have in their municipality (N = 1337) 

 

Table 3.3.  
Variation in the amount of trust citizens have in their municipality 
 N Mean SD  
Municipality    
IJsselstein  496 3.22 0.76 
Zeist 256 3.13 0.77 
Ermelo  585 3.30 0.85 
Total trust  1337 3.24 0.80 
 

Next to the variable trust, several variables representing different citizen engagement 

forms are included to examine the relationship between trust and the extent to which citizens 

engage. Direct citizen engagement is displayed in different forms. These forms are divided 

into: attending a council meeting; attending an information meeting; having a conversation 

with the mayor, a council member, an alderman or a public administrator; and other forms of 

engagement. Within this last category, respondents are asked for an explanation. These 

explanations are diverse: letters, emails, platforms, interactive decision making, 

questionnaires, dialogue, and digital forms (websites, Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp). 

Finally, the amount of trust that citizens have can also be explained by municipal 

differences. This means that there could be a difference in the amount of trust citizens 

perceive in relation to which municipality they live in. Hence, we also include a municipality 

fixed effect in our analyses. We hereby use Ermelo as a benchmark. 
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Results 

In the next section we explore the effect of citizen engagement on trust.7 An ordinal or an 

ordered logit regression based on a pooled dataset is conducted to analyze the effects of 

citizen engagement forms and socio-economic factors on the amount of trust citizens in the 

panel have in their municipality. We use list-wise deletion if there is a missing value; we 

ended up having 1314 observations. Table 3.4 presents the results. A likelihood ratio test 

shows that this model is highly significant. In the first and second columns the coefficients 

and standard errors are presented. 

 
Table 3.4.  
Estimations results: ordinal regressions with different citizen engagement forms 
Dependent variable: Trust    
 Estimate SE 
Council meeting -0.46*** 0.18 
Information meeting -0.10 0.11 
Conversation with official -0.31** 0.13 
Other forms of citizen engagement -0.37** 0.17 
Age young (ref. average) -0.17 0.27 
Age old (ref. average) 0.21* 0.11 
Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) -0.16 0.11 
Education (0 = low, 1 = high) 0.11 0.11 
Zeist (ref. Ermelo) -0.47*** 0.15 
IJsselstein (ref. Ermelo) -0.30*** 0.12 
Prob. (LR. Statistic)  0.00   

Note. All coefficients are insignificant except for the coefficients with */**/*** which denote 
significance at the 90 percent/95 percent/99 percent levels. 
 

In Table 3.4, the variables attending a council meeting, having a conversation with an 

official, using other forms of citizen engagement, the socio-economic factor age and the 

dummy for the municipality of Zeist and IJsselstein have a significant relationship to the 

amount of trust citizens have in their municipality. The results show that with regard to the 

different forms of citizen engagement, the form attending a council meeting turns out to be 

negative and significant at 1 percent. This suggests that citizens who attend a council meeting 

have less trust in their municipality compared to citizens who do not attend a council meeting.  

7 We also checked for correlations of explaining variables and they were below 0.7. These Pearson correlations 
can be obtained from the authors upon request. We also applied normal OLS-regressions but they give in term of 
significance and sign similar results to ordinal regression. These results are available upon request.



The same result is also perceptible for having a conversation with an official (significant at 5 

percent). Citizens who report having a conversation with an official have less trust in their 

municipality compared to citizens who do not. Finally, citizens who use other forms of citizen 

engagement have less trust in their municipality compared to citizens who do not report using 

other forms of engagement (significant at 5 percent). Of the socio-economic factors the results 

reveal that only citizens who belong to the category “old” have a positive significant relation 

with trust (significant at 10 percent). Citizens who belong to this category have more trust in 

their government compared to citizens who belong to the category “average.” Of the other 

socio-economic factors the results show that of age, the category “young,” gender and higher 

education did not have a significant effect on the amount of trust citizens have in their own 

municipality. Furthermore, both the estimates for the dummy of the municipalities of Zeist 

and IJsselstein are negatively significant at 1 percent (compared with the reference of 

Ermelo). Citizens who live in the municipality of Zeist or IJsselstein have less trust in their 

municipality compared to citizens who live in the municipality of Ermelo. The drivers behind 

these differences are an important topic for future research (see also discussion). 

To conclude, the above-described analyses indicate that different forms of direct 

citizen engagement are negatively associated with trust and seem to decrease the amount of 

trust that citizen panel members have in their own local government. Next, we examined if 

the number of times that citizens report using a particular engagement form influences the 

amount of trust that citizens have in their government, and developed a second model. An 

overview of the number of times citizens report using a particular citizen engagement form is 

given in Table 3.5.8 

 
Table 3.5. 
The number of times citizens use a particular method of engagement 
Number of times engaged Frequency Percent 
   
0 474 35.5% 
1 501 37.5% 
2 255 19.1% 
3  90 6.7% 
4 17 1.3% 
Total 1337 100% 
 

8 Dummy variables were developed to examine the influence of the number of times citizens engage on trust. 
The reference category is 0 times engaged. Dummy 1 = respondents reported engagement once; dummy 2 = 
respondents reported engagement twice. Table 3.5 shows that only 17 citizens reported engaging four times; for 
that reason this variable is added to the category three times engaged and forms dummy 3.



Once again an ordinal regression is conducted to measure the influence of the number 

of times citizens engage on the amount of trust citizens have in their own municipality (see 

Table 3.6). Also now a likelihood ratio test shows that the model is highly significant. In the 

first and second columns the coefficients and standard errors are presented. 

 
Table 3.6.  
Estimations results: Ordinal regressions with number of times citizen engagement 
Dependent variable: Trust    
 Estimate SE 
Citizen engagement 1 (ref. 0 engagement) -0.34*** 0.13 
Citizen engagement 2 (ref. 0 engagement) -0.55*** 0.15 
Citizen engagement 3 (ref. 0 engagement) -0.87*** 0.21 
Age young (ref. average) -0.20 0.27 
Age old (ref. average) 0.20* 0.11 
Gender (0 = male, 1 = female) -0.17 0.11 
Education (0 = low, 1 = high) 0.11 0.11 
Zeist (ref. Ermelo) -0.48*** 0.15 
IJsselstein (ref. Ermelo) -0.30*** 0.12 
Prob. (LR. Statistic)  0.00  

Note. All coefficients are insignificant except for the coefficients with */**/*** which denote 
significance at the 90 percent/95 percent/99 percent levels. 

 
All dummies with the different number of times that citizens report engaging turn out 

to be negative and significant at 1 percent. This suggests that the number of times citizens 

engage is negatively related to the amount of trust citizens have in their municipality.9 The 

coefficient makes clear that if the number of times one engages increases from two to three or 

four, a negative effect on trust still exists. Furthermore, of the socio-economic factors, only 

citizens who belong to the category “old” have a positive significant relation with trust 

(significant at 10 percent), revealing that citizens who belong to this category have more trust 

in their municipality compared to the reference category “average.” In addition, of the other 

socio-economic factors the category age “young,” gender and education did not have a 

significant effect on trust. Finally, just like in the first model, the municipality fixed effect for 

Zeist and IJsselstein is negative and significant. Citizens from both Zeist and IJsselstein have 

less trust in their municipality compared to citizens who live in the municipality of Ermelo 

(significant at 1 percent). 

9 It should be noted that the number of observations for four times is relatively small (see Table 3.5). Therefore, 
we also run a regression with three and four times separately. In that case, for three times we found similar 
results in terms of significance and for four times we found significance at the 10 percent level.



Robustness of results10 
We also apply different regressions for these forms of engagement or the number of times of 

engagement including the socio-economic variables for each municipality individually. In 

terms of significance, the results for the municipality of Ermelo are similar to Tables 3.4 and 

3.6. However, for the municipalities of Zeist and IJsselstein there are no significant results. It 

seems that the results in Tables 3.4 and 3.6 are fully driven by the municipality of Ermelo. 

We also add an extra control variable, as the neighborhood is important. For Zeist 

these data were not available, but for Ermelo and for IJsselstein four neighborhoods could be 

distinguished. Only for the neighborhood south of IJsselstein do we have a positive and 

significant result (at the 10 percent level). A possible explanation could be that this particular 

neighborhood is relatively new and consists of young couples. In addition, as most discussion 

will be on the endogeneity of different forms of citizen engagement, we carry out four 

regressions leaving one of these variables out. The results for other variables are very similar 

to those presented in Table 3.4. 

To conclude, the regressions with all data suggest a negative relationship between 

citizen engagement and trust among citizen panel members. Only for the municipality of 

Ermelo does the negative significant relationship still exist when we analyze the 

municipalities separately. We therefore conclude that there is no or a negative relationship 

between citizen engagement and trust within the citizen panels. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study explored the relationship between citizen engagement and trust within 

Dutch municipalities. With the development of complex challenges that municipalities face, 

citizen engagement in both practice and science is often presented as a solution. One of these 

challenges is the declining trust of citizens in their government. Over recent years the debate 

on citizen trust in local government has intensified. To gain more insight into the contribution 

of citizen engagement to citizen trust, this study examined this relationship through a cross-

sectional study among citizen panels within three Dutch municipalities. In addition, we 

examined if the number of times citizens engage affects the amount of trust citizens have. For 

the municipalities Zeist and IJsselstein there was an existing citizen panel to which a 

questionnaire was sent, while for the municipality Ermelo such a citizen panel was set up. 

10 The results in this paragraph can be obtained upon request.



Based on this, a sample consisting of 1337 observations was set up with trust as the ordinal 

variable. Notably, the average trust in Ermelo is higher than in the other two municipalities. 

Our ordinal regressions indicate that the use of different direct forms of citizen 

engagement is negatively associated with citizen panel members’ trust and therefore does not 

seem to contribute to the amount of trust that citizens have in their municipality. In particular, 

the forms of attending a council meeting, having a conversation with an official and using 

other forms of citizen engagement are significant and negative. For the form information 

meeting no relation was found. A possible explanation has to do with external efficacy 

(Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2014; Kahne & Westheimer, 2006). It is possible that those who 

were active in citizen engagement have a low external efficacy and do not believe that their 

engagement in decisions matters, which in turn leads to lower levels of trust (Anderson, 

2010). Another explanation could have to do with officials’ response to citizens’ demands. 

When citizens are in contact with the municipality or officials, they tend to consider that their 

voice is not heard and this leads to less trust (Sant & Davies, 2018, p.381). This also relates to 

citizen efficacy, when external efficacy increases citizens’ belief that the municipality 

responds correctly to their input and voice, which leads to more engagement, and in turn to a 

higher level of trust (Corrigall-Brown & Wilkes, 2014). For future research it is important to 

explore this further and to distinguish between external and internal efficacy. It should be 

noted that this result is mainly driven by the municipality of Ermelo. Based on separate 

estimations, for Ermelo a strong relation between citizen engagement and trust was found. 

Interestingly, the establishment of the citizen panel in Ermelo was recent, in 2017, while those 

of Zeist and IJsselstein were set up in 2009 and 2011, respectively. The establishment of this 

citizen panel and increasing use of the internet (and therefore the decreasing threshold for 

being active in such a panel) should be investigated in further research. 

Regarding the socio-economic factors, our results are partially in line with Baldassare 

(1985), who states that individual characteristics like age relate to trust. Citizens who belong 

to the category “old” have a positive significant relation with trust. However, the socio-

economic factors gender and education did not relate to citizens’ trust. Finally, the findings 

suggest that the number of times citizens engage leads to less trust of citizens in their 

municipality. Consequently, our findings indicate that citizen engagement has a negative 

effect on citizens’ trust in their municipality. Thus, this study seems to question the positive 

effects of citizen engagement and offers space for reflection on citizen engagement as a 

solution for the declining trust of citizens. Citizen engagement is often portrayed as a strategy 

for challenges that governments face, but our study presents some doubt of this in the context 



of the citizen panel. Although the causes for this have to be explored, building a panel and 

more citizen engagement seems not to be sufficient to increase (political) trust. Local 

government must therefore continue to review and reflect on the application of citizen 

engagement in the challenges that they face. 

In future research there are many avenues to explore. First, regarding age, we only 

have information about whether citizens belong to the young, average or old age group; the 

exact age could be added. Other socio-economic variables such as ethnicity are not available 

for the current database. If we add neighborhood as an extra control variable, results are 

similar, although one of eight neighborhoods has a positive and significant result on trust. In 

future research we therefore encourage having more detailed information on neighborhoods. 

Second, this study only examines citizen panels of three Dutch municipalities based 

on a different survey set-up. As no other municipalities were available, this makes it hard to 

generalize the findings. Therefore, it would be worthwhile extending the questionnaire to 

other municipalities. 

Third, even for and between these three Dutch municipalities we see some interesting 

results and differences. The municipality of Ermelo, which has a more religious population 

and a more active civil society, has a higher level of trust, although citizen engagement here is 

linked negatively to trust. Therefore, it would be interesting to further analyze the 

interrelation between trust, civil society and citizen engagement. 

Fourth and finally, exploration has to do with the contribution of citizen engagement 

via an in-depth analysis. Nowadays, new forms of citizen engagement are emerging. 

Examples are engagement through WhatsApp, digital forums, e-participation or citizen 

initiatives (e.g. joint purchase of solar panels or setting up a care cooperative). The chosen 

citizen engagement forms in this study are often defined as traditional forms. Although this 

explorative study suggests that these forms have a negative effect on citizens’ trust, it would 

be interesting to examine the influence of newer forms of engagement on the amount of trust 

that citizens have in their municipality. This might help to identify the effects of particular 

engagement forms. Thus, this research provides a next step in understanding the impact of 

citizen engagement on the local level, and therefore also the potential effects of citizen 

engagement in local government. 
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ABSTRACT 

This explorative study examines the role of organizational culture in organizing citizen 

engagement in local governments. The study is based on 29 semi-structured interviews with 

council members, board members and civil servants and the OCAI culture questionnaire in 

three Dutch municipalities. Although the role of culture in citizen engagement is still under-

exposed, our empirical evidence suggests its role. The results indicate that the prevailing 

organizational culture of the bureaucracy somehow reflects in the municipality’s organization 

of citizen engagement. The paper concludes that local governments need to be aware of this 

to create an environment that supports meaningful citizen engagement.  

 

Key words: Citizen engagement, organizational culture, competing values framework, local 

governments  

 

Introduction  

At all levels of government around the world interest in citizen engagement has grown 

tremendously. Citizen engagement is the process by which governments involve the 

community in public issues through democratic discussions (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; 

Nabatchi, Gastil, Leighninger & Weiksner, 2012). Societal developments like globalization, 

individualization, decentralization and increased technology play an important role in this 

growing interest and constitute the environment in which governments operate to change 

(Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; Cornwall & Gaventa, 2001; Fischer, 2000; Gaventa, 2002). 

This is particularly visible at the local level of government where citizen engagement is often 

presented as a strategy to manage these developments. Municipalities actively invite citizens 

to devise solutions for issues raised by these developments and aim to incorporate citizen 

engagement in their municipal processes (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Rowe & Frewer, 2000). 

Siebers, V.M. (2020). Citizen engagement in local governments: the role of organizational culture. 
Administratio Publica, 28(1), 158-177.



 

With a focus on citizen engagement, municipalities increasingly pay more attention to 

organizational culture (Parker & Bradley, 2000; Siebers & Torfing, 2018). It is assumed that 

different behavior is necessary to facilitate citizen engagement, and municipalities are asked 

to adopt this by becoming more effective, adaptive, participative and flexible (Lee & Kwak, 

2012; Morgan, 2006; Parker & Bradley, 2000; Siebers, 2018; Siebers & Torfing, 2018). In 

particular civil servants are being encouraged to change their behavior accordingly (Morgan, 

2006; Siebers, 2018; Siebers & Torfing, 2018). Nevertheless, municipalities struggle to 

realize this change in behavior and local executives search for ways to do so in order to 

improve citizen engagement practices. As a result, the culture of the municipal organization is 

emphasized more to achieve this behavioral change (Dobbin 1994; Schein, 1990). 

Organizational culture concerns the values, behavior of people and the underlying 

assumptions of an organization and how these are communicated internally and created 

externally (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Schein, 1990). Culture helps to understand the 

organization and behavior of those who are part of that organization (Dobbin, 1994; Sathe & 

Davidson, 2000). Moreover, it helps to accomplish effective change and improve 

organizational effectiveness (Denison, 1990; O’Donnell & Boyle, 2008; Schein, 1992; 

Schraeder, Tears & Jordan, 2005, p.439). As such, knowledge of organizational culture can 

help local executives to clarify the current behavior for citizen engagement and, if necessary, 

support changes for achieving it. Organizational culture therefore can help municipalities to 

understand the context in which they organize citizen engagement and can provide a basis for 

improving citizen engagement practices.  

 

The interest in organizational culture within public organizations, such as municipalities, is 

not new (Khademian, 2002; O’Donnell & Boyle, 2008; Parker & Bradley, 2000; Schein, 

1990). Several scholars have demonstrated and established the importance of organizational 

culture for citizen engagement (Torfing, Sørensen & Røiseland, 2016; Grotens, van Dijk & 

Vugt, 2018). Despite this recognition there is still little empirical evidence that confirms the 

importance of culture in citizen engagement (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014).  

This study attempts to augment the literature by exploring the extent to which organizational 

culture plays a role in organizing citizen engagement in practice. By means of the Competing 

Values Framework (Cameron & Quinn, 2006) organizational culture is examined. The article 

begins by discussing the importance of organizational culture for citizen engagement; this is 

followed by a description of the assessment of culture. It then analyzes three municipalities 



and examines the role of culture and how they organize citizen engagement. The paper 

concludes by discussing the main findings and makes suggestions for future research. 

 

Organizational Culture and Citizen Engagement 

A number studies have pointed out the importance of organizational culture for citizen 

engagement (Bingham, Nabatchi & O’Leary, 2005; Grotens et al., 2018; Torfing et al., 2016; 

Siebers, 2017; Siebers & Torfing, 2018). For example, the studies of Siebers (2017) and 

Siebers and Torfing (2018) reveal that implementing citizen engagement requires a different 

kind of behavior and attitude from those who organize it. To be more precise, they reveal that 

an open, creative, flexible, facilitative and stimulating attitude of council members, board 

members and civil servants contributes to an effective organization of citizen engagement. 

These studies also show that in municipalities where this behavior is not present, municipal 

actors desire to change the organizational culture in the direction of behavior that supports 

citizen engagement. These municipalities specifically search for ways to incorporate the right 

behavior for citizen engagement in their organization. The study of Torfing, Sørensen and 

Røiseland (2016) reveals a similar result and argues that it matters whether public 

organizations like municipalities are organized as bureaucracies drawing on assumptions that 

they are the authority that decides, or whether they operate as arenas for co-creation in which 

municipalities collaborate, stimulate, facilitate and participate with the stakeholders affected 

to define and solve shared problems. The study suggests that the latter correspond more to a 

culture that fits with organizing citizen engagement (Torfing et al., 2016). The study of 

Grotens, van Dijk and Vugt (2018) agrees and points out that nowadays adaptivity, flexibility 

and a focus on the external environment of municipalities is required to manage the complex 

dynamic context with which local governments are confronted. They suggest that in particular 

this organizational culture supports local governments in engaging with affected stakeholders 

and offers a way to develop creative solutions for the complex context in which they operate. 

Furthermore, the study of Bingham, Nabatchi and O’Leary (2005) shows that effective citizen 

engagement has to be supported by structure. The study suggests that this structure is 

reflected in legal frameworks that are characterized by applying innovative forms of citizen 

engagement, collaboration between stakeholders and an external focus on civil society. 

Moreover, a study among Dutch local government bodies reveals that there is willingness 

within municipalities to transform their organizational culture from a controlled and internally 

focused culture, to one that is innovative and dynamically focused with an orientation on 

developments outside the organization (Sector report public administration, 2010). 



 

Against this background, the studies described reveal that the role of organizational culture in 

citizen engagement has become more prominent within municipalities. The suggested 

organizational culture that fosters citizen engagement is often depicted as being part of a 

wider movement called New Public Governance. This movement’s main point considers 

municipalities that facilitate and participate in constructive collaborations, bring actors 

together, adapt to external demands and stimulate innovation (Bryson et al., 2014; Torfing & 

Ansell, 2017). Although these studies illustrate the importance of organizational culture, they 

did not explicitly examine it implying only that culture plays a role but not the extent of that 

role, or in which way it plays a part. Besides knowing that culture matters it is also important 

to know the influence of culture on citizen engagement in order to effectively sustain it 

(O’Connor, 1995; Massango, 2002). This means that council members, board members and 

civil servants are required to understand the culture that prevails in the municipality and are 

able to mobilize their organization in developing the culture that fits the organization of 

citizen engagement (Morgan, 2006; Valle, 1999).  

 

Assessing organizational culture  

Organizational culture is a widely used concept that is not bound to a single organization; it 

applies to both public and private organizations and is therefore present within all 

governmental organizations (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; O’Donnell & Boyle, 2008; Schein, 

1990). Organizational culture can be understood as “the core values, underlying assumptions, 

expectations, collective memories and definitions” within an organization (Cameron & Quinn, 

2006, p.160). It is a collective concept shared by employees and identifies the structure, 

behavior and essential leadership elements within an organization (Belias & Koustelios, 2013, 

p.95; Schein, 1990; Schein, 1992). As such, the culture of an organization is elusive in its 

nature but at the same time determines the identity of that organization (Duncan, 1989).  

 

Every organization has its distinct set of characteristics that describe the culture of that 

organization. This means that no organization has the same culture and that there are 

differences between organizations (Schein, 1990). To compare one culture to another, 

scholars have developed several instruments (Goodman, Zammuto & Gifford, 2001). One 

instrument is the Competing Values Framework, a widely used model that is known for its 

reliability (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Hartnell, Ou & Kinicki, 2011; Ostroff, Kinicki & 

Tamkins, 2003). The Competing Values Framework maps the functioning of an organization 



by identifying dominant organizational characteristics. It explores the competing demands 

within organizations by differentiating between the internal and external environment on the 

one hand, and control and flexibility, on the other (Denison & Spreitzer, 1991; Cameron & 

Quinn, 2006). Based on that, the framework distinguishes four types of culture: (1) Clan 

culture, characterized by an internal focus, shared values, a friendly workplace, individual 

development and good mentorship (2) Hierarchy culture, characterized by an internal focus, 

formal structures, procedures, need for stability and control (3) Adhocracy culture, 

characterized by an external focus, flexibility, entrepreneurship and innovation, and (4) 

Market culture, characterized by an external focus, results, competition, stability and control 

(Cameron & Quinn, 2006, pp.37-45). 

 

In the light of these culture types the organizational cultural assessment instrument (OCAI) 

has been developed. This instrument diagnoses the current and preferred culture and 

establishes a culture profile of the relevant organization. The instrument identifies which 

orientation, values and assumptions prevail and reveals which culture is most dominant 

(Cameron & Quinn, 2006). Although the framework proposes that there is one dominant 

culture within an organization, it should be noted that in practice organizations could display 

multiple cultures. All culture types can work together, but it depends on the setting in which 

the organization operates which culture is most dominant (Lincoln, 2010; Morais & Graça, 

2013). 

 

The common assumption of governmental organizations is that they are dominated by a 

hierarchical, top-down and siloed organizational culture (Lee & Kwak, 2012; Morgan, 2006; 

Parker & Bradley, 2000). This kind of culture might be in conflict with the culture that is 

suggested for citizen engagement (cf. Bingham et al., 2005; Grotens et al., 2018; Torfing et 

al., 2016, Siebers & Torfing, 2018). Despite this indication, little empirical research has been 

done into the role of organizational culture and citizen engagement (Nabatchi & Amsler, 

2014).  

 

Citizen engagement concerns local governments most since they interact with citizens on a 

daily basis. With the increased interest for citizen engagement in local governments, the 

organizational culture of a municipality seems to matter more. Understanding the role of 

culture is important as it can improve citizen engagement practices and therefore also the 

effective organization of it. By examining the role of organizational culture in citizen 



engagement, this study aims to explore whether culture influences the way that municipalities 

organize citizen engagement in practice. As such the study contributes to the growing interest 

in citizen engagement by examining the context in which it takes place.  

 

Research Method 

For this explorative study we used data from three Dutch municipalities: Zeist (63,322 

inhabitants) and Ermelo (26,793 inhabitants) are mid-sized municipalities, whereas Ede 

(114,682 inhabitants) is a large municipality (CBS, 2018). The Netherlands offers an 

interesting context to explore the role of culture in citizen engagement because of the 

enhanced ability that is present to organize citizen engagement due to the recent 

decentralization of various public tasks such as home care for the elderly and disabled. As a 

result, the importance of local services to the public has increased: by means of citizen 

engagement Dutch municipalities aim to fulfill these tasks effectively and strengthen the 

relation between government and civil society (van Houwelingen et al., 2014). In addition, the 

Netherlands is known for its well-organized and strong local governments and decentralized 

welfare services, hence citizens find it worthwhile to be involved in local decisions and 

various new forms emerge on local level. In so doing, it is interesting to examine the role of 

organizational culture in a country that actively promotes citizen engagement and strives to 

find (new) effective ways to do so.  

With regard to the municipalities selected, these have a number of different characteristics. 

First, the municipalities are comparable in size; second, they are located in different regions. 

The municipalities of Zeist and Ede are found in a more urban area of the Netherlands, 

whereas the municipality of Ermelo is located in a less densely populated region. Moreover, 

the municipality of Zeist seems politically representative of the Netherlands, while, in the 

municipalities of Ermelo and Ede, orthodox Protestant parties and church attendance seem to 

play a more important role. Last, the municipalities were involved in earlier research on 

citizen engagement, which implied that culture matters. From this demographic perspective 

and the prior knowledge available, the subset of these three municipalities contains an 

interesting variance. 

 

To examine the role of organizational culture in citizen engagement, we used a mixed-method 

design and integrated both quantitative (a questionnaire) and qualitative approaches (semi-

structured interviews) (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The reason for this was that neither a 



quantitative or qualitative approach alone seemed to be sufficient to obtain the depth of the 

role of organizational culture in citizen engagement (Johnson et al., 2007). Using both 

approaches allowed us to obtain more insight and form a more complete picture (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2011; Gasiewski et al., 2012, p.234; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). 

 

First, the OCAI questionnaire was conducted to measure organizational culture. This 

questionnaire consists of six items that cover key dimensions of organizational culture 

(dominant characteristics, organizational leadership, management of employees, 

organizational glue, strategic emphases, and criteria of success) (see Appendix 3). Each item 

has four alternatives A, B, C or D, which relate to the main culture types clan, adhocracy, 

market and hierarchy. The respondents of the questionnaire are asked to rate their 

organization on the six items by dividing 100 points among the four alternatives. Depending 

on the extent to which each alternative resembles the examined organization most, 

respondents give a higher number of points to that alternative. For example, if a respondent 

thinks that alternative A is very similar to the organization, B and C somewhat and D not at 

all, the respondent can give 60 points to A, 15 points each to B and C and 10 points to D 

(Cameron & Quinn, 2006, p.25). Subsequently, the results of each respondent are analyzed by 

computing the average score on each alternative. This means, for example, to compute the 

average score of alternative A that all A responses are accumulated and divided by the 

number of completed items (in this case: six). This computation is then also repeated for 

alternatives B, C and D. The prevailing culture of the organization examined is revealed by 

establishing a culture profile that is based on the average scores of the respondents. The 

culture types that have the highest average score are the cultures that are most preferred and 

are called the dominant cultures. This way of assessing an organization accords with the 

public choice literature and is also called logrolling. In logrolling the respondents’ choices are 

based on the intensity of his or her preferences (Bernholz, 1974; Mueller, 2003). 

 

For this study the OCAI questionnaire was administered to the bureaucracy of the three 

different municipalities. We have specifically chosen to measure culture within the civil 

service organization (i.e. the bureaucracy) due to the important role that civil servants play in 

executing and organizing citizen engagement. Civil servants are generally seen as 

ambassadors or mediators between citizens, the applied citizen engagement method and the 

municipality itself, and hence also in organizing it (Băhnăreanu, 2011; Getha-Taylor, Holmes, 

Jacobson, Morse, & Sowa, 2011; Moore, 1995). The questionnaire was administered in the 



period of November 2017 to November 2018. In each municipality the questionnaire was 

open for fourteen days2. The respondents were required to fill out the questionnaire from the 

perspective of what the organization is like in its current form. Ultimately, the total response 

comprises 244 observations. After analyzing for outliers via SPSS-boxplots, it was decided to 

remove respondents that were considered outliers with regard to the perspective of current 

culture. Our final sample consists of 242 observations. For further information see Table 4.13.  

 

Table 4.1.  
Overview response OCAI questionnaire 
Municipality Period Total 

employees per 
municipality 

Employees who 
finished the OCAI 

Response 
rate 

Ede Nov 1-14, 2017  800 175 22% 
Zeist Jan 17-31, 2018  350 50 14% 
Ermelo Sept 17- Oct 8, 2018 110 17 15% 
 

Second, semi-structured interviews were used to explore the way citizen engagement is 

organized by the municipality. In total, 29 semi-structured interviews were held within all 

three municipalities. In each municipality interviews were held with representatives of the 

municipal council, executive board of mayor and aldermen and the bureaucracy. These 

representatives were selected by the relevant municipality based on gender, function, age, 

experience with citizen engagement and representation of political parties. To enable 

consistency and contribute to theorizing we decided to select representatives that had both an 

understanding and overview of the functioning of the organization as well as the organization 

of citizen engagement for each municipality. In this case these were chairmen within the 

municipal council, senior managers and aldermen. Due to availability of interviewees the 

number of respondents may differ between municipalities (see Table 4.2). The selection of 

these different representatives ensured that different perspectives on the organization of 

citizen engagement became visible and contributed to the description of the way this was 

done.  

The interviews were held in the period of November 2015 to November 2017 and 

were held sequentially thus the interviews were conducted over a period of two years. 

2 For the municipality of Ermelo the questionnaire was kept open one week longer to increase the response rate. 
3 Due to a recent merger the total number of employees of the bureaucracy of Ermelo has decreased 
substantially, so that the total number of employees is less than the municipalities of Zeist and Ede, this possibly 
contributed to the lower response rate.   



Although the interviews covered more than one year, they were all held in the same election 

period (2015-2018). This ensured a consistent composition of the municipal council, 

executive board and bureaucracy in each municipality during the interviews. The interviews 

in general lasted one hour and centered on the process of citizen engagement. During the 

interviews, aspects that are considered important to organize citizen engagement were 

discussed offering a framework for understanding the organization of this. The framework 

reveals that aspects like motivations or drivers to organize citizen engagement, methods to 

implement citizen engagement and the role of actors involved are considered important when 

organizing citizen engagement (Cooper, Bryer & Meek, 2006; Siebers & Torfing, 2018). In 

this way, the semi-structured interviews allowed systematic discussion of these aspects 

(motivations, methods and roles). In addition to that, the interviews addressed challenges 

related to citizen engagement and outcomes of citizen engagement by asking about this 

explicitly during the interviews. To prevent interpretation biases, each interview consisted of 

the same questions that covered the aforementioned themes. In addition, all interviews were 

transcribed and summarized. These summaries were then sent to the interviewees to validate 

and approve the content. After approval, the transcripts and summaries were analyzed via 

Atlas.ti using a coding scheme that reflected the themes discussed during the interviews. 

During the analysis we looked whether the respondents had a clear or diverse image about the 

themes discussed and searched for patterns. A clear image was concerned with the extent to 

which the description of a theme was the same between respondents. A diverse image was 

concerned with the extent to which the description of a theme differed between respondents 

(Glaser & Strauss, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 2014). To find these patterns, we created 

networks for each representative (councilor, board members, and civil servants), each of 

which presented a theme discussed. Consequently, insight into the organization of citizen 

engagement by these municipalities was gained.  

 
Table 4.2.  
Overview interviews 
Municipality Period Respondents divided 

per municipal actor 
Total respondents 

Ede October 2017 till 
November 2017 

3 council members  
3 board members  
3 civil servants 

9 

Zeist November 2015 till 
January 2016 

3 council members  
2 board members  
3 civil servants 

9 

Ermelo  November 2016 till 
December 2016  

6 council members  
3 board members  
3 civil servants 

11 



Results 

Organizational culture of the municipalities  

The results give a picture of the prevailing organizational culture in the three municipalities 

(Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1)456. The results show that all four types of cultures are present in the 

bureaucracies examined. In all the municipalities, elements of these cultures are present, as 

revealed by the spread of the scores. Furthermore, the results indicate that in the 

municipalities investigated there is a preference for one or more cultures being statistically 

more prevalent than another7. As stated by Cameron and Quinn (2006) this is the ‘dominant’ 

culture within the municipality and is the culture that is most valued by the respondents, in 

this case civil servants. It becomes clear that in the municipality of Ede the hierarchy culture 

is most dominant with a score of 29.10 points. This indicates that a formal and structured 

work environment characterizes the bureaucracy of Ede. The focus in the organization lies 

mostly on standardized ways of working and the level of position of the civil servants. 

Furthermore, procedures, efficiency stability and rules guide the work of civil servants. In this 

way, the organization is characterized as internally oriented with a focus on their own 

functioning (Cameron & Quinn, 2006, pp.37-45).  

 

The municipality of Zeist on the other hand, is dominated by the clan culture (39.78 points), 

and followed by the adhocracy culture (32.23 points). Within the municipality of Zeist the 

bureaucracy is mainly characterized as a place in which employees enjoy working; it is an 

organization with shared values and goals, in which people participate and collaborate. 

Furthermore, it is an organization with a sense of “we-ness”, high degree of commitment 

among the workers and with an eye for development of the individual. At the same time the 

bureaucracy is characterized as flexible, creative with an external orientation towards civil 

4 The analyses were also conducted for the different items of the OCAI (dominant characteristics, organizational 
leadership, management of employees, organization glue, strategic emphases, and, criteria of success). These 
results are available upon request.  
5 The municipalities were also asked to rate the preferred culture. In that case, we found that the results for the 
municipalities of Zeist and Ermelo were similar in organizational culture. Only for the municipality of Ede a 
small difference was found in which the municipality’s preferred culture corresponds to the culture that already 
prevails in the other municipalities, a clan culture. 
6 We also have some information on age (divided in category 21-35 years, 36-50 years and 51-65 years), gender 
and education. On average this information is very similar for the three municipalities, with the exception of the 
information on gender of the municipality of Ermelo, which differs. These descriptive statistics can be obtained 
upon request.   
7 A Chi-square test revealed a significant result. This indicates that variation exists between the selected 
municipalities. These results are available upon request. 



society and willingness to innovate. Civil servants are stimulated to learn, grow and 

experiment (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). 

 

The findings of the municipality of Ermelo reveal an image similar to that of Zeist. Also in 

this municipality the clan culture (30.98 points) followed by the adhocracy culture (27.50 

points) are most dominant in the municipality. As such, the same organizational 

characteristics prevail, such as commitment, values, development and innovation. 

 

In summary, the findings suggest that the three municipalities contain elements of all four 

cultures, in which a slight preference for the cultures hierarchy, clan and adhocracy is 

discernible. These findings to some extent are in line with the image of the prevailing culture 

that is present in general within Dutch municipalities. Previous research showed that Dutch 

local governments are often characterized as hierarchical, but at the same time desire to 

change to more adhocracy and clan focused organizations (Sector report public 

administration, 2010). In the next section we indicate how citizen engagement is organized in 

these municipalities and explore whether the cultures observed play a role in this.  

 
Table 4.3.  
OCAI scores (N = 242) 
 Municipality Ede (N = 175) Zeist (N = 50) Ermelo (N = 17) 
  Mean  SD Mean SD Mean  SD 
Organizational culture        
 Clan 27.72 10.89 39.87 11.07 30.98 13.95 
 Adhocracy 20.86 7.77 32.23 8.84 27.50 7.23 
 Market 21.79 11.34 12.45 6.07 18.48 8.47 
 Hierarchy 29.10 9.99 15.45 6.10 23.04 8.24 

 



 
Figure 4.1. Organizational culture (N = 242) 

 

Organization of citizen engagement 

The range of themes that were discussed during the semi-structured interviews enabled us to 

discover how citizen engagement is organized in the selected municipalities. Based on the 

extent to which respondents’ descriptions coincide or differ on these themes, five main 

aspects were identified that are displayed in table 4.4. The first aspect is clarity of motivation 

and addresses the extent to which there is a similar image of what drives the organization of 

citizen engagement in the municipality. The second aspect is clarity of citizen engagement 

methods and considers the ways the municipality uses to implement citizen engagement and 

examines whether the municipality employs the same methods or has a clear direction in these 

methods. The third aspect is clarity in roles of municipal actors (council members, board 

members and civil servants) and discerns the extent to which the interpretation of these roles 

is clear within the municipality. The fourth aspect is challenges, and concerns the main issues 

that the municipality experiences to improve the organization of citizen engagement. The 

final and fifth aspect is outcomes and focuses on the effect that citizen engagement has on the 

functioning of the municipality itself.  

 

 



Table 4.4.  
The way municipalities organize citizen engagement (N = 29) 
Municipality Clarity of 

motivation  
Clarity of 
methods 

Clarity in 
roles 

Challenges Outcomes  

Ede Diverse set of 
motivations 
without a 
focus. 

Different citizen 
engagement 
methods without a 
focus. 

Unclear 
among 
municipal 
actors.  

Clarify 
motivations, 
methods and 
roles.  

Search for 
direction and 
guidance in 
motivation, 
methods and 
roles and a desire 
to establish this 
through change. 

Zeist Clear 
motivation 
based on 
values.  

One main citizen 
method with a clear 
focus on what 
matters for citizens.  

Clear and 
informal 
established 
among the 
municipal 
actors. 

Keep on 
working 
according to 
these values 
and innovate. 

A shared way of 
organizing 
citizen 
engagement 
focused on 
values, 
innovation and 
the civil society.  

Ermelo Diverse set of 
motivations.  

Different citizen 
engagement 
methods with a 
clear focus on 
strengthening the 
connection 
between 
municipality and 
civil society.  

Not clear yet, 
but awareness 
among 
municipal 
actors that 
clarity is 
needed.  

Concretizes 
roles and 
motivations. 

Actively 
organizes citizen 
engagement but 
searches for 
activities to 
strengthen 
existing 
processes.  

 

In the municipality of Ede the findings reveal a variety of motivation to organize citizen 

engagement. Examples are, anticipating the developments in society, connecting to society or 

increasing social cohesion in civil society. Furthermore, citizen engagement is organized by 

implementing a broad range of methods such as voting, council meetings, information 

meetings, advisory councils or initiatives from civil society. The differences in motivation and 

methods indicate that a clear image of these aspects seems to be absent. A civil servant 

confirms: “I don’t know if we have explicitly formulated clear objectives for citizen 

engagement. To say that we know what we want exactly with citizen engagement is not 

formulated”. The interviews also reveal that there are a variety of images about the role of 

each municipal actor during citizen engagement. Civil servants particularly value clarity in 

behavior and attitude during citizen engagement, whereas council members and board 

members find clear structures and processes important during citizen engagement. All the 

actors make clear that there is a need for a standardized way of organizing citizen engagement 

and that the procedures and conditions under which citizen engagement is organized have to 

be clear in order to realize it. A council member states: “A lot is happening without a concrete 



direction, from the bottom of the organization to the top of the organization without a red 

threat in it”. The biggest challenge for the municipality is to clarify the prevailing 

motivations, methods and roles regarding citizen engagement. As a result, the municipality 

searches for direction and guidance in the number of activities regarding citizen engagement 

and desires to establish this through changing existing processes (see Table 4.4).  

 

As opposed to Ede, the findings for the municipality of Zeist show that the description of the 

motivation to organize citizen engagement is similar among the interviewees. The findings 

show that this motivation centers on utilizing the knowledge and expertise of the citizens to 

tackle societal challenges (see Table 4.4). A board member confirms: “The strength of 

society, their thinking power and their experience are needed to get insight into the societal 

issues”. The interviews also show that the different municipal actors have created a mutual 

understanding about this motivation and report that the formulated values within the 

municipality, strength, closeness and trust form the basis for it. The different actors suggest 

that these values are important to create the best life for the citizens and guide the 

municipality in engaging with the society. A civil servant confirms: “What matters is that we 

as municipality facilitate the best life for the citizens […]. This demands collectively figuring 

out how to realize this”. This indicates that the image of the motivation is clear in the 

municipality of Zeist. Furthermore, the findings reveal that in the organization of citizen 

engagement the municipality strives to realize the formulated motivation by applying 

innovative methods that support the municipality in uncovering what matters for civil society, 

which challenges they face and how to tackle them. The interviews reveal that municipal 

actors have a similar image on how this should be done, by dialogue. A board member 

confirms: “To know what is going on in civil society and create the best life, requires 

organizing dialogues”. The interviews show that the municipality created a clear process on 

how this dialogue takes place. The dialogue always starts from a question in the society, 

includes the establishment of clear frameworks before involving society and includes multiple 

stakeholders in solving the question. Additionally, the interviews show that the role of each 

municipal actor during this dialogue is clear. According to the municipal actors this is 

reflected in the attitude and behavior of the council members, board members and civil 

servants. It is suggested that they have to be facilitative, pro-active, open, and search for new 

ways to involve civil society. The challenge for this municipality is to keep working 

according to the formulated values and continue innovating. The similar image about 



motivations, methods and roles results in a clear way of organizing citizen engagement in this 

municipality, in which values and an external focus on civil society are central.   

 

With regard to the municipality of Ermelo, the findings reveal similarities with Ede (see Table 

4.4). This municipality also has various motivations to organize citizen engagement. 

Examples are, connecting to civil society, giving more responsibility to civil society or giving 

citizens a voice. The findings further show that this municipality too uses several methods to 

engage citizens. Identical methods like, voting, information meetings or advisory councils are 

mentioned by the municipal actors, which indicates that a clear image of these aspects seems 

to be lacking. Notable is that in contrast to the municipality of Ede, Ermelo seems to have a 

clear focus in these methods. The interviews reveal that the municipality wants to respond to 

the demands of civil society by strengthening the connection between the municipality itself 

and civil society by transforming into a network municipality. At the same time, it is revealed 

that the municipality still seeks to realize this. A civil servant confirms: “We want to be a 

network municipality and thus give space to initiatives from civil society and facilitate and 

connect to these, instead of being the government that provides services, decides and makes 

rules […], but how this is to be realized is something that the municipality is still searching 

for”. In addition to that, the interviews reveal a variety of images regarding the roles of 

municipal actors in citizen engagement. It became apparent that the municipal actors are 

aware that they need to adapt their role in order to connect to civil society, but they still 

speculate about the exact interpretation of these roles. Civil servants mainly emphasize the 

current role, which is described as active and searching for a conversation, whereas council 

members and board members emphasize the desired role, which entails openness, listening, 

actively going to civil society and actively participating. A board member confirms: “Citizen 

engagement thus includes not going to do it yourself, but bring parties together and offering 

help where necessary”. The biggest challenge is to concretize these roles with corresponding 

motivations. As a result, the municipality actively organizes citizen engagement, but there are 

still different images regarding the motivation and roles in citizen engagement. Hence, they 

search for activities to give concrete meaning to this and strengthen the existing processes.  

 

The findings reveal that the municipalities examined organize citizen engagement differently. 

Some municipalities seem to have a clear way of organizing citizen engagement and others 

still search for it. A closer look at these findings show that the characteristics that are 

described as central to organizing citizen engagement are, to some extent, reflected in the 



measured organizational culture that prevails. The scores of the municipality of Ede suggest a 

preference for hierarchy culture, which indicates a strong focus on procedures and structures 

(Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1) and the findings indicate that citizen engagement seems to be 

organized in that way too by a desire to establish procedures, structures and direction for 

citizen engagement (Table 4.4). The scores of the municipality of Zeist show a preference for 

clan and adhocracy culture, which mainly revolves around shared values, participation, 

innovation and an orientation towards civil society (Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1). The findings 

show that this is also reflected, to some extent, in the way that this municipality organizes 

citizen engagement by applying shared values, focusing on civil society by utilizing their 

knowledge and expertise, having a shared image regarding roles and methods and searching 

for continuous innovation (Table 4.4). Finally, the scores of the municipality of Ermelo show 

a similar preference for culture as the municipality of Zeist (Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1). The 

findings once again indicate that citizen engagement is organized in line with the preferred 

culture of the municipality and indicates that this is done in Ermelo by focusing on civil 

society by responding to their demands and accomplishing this by adopting a role that suits 

this focus, a connective and participative role (Table 4.4). Although, organizing citizen 

engagement comes with challenges, the findings seem to indicate that culture plays a role. In 

particular the clan, adhocracy and hierarchy culture types seem to matter. On the basis of the 

overlapping characteristics between the preferred culture and the way citizen engagement is 

organized in the municipalities examined, there are indications that the prevailing 

organizational culture of the bureaucracy influences, to a certain extent, the organization of 

citizen engagement.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This explorative study examined the role of organizational culture in the way that local 

governments organize citizen engagement. With the growing interest for citizen engagement 

as a way to manage societal developments, insight into the organizational culture of a 

municipality might help as it offers deeper understanding of the context in which local 

governments organize citizen engagement and can help to improve citizen engagement 

practices.  

 

The study has shown how local governments increasingly pay more attention to 

organizational culture when organizing citizen engagement. The analysis of three 

municipalities demonstrated the role of organizational culture in citizen engagement. The 



analysis suggests that the different ways the municipalities examined organize citizen 

engagement is reflected, to some extent, in the culture that is most preferred in the 

bureaucracy of that municipality. In particular, the cultures clan, adhocracy and hierarchy 

seem to play a role. With regard to citizen engagement, the literature suggests that a culture 

focused on adaptive, effectiveness, flexibility and civil society in particular is important for 

citizen engagement (cf. Bingham et al., 2005; Grotens et al., 2018; Torfing et al., 2016). 

Despite this suggestion, the study indicates that this culture is present, to a limited extent, in 

the municipalities investigated. This is not surprising, considering the strong history that 

municipalities have as being hierarchical and top-down organizations (cf. Lee & Kwak, 2012; 

Morgan, 2006). In order to continue to develop citizen engagement as a municipality, it 

appears that this also requires a development of the prevailing organizational culture of that 

municipality. While it is far too early to conclude that organizational culture dictates the way 

citizen engagement is organized, it does indicate its role.  

 

Our study and results are not without limitations and suggest avenues to explore in the future. 

First, it is important to realize that the framework that we used to collect the data on 

organizational culture is one that can simplify the complex reality in which municipalities 

operate. The framework namely assumes that a certain culture prevails in an organization, 

whereas in practice this is not always the case. It is important to keep this in mind and that 

other frameworks could possibly influence the results. Despite this, due to the similarities 

between the OCAI framework and the suggested organizational culture that supports citizen 

engagement, this framework is perceived as most suitable and valid to identify the role of 

organizational culture. Moreover, with regard to the respondents of the OCAI, we have 

information about only the civil servants who completed the survey. Other information such 

as the values of these respondents or the central values within the community of the 

municipality is not available for current database. For example, it is suggested that the values 

of individual respondents can influence their perception on organizational culture. A person 

may feel attracted to an organization because the values that he or she has correspond to the 

values of that organization, which can lead to self-selection (Box, 2015). Moreover, the 

values within the community, also called community culture, can also influence the 

organizational culture. In larger cities for example, other values might be more central than 

those of smaller communities (Box, 1998). Despite this, our municipalities contain an 

interesting variance based on demography and prior knowledge. In future research we 

therefore recommend that these factors are taken into consideration in the results.  



Second, we used only three Dutch municipalities to explore the role of organizational 

culture. As no other municipalities were available at the time, it makes it difficult to 

generalize the findings. In addition, we found only indications for the role of culture in citizen 

engagement. To increase the understanding of organizational culture in citizen engagement it 

would therefore be worthwhile to expand the study to other municipalities. Future research 

should focus on strengthening the framework by which the organization of citizen 

engagement is measured by testing and standardizing it. Subsequently, the relation with 

culture can be examined more thoroughly. Third, the municipalities examined are all 

positioned in a country in which the conditions for citizen engagement are favorable. Future 

research should therefore also address municipalities that have to organize citizen engagement 

under unfavorable conditions to specify the role of organizational culture in citizen 

engagement. The fourth and final limitation has to do with the fact that citizen engagement is 

a broad subject that can cover various domains ranging from urban development to budget 

cuts. Future research should address what is the role of organizational culture when citizen 

engagement is organized in certain domains.  

Nevertheless, this research provides a first step in exploring and understanding the 

role of culture in organizing citizen engagement. It thereby helps scholars and practitioners to 

improve the organization of citizen engagement by indicating the importance of the 

organizational context when organizing citizen engagement. To create meaningful citizen 

engagement, it is important to be aware of this.  
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CO-CREATION AS A NEW FORM OF CITIZEN ENGAGEMENT: 

COMPARING DANISH AND DUTCH EXPERIENCES AT THE LOCAL 

GOVERNMENT LEVEL1 
 

ABSTRACT 

Citizen engagement is a key component of modern liberal democracy, especially at the local 

level, it is an important tool for generating political input, securing political support, 

mobilizing societal resources and finding creative solutions to the problems and challenges 

that governments face. Currently, we are witnessing an interesting shift in citizen engagement 

towards viewing citizens as co-creators of local governance, thus recognizing that citizens 

have both knowledge and resources that may help tackling wicked and unruly problems. 

Local governments increasingly focus on the design of co-creation processes and search for 

ways to support and enhance this new form of citizen engagement. To explore how processes 

of co-creation unfold at the level of local government, this chapter analyzes and compares a 

Danish and Dutch case of co-creation with local citizens. The comparative case study 

identifies the different reasons for initiating co-creation. It analyses the processes and 

outcomes of co-creation and reflects on the role of institutional design and leadership. The 

conclusion is that co-creation can be a viable strategy in very different situations if supported 

by the right design and leadership. 

 

Keywords: Citizen engagement, co-creation, leadership, local government, governance  

 

Introduction 

Citizen engagement is a central feature of modern liberal democracy, and from the late 1960s 

onwards, it has become a central theme within both national and local governments (Held, 

1987; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). It is generally held that citizen engagement enhances the 

quality of democracy and is valuable for generating political input, mobilizing societal 

resources and enhancing support to new solutions (Horlick-Jones, Rowe & Walls, 2007; Irvin 

1 Siebers, V., & Torfing, J. (2018). Co-creation as a new form of citizen engagement: Comparing Danish and 
Dutch experiences at the local government level. International Public Management Review, 18(2), 187-208. 



& Stansbury, 2004; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Currently, an important shift in citizen 

engagement is under way (Rose, 2002). As such, we are moving from a representative 

democracy, in which citizens are primarily seen as voters and occasionally invited to hearings 

orchestrated by government officials, to a more interactive democracy, in which citizens are 

involved more actively and directly in co-creating solutions to hard-to-solve problems 

(Gaventa, 2002; Reddel &Woolcock, 2004; Roberts, 2004; Sørensen & Torfing, 2016). Local 

authorities realize that citizens not only have a voice that should be heard through elections 

and consultations, but also have knowledge, resources and ideas that can be mobilized in the 

attempt to tackle societal problems and challenges. Citizens are increasingly viewed as co-

creators of public governance, and invited to participate in defining the problems at hand and 

designing and implementing new and bold solutions (Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; Gaventa, 

2002; Roberts, 2004; Torfing, Sørensen, and Røiseland, 2016). Consequently, local 

municipalities search for new ways to engage citizens in processes of co-creation and new 

ways to support these processes through institutional design and leadership.  

 Based on the observation that citizen engagement is changing towards a greater 

emphasis on co-creation this paper investigates the underlying rationale of co-creation, its 

empirical manifestation, and the attempt to support it through new forms of institutional 

design and leadership. The key argument however, is that co-creation is not only used to 

develop new and creative solutions in situations where there are plenty of resources, but may 

also be a viable strategy for making difficult choices and prioritizations in situations with 

severe fiscal constraints.  

The article begins by describing the changing view of citizen engagement at the level 

of local government. It then introduces and analyses two cases of co-creation and compares 

them in terms of processes, institutional designs and forms of leadership. The discussion 

reflects on the viability of co-creation as a strategy for local governments facing different 

kinds of challenges and explores how co-creation may be supported and enhanced by meta-

governance (Sørensen & Torfing, 2009).  

 

New forms of citizen engagement: From voter to co-creator 

The core idea of democracy is that citizens should be able to influence the decisions of 

government officials. However, the way that citizens engage in democratic decision-making 

is constantly changing. The educational revolution and anti-authoritarian revolution from the 

1960s onwards have triggered several transformations in the perception of how citizens can 

and should engage in public governance (Warren, 2002). As a result, the traditional forms of 



citizen engagement have been complemented with new forms of engagement (Nabatchi & 

Leighninger, 2015). The shifting ideas about citizen engagement can be envisaged by 

comparing four different paradigms that differ in terms of the basic rationale for citizen 

engagement, the role of citizens, the institutional design of citizen engagement and the kind of 

public leadership demanded. Table 5.1 compares the four paradigms for citizen engagement.  
 
Table 5.1.  
Comparison of four different paradigms for citizen engagement 
 Representative 

democracy (-1960)  
Participatory 
democracy (1960- 
1980)s 

New Public 
Management 
(1980-2010) 

Co-creation (2010-)  

The basic 
rationale 

Citizens should be 
able to control 
government 

Intensely affected 
citizens should 
have an additional 
channel of 
influence 

The public sector 
should be more 
responsive to the 
preferences of the 
citizens 

Citizens can help to 
solve wicked and 
unruly problems 

Role of the 
citizen 

Citizens are voters 
with opinions that 
they express in free 
and open elections 

Citizens are 
affected 
stakeholders that 
have interests that 
they should be 
allowed to pursue 

Citizens are 
customers with 
individual needs 
and requirements 
that should 
influence service 
delivery 

Citizens are 
competent and 
resourceful actors 
with both a right and 
obligation to 
participate in public 
governance on the 
basis of an active 
citizenship 

Institutional 
design 

Regular elections 
based on one man, 
one vote 

Hearings organized 
either as city hall 
meetings or on-line 
consultations 

Free choice of 
public or private 
service provider 
within quasi-
markets  

Creation of arenas 
for networked 
interaction based on 
sustained dialogue  

Leadership Political parties 
offer competing 
programs to attract 
voters 

Public officials 
organize 
participatory 
processes and listen 
to stakeholders 
before making final 
decisions 

Politicians and 
public managers 
define minimum 
service standards 
in quasi-markets 
and monitor results 

Network 
management aiming 
to bring actors 
together, facilitate 
interaction and 
stimulate innovative 
problem-solving 

Note. Table 5.1 is based on Fung (2007); Lowndes et al. (2001); Nabatchi & Leighninger (2015); 
Smith (2008) and Sørensen & Torfing (2016).  
 
Before describing the four paradigms, let us first explain what we mean by the basic rationale, 

the role of the citizen, the institutional design and the form of public leadership. There are 

shifting political-democratic rationales that seek to motivate and justify why citizens should 

somehow engage in democratic governance. The different rationales refer to different citizen 

roles. Hence, the roles of citizens differ in terms of whom the citizens are when they are 



participating in democratic processes. Citizen engagement also relies on different institutional 

designs that prescribe different methods for citizens to influence political decisions. 

According to Fung (2007) and Smith (2008), institutional designs seem to be important in 

facilitating citizen engagement. Smith (2008) revealed the importance of institutional designs 

in stimulating citizen engagement in general, while Fung (2007) focused on the influence of 

institutional designs on the varying objectives of citizen engagement formulated by the 

government. In addition, Sørensen and Torfing (2016) have shown that there are different 

kinds of institutional designs to sustain co-creation and they link these designs to Putnam’s 

distinction between social capital, bridging capital and linking capital (Putnam, 2001). 

Finally, the exercise of public leadership changes in the different types of citizen engagement 

(Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). In recent years, several studies have addressed the 

importance of leadership in realizing citizen engagement (Băhnăreanu, 2011; Denhardt & 

Campbell, 2006; Sørensen & Torfing, 2016). In some studies, transformational leadership is 

seen as an important tool for enhancing citizen engagement (Denhardt & Campbell, 2006). 

Transformational leaders engage with and listen to their followers in order to create a 

persuasive account of problems, solutions and the way forward (Bass, 2010; Burns, 1978; 

House & Howell, 1992). Nye (2008) takes a step further in emphasizing how transformational 

leaders may learn from their critical followers. Finally, Sørensen and Torfing (2016) show 

that leadership plays a crucial role in overcoming barriers and executing certain co-creation 

projects by facilitating interaction with engaged citizens and catalyzing the development of 

innovative solutions. 

 

Returning to Table 5.1, the first paradigm is associated with the development of liberal 

representative democracy and was the hegemonic form of democracy in Western mass 

societies up to the mid-1960s. In representative democracy the underlying rationale is that the 

citizens should be able to control government through regular elections (Held, 1987). Citizens 

pay taxes and should be able to influence how the elected representatives spend this money. 

Citizens may have opinions about how tax revenues should be spent and should be able to 

hold elected politicians accountable for their actions and lack of actions, but the role of 

citizens is rather passive as it is limited to entering the voting booth and determine for whom 

to vote to in general elections. General elections are held regularly and a range of formal 

procedures ensures that the election process is fair. Citizens can run for office, or vote for a 

preferred candidate in a free and open elections. Public leadership is exercised by parties that 



offer competing party-political programs in the hope of attracting the median voter (Downs, 

1957).  

The second paradigm emerges in the later 1960s and early 1970s. During this period, 

there is a growing appreciation of participatory democracy. Citizens affected by a particular 

decision, for example the construction of a new highway close to their neighborhood, should 

have an additional channel of influence through which they can affect the outcome of public 

policymaking between elections. People should be able to participate more actively than 

representative democracy traditionally permits, and citizen participation should stimulate 

debates between public officials and lay actors. Indeed, participatory democracy should be 

deliberative in the sense that decisions should not always derive from majority voting, but 

emerge from political debate in which arguments and giving reasons counts as much as the 

number of votes (Jongh, 2013). In this perspective, citizens are viewed as affected 

stakeholders with interests that they should be able to defend and pursue, for example, by 

commenting on public plans and policies (Lowndes et al., 2001; Rowe & Frewer, 2000;). The 

new forms of participatory democracy are supported by institutional designs of public hearing 

processes, town-hall meetings, citizens panels and forums for public participation and debate 

through which citizens can express their interest, views and preferences (Lowndes et al., 

2001). Public administrators have to learn the skills of convening and facilitating public 

meetings, hearings and consultations and the elected politicians exercise leadership by 

listening to relevant stakeholders before taking the final policy decisions.  

With the rise of New Public Management in the 1980s and 1990s a new, third 

paradigm for citizen engagement arises. Although citizen engagement was never a core 

objective of New Public Management, it aspires to give ordinary citizens more power. As 

such, New Public Management wanted to make the public sectors more responsive to the 

needs and wants of the citizens. Public employees were criticized for paying little attention to 

the users and this had to be changed by introducing market mechanisms in public service 

production as a way to make the public sector leaner, more efficient and more service-minded 

(Bryson et al., 2014; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). The citizens were recast as customers 

with wants and needs. Both public and private service providers were forced to compete over 

the customer. The new customer power was supported by new institutional designs that 

combined the creation of quasi-markets in which public authorities would purchase services 

from public and private providers with the free choice of service providers. Public leadership 

is limited to determination of minimum service standards offered by public and private 

service providers and monitoring of service contracts.  



Whereas representative democracy gave the citizens a choice on the input side of the 

political system, New Public Management gave them a choice of service provider on the 

output side of the political system. The choice was supposed to signal the needs and wants of 

the citizens, but these should not play an active role in debates with public officials in the way 

recommended by participatory democracy. However, the story continues since we are 

witnessing today a turn towards co-creation that gives citizens an active role and a new 

responsibility for creating solutions to complex problems. Today, we are facing a large 

amount of wicked and unruly problems that the public sectors cannot solve alone. Indeed, no 

private or public actors have the knowledge, resources and ideas to solve complex problems 

and challenges. Solutions must be co-created through horizontal interaction and exchange 

between relevant and affected actors. Ideally, co-creation of public value involves co-

initiation, co-design and co-implementation of joint solutions, but in real life, we must often 

settle for less. Local authorities realize that citizens do not only have a voice that should be 

heard, interests to pursue or needs and requirements to be signaled. Citizens have resources, 

knowledge and ideas that can be mobilized. Hence, citizens are increasingly viewed as co-

creators that collaborate with other private and public actors to create new and better solutions 

to the problems and challenges that local governments face (Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; 

Cruikshank, 1999; van Dijk, 2015; Gaventa, 2002; Roberts, 2004; Torfing, Sørensen & 

Røiseland, 2016). In co-creation processes citizens collaborate with private firms and 

organizations, public employees and elected politicians to define problems and find and  

implement new solutions (Voorberg, Bekkers & Tummers, 2015; Torfing et al.,2016).  

Co-creation calls for the institutional design of platforms that enables the formation of 

networks, partnerships and other types of collaborative governance (Bryson et al., 2014; 

Torfing & Ansell, 2017). Fung (2007) identifies several institutional choices that governments 

have to make when involving citizens in broad processes of co-governing and co-creation. 

Sometimes, the co-creation paradigm is seen as part of a wider movement called Public Value 

Management (Bryson et al., 2014) or New Public Governance (Osborne, 2006, 2010). Public 

leadership becomes here a matter of bringing the right public and private actors together, 

facilitating dialogue and collaborative interaction, stimulating innovation and ensuring 

progress and implementation of new and bold solutions (Crosby & Bryson, 2010; Torfing, 

2016).  

 

Co-creation is particular relevant to local governments since these interact with citizens and 

local stakeholders on a daily basis and therefore have good opportunities to engage these 



citizens in public value production. However, we know little about how local municipalities 

design and lead co-creation processes that engage local citizens and stakeholders. By 

exploring co-creation in two different municipalities, we aim to shed light on the empirical 

forms and experiences of co-creation. We also aim to test whether co-creation is taking place 

only when municipalities have money to spend on the development of new and innovative 

projects. Co-creation is frequently accused of being conditioned on fair weather, but we want 

to explore whether it might also work in hard weather conditions characterized by fiscal 

constraints and public expenditure cuts. As such, our paper not only contributes to 

understanding what co-creation of public value might look like in practice, but also explores 

the scope conditions. 

 
Method 

In order to analyze the local experiences of citizen engagement through co-creation, we have 

conducted a qualitative comparative case study. The case study method enables us to study a 

complex phenomenon, such as co-creation, in its specific context and the comparative study 

of two different cases permits us to identify similarities and differences (Baxter & Jack, 

2008). First, we describe the procedure of the case selection and data collection, and then we 

introduce the two cases more thoroughly.  

 

Case selection and data collection 

To better understand the organization, process, and outcomes of co-creation at the local level, 

we selected a case from a Danish municipality and a case from a Dutch municipality. 

Denmark and the Netherlands are interesting countries because of their recent municipal 

amalgamation reforms in which local municipalities merged into bigger units and the 

administrative capacity to organize and facilitate co-creation is enhanced (Peters, 2014). With 

the development of larger municipalities there is a risk that the distance between the political 

and administrative decision-makers and the local citizens increases. To counter this risk and 

shorten the distance between citizens and municipalities, there has been a growing number of 

attempts to engage citizens in ways that seem to change the relationship between local 

governments and citizens (Peters, 2010). One strategy is to shift the focus from local hearings 

and consultations and the emphasis on free consumer choice to a new emphasis on co-creation 

that brings citizens and private stakeholders in a close rapport with municipal officials and 

allows the actors to collaborate in finding solutions to pressing problems. Both countries have 

relatively favorable conditions for making a turn towards co-creation. They have strong local 



governments, well-organized civil societies, a long tradition for public-private collaboration, 

and decentralized welfare states that means that local citizens tend to find it worthwhile to 

engage with local decision-makers to influence outcomes. As such, both Denmark and the 

Netherlands are frontrunners in exploring the benefits from co-creation.  

 

The two cases were carefully selected based on multiple criteria. To avoid selection bias, we 

selected cases from mid-sized municipalities that were subject to a restructuring and we 

looked for on-going attempts to involve citizens in co-creation. Within the municipalities we 

looked for cases where the purpose of co-creation varied from development to managing 

fiscal constraints. Two matching cases were identified and those involved in both were 

willing to participate in the study. The cases are: 1) the development of the Musicon project in 

the municipality of Roskilde in Denmark and 2) the dialogue about budget cuts in the 

municipality of Zeist in the Netherlands. Clearly, in the Musicon project co-creation is used as 

a strategy to develop something new in good weather conditions whereas in the dialogue 

budget about cuts co-creation is used as a problem-solving tactic in hard weather conditions.  

 

The data of the cases were collected in two different time periods. The data from the 

development of the Musicon project were collected from February to March 2017. The data 

consists of six semi-structured interviews with members of the municipal council, the 

executive board comprising the mayor and the aldermen, the public administration and civil 

society2. In addition, documents were found at municipal websites or provided to us by the 

interviewees.  

 

The data from the dialogue about budget cuts in Zeist was collected from May to June 2016 

in the same way as the first project. The data consists of seven semi-structured interviews 

with representatives of the municipal council, the executive board consisting of the mayor and 

the aldermen, public administration and civil society. Furthermore the interviewees varied in 

gender, function, age and representation of political parties in the municipal council. 

Furthermore, relevant documents were found at local websites or handed to us by the 

interviewees. With the selection of different representatives we aimed to get different 

perspectives on the process of co-creation. The data were coded using the described 

2 The civil society includes citizens, private organizations and civil society organizations.   



theoretical framework. The different types of qualitative data facilitated triangulation that 

enhances the reliability and validity of the results34.  

  
Case presentation 

a) The Musicon project  

The municipality of Roskilde is a mid-sized municipality with about 85,000 citizens 

(Danmarks Statistik, 2015). The municipality is located just outside the capital region. 

Roskilde Municipality is home to several significant cultural institutes and events that have to 

do with music (e.g. the Roskilde festival) (Strategy Musicon, 2007). It also has several 

educational institutions with a lot of young people. The Musicon project was initiated by the 

municipality of Roskilde. In 2003, it purchased the land of a former concrete factory covering 

approximately 250,000 m2. The municipality saw this huge area, situated close to the city 

center and the southern entry from the freeway, as an opportunity to build a new cultural 

neighborhood named Musicon.  

 

In developing the Musicon neighborhood, the municipality decided to adopt a new type of 

collaborative planning. Instead of having architects to draw up a master plan that the city 

developers could then implement, the ideas was to let activity precede structure. They invited 

all kinds of local actors to come and build new activities in the area where land was plentiful 

and some big empty buildings were still in place. Sustainable cultural activities would be 

awarded with the creation of new permanent structures. The planning process would be slow 

and bottom-up and rely on active engagement of citizens, civil society organizations, private 

business or other actors from the civil society. Private actors could contact the municipality if 

they had good ideas and would be invited to network meetings to present, grow, revise and 

finally implement their ideas. Artists, skaters, musicians, festival people, dance performance 

ensembles, sports associations, recording studios, and many others lined up to present ideas 

for local activities and future structures. Experimentation and collaboration decided which 

projects that would be furthered and gain foothold. 

 

The development of the Musicon neighborhood is based on three important elements 

(Strategy Musicon, 2007, p.10):  

3 An overview of the interviews of both cases is displayed at the end of the chapter in the note. 
4 Due to availability of interviewees the amount of interviews can differ between cases.



 The idea is to create an urban environment that develops itself and is not subject to 

strict planning. The motto is ‘plan as little as possible and as much as needed’.  

 Temporality is central. Temporality allows the participants to experiment with and 

evaluate new ideas and to broaden their own network as a participant of Musicon. 

 The participants within Musicon do not only develop the projects and activities 

themselves, but also manage and maintain them. This ensures a broad ownership 

amongst both developers and citizens. 

 

b) The dialogue about budget cuts5 

The municipality of Zeist is also a mid-sized municipality with 61,250 citizens (CBS, 2014). 

The municipality covers approximately fifty square kilometers and is close to the city of 

Utrecht, one of the four largest cities in the Netherlands. The dialogue about budget cuts was 

initiated by the municipality of Zeist. In 2010, the municipality faced a huge challenge. Due 

to budget cuts implemented by the Dutch national government, the municipality had to save 

6.2 million EUR per year. The municipality of Zeist realized that the large amount of savings 

would greatly impact the living conditions of the residents of Zeist in areas such as sports, 

leisure, healthcare or maintenance of streets and it wondered who would be affected the most 

by these cuts. At the same time, the municipality realized that the relationship between 

government and society was changing due to social and political developments like 

decentralization, individualization and the rise of assertive citizens. Hence, new approaches to 

engage citizens were deemed necessary (Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; Cornwall & Gaventa, 

2001; Fischer, 2000; Gaventa 2002; Schepers, Toorn & Lissenberg, 2012). Consequently, the 

municipality of Zeist decided that it was up to the local community of Zeist to discuss, 

prioritize and make recommendations about the necessary budget cuts. The municipality was 

convinced that citizens and civil society actors had the knowledge and ability to express and 

represent their own interests and provide ideas for solutions (Schepers et al., 2012). As a 

result, public managers, the executive board of mayor and aldermen and the municipal 

council of Zeist decided to implement a method that they referred to as the dialogue to 

manage the budget cuts. The dialogue about the budget cuts actively engages local citizens, 

organizations and entrepreneurs of Zeist in order to find smart and tailor-made solutions to the 

fiscal problems that the municipality was facing. Civil servants, council members and the 

5 Parts of this section are translated from a Dutch report ‘Vernieuwing lokale democratie een onderzoek naar 
burgerparticipatie op lokaal niveau in Zeist’ (Siebers, 2016). This also applies to the results section.  



members of the executive board were all prepared to support, facilitate, and participate in the 

dialogue, and to let local citizens and stakeholders participate in the co-creation of the 

solution. They also committed themselves to wait to make any final decision before the 

dialogue was brought to an end and they had had time to consider the results. 

As a result, the idea was to develop a shared responsibility among the social and political 

actors through a co-creation process (Torfing et al., 2016).  

 

Four basic principles form the basis for the dialogue about budget cuts in the municipality of 

Zeist (Schepers et al., 2012):  

1. The municipality believes that societal actors have the knowledge, expertise, creativity 

and strength to contribute to solving public problems and challenges. 

2. Those who own the problem also own the solution. Since the local citizens are the 

owner of both the problem and the solution, they should be invited to co-create the 

solution to the budget problem. 

3. All relevant and affected parties should be involved in the dialogue and they should be 

identified through a stakeholder analysis that generates insights into the needs, 

interests and behaviors of the interested parties (Brugha & Varvasovszky, 2000). 

4. Finally, during the dialogue, it is important that the participants have the desire to 

listen to and understand each other in order to facilitate learning (Schepers et al., 2012, 

pp.10-12).  

In both cases the municipality searched for new ways to engage their citizens instead of using 

traditional methods that are often characterized municipal decision making and municipal 

planning. In the municipality of Roskilde, citizen engagement in co-creation was focused on 

urban planning and in the municipality of Zeist this engagement was focused on how to spend 

money wisely and make the necessary budget cuts. Both cases relied on co-creation in the 

sense of collaborating on defining the problem and designing and implementing solutions, but 

the cause or purpose of the co-creation process differs. It is interesting to examine whether the 

different reasons to initiate co-create will impact the process and outcomes.  

 

Results: Comparative Analysis 

The comparative case analysis focuses on the process of co-creation. The underlying 

rationale, the role of the citizens, the institutional design and the exercise of public leadership 

are key aspects of the analysis. The analysis of the basic rationale is concerned with the 

reasons for initiating co-creation and the objectives of the co-creation process. The analysis of 



the role of citizens is focusing on how actively citizens are involved and what they are 

supposed to contribute and bring to the table. The analysis of the institutional design looks at 

the different methods that the municipality deploys to realize co-creation. The analysis of the 

exercise of leadership addresses the type of leadership that is required to facilitate and benefit 

from co-creation. The analysis of the four aspect of the process analysis is complemented by a 

brief review of the challenges and success factors that become visible in the two cases. 

 

The basic rationale of the municipality to initiate co-creation: reasons and objectives  

The results of our empirical analyses of the municipality’s basic rationale for embarking on 

co-creation are displayed in Table 5.2. Co-creation in the Musicon project was used as an 

opportunity to create a new kind of neighborhood in which music and cultural creativity 

would thrive and the connection between the municipality and the Roskilde festival would be 

strengthened. Reasons cited to initiate the co-creation process were: to strengthen the profile 

of Roskilde as a thriving cultural city, to find a new usage of a deserted post-industrial area, to 

focus on the production of cultural experiences rather than material products, doing it 

differently through a new strategy to avoid planning disasters and use the resources and 

knowledge of the local society to create a new neighborhood. The city manager of Roskilde 

explains: ‘There has always been a vision to establish a part of the city that is completely 

different from the other parts (...). It has to have something to do with creative industry and 

creative architecture so it is different from the historical city center. But we need to involve 

local actors to do this’ (Interview 8).  

 

In the dialogue about budget cuts our findings reveal that co-creation was used to solve a 

complex fiscal problem. Reasons cited were: the size of the budget cuts, the potentially 

harmful effects on the lives of the local citizens, the attractiveness of adopting a new method 

instead of the traditional one in which the municipality one-sidedly makes the solution and 

takes the blame, and the recognition that the municipality could not alone solve the problem 

alone without the knowledge, wisdom and support from the local community of Zeist. A civil 

servant of the municipality of Zeist confirmed the importance of the use of the knowledge and 

wisdom: ‘The critical success factor was the involvement of local society. The participating 

citizens provided a 360 perspective on the different themes and problems and thus provided a 

much needed input’ (Interview 4).  

 



This quote revealed that the wisdom of local society and input from local citizens was 

considered important for understanding the problem at hand and finding an acceptable 

solution. 

 

Besides the various reasons for co-creating new solutions, we have also identified some key 

objectives of the Musicon project and the dialogue about budget cuts. Table 5.2 shows how 

the objectives in the two cases differ. Within the Musicon project the main objective was to 

create a new living area through bottom up planning in which the life and activities of the 

users comes first and within the dialogue about budget cuts the main objective was to solve a 

complex fiscal problem.  

 
Table 5.2.  
Rationale of the municipality: reasons and objectives (N = 13) 
 Musicon Project Dialogue about budget cuts  

Reasons - Strengthen the connection between the 
municipality and the Roskilde festival 
and brand Roskilde as a cultural city;  

- Re-use a deserted post-industrial area; 
- Create a new urban living area that will 

attract new citizens; 
- Focus on experience economy in which 

experiences of the citizens become 
more central than material products.  

- Complex challenge: realizing budget 
cuts of 6,2 million EUR; 

- The budget cuts are too big to handle 
the usual way; 

- Cuts made by the national government 
potential impair the public services and 
infrastructures available for citizens;  

- There is a need for dialogue to 
generate new ideas and build 
ownership; 

- Clear understanding that the 
municipality could not alone solve this 
issue; input from society was needed. 

Objectives  - Create a new and attractive 
neighborhood that is characterized by 
creativity, culture, music in order to: 
 Enhance livability;  
 Attract citizens; 
 Enhance creativity of society; 
 Stimulate economic growth; 
 Strengthen the profile of Roskilde. 

- Life and activities of the users of 
Musicon should come before physical 
structures; 

- Planning should be slow, participatory 
and bottom up planning. 

- Realize the budget cuts in and through 
a dialogue with the local society; 

- Enhancing trust between the local 
municipality and the municipality; 

- Minimizing the deterioration of 
municipal services and facilities; 

- Objectives related to the process of the 
dialogue: 
 Diversity among the individuals 

who participated in the dialogue is 
important;  

 A rough consensus among the 
involved parties is desired; 

 The stakeholders who participate 
in the dialogue are responsible for 
finding the solutions to the budget 
cuts. 

 



In sum, the findings show that the two cases of co-creation vary both in terms of reasons 

given and objectives stated. The Musicon project was initiated because the municipality 

wanted to seize the opportunity to create an innovative neighborhood and the dialogued about 

budget cuts was initiated because the municipality needs input and support to deal with a huge 

budget cut. These findings support the reasons for selecting the two cases.  

 

Despite the different reasons and objectives summarized in Table 5.2, the two cases build on 

the same basic rationale in the sense that they want to use the knowledge and expertise of 

local citizens and stakeholders to find a solution to the problem or challenge at hand.  

 

Role of the citizens 

The role of the citizen hinges on whether they are playing a relatively passive role as political 

consumers or service customers or a more active role as participants in hearings and 

consultations or as co-creators in creative problem solving. Our findings show that citizens 

play an active role in both cases that takes us beyond the type of veto actors that is associated 

with participatory planning. Nevertheless, the role of the citizens differs between the two 

cases. In the case of the Musicon project the role of the citizens was to develop, execute and 

perform plans. Citizens collaborated with each other with urban planners in developing new 

events and activities in the Musicon neighborhood. In the dialogue about budget cuts citizens 

on the other hand did not perform or execute plans but rather participated in the development 

of plans for realizing the budget cuts. In so doing, the citizens involved in the development of 

the Musicon neighborhood played a slightly more active role by developing and executing 

plans compared to the citizens in the dialogue about budget cuts in which citizens were only 

involved in the planning phase.  

 

Despite the differences in how actively involved the citizens are in the two cases, both 

municipalities aim to use the experience, knowledge and expertise of local citizens and 

stakeholders to find a new and creative solution. Citizens are perceived as competent and 

knowledgeable and their active support to the result is considered as very important.  

 

Institutional design  

Central to the institutional design in the Musicon project was the development of a new 

organization outside of the town-hall of Roskilde. This idea took inspiration from a Dutch 

start-up organization that was established outside the formal hierarchy of the municipality. As 



a consequence a new kind of organization emerged which facilitates the development and 

execution of plans in close collaboration with the participants from civil society, private 

business and other key stakeholders referred to as users and investors.  

 

Central to the institutional design of the dialogue about budget cuts was the adaptation of a 

method that the European Commission sometimes uses to make difficult decisions. The 

municipality of Zeist divided the budget into nine themes to be discussed in nine different 

expert committees. The expert committees consisted of local citizens, social entrepreneurs 

and private stakeholders who all had an interest in a particular theme. Civil servants 

facilitated the dialogue in the expert committees. The members of the expert committees were 

selected based on a stakeholder analysis conducted by the administration that resulted in 

personal invitations from the aldermen to a broad variety of actors. The expert groups 

developed substantive proposals for how to realize the budget cuts in the least damaging way. 

In this way, the expertise, resources and creativity of local society were mobilized and put to 

use. In the end, the outcomes of the deliberations were discussed by the municipal council. 

The municipal council had the ultimate responsibility for approving or disapproving the 

proposals from the expert committees.  

 

Our findings reveal several similarities in institutional design. In both the Musicon project and 

the dialogue about budget cuts new institutional arenas were introduced to facilitate the 

process of co-creation and ensure its integrity.  

In the Musicon project a new position as director of Musicon who had a small secretariat on 

location was created, a financial committee, a political committee, a chairmanship, an 

oversight committee and an advisory board consisting of the municipality, the festival and 

various knowledge institutions (known as the Musicon Valley). In the dialogue about budget 

cuts there was, besides the nine expert committees, created positions as of chefs de dossiers 

guiding the expert committees, an informal advisory committee and a committee of 

irregularities. The various authorities and institutions all had the common goal of supporting 

and monitoring the co-creation process by bringing relevant actors together in a fruitful 

collaboration that would realize the joint ambitions. The attempt of the new institutional 

bodies to govern the more or less self-governing processes of co-creation is referred to as 

meta-governance (Sørensen & Torfing, 2009). In fact, our findings reveal that several meta-

governance structures were created in both cases. Co-creation does not emerge as a 



spontaneous process and needs to be given a direction. Hence, meta-governance seems to be 

an important tool for initiating and supporting co-creation.  

 

In addition, both municipalities organized a string of meetings in order to create plans to 

develop new activities in the Musicon neighborhood and realize the budget cuts. The 

similarity between the meetings arranged in the two cases is that civil servants are involved as 

process facilitators and knowledgeable resource persons only and do not discuss policy 

content in the meetings. Their contribution lies in preparing the meetings and providing 

background information to the participants (e.g. citizens, social entrepreneurs, stakeholder 

organization, or politicians). The administrative facilitators also answered questions about 

legal matters and municipal regulations. All in all, the meetings facilitated an interactive 

governance process in which public and private actors exchanged views and ideas (Torfing et 

al., 2012). 

 

Clearly, the municipality has a facilitation role, but the municipalities interpret the facilitation 

role differently. In the Musicon project the municipal planners facilitate collaboration and 

dialogue as well as they play a key role in the discussions and the creation and execution of 

development plans. The municipality invests money in new infrastructure and takes the 

overall responsibility for realizing the political goals. The politicians are more on the side-

line, alternating between giving political and economic support to the Musicon project and 

impatiently waiting to see the results of the slow planning process. In the dialogue about 

budget cuts however the municipality is merely involved at a process level. The civil servants, 

council members and aldermen primarily focus on the conditions and quality of the dialogue 

and not on the actual result of the dialogue. Neither the elected politicians nor the political 

leaders take an active part in the discussions, but leave it to the citizens to come up with a 

proposal for how to cut the budget with 6.2 million EUR. As such, the dialogue is more about 

delegating policy making to citizens than co-creating a solution with them.  

 

Finally, both cases organized some additional activities related to branding, the role of the 

municipality as a proactive actor and the need for having a clear story-line and vision. Table 

5.3 gives an overview of the different kind of institutional designs used in both co-creation 

processes in relation to the governance structure. 



Table 5.3.  
Institutional design: methods (N = 13) 
 Musicon project Dialogue about budget cuts 

Meta- 
governance 

- Creation of position as director of 
Musicon supported by a small 
secretariat and a Musicon secretary;  

- Monitoring development of Musicon 
through expert evaluation on urban 
planning; 

- Chairmanship consisting of the city 
manager, the Musicon leader and the 
CEO of the Roskilde festival;  

- Financial committee who is in 
charge of the financial aspects; 

- Political committee comprising local 
party leaders and key investors 
overseeing the project; 

- Musicon advisory board consisting 
of the Musicon Valley collaboration. 

- Creation of positions as chef de 
dossiers: each theme had their own 
chef de dossier who supported the 
expert committee; 

- Informal advisory committee 
consisting of the chairmen of the 
parties represented in the municipal 
council; 

- A committee of irregularities that 
would intervene in case something 
went wrong; 

- Meetings with municipal councilors 
and citizens to discuss the progress of 
the dialogue. 

Interactive 
governance 

- Organizing meetings between all the 
different users of Musicon to discuss 
new developments; 

- Organizing workshops about 
concrete development projects; 

- Organizing games and guided tours 
for the people interested in Musicon.  

- Organizing meetings with the expert 
committees to create plans based on 
dialogue;  

- Issuing green papers describing the 
background and context on the 
problem (and the vision for solving it) 
and white papers describing the 
solutions and concrete proposals for 
the problem delineated in the green 
papers. 

Additional 
activities  

- Investment of municipality in 
technical infrastructure (e.g. road, 
electricity and sewer system);  

- Clear motto, vision focused on 
limited planning and temporary 
projects; 

- Branding through social media, 
visiting conferences, storytelling and 
organizing festivals. 

- Branding of the municipality and the 
dialogue through 3D drawings on the 
street. 

 
Leadership 

We now turn to consider the exercise of leadership in the two cases of co-creation. As 

mentioned earlier, leadership plays an important role in harvesting the fruits of co-creation. 

The interviews suggest that in the Musicon project the realization of the endeavor to co-create 

a new neighborhood depended on the type of leadership that can be referred to as strong 

leadership. Expounding values like openness, mutual support, joint commitment, stimulating 

ideas, courage to do new things, belief in collaboration and joint problem solving and 

willingness to listen are mentioned. The analysis showed that the Mayor, the city manager, 



the council members or chairmanship were important in exercising this kind of leadership. 

The interviews showed that several civil servants and users of Musicon found this kind of 

leadership important. 

 

In the dialogue about cuts the findings show that the realization of the cut backs depends on 

the same type of leadership. Leadership was mainly exercised through the expression of 

values. The values that were referred to in the interactions with citizens and stakeholders were 

daring, courage, relativization, respect, proximity to society, strength in terms of resources 

and trust in each other (citizens, civil society organization, municipal council, executive board 

of Mayor and Aldermen and public administration) and in oneself (confidence in one’s own 

ability to express and opinion and influence things). The values daring and courage were 

mainly expressed by the council members. These values were also expressed by the members 

of the executive board of mayor and aldermen that also emphasized the value of trust. Civil 

servants agreed with both the council members as well as with members of the executive 

board of Mayor and Aldermen, but added the values of proximity and strength. Finally, civil 

society actors saw respect and relativization as important values supporting the interaction. 

As such, the analysis indicates that in the dialogue about budget cuts values play a crucial 

role in linking the actors. In order to create and advance these values, a transformational 

leadership is required (Băhnăreanu, 2011). Our findings suggests that the political and 

administrative leaders acted as transformational leaders by developing, communicating and 

holding on to a normative vision that produced and sustained values that brings different 

actors together in an engaged, trustful and productive dialogue in which people are willing to 

listen to each other (see Bass, 2010).  

 

As many of the values emphasized by the political and administrative leaders focus on the 

value of collaboration, we may conclude that there are also strong elements of integrative 

leadership focusing on bringing actors together. Innovation leadership also seems to play a 

role in relation to the Musicon project, but not so much in the dialogue about budget cuts. 

 

Our research resonates well with previous findings that showed the importance of 

transformational leadership in promoting citizen engagement (Denhardt & Campbell, 2006; 

Băhnăreanu, 2011). Although, the findings suggest that transformational leadership style is 

essential for the co-creation process to flourish, they also points to challenges for the public 

managers. While New Public Management has demanded that public leaders should focus on 



their own budget, organizations and employees and make sure that pre-defined targets are 

met, co-creation urges public leaders to lead crosscutting collaboration between a broad range 

of public and private actors and stimulate the emergence of new and hitherto undiscovered 

solutions (Sørensen & Torfing, 2007). This observation brings us to the challenges 

encountered in the two cases. 

 

Challenges 

The interviews revealed a variety of challenges that both municipalities faced when aiming to 

solve complex problems through co-creation. Table 5.4 provides an overview of the different 

challenges. In the Musicon project a distinction can be made between challenges related to 

civil society and challenges related to the municipality. In the dialogue about budget cuts the 

challenges can also be divided in challenges related to the societal actors and challenges 

related to the municipal actors. Examples of the two types of challenges are provided below. 

 

The first type of challenge relating to the Musicon project is related to challenges regarding 

the civil society (in specific the users of Musicon) and comes with a twist. An urban planner 

explains: ‘Our way of developing the Musicon area creates a dilemma. We try to create an 

open and playful environment that appeals to the kind of creative people that we want to 

attract, but that might scare off some of the private investors and the local citizens’ (Interview 

9). The challenge is a typical one and relates to the biased recruitment of societal actors in co-

creation processes. The tendency to recruit different types of people (e.g. with different 

backgrounds) is a problem.  

 

A similar challenge is encountered in the dialogue about budget cuts and is relayed to us by a 

council member who says: ‘What I have noticed is that we still get the usual bunch of people 

who participate in the process’ (Interview 2). The tendency to recruit citizens from the well-

off middle classes rather than those with a low educational level and low income is a huge 

problem, especially when it comes to making recommendations about public cuts. Here the 

mobilization of a diverse group of actors representing different socio-economic groups is 

important in order to avoid ‘passing the buck’ to the less fortunate citizens. Again, the 

problem is a far too selective recruitment of participants, it is not so much a question of 

different types of people as a question of socio-economic status.  

 



With regards to the second type of challenge related to the municipality the findings reveal 

that within the Musicon project this has to do with the continuous development of the area. A 

former leader says: ‘It is a challenge to let loose and don’t make any concrete plans, but we 

have decided that the area has to develop by itself without a Masterplan’ (Interview 12).  

 

In addition to that, challenges such as attracting new investors, building trust and support in 

the municipal council to the plans of the Musicon, and providing the right tools and giving 

more responsibility to the Musicon users are mentioned. These latter challenges are all central 

to the continuous development of the Musicon area.  

 

With the dialogue about budget cuts the main challenge has to do with the interpretation of 

the roles of different actors involved. It is revealed that role ambiguity can emerge as a result 

of the co-creation process. This has to do with the concern that council members and civil 

servants have to exert little power or influence on the co-creation process. The mayor 

explains: ‘You are constantly searching for ways to involve the municipal council in the 

process. This applies also for the executive board, administration and society. They are 

looking for their role and should consider how everyone is appreciated. You have to be well 

aware exactly where you are in the process’ (Interview 1).  

 

Further examples of the many challenges are presented in Table 5.4 below. 
 



Table 5.4.  
Overview challenges within the co-creation process (N = 13) 
 Musicon project Dialogue about budget cuts 
Challenges 
related to the 
civil society  

- Attract creative people without 
scaring off investors and local 
citizens; 

- Find ways to make it easy for users 
to express and pursue a new idea; 

- Develop mechanisms for ensuring 
that projects become sustainable; 

- Manage uncertainty as the 
consequences of new ideas and 
proposals for both the users 
themselves and the municipality are 
often unclear and the support 
needed to realize new projects is 
difficult to determine.  

- Involve a diverse group of 
participants reflecting different 
socioeconomic groups;  

- Make sure participants who enter the 
dialogue have a sufficient level of 
knowledge and commitment. 

Challenges 
related to the 
municipality  

- Build a network of creative 
industries and architects that 
enhances synergies; 

- Build a joint responsibility among 
the investors by encouraging 
collaboration; 

- Letting the area develop itself 
bottom-up while ensuring that the 
legal ramifications are respected; 

- Develop a new and innovative 
neighborhood without alienating the 
neighbors that most consist of social 
housing projects.  

- Manage the role changes for the 
different actors (municipal council, 
executive board of Mayor and 
Aldermen, administration and 
society) when shifting from top-
down government to co-creation of 
solutions;  

- Establish the best way that the 
municipal council can monitor the 
process so that it does not get out of 
hand. 

 
A closer inspection of the content of Table 5.4 shows that the challenges relating to the 

Musicon project and the dialogue about budget cuts differ, although relate to the same types 

of actors. Whereas the challenges related to the Musicon project concerns the question of how 

to plan the creation of a new creative neighborhood based on a new planning vision, the 

challenges facing the dialogue about cuts mainly concerns how to improve the process of co-

creation. The explanation of this important difference might be that Roskilde Municipality has 

more experience with co-creation than the Municipality of Zeist. However, more research is 

needed to establish whether this is true. 

 

Success factors 

Despite the aforementioned challenges, there were also a number of success factors that were 

important for realizing the ambition to gradually fill-in the new Musicon neighborhood with a 

cluster of cultural activities, attractions and businesses and co-create dramatic cuts in public 

budgets.  

 



The Musicon project was supported by a number of factors that relate to investment, 

leadership and advertisement. The list of success factors contains five items: 

1) A clear definition of the role and vision: A constant dialogue about the role of the 

different actors and the overall vision of the Musicon project was important securing a 

continued engagement of the various actors.  

2) Broad and diversified stakeholder involvement: Involvement of a broad range of 

different actors (e.g. architects, artists, skaters, local residents and private developers) 

was important to develop creative activities and solutions.  

3) Investment of the municipality: The municipal investments in physical infrastructure 

(e.g. road, electricity and sewer) systems helped demonstrating the commitment of the 

municipality to the joint project.  

4) Leadership based on openness, support, commitment, responsibility, courage and the 

willingness to take a step back and let things happen helped to give sufficient room to 

the private non-profit and for-profit actors.  

5) Advertisement and branding: Advertising and branding the Musicon project was 

crucial for attracting private investors.  

 

The dialogue about budget cuts was enhanced by many of the same success factors as the 

Musicon project. However, compared to the Musicon project these factors were mostly 

related to the organization of the dialogue instead of investment. Five different factors related 

to the organization of the dialogue, culture, problem definition, timing and attention steering 

could be distinguished: 

1) Clear organization of the dialogue: A transparent structure, rules of etiquette and 

management of expectations helped citizens to understand what they had become 

involved in. 

2) Clear definition of the roles of the different actors: It was important for the 

participants to know who were involved when and how and what they were supposed 

to do. 

3) Culture of the municipality: The municipality of Zeist was characterized by an 

organizational culture favorable to learning, trust and mutual support.  

4) Problem definition: A clear definition of an urgent problem with repercussions for the 

daily life of the citizens was important to enhance participation.  

5) Timing and attention steering: Finding the right time to have a dialogue vis-à-vis 

elections and other events proved to be crucial and getting all the council members, 



the mayor the aldermen and key public managers to focus on the dialogue process 

helped ensuring the dialogue had a real impact. 

 

Although there are some differences between the success factors between the two cases, there 

are also several overlaps with pertaining to roles, vision and process. As such, leadership and 

institutional design seem to have a crucial impact in facilitating co-creation and producing 

desirable results. Other factors like the national and local traditions, the established political-

administrative institutions and previous experiences might also have played a role, but at the 

end of the day, both municipalities produced successful outcomes of the co-creation processes 

that they initiated: The municipality of Roskilde created a new cultural neighborhood that so 

far contains a rock museum, a dance school, a music school, a technical school, an indoor- 

and outdoor skate park, music studios, several cafes and some small cultural start- ups. Next 

to that, the municipality of Zeist managed to save 6.2 million EUR in accordance with the 

plans that were developed with local citizens and stakeholders.  

 

Conclusions 

Our study has analyzed the way that local municipalities initiate, facilitate and derive results 

from co-creation by means of studying a Danish and Dutch case. The pervasiveness of wicked 

and unruly problems co-creation might be a solution as it offers new ways of engaging local 

citizens and relevant stakeholders in the creation of innovative, effective and democratic 

solutions that draw on the resources and ideas of relevant and affected actors. 

 

Our study has shown how citizen engagement is transformed with the growing appreciation of 

co-creation. It has also offered a framework for analyzing co-creation emphasizing the basic 

rationale, the role of citizens, the institutional design and the exercise of public leadership. 

Our comparative empirical case study of co-creation processes in a Danish and Dutch 

municipality has demonstrated that co-creation engaged local actors in fruitful and productive 

ways that help local municipalities to deal with complex issues. Our analysis suggests that in 

both cases institutional design and transformational leadership are important levers that help 

to sustain the processes of co-creation and produce the kind of solutions that the 

municipalities were looking for. 

 

We carefully designed the case study so as to test whether co-creation – as some might 

suspect – only works and lead to desired results in situations where public authorities want to 



spend money on developing new and creative solutions that citizens can contribute to without 

ending up in a zero-sum game where some win while other lose. Hence, the case study from 

the municipality in Zeist was chosen deliberately in order to explore whether co-creation fares 

in situations with dire fiscal constraints and the purpose is to implement massive budget cuts. 

Our studies suggest that co-creation is also a viable strategy in hard weather conditions. 

Hence, the dialogue about budget cuts is just as successful in finding acceptable ways of 

cutting the budget through engagement of local citizens as the Musicon project is in co-

creating a new cultural and musical neighborhood. While it is far too early to conclude that 

co-creation is always a good strategy for problem solving, we can at least conclude that co-

creation is not confined to good weather conditions. 

 

Our study and results are not without limitations. We have only studied co-creation in 

countries with relatively favorable conditions and more studies from other areas and countries 

are needed to get a clearer picture of the viability of local co-creation strategies. Building a 

data bank with qualitative case studies of how complex problems are solved through multi-

actor collaboration that reinvents citizen engagement in ways that ensure the mobilization of 

the citizens’ knowledge and builds joint ownership over public solutions might be a way to 

advance knowledge in the expanding field of co-creation. 
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Note.  

Overview of the interviews  

 
Dialogue about budget cuts 
Interview Function Date 
Interview 1 Mayor; executive board member May 26, 2016 
Interview 2 Council member actively 

involved in the dialogue  
May 25, 2016 

Interview 3 Council member actively 
involved in the dialogue  

May 25, 2016 

Interview 4 Project manager and founder 
dialogue about cuts 

May 16, 2016  

Interview 5 Management and policy advisor 
in the public administration 

May 25, 2016 

Interview 6 Representative of a social 
organization who participated in 
the dialogue  

June 01, 2016 

Interview 7 Citizen who participated in the 
dialogue  

June 01, 2016 

 
Musicon project 
Interview  Function   Date 
Interview 8 City manager of the public 

administration 
February 27, 2017 

Interview 9 Urban planner Musicon in the 
public administration 

February 21, 2017 

Interview 10 Private developer and investor 
Musicon  

February 23, 2017 

Interview 11 Mayor; executive board member 
and council member 

March 8, 2017 

Interview 12 Founder of Musicon February 28, 2017 
Interview 13 Citizen who is an investor in 

Musicon  
March 7, 2017 
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CITIZEN ENGAGMENT IN SOUTH AFRICA: THE CASE OF PRINCE 

ALBERT1 
 

ABSTRACT 

Purpose – The purpose of this chapter is to gain insight in how South African local 

governments organize citizen engagement. The new South African constitution provides ways 

to construct and implement citizen engagement at local level. However, understanding citizen 

engagement at local level is still a challenge and municipalities search for proper structures 

and mechanisms to organize citizen engagement efficiently.  

Design/methodology/approach – Interviews with different municipal actors were analyzed 

using a single case study method. As a primary unit of analysis, a specific project in which 

citizen engagement is organized was used. In addition, document analysis and a focus group 

were used to deepen understanding. 

Findings – The findings reveal that citizen engagement is a viable strategy to identify the 

needs of the community if facilitated by a third party and that learning leadership is 

important when organizing citizen engagement.  

Originality/Value – The value of this research is the exploration of the citizen engagement 

process. It sheds light on the conditions that play a role when a local government organizes 

citizen engagement. As local governments search for ways to effectively organize and 

structure citizen engagement, insight into these conditions is helpful.  

 

Keywords: Local governments, citizen engagement, leadership, South Africa   

 

Introduction 

Governments at all levels increasingly involve their citizens in public decisions through 

citizen engagement. Citizen engagement refers to the scope of activities that governments use 

to involve the community in public services (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). It is viewed as the 

corner stone of democracy and governments recognize its benefits. Especially at local level, 

citizen engagement is often seen as a tool for creative solutions to societal challenges that 

1 Siebers, V. (2018). Citizen engagement in South Africa: the case Prince Albert. International Journal of Public 
Leadership, 14(4), 232-244.  



governments face. It also helps to improve the social cohesion, livability and safety of 

communities (Held, 1987; Horlick-Jones et al., 2007; Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; Nabatchi & 

Leighninger, 2015). Citizen engagement facilitates the link between civil society and 

government and brings them closer together (Fung, 2015; Scott, 2009). 

 

The democratic potential of citizen engagement at local level is widely acknowledged by 

scholars and practitioners. Local governments realize the potential of citizens and give them a 

more central role by inviting them to engage in and design solutions for the challenges that 

governments face (Andrew & Goldsmith, 1998; Gaventa, 2002; Roberts, 2004; Robinson & 

Friedman, 2007). Despite the benefits of citizen engagement, local governments struggle to 

understand and organize citizen engagement efficiently and effectively and, thus, search for 

new methods (Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). Local executives are expected to understand the 

formal and informal rules to provide the necessary leadership to design citizen engagement in 

public services (Cooper & Menzel, 2013). This is especially evident in a context within which 

citizen engagement is a fundamental pillar for local governments and there is a strong need 

and motivation to organize citizen engagement. South Africa is a particularly interesting case 

in this context because citizen engagement is a relatively new mandated requirement and the 

country is characterized as highly culturally diverse (Plessing, 2017).  

 

In South Africa, citizen engagement is particularly relevant to recent and ongoing political 

transformation. Since 1994, South Africa is a multiparty democracy and local governments 

play a bigger role in governing the country. The new democratic order requires that local 

governments transform towards more accountable, effective and participative local 

governance (Hilliard & Kemp, 1999; McEwan, 2003). However, clear mechanisms to realize 

citizen engagement are still absent (Van Belle & Cupido, 2013). Local governments in South 

Africa search for strategies to effectively involve citizens in impacting policies, decisions and 

legislation in order to contribute to democratization (Buccus et al., 2008; Robinson & 

Friedman, 2007). This paper therefore examines citizen engagement in practice and explores 

under which conditions a South African municipality organizes citizen engagement.  

 

Citizen engagement in South Africa is first described, followed by earlier research on the 

organization of citizen engagement. After this, a case study of the organization of citizen 

engagement in a South African municipality is analyzed. The paper concludes with the main 

findings and reflects on the process of citizen engagement.  



 
Citizen Engagement in South Africa 

South Africa is known for a long history of divisions along racial and ethnic lines. Since the 

end of apartheid, the functioning of national and local governments2 has changed (Beall, 

2005; van Donk, 2008; Parnell, 2002). With the introduction of multiparty democracy in 

1994, citizen engagement became an integral part of government by providing for this in the 

Constitution, especially at local level (Klaaren, 2010; Plessing, 2017; Tshoose, 2016). The 

Constitution states that local governments in South Africa are there to “provide democratic 

and accountable government for local communities” (Constitution, 1996; Tshoose, 2016, 

p.13). This means that local governments are directly accountable to citizens and have to 

encourage engagement (Tshoose, 2016). In addition, the Local Government Act 2000 requires 

municipalities to create a culture in which citizen engagement is enhanced through the proper 

processes and mechanisms (Tshoose, 2016).   

 

South African society currently reflects with some skepticism on whether the goals of the 

democracy are met (Lues, 2014). Citizens perceive local governments as ineffective and 

accuse municipalities of unwillingness to share information and infrequent feedback 

(Tshoose, 2016, p.18). Municipal officials oftentimes use citizen engagement as an 

information delivery system rather than a way to participate with the society. They often 

present already determined programs with little input of the community. Simultaneously, 

local governments have to deal with socio-economic issues related to the well-being of the 

community and public service delivery, for example corruption, inequality, unemployment 

and poverty (Buccus et al., 2008; Hicks, 2006; Lues, 2014; Robinson & Friedman, 2007; 

Tshoose, 2016).  

 

Local citizen engagement helps in tackling these issues. As such, local governments should 

change towards a more participative approach to government in which collaboration and 

engagement with civil society stand central (Hilliard & Kemp, 1999; McEwan, 2003; Mchunu 

& Theron, 2016). To reach this goal, a civil society who views their local government as 

legitimate and recognizes the value that municipalities have in democracy is required (Parnell, 

2002). This also calls for local government to actively involve citizens in different aspects and 

developments by providing opportunities for engagement, including coproduction of public 

2 Local government in South Africa consists of three categories: metropolitan, district and local municipalities. 
This paper focuses on local municipalities. 



services (Brandsen & Honingh, 2016). Consequently, South African municipalities have an 

increasing leadership role in organizing citizen engagement through a wide range of 

initiatives at local level. This suits the New Public Governance paradigm in which 

governments are no longer top down institutes but are institutes that interact with civil society 

(Bovaird, 2005).  

 

South African municipalities face several challenges related to citizen engagement (van Donk, 

2008; Tshoose, 2016). Scarce resources, power struggles between stakeholders, poorly 

defined roles among municipal actors such as the council, the board of mayor and aldermen 

and the administration, the need for capacities and the inexperience of municipal actors 

complicate successful organization of citizen engagement (Van Belle & Cupido, 2013; Lues, 

2014; Tshoose, 2016). Engagement tends to be brief, sporadic and generally not well 

structured (Scott, 2009; Tshoose, 2016, p.18). Citizen engagement should be practiced rather 

than merely remaining a concept and theory. Local governments continuously seem to 

generate new approaches and strategies without any clear conceptual focus. This results in 

demands for a clear standardization and methodology of citizen engagement in South African 

municipalities and civil society (Emmett, 2000, p.502). The challenge for local governments 

in South Africa is not to create new institutions that promote citizen engagement but to 

organize and structure the institutions that organize citizen engagement effectively (Tshoose, 

2016). It is therefore important to understand citizen engagement (Buccus et al., 2008).   
 
Citizen engagement in practice  

Citizen engagement is not only a subject of interest in South Africa but also in European 

countries like the Netherlands and Denmark. These countries acknowledge the benefits of 

citizen engagement and search for ways to organize citizen engagement effectively. Studies in 

the Netherlands and Denmark revealed several aspects that are important when organizing 

citizen engagement (Siebers, 2017ab; Siebers & Torfing, 2017). These aspects have to do 

with the reasons, objectives and rationale to initiate citizen engagement (why), the 

institutional designs that are important (how and what) and the type of leadership that 

facilitates citizen engagement (who). The studies showed that a clear rationale that motivates 

and justifies why citizens engage, the use of different institutional designs and the exercise of 

transformational leadership are important levers to sustain citizen engagement (Ibid.). 

 



However, the South African context differs from the Dutch and Danish contexts. The 

Netherlands and Denmark are characterized by “strong local governments, well-organized 

civil societies and long traditions for public private collaboration”, which might contribute to 

successful organization of citizen engagement (Siebers & Torfing, 2017, p.5). Whereas local 

governments in South Africa are relatively new and look for ways to provide good public 

services and clear mechanisms to organize citizen engagement, the question arises if, and 

how, the process of citizen engagement is organized.  

 

Citizen engagement matters mostly to local governments as they interact with citizens every 

day. They therefore have a good opportunity to involve citizens in municipal matters. 

However, little is known about how local governments structure and organize processes that 

engage citizens (Buccus et al., 2008; Emmett, 2000; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014). By exploring 

citizen engagement in a South African municipality, this study aims to shed light on the 

empirical observations and experiences of citizen engagement. The study also aims to 

understand citizen engagement in practice and explores the conditions that are important 

when organizing citizen engagement as a South African local government. 
  

Method3 

To examine citizen engagement, a qualitative approach was taken, specifically by employing 

a case study. The case study enables researchers to examine complex phenomena, like citizen 

engagement, in their own contexts (Baxter & Jack, 2008). The procedure of case selection and 

data collection is first described after which the case is presented and described more 

thoroughly.  

 

Case selection and data collection  

A South African municipality was selected to examine citizen engagement. South Africa 

provides an interesting context to study citizen engagement for the following reasons: 

1. Citizen engagement is relatively new.  

2. Diversity, social divisions and cultural differences characterize South Africa.  

3. Citizen engagement is mandatory in local governments as a way to manage the needs 

of civil society (Lemanski, 2017).  

 

3 Parts of this section show similarities with the method section of Siebers and Torfing (2017) as the same 
subject is examined, namely citizen engagement in a local government. 



South Africa is a developing country, which means that citizen engagement does not yet have 

the transformative quality to tackle societal issues and local governments thus search for ways 

to structure citizen engagement (Tshoose, 2016). It is therefore interesting to examine citizen 

engagement in a country where the need for engagement is present and mandatory and where 

municipalities strive to provide good public services.   

The South African municipal case was chosen using purposive sampling, which is commonly 

used to enhance comparability and transferability of qualitative research. As such purposive 

sampling helps to identify a suitable case that offers insight into similarities or differences 

related to the examined phenomenon (Palinkas et al., 2015; Teddlie & Yu, 2007). The case 

was selected based on multiple criteria. A case was selected from a mid-sized municipality 

that is subject to restructuring the process of engagement. Within the municipality, a case was 

sought where the municipality actively seeks mechanisms to structure citizen engagement. 

The case identified had to willingly participate in the study. The case selected is the Social 

Lab in Prince Albert Municipality. 

Data collection took place in April 2018. In all, twelve semi-structured interviews with 

representatives of the municipal council, board of mayor and aldermen, community 

members4, administration and initiators of the Social Lab were conducted. The interviewees 

were chosen based on variation in gender, function and age. Additionally, documents found 

on websites or provided by the interviewees were used. One additional focus group was held 

in May 2018. The focus group consisted of 15 participants who all worked in a public 

organization in which citizen engagement is important. The focus group ensured a deeper 

understanding of the interviews (refer to Appendix 1).   

The selection of different representatives ensured that different perspectives on the 

organization of citizen engagement became visible. All data were coded via Atlas.ti. using the 

dimensions that are considered important when organizing citizen engagement (Cooper et al., 

2006; Siebers & Torfing, 2017). These dimensions reveal the relevance of why, how, what 

and whom of citizen engagement and offers a framework to understand the engagement 

4 Some community members were not familiar with the Social Lab. We talked with them about citizen 
engagement in general.   



process. The use of different kinds of qualitative data enables triangulation, which enhances 

the reliability and validity of findings.  

 
Case presentation  

Social Lab Prince Albert 

Prince Albert Municipality is a small local government situated in the Western Cape Province 

in the Central Karoo district5. The municipality covers approximately 8,153m² and has 14,272 

inhabitants (Prince Albert Report, 2017). Stellenbosch University and the Western Cape 

Province initiated the Social Lab in 2015. Prince Albert faces several social and economic 

challenges like financial viability, a limited income base, debt collection, poverty pockets and 

ageing infrastructure. The municipality realized they had limited resources to manage these 

challenges and searched for innovative ways to tackle these challenges. Hence, they partnered 

with Stellenbosch University and the province and developed the Social Lab (Prince Albert 

Municipality, 2017).  

 

The Social Lab assists the municipality with the organization of citizen engagement and also 

determines the social and economic challenges that influence the functioning of the 

municipality and the community. The Social Lab is “an advanced virtual space in which a 

multidisciplinary team, including the community, attempts to resolve persistent social 

problems by means of a novel and unconventional approach” (Hassan, 2014b; Prince Albert 

Municipality, 2017, p.2). The Social Lab aims to generate output in four ways: physical 

capital (e.g. new services), human capital (e.g. new skills or activities), social capital (trust) 

and intellectual capital (new knowledge and learning) (Hassan, 2014b). The core idea is to 

assemble various stakeholders around particular geographies to find, execute and evaluate 

solutions for the challenges in the municipality (Hassan, 2014a, p.146; Prince Albert 

Municipality, 2017). The Social Lab is constituted by Stellenbosch University (here 

represented by SocioNovus), the Western Cape Province, Prince Albert Municipality and the 

community. They are the primary stakeholders and own the Social Lab. Stellenbosch 

University in particular plays an important role to manage and control the Lab’s processes. 

The university also manages the information flow between key stakeholders. The key 

stakeholders are required to know the dynamics of the local government and respond to them. 

As a result, the Social Lab provides a platform in which key stakeholders can design and 

5 The municipality consists of three towns: Prince Albert, Klaarstroom and Leeu Gamka. 



implement novel innovative solutions through citizen-focused procedures (Prince Albert 

Municipality, 2017). 

 

Three important characteristics form the basis of the Social Lab (Prince Albert Municipality, 

2017):  

 

1. The Social Lab involves diverse stakeholders, including those impacted. 

2. The Social Lab is experimental. It provides a portfolio in which trial and error takes 

place to create, execute and evaluate solutions.  

3. The Social Lab is a “system-based approach that addresses challenges at the root-

cause level”.  

 

The Social Lab is a new approach to organize citizen engagement compared to traditional 

methods that involve informing the community about municipal decision-making and 

municipal planning. It is interesting to examine how this new approach works and which 

processes underlie the Social Lab.  

 

Results 

The analysis explores the process of citizen engagement and focuses on aspects that are 

important when organizing citizen engagement: why, how, what and who. The analysis of 

why focuses on the reasons to initiate citizen engagement and corresponding objectives. The 

analysis of how and what relates to activities to organize citizen engagement. The analysis of 

whom addresses those who facilitate or initiate citizen engagement and focuses on the 

leadership that is necessary during citizen engagement. The analysis ends with a brief 

overview of the challenges and effects that become visible during citizen engagement.  

 

Why: reasons and objectives 

The reasons and objectives for citizen engagement are displayed in Table 6.1. The findings 

reveal different perspectives on why citizen engagement was initiated. Reasons cited are: to 

overcome challenges, to manage different needs within the community, to manage different 

policies in the municipality, to inform the community on what the municipality does and to 

identify partnerships within which the community also feels part of the municipality. The 

administration and Social Lab mainly focus on solving the challenges of the municipality. 

Whereas the mayor and councilors particularly focus on creating awareness among the 



community, they are also part of the municipality and can influence decisions. The mayor 

confirms this and explains: ‘If the community realizes that they are the underlying pillar of 

the municipality, they will realize how important they are in decision-making […] By the end 

of the day, we want to see the three pillars together: council, municipality and community’ 

(Interview 3).  

 

In addition, the findings reveal that community members mainly focus on managing their 

individual challenges (e.g. growing vegetables and funding this). They state that the Social 

Lab is a way to measure the basic needs of the community.  
 
Table 6.1.  
Reasons and objectives (N = 12)  
Reasons Objectives  

- Overcome challenges like polarization, 
distrust, inequality, unemployment or 
poverty. 

- Manage and know the different needs 
within society. 

- Manage the different policies within the 
municipality. 

- Inform the community about what the 
municipality does. 

- Ensure that the community feels part of 
the municipality and makes them aware 
of it. The Lab is about identifying 
partnerships (three pillars).  

- Identify basic needs of the community 
and municipality by highlighting 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities or 
challenges (e.g. obtaining knowledge 
about suitable jobs, obtaining knowledge 
on the disadvantages of alcohol or drugs, 
or obtaining knowledge about how 
municipalities work).  

- Create a dialogue. 
- Change community perceptions. 
- Identify partnerships within the 

community. 
- Realize projects or program activities 

that can overcome the challenges in the 
municipality. 

 
Besides the reasons to organize citizen engagement, several objectives for organizing it were 

identified. Members of the board, council and community emphasized that the main objective 

of citizen engagement was to identify the basic needs of the community and municipality. 

These objectives differ from civil servants’ and members of the Social Lab’s views that 

citizen engagement is to identify partnerships and make the community aware of their voice 

and sense of belonging that can be used in developing projects corresponding with the needs 

of the community and municipality via a dialogue.  

 

In summary, the reasons and objectives to start citizen engagement vary among the different 

stakeholders. The findings confirm that aspects of social cohesion like well-being and sense 

of belonging matter (Kawachi & Berkman, 2000). The essence of citizen engagement in the 

Social Lab lies in enhancing the relationship between the municipality and the community to 



provide good public services and fulfill basic needs. The focus group confirms this and 

provides possible explanations, namely that:  

1. South African municipalities have to deal with and respond to extreme needs within 

the community; and.  

2. the history of apartheid and recent history of corruption led municipalities to focus on 

strengthening the relationship between themselves and their communities.  

 

How and what: activities  

Central to the activities within the Social Lab was the establishment of a dialogue between the 

community and the municipality via a third party, namely the university. The reasons for this 

was that the University is seen as a partner with no political interest, a partner with an 

objective view and a partner that has the knowledge and skills to organize citizen 

engagement. Therefore, the municipality recognized the university’s value. A civil servant 

confirms that ‘the university is seen as an impartial, not politically connected, entity and 

therefore their bona fides were accepted’ (Interview 2). 

 

The focus group agrees and says there is some mistrust between authorities like municipalities 

and communities. It is therefore important to have an objective party that is not 

institutionalized and has no political background. The Social Lab creates a neutral space and 

softens the interface between the municipality and the community through dialogue.   

 

The findings also reveal several activities that were introduced to facilitate and secure the 

process of citizen engagement. The design of the Social Lab and distribution of roles ensured 

that citizen engagement was organized via the dialogue. To establish the dialogue, several 

meetings between the community and the municipality were held. During these meetings, the 

roles of the municipality and the community were equal. Both participated actively in the 

dialogue by giving input, attending discussions and pointing out their needs by answering 

questions. The questions were structured in such a way that they were positively formulated 

and focused on the needs of the community and the role of the municipality in these needs 

(e.g. What works well?). A member of the Social Lab explains the importance of asking 

questions in stating the following: ‘Don’t tell me why I can’t do it, rather tell me how and 

ask’ (Interview 12).   

 



Instead of giving one’s opinion verbally, the municipality and community wrote their answers 

on paper. In this way, all participants had the opportunity to express their needs. A civil 

servant explains this: ‘Citizens are sometimes shy and don’t like to talk in front of others […] 

Now they don’t have to stand up to the municipality and talk; they can write it down. This 

makes the interaction better. The citizens have more courage and can say what they want to 

say’ (Interview 8).  

 

After that the content of the questions were discussed. The core of citizen engagement via the 

Social Lab was to gather information about what the community sees as important and for the 

municipality to set up projects to realize this.   

 

Furthermore, the University led the process of citizen engagement by acting as a supporter 

and facilitator. This contribution delivers mainly on securing the process of citizen 

engagement. The University prepared the meetings, gathered the stakeholders (e.g. citizens, 

politicians, civil servants and entrepreneurs) and has the knowledge and skills to organize a 

dialogue.  

 

In summary, the Social Lab helps to structure citizen engagement by organizing a dialogue 

between important stakeholders. The Social Lab facilitates an interactive governance process 

in which the municipality and community exchange their needs (Torfing et al., 2012).  
 
Who  

Related to the facilitators of citizen engagement, the findings suggest that organizing citizen 

engagement depends on the facilitators possessing certain behaviors and skills. All 

interviewees mentioned that having a vision, listening, asking the right questions, networking, 

being flexible, being adaptable, creating an open mind, being encouraging, being respectful, 

possessing good communication and showing humanity are important. The findings reveal 

that mainly members of the Social Lab possess these kinds of behavior. Community members 

also said that the mayor and civil servants have an important role in expressing these 

behaviors. The behavior that is seen as important during citizen engagement corresponds well 

to a certain kind of public leadership, namely learning leadership (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997; 

Schwella, 2013, 2014). Learning leadership goes beyond strong vision and encouragement 

and is about creating people to understand the bigger problems as well as the competencies 

that are important to co-create solutions for these problems (Schwella, 2013, 2014). The main 



focus is to manage and identify complex problems within organizations and to mobilize the 

particular organization (e.g. the municipality) in adapting its behavior to manage these 

problems.  

 

Related to citizen engagement, the Social Lab involves understanding the challenges and 

needs of the community and the municipality and finding practical solutions for them. 

Creating a space within which this can happen is important and learning leadership enables 

this. It should be noted that the exercise of leadership is often associated with members of the 

municipality itself, i.e. the municipal council, the board of mayor and aldermen or the 

administration. It is interesting that this is not the case in the Social Lab. Members of the 

Social Lab specifically portray learning leadership when organizing citizen engagement. As a 

result, the municipality is less involved in the process of citizen engagement but more in the 

actual implementation of citizen engagement.  

 

Finally, certain skills like writing a letter or good communication are mentioned as important 

when organizing citizen engagement. This might indicate that next to leadership, particular 

skills play a role when organizing citizen engagement.   

 

Challenges  

The findings reveal various challenges the municipality face while organizing citizen 

engagement. Table 6.2 presents an overview of the different challenges. A distinction can be 

made between challenges related to the municipality and challenges related to the community. 

These are explained below. 

 

The first type relates to challenges regarding the municipality. The findings reveal that 

obtaining the specific skills and knowledge that are necessary for citizen engagement is a 

challenge. A board member explains that ‘the challenge is to transfer skills and knowledge 

from the Social Lab to those who are involved. In this case that could be the council or the 

administration’ (Interview 3).  

 

A community member agrees and says that it is important to organize training and workshops 

to educate the council, board and administration on citizen engagement. Furthermore, 

challenges like communication, funding and matching methods are mentioned. These 

challenges are all important when initiating citizen engagement as a municipality. A possible 



explanation for these challenges is that citizen engagement is currently organized by a third 

party and not by the municipality itself. The focus group confirms this and showed that this 

could be due to the fact that South African municipalities are currently not equipped with the 

resources to organize citizen engagement properly. Therefore, a third party is needed to assist 

them and impacts the integrality of citizen engagement in the municipality.  

 

The second type relates to challenges regarding the community. Once again, education on 

citizen engagement is the challenge. The community should learn how to engage. The other 

challenges are in line with this (see Table 6.2). Once the community has the knowledge of 

what citizen engagement is, how it is related to the municipality and how they as citizens can 

influence decisions, it will impact the remaining challenges. A community member explains 

that ‘the real challenge is to bring learning possibilities to [their] community and inform them 

on their roles and the roles of the municipality’ (Interview 10). The focus group confirms this 

and states that there is indeed a lack of awareness and education in the community.  

 
Table 6.2.  
Challenges Social Lab (N = 12) 
Related to the municipality Related to the community 

- Transfer skills and knowledge from the 
lab to the Prince Albert Municipality. 

- Develop and enhance skills to organize 
citizen engagement among councilors, 
aldermen and civil servants (e.g. 
sourcing the right people).  

- Obtain funding.  
- Match the way citizens engage (methods) 

with their needs.  
- Improve communication by providing in-

depth information. This also helps in 
making the municipality more efficient.  
 

- Note the variation in education level in 
the community due to apartheid. Citizens 
often do not know how to engage. They 
have to learn.  

- Note people’s view on public 
participation. The community is cynical 
about this kind of involvement.  

- Explain to the community what the 
municipality does and make them aware 
that they also have a role.  

- Involve the community in a broader way 
and involve the right people for a topic 
(e.g. waste discussion – involve all the 
people with a stake in this topic). 

 

In summary, the challenges regarding citizen engagement mainly relate to implementing 

citizen engagement. Learning how to engage properly as a citizen, but also learning how to 

organize citizen engagement successfully as a council member, board member or civil 

servant, is the challenge. 
 

 

 

 



Effects 

Despite the challenges, the findings revealed a number of positive effects of citizen 

engagement. These effects relate mostly to outcomes of citizen engagement. Members of the 

board, council and Social Lab said that citizen engagement was enhanced due to the Social 

Lab. Instead of traditional meetings in which the municipality informs the community, the 

municipality now interacts with the community differently via the dialogue established by the 

Social Lab. The dialogue identified several projects that respond to the needs of the 

community. A civil servant explains that ‘in Leeu Gamka the women got together and they 

started providing soup to the kids. The women started taking initiatives on their own and that 

to me is excellent’ (Interview 2). A councilor further notes that ‘society can express what they 

want and we learn a lot from them. It is very helpful’ (Interview 5).  

 

Additionally, the Social Lab brings different perspectives on municipal matters together, 

enables the community to be heard and creates a positive attitude among those who are 

negative. The municipal manager explains that ‘the University gets the screamers to be 

positive. They showed the citizens and us there are different angles on issues and it changed 

the view, […] They create a neutral circle’ (Interview 1).  

 

Notably, members of the community hardly mentioned effects. A possible explanation could 

be familiarity with the Social Lab. Not every community member knows about it. This makes 

it difficult to identify direct effects.  

To conclude, the effects reveal benefits of citizen engagement via the Social Lab and shows 

promises for the future. However, the challenges reveal that citizen engagement is still not an 

integral part of the municipality. This is a common challenge when organizing citizen 

engagement (Voorberg et al., 2015). Additionally, the Social Lab shows that the effect of 

leadership in local community is still limited. There is a long learning curve in developing 

citizen engagement and it has to be implemented wisely. We see in this new approach a 

changing role for public leaders due to a more extensive involvement of community in local 

issues. Public leaders should focus more on creating understanding within the community 

about problems and facilitate collaboration during engagement processes (Rhodes & Tiernan, 

2015).  



Conclusion 

This study analyzed the way that a South African municipality organizes and initiates citizen 

engagement by means of a case study. The challenges that South African municipalities face 

regarding citizen engagement require them to understand the process of citizen engagement 

rigorously. This study analyzed the process of citizen engagement emphasizing the why, how, 

what and who of engagement. The study showed that the Social Lab enables the municipality 

to organize citizen engagement in a different way. By involving a third party, citizen 

engagement is structured. This helps to identify the municipality’s and the community’s 

mutual needs and corresponding projects for these needs via a dialogue. The finding is that 

this way of engagement leads to positive results and is particularly based on strengthening the 

relationship between the community and the municipality. Our analysis suggests that learning 

leadership is important in creating this dialogue and helps to produce the desirable outcomes. 

Compared to previous research, this leadership is exercised by members who are not part of 

the municipality: a third party. This also has repercussions for the role of the municipality 

during citizen engagement and affects the integrality of citizen engagement. The biggest 

challenge is to increase this integrality by equipping both municipality and community with 

the specific skills and knowledge to organize and participate effectively in engagement 

processes. This study demonstrates that citizen engagement in a developing context 

particularly asks for an approach that focuses on strengthening the basic needs and creating a 

neutral space for the community to engage.  

 

The findings of our study resonate well with previous research on citizen engagement in 

South Africa. Until this day, the history of apartheid influences local governments and leads 

to the need for structure, skills and mechanisms on citizen engagement (cf. Emmett, 2000; 

Lues, 2014; Tshoose, 2016). While it is far too early to conclude that citizen engagement by 

means of a Social Lab is a viable strategy to identify and solve challenges, it can at least be 

concluded that this way of engagement helps in meeting the needs of society and structuring 

the process of engagement.  

 

This study has limitations, as only one case is examined. This makes it difficult to generalize 

to other South African municipalities. To find more explanations and patterns, more cases 

should be involved in which the organization of citizen engagement in South Africa is 

revealed. Nowadays citizens claim a more meaningful role in governmental services. An 

interesting part is to explore how this increasing role of citizens would impact public services. 



Nevertheless, this exploration of a South African municipality aims to improve understanding 

of the conditions under which citizen engagement is organized and which effects are visible. 

Therefore, this study can form a next step in understanding citizen engagement in South 

African municipalities. 
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CHAPTER 7                                                                          

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
 
This dissertation examined the way local governments develop citizen engagement by 

studying the practices of Dutch, Danish and South African municipalities. In the introduction 

I demonstrated that citizen engagement can take various forms and is currently receiving a 

great deal of interest. It was made clear that local governments embrace the idea of citizen 

engagement because they see it as a way to generate input and solutions for problems that 

they face. Thereby they search for effective and efficient ways to organize it. Despite this, 

citizen engagement also comes with variation in thinking about the way in which it is 

realized. Citizen engagement has become an umbrella term. Different definitions, methods 

and interpretations are applied which lead to a considerable variation of citizen engagement 

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

practices of today (cf. Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Roberts, 2004). The variation noted in 

citizen engagement at the local level and the limited empirical research on how municipalities 

themselves develop citizen engagement was the starting point of this dissertation. Throughout 

this dissertation I looked for a deeper understanding of this variation and whether dominant 

patterns can be discovered by exploring the way local governments organize citizen 

engagement and which practices emerge. The aim was to develop a better understanding of 

the differences in citizen engagement and the role of those involved as stated in chapter one. 

This chapter reflects on the empirical findings by comparing the studies of this dissertation. 

First, the sub-questions are addressed to get insight into the primary research question. I do 

this by describing the main conclusions of each study. Furthermore, I reflect on these findings 

by making use of the existing literature, as discussed in the first chapter, and describe the 

added value of this research for science. The chapter ends with recommendations for 

practitioners in local governments and suggestions for future research. As stated in chapter 

one, the dissertation was initiated to answer the following main research question:  

 
What practices develop when local governments organize citizen engagement in the 21st 

century? 

 
To answer to this, the following sub questions were formulated:   

 
SQ1: How do Dutch local governments organize citizen engagement?   



SQ2: How does citizen engagement influence the trust of citizens in local 

 governments?   

SQ3: How does organizational culture play a role in organizing citizen engagement 

 by local governments?  

SQ4: How does a Danish municipality organize citizen engagement?   

SQ5: How does a South African municipality organize citizen engagement?  

 
Answering the research question: conclusions of each study 

This dissertation has been structured upon five empirical studies that each pertain to one of 

the formulated sub questions. This section will elaborate on each of these questions by 

describing the main conclusions of each study. Following that, an answer to our main research 

question is given. To do this, I also give an interpretation to these conclusions to deepen the 

answer to the main research question. 

 

The first study, which is described in chapter two, examines the experiences of four Dutch 

municipalities in organizing citizen engagement by analyzing the aspects of motivation, 

methods and roles of involved actors. Thereby this study answers the first sub question. Semi-

structured interviews with representatives of the municipal council, executive board of mayor 

and aldermen, bureaucracy, and civil society were held in four Dutch municipalities. In 

addition, documents were analyzed. The study showed that the motivation to organize citizen 

engagement is mostly based on managing societal challenges that they face (see Table 7.1). 

At the same time, it was found that although the aspects motivation, methods and roles of the 

actors involved are indicated as aids in organizing citizen engagement (cf. Fung, 2007; 

Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014), the study showed that this is not an easy task in practice and 

revealed that there are considerable differences between municipalities.  
A significant finding was that at the moment that municipal actors (council members, 

board members, civil servants, and citizens) have a well-defined and shared motivation to 

organize citizen engagement, clear methods and roles are also present. The municipality of 

Zeist is an example of this. The findings indicated that due to this shared view the 

municipality created a clear way of organizing citizen engagement and therefore also new 

possibilities to develop citizen engagement further. 

Another important finding is that in municipalities where municipal actors did not 

have a well-defined and shared motivation to organize citizen engagement different methods 

and roles were also present. The municipalities of IJsselstein, Ermelo and Ede are examples of 



this. The findings revealed that as a result of this these municipalities searched for ways to 

streamline processes and clarify the aspects motivation, methods, and roles to organize 

effective citizen engagement. 

Besides differences in the municipalities studied, the study revealed that although the 

municipalities have been using different methods to organize citizen engagement, all of these 

methods facilitated an interactive governance process, in which citizens exchanged views and 

ideas on municipal matters. Table 7.1 reveals an indication of examples of such methods.   

Finally, it was discovered that the different municipal actors in the municipalities 

perceive leadership as important for citizen engagement. Specifically characteristics of 

transformational leadership were addressed, implying the value of it for forming citizen 

engagement (Bass, 2010). While addressed as important by municipal actors, this leadership 

was not always self-evident in practice, as indicated by the search for clear roles in some of 

the examined municipalities. The conclusion is that the municipalities differ in the actual 

realization of the motivation, methods, and roles to organize effective citizen engagement. 

Clarity in these aspects seems to matter and help in organizing citizen engagement. A possible 

reason could be that a clear motivation contributes to choosing a suitable working method and 

roles. Future research should show if this is the case and how the aspects motivation, 

methods, and roles relate to each other.  

  

The second study, which is described in chapter three, analyses the influence of citizen 

engagement on citizen’s trust in local governments and focuses on a particular challenge that 

municipalities face nowadays - the declining levels of trust of citizens in governments. The 

study answers the second sub-question and uses panel data from three Dutch municipalities. 

The expectation was that citizen engagement is a valuable strategy for such a challenge (Irvin 

& Stansbury, 2004; Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). To our surprise, the findings uncovered 

that citizen engagement has either no effect or has a negative one on citizens’ trust in their 

local governments. A possible explanation is that those who actively participate do not always 

believe that their engagement matters, which can lead to less trust (Anderson, 2010). Despite 

this finding, the causes for this should be explored more thoroughly. As such, the study 

indicates that the impact of citizen engagement is not always evident and sometimes 

questionable. Consequently, local governments must continue to review and reflect on the use 

of citizen engagement in the challenges that they face.    

 



The third study, chapter four, explores the possible role of culture in the way municipalities 

organize citizen engagement and answers the third sub-question. In this study a culture 

questionnaire in three Dutch municipalities was executed and semi-structured interviews were 

held with council members, board members, and civil servants. I discovered that with the 

growing interest in citizen engagement more attention is also paid to organizational culture as 

it offers a better understanding of the context in which citizen engagement is organized (cf. 

Parker & Bradley, 2000). Indications were found that organizational culture indeed plays a 

role. More specifically, the study showed that the way municipalities organize citizen 

engagement is, to some extent, reflected in the existing culture in the bureaucracy of that 

municipality. In particular, characteristics related to the clan, adhocracy, and hierarchy culture 

like shared values, orientation to civil society and attention for procedures and structures play 

a role (Cameron & Quinn, 2006) (See Table 7.1 for an overview of the existing cultures in the 

municipalities examined). At the same time, the culture considered to be needed for citizen 

engagement in literature is different from the culture that appears to be present in practice, 

implying that organizing citizen engagement requires attention to culture (cf. Bingham et al., 

2005; Grotens et al., 2018; Torfing et al., 2016). The conclusion is that it is important to take 

into account the existing organizational culture of the municipality in order to continue to 

develop and organize citizen engagement.  

 

The fourth study, chapter five, explores how a Danish municipality organizes citizen 

engagement by comparing a Danish and a Dutch case of citizen engagement on the local level 

and answers the fourth sub-question. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

representatives of the municipal council, executive board of mayor and aldermen, 

bureaucracy and civil society of each municipality. In addition, relevant documents were 

analyzed. The study demonstrated that the way these municipalities organize citizen 

engagement was similar. Both municipalities established a co-creation process to tackle the 

complex problem that they faced: developing the Musicon area and dealing with budget cuts. 

It was found that this particular engagement process led to successful outcomes due to certain 

aspects that facilitated this process. First, both municipalities applied the same rationale (i.e. 

motivation), using knowledge and expertise of local citizens and stakeholders. Second, both 

municipalities applied certain institutional designs, in which they on the one hand introduced 

new institutional bodies that govern and direct the existing process of citizen engagement, 

also called meta-governance, and on the other hand organized a string of activities that 

reinforced the exchange and creation of solutions and ideas between citizens and the 



municipal actors, also called interactive governance (cf. Torfing et al., 2012). Third, the study 

showed that transformational leadership together with innovative and integrative leadership 

was the kind of leadership that was exercised to harvest the fruits of citizen engagement and 

stimulated the collaboration between citizens and the municipality. It was revealed that 

mainly political and administrative actors exercised this leadership (e.g. a mayor, a city 

manager, a management team or a municipal council). In Table 7.1, these aspects as well as 

the interpretation of these aspects are displayed.  

The conclusion is that these aspects helped both municipalities to find the solutions 

that they were looking for: in case of the Danish municipality, developing a new cultural 

neighborhood called Musicon and in case of the Dutch municipality, realizing budget cuts. 

More specifically, the aspects seem to have created a shared sense of citizen engagement in 

these municipalities and made it possible to make citizen engagement become part of the 

doing and thinking of the actors in the municipality.  

 

The fifth and final study in chapter six explores how citizen engagement in a South African 

municipality is organized and answers the final sub-question. Once again, semi-structured 

interviews were held with representatives of the municipal council, executive board of mayor 

and aldermen, bureaucracy, and civil society. In addition, relevant documents were analyzed 

and a focus group was held to deepen the understanding of the individual interviews. 

Although municipal actors differ in their view on citizen engagement, the findings showed 

that the essence of citizen engagement is the same among these actors. This essence centers 

on improving the relation between the community and municipality by giving the community 

opportunities to express their needs and support development. To achieve this, the results 

indicated that citizen engagement was organized in a manner that reinforces this. The study 

revealed that citizen engagement is organized and directed by individuals or a group that is 

able to do so - a third party. It was discovered that this third party enabled the municipality to 

identify the community’s mutual needs and strengthen the relationship between them and the 

municipality. At the same time, several activities were organized that facilitated an interactive 

governance process to promote the exchange of ideas on needs between municipality and 

community (see Table. 7.1). Furthermore, it was observed that the biggest challenge was to 

create an integral manner to engage citizens and equip the municipality and community with 

the right skills and knowledge to organize it. Organizing citizen engagement in this case 

required the creation of a neutral space in which the community and municipality are able to 

freely express their needs in order to produce the desired outcomes. To create this space a 



flexible, creative, adaptable, and communicative attitude and behavior was seen as necessary. 

Additionally, it was uncovered that learning leadership is the kind of leadership that in 

particular facilitates this and is exercised by the third party (cf. Heifetz & Laurie, 1997; 

Schwella, 2014) (see Table 7.1). The study demonstrates that organizing citizen engagement 

in a developing context asks for an approach that focuses on strengthening the basic needs 

and the creation of a neutral space, in this case by means of a third party.  

 

Table 7.1 below gives an overview of the main conclusions as discussed above. The table 

portrays the dominant patterns found in the empirical studies as well as the way in which 

these are interpreted within the examined municipalities.  

 



Table 7.1.  
Overview aspects of organizing citizen engagement 
Aspects Interpretation Municipality  
Motivations to organize citizen 
engagement  

Managing societal challenges by 
initiating citizen engagement  
 

IJsselstein, Ermelo and Ede  

Focus on utilizing the knowledge 
and expertise of the civil society 

Zeist and Roskilde  

Community can express their 
needs  
 

Prince Albert  

Working methods to organize 
citizen engagement  

Interactive working methods: 
activities aimed at exchanging 
ideas between civil society and 
the municipality on municipal 
matters and strengthen the 
relationship between the civil 
society and the municipality* 

Zeist, IJsselstein, Ermelo, 
Ede, Roskilde, Prince Albert  

Meta working methods: activities 
that guide citizen engagement 
and focus on the process of it  
 

Zeist, Roskilde, Prince Albert  

Existing organizational culture  Adhocracy, clan  Zeist, Ermelo 
Hierarchy  Ede 

 
Role involved actors (attitude 
and behavior)  

Facilitative, pro-active 
innovative, curious, value 
focused 

Zeist and Roskilde  

Search for clear definition of 
roles/ desire to change existing 
behavior to facilitative, open and 
listening.  

Ermelo and Ede  

Core tasks and outcomes and 
clarifying the roles  

IJsselstein  

Flexible, open, creative, 
encouraging, adaptable, 
communicative 
 

Prince Albert  

Leadership  Other leadership styles Ermelo, IJsselstein and Ede**  
Mix of transformational, 
integrative and innovative 
leadership  

Zeist, Roskilde  

Learning leadership  Prince Albert  
* Examples of such methods are (information) meetings, advisory councils, dialogues, consultation 
hours, conversations and interactive decision-making.  
**In these municipalities characteristics of other leadership styles are also mentioned. Although future 
research should point out which leadership style this is exactly, there is a vigorous search in these 
municipalities for concrete leadership that supports citizen engagement.   
 

In sum, the studies demonstrate that each municipality defines and practices citizen 

engagement in their own way. When interpreting these findings, a few patterns seem to 

emerge and some connections can be made: 



 First, the studies make clear that all the municipalities examined have the desire to 

organize citizen engagement in order to manage the societal problems and changing 

context in which they operate. It also becomes clear that the argument for citizen 

engagement is more than just managing societal challenges, but is also accompanied 

by other motivations, like utilizing knowledge and expertise or enabling the 

expression of needs. Different municipalities have different motivations to organize 

citizen engagement and the extent to which municipal actors in those municipalities 

have a clear view on this is important.  

 Second, the studies reveal that all municipalities apply a range of working methods in 

order to establish citizen engagement. These working methods have a strong focus on 

exchanging views and ideas on municipal matters with civil society. Furthermore, the 

studies reveal that a number of municipalities introduced structures to guide and direct 

these activities by focusing on the process of it (meta-working methods). 

 Third, the studies show that organizing citizen engagement also requires attention to 

organizational culture within a municipality. The existing organizational culture in the 

bureaucracy is increasingly perceived as important and influences, to some extent, the 

way citizen engagement is organized. 

 Fourth, the studies show that organizing citizen engagement in all municipalities 

influences the role of the actors involved (municipal council, board of mayor and 

aldermen, bureaucracy, and civil society). It becomes clear that citizen engagement 

requires different behavior and attitude from these actors, especially from councilors, 

aldermen and civil servants. Depending on the municipality concerned, this behavior 

and attitude is clear or a sought objective.  

 Fifth, the studies make clear that municipalities recognize the importance of leadership 

for organizing citizen engagement, but still differ in the kind of leadership that is 

required. Depending on the municipality concerned the view of the kind of leadership 

that supports citizen engagement is clear or a search within the municipality.  

 

The patterns described illustrate that several aspects play a role in organizing citizen 

engagement as a municipality. A closer look at these aspects shows that setting up citizen 

engagement involves aspects associated with two categories: (1) human behavior and (2) the 

system (Torfing et al., 2016; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Wang & Wan Wart, 2007). Human 

behavior aspects include motivation, leadership and actors involved. System aspects include 

organizational culture and working methods. This means that the way citizen engagement is 



organized in municipalities depends on the combination of these two categories as manifested 

in practice.  

The patterns also illustrate that there are differences between and within municipalities 

in these aspects. In some municipalities municipal actors have a clear and shared view on 

these aspects, while in other municipalities there are different views on these aspects between 

actors. This notion can lead to differences between and within municipalities regarding citizen 

engagement and therefore also to differences in organizing it.  

 

To refine the main conclusions, it is important to consider why differences were found 

between municipalities. There are a number of key variables. First, the extent to which top-

level administrators within the municipality have the motivation to support and give direction 

to participation is important. In study one and in study four for example, I saw that there was 

clarity about the motivation among municipal actors to organize citizen engagement. More 

specifically, it was apparent that this was the case within the municipalities of Zeist in the 

Netherlands and Roskilde in Denmark and indicated that the role of the mayor, management 

team or city manager was important in this. It was also observed in study one that this 

motivation was not always clear and could lead to a search within the municipal council, 

executive board of mayor and aldermen and bureaucracy for a clear motivation for citizen 

engagement. At the same time, this search is accompanied by a search for clear working 

methods and role interpretation (e.g. at the municipality of IJsselstein, Ede and Ermelo). 

Similarly, the importance of motivation revealed itself in study five. It is noted in this study 

that the essence of Prince Albert's motivation focused on supporting the needs of the 

community and that the various actors involved shared this notion. In particular, it is 

suggested that the mayor and civil servants have an important role in expressing this 

motivation and implementation of methods and roles that fit with this.  

Building on this first variable described, a second variable reveals itself, namely the 

extent to which leadership is present in the municipality. The studies one, four and five 

showed that different leadership behaviors were cited as being important during citizen 

engagement (e.g. transformational, innovative, integrative or learning leadership). More 

precisely, it is suggested that a mayor, city manager, council members, a management team or 

even a third party are facilitators for such leadership. Additionally, in the case of unclear 

leadership, the actors within the municipality strive for a clear definition of the leadership that 

is necessary and a search for ways to concretize such leadership behaviors emerges (see study 

one).  



A third variable is the organizational culture of the municipality. The organizational 

culture of the bureaucracy influences the way a municipality organizes citizen engagement. It 

was observed in study three (chapter four) that in a municipality with a hierarchical culture 

such as Ede, citizen engagement is organized from this hierarchical culture by focusing on 

structure and procedures, which are main characteristics of this type of culture. It was also 

identified that in municipalities with a clan and adhocracy culture, such as Zeist and Ermelo, 

engagement of citizens takes a different form, namely, by emphasizing characteristics that 

correspond to these cultures such as, an orientation towards the civil society, focusing on 

shared values and innovation or adopting a role that fits with this.  

 

Although each of these variables needs to be examined more thoroughly in future research, it 

seems that the aspects found in this research are to some extent interdependent of each other. 

Figure 7.1 depicts how these aspects could relate to each other. This figure has been 

developed based on the patterns found as specified on page 173. For example, a clear 

motivation is important to initiate the desired working methods and therefore also the 

application of citizen engagement (Nabatchi & Leighninger, 2015). Particularly within public 

organizations like municipalities, motivation has become increasingly important to develop 

activities that foster the management of changes and societal challenges (Ritz, Neumann & 

Vandenabeele, 2016). Likewise, it is important to have leadership to promote the desired 

culture and motivation for citizen engagement (Sarros, Cooper, Santora, 2008; Schein, 1992). 

Public leaders like mayors, managers, councilors or city managers play an important part in 

this. After all, they are often the ones who are in charge of deciding which actions are taken 

and can either encourage or discourage the engagement of citizens within their municipality 

(Thomas, 1995). In addition to that, public leaders are observed as key players to mobilize 

various actors in co-creating solutions (Sørensen & Torfing, 2018). Leadership in turn can 

also help to influence the behavior of and interaction between different actors and can thus 

stimulate clarity in roles and fulfillment of these roles (Coursey, Yang & Pandey, 2012; 

Torfing et al., 2016). Moreover, when applying working methods of citizen engagement it is 

important to establish clear roles of those who facilitate these methods in order to implement 

them effectively (Hersey, Blanchard, Johnson, 2007; Johns, 1983). In particular, the 

corresponding behaviors that define these roles of administrators are considered important for 

encouraging citizen engagement methods (Wang et al., 2007). Ultimately, these actors are 

vital assets of public organizations like municipalities and therefore have a major influence on 

the realization of activities within that organization (Ritz et al., 2016). 



 

 
 
Figure 7.1. Interdependency between aspects of citizen engagement 
 
We can conclude that the conclusions of each empirical study allow us to answer the main 

question. In terms of the main research question the dissertation explored the practices that 

develop when municipalities organize citizen engagement and if dominant patterns could be 

discovered as stated in chapter one. The findings described above indicate that organizing 

citizen engagement seems to be affected by aspects related to human behavior and to the 

system. It has been demonstrated that each municipality forms citizen engagement in their 

own way, leading to differences in it at local level as mentioned earlier. Furthermore, it is 

indicated that these aspects might relate to each other. It is important to note that the empirical 

studies do not point out how exactly this relationship appears. For now, it is only shown that 

these aspects matter and that establishing citizen engagement comes with a dynamic. Based 

on that, there seems to be not one description for citizen engagement and thus also not for 

setting it up. Nevertheless, the studies did discover certain aspects that are important for 

organizing it at local level.  

 

Reflection on findings: value for science 

When I compare the patterns discovered in this study with previous research on citizen 

engagement it seems that citizen engagement hinges on the working process of it. As noted in 
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the introduction, there are a wide spread of elements that support local governments in 

organizing citizen engagement, such as size of the municipality, political culture, motivation, 

choice of methods, or a clear understanding of outcomes, stakeholders involved, leadership 

and structure (Bryson et al., 2013; Fung, 2006; Nabatchi & Amsler, 2014; Nabatchi et al., 

2012). Comparing these aspects with the aspects identified in our study, it becomes clear that 

they correspond to a certain extent to each other. As such, the findings in our dissertation are 

thus far in line with earlier research.   

However, it is notable that these previous studies often have a utilitarian approach to 

citizen engagement in which they look at the instrumental use of citizen engagement without 

taking into account the view of these aspects by the municipal actors involved (councilors, 

aldermen, civil servants and citizens). Above all, they often point out only that these aspects 

matter. For example, Nabatchi and Leighninger (2015) suggest that the motivation of those 

who initiate engagement is a key variable for setting up citizen engagement. However, it does 

not become clear if this is based on empirical findings or normative reasoning (Nabatchi & 

Amsler, 2014). Similarly, Torfing, Sørensen and Røiseland (2016) say that certain leadership 

styles are conducive to supporting citizen engagement in which transformational leadership is 

often addressed, but at the same time state that further empirical evidence is needed to 

determine the exact role of leadership in citizen engagement (Bellé, 2013; Denhardt & 

Campbell, 2006; Sørensen  & Torfing, 2018). Noteworthy is that the studies in this 

dissertation make clear that organizing citizen engagement in practice includes multiple 

aspects (human behavior and system) and is affected by the view that municipal actors have 

of these aspects. This implies that organizing citizen engagement is not dependent on the 

completion of a separate aspect, which is often indicated in earlier research, but depends on a 

combination of aspects and the way these are formed by the relevant municipality. Organizing 

citizen engagement affects the whole municipality and can be seen as an intervention within 

the municipal organization. As such, the findings complement previous research on citizen 

engagement in which the influence of organizing citizen engagement on the functioning of the 

municipality becomes visible. Additionally, it indicates a difference between how science 

perceives and examines citizen engagement and how citizen engagement is formed in 

practice. As a scientist it is important to deepen the research on citizen engagement in order to 

come closer to understanding the actual practice.  

 



Closing statements and value for practice  

This dissertation helps both academic scholars and practitioners to understand the ways in 

which local governments organize citizen engagement in practice. With the complex 

environment in which local governments operate nowadays and the initiatives that emerge 

from civil society, local governments increasingly ask themselves how citizen engagement 

can be realized and what this means for the functioning of the municipality. Citizen 

engagement has become a buzzword and no one knows exactly how or why it is organized. 

As a result, a variation in organizing citizen engagement arises and a search for clarity among 

those who initiate it exists. To provide more clarity, it is important to know and understand 

how municipalities themselves develop citizen engagement and how this affects the way it is 

set up. This dissertation reveals that there seems to be no clear way in which municipalities 

organize citizen engagement. Citizen engagement has its own dynamics, with its own 

irregularities leading to different variations of the same phenomenon. However, from the 

cases that were examined aspects related to human behavior and the system are identified as 

being important. In practice, these aspects can be interpreted in various ways by municipal 

actors causing differences between and within municipalities in setting up citizen 

engagement. It appears that the less clear a picture of these aspects exists among municipal 

actors, the greater the chance that different manifestations also develop. As such, those who 

initiate citizen engagement (e.g. councilors, aldermen and civil servants) also construct it and 

may in turn give rise to different manifestations that correspond to this construction. Citizen 

engagement starts with these actors and the way that they consider what suits the municipality 

and the extent to which they have a shared understanding of this. Hence, it can be concluded 

that there seems to be no "one size fits all" approach when practicing citizen engagement. 

Both human behavioral and system aspects are important in this and should be considered 

when setting up citizen engagement. Reflecting on this, organizing citizen engagement has an 

impact on the entire municipality; a municipality organizes citizen engagement in a certain 

way that is revealed in the aspects related to this. Against this background three major points 

can be formulated to consider from this study:  

- First, local governments consciously and unconsciously form citizen engagement in 

their own and unique way.  

- Second, citizen engagement is accompanied by a complex dynamic, which is caused 

by both human behavior and systems aspects. As a municipality it is important to take 

this into account and be aware that these aspects are constantly changing. This 

requires constantly learning, adapting and developing as a municipality.  



- Third, organizing citizen engagement is not self-evident. As municipal council, 

executive board of mayor and aldermen and bureaucracy it is important to recognize 

the influence of citizen engagement on the entire organization and shape a clear and 

shared view of these human behavior and system aspects. 

For practitioners the findings mean that in order to organize citizen engagement, municipal 

actors need to be aware of the aspects that help clarify the variety surrounding it. 

Municipalities need to formulate these aspects clearly in a way that appeals to all actors 

involved and facilitate the creation of shared practices to citizen engagement. To do so, the 

actors municipal council, executive board of mayor and aldermen, and bureaucracy need to 

collaborate and interact with each other and enter a continuous dialogue to realize and 

guarantee the implementation of these aspects within their own organization. Finally, 

municipalities must find a way to build a citizen engagement infrastructure that facilitates a 

continuous process of developing citizen engagement and therefore also the effective set up of 

it. The reason for this is that an infrastructure helps the discussion of the aspects that influence 

the organization of citizen engagement in a systematic way. Such an infrastructure can 

include the creation of feasible spaces in which municipal actors can discuss and align their 

perception on the discovered human behavior aspects and system aspects in order to 

implement effective citizen engagement. In addition, municipalities need to ensure that this 

citizen engagement infrastructure educates and informs civil society about issues, connects 

citizens to local leaders and officials, addresses the applied working methods of citizen 

engagement, and makes room for deliberation, decision making and consistent action of 

citizens regarding municipal issues. 

 

In conclusion, the aspects presented offer a referencing framework to understand and possibly 

describe the development of citizen engagement in practice and envisions differences in 

organizing it in local governments. It thereby helps scholars and practitioners to gain insight 

into the way that they organize it and allows them to study citizen engagement and the 

diversity that accompanies it critically. More specifically, it helps council members, board 

members, and civil servants to position themselves in the citizen engagement debate and 

reveals the complex dynamic that goes along with it. Especially, these actors are confronted 

with different aspects that compel them to adapt to a situation in which citizen engagement is 

organized efficiently. Ultimately they are the ones who must work together to structure the 

way citizen engagement is created. Moreover, they need to continue to learn, reflect and if 

necessary adapt the current situation to the desired situation. In the end this can contribute to 



effectively realizing citizen engagement and accomplishing desired results like managing 

societal challenges or increasing citizens’ trust.  

 

Limitations and avenues for future research  

This research is not without limitations. Specific limitations of each study have already been 

discussed throughout the studies performed. This final paragraph adds some general 

limitations of the research to those already mentioned and explores avenues for future 

research. 

 

To start with, only a limited number of local governments have been studied in this 

dissertation. The reason for this was that this enabled us to examine citizen engagement in-

depth, whereas a broader approach could hinder this. In addition to that, the selection of our 

municipalities is also accompanied with limitations. In all studies local governments were 

examined that already actively organize citizen engagement by putting it on the agenda or 

experimenting with innovative methods. This notion results in a bias towards municipalities 

who are more active in involving citizens. The findings therefore cannot be generalized to 

local governments that involve citizens in a less active way. It is advisable that future research 

also examines the organization of citizen engagement in local governments who do not 

explicitly involve their citizens actively in order to discover if the same aspects apply. 

 

Secondly, the need for citizen engagement in the Dutch and Danish context is partially 

stimulated by the decentralizations that have been taken place, in particular, public tasks in 

the areas of social assistance and long-term care. This fact might have influenced the way 

citizen engagement is organized in these municipalities due to the emphasis that is laid on 

responding to these decentralizations. To expand knowledge about the way citizen 

engagement is organized, future research should take this variable into account by making a 

distinction between municipalities that are confronted with decentralizations and 

municipalities that are not, so that, it can be seen if the same results hold up or different 

results emerge.  

 

Thirdly, the dissertation used several research methods (semi-structured interviews, document 

analyses, regression techniques, and survey research) in order to design the case studies and to 

triangulate the findings. However, throughout the research new themes that are important for 

organizing citizen engagement emerged, like meta-working methods, leadership, and 



organizational culture. Unfortunately, it was not possible to go back to all the municipalities 

to examine these themes and to analyze the actual effects of them on the organization of 

citizen engagement. Nevertheless, the research methods applied helped to explain and get 

more insight into the findings. At the same time they also raised new questions for future 

research such as, what is the role of meta-working methods in citizen engagement? Which 

specific leadership styles contribute to citizen engagement? Which particular organizational 

culture facilitates organizing citizen engagement? And if and how do the themes of 

organizing discovered relate to each other? Therefore, we are faced with a challenge that 

involves case study research, it helps to deepen and explain findings, but it also raises new 

questions for future research.  
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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.  
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SUMMARY IN DUTCH 

De interesse voor participatie van burgers is in de afgelopen jaren sterk toegenomen binnen 

overheden. Burgerparticipatie is een modewoord geworden. Het wordt gezien als een manier 

om de samenleving te betrekken bij het aanpakken van maatschappelijke- en 

overheidsgerelateerde vraagstukken door bijvoorbeeld openbare bijeenkomsten te organiseren 

of een dialoog te initiëren. Daarnaast spelen verschillende maatschappelijke en politieke 

ontwikkelingen zoals globalisering, individualisering en toegenomen technologie een 

belangrijke rol in de groeiende interesse voor burgerparticipatie en zorgen ze dat overheden 

naar nieuwe manieren zoeken om deze aan te pakken. Met name op lokaal niveau wordt 

participatie van burgers als een manier gezien om input te verzamelen, middelen te 

mobiliseren en (nieuwe) oplossingen te vinden voor deze ontwikkelingen. Raad, college van 

burgemeester en wethouders en ambtelijke organisatie zien de waarde van participatie in. Ze 

ambiëren de samenleving een rol te geven in deze ontwikkelingen door gebruik te maken van 

de kennis en capaciteit die zij te bieden hebben. Zowel in de praktijk als in de wetenschap 

wordt er steeds meer aandacht besteed aan burgerparticipatie. Desondanks is het nog steeds 

onduidelijk hoe dit het beste kan worden georganiseerd. Burgerparticipatie is een 

containerbegrip waarbij verschillende definities, methoden en interpretaties worden 

gehanteerd voor hetzelfde fenomeen. Dit leidt tot een variatie in burgerparticipatie op lokaal 

niveau en maakt het lastig om de theoretische kennis hierover te koppelen aan de praktijken 

van vandaag. De variatie in participatie betekent tevens dat gemeenten en wetenschappers 

soms moeite hebben om te begrijpen wat werkt, wanneer, waarom en hoe. Als gevolg hiervan 

is er meer behoefte aan inzicht in de wijze waarop burgerparticipatie wordt ontwikkeld. 

 Dit proefschrift gaat in op deze variatie in burgerparticipatie en onderzoekt de 

praktijken die binnen gemeenten ontstaan wanneer zij participatie organiseren. In het 

bijzonder wordt er onderzocht of er gedeelde patronen kunnen worden ontdekt die belangrijk 

zijn voor degene die burgerparticipatie toepassen (bijvoorbeeld raadsleden, wethouders, 

ambtenaren en burgers). Van deze actoren wordt immers verwacht dat zij dit goed organiseren 

en het begrijpen. Burgerparticipatie in dit onderzoek wordt gedefinieerd als het proces waarbij 

de samenleving actief deelneemt in openbare beslissingen en burgers worden betrokken bij 

taken en diensten van de lokale overheid.  

 Om dit te achterhalen, richt het onderzoek in dit proefschrift zich op de werkpraktijken 

van gemeenten en is het opgebouwd uit vijf empirische studies. Het onderzoek heeft zich 

stapsgewijs ontwikkeld op basis van nieuwe inzichten na elke empirische studie. Zodoende 



begint dit proefschrift met het onderzoeken van burgerparticipatie in Nederland, gevolgd door 

een onderzoek naar participatie in Denemarken en sluit het af met een onderzoek naar 

burgerparticipatie in Zuid-Afrika. Om dit te realiseren, maakt het onderzoek gebruik van case 

studies om de ervaringen van gemeenten met burgerparticipatie in kaart te brengen en 

daarmee ook de wijze waarop zij het organiseren. Deze case studies zijn met behulp van 

zowel kwalitatieve als kwantitatieve onderzoeksmethoden ontwikkeld. In totaal zijn er zes 

verschillende gemeenten onderzocht in de genoemde landen. De informatie die deze cases 

opleveren maakt het mogelijk om participatie van burgers grondig te onderzoeken.   

 

De eerste studie in dit proefschrift onderzoekt hoe burgerparticipatie is georganiseerd in 

Nederland door vier Nederlandse gemeenten met elkaar te vergelijken. De studie laat zien dat 

er opmerkelijke verschillen zijn in de manier waarop deze gemeenten dit organiseren. Naar 

voren komt dat dit te maken heeft met de mate waarin de betrokken gemeentelijke actoren 

(raadsleden, collegeleden, ambtenaren en burgers) een duidelijk beeld hebben over de 

motivatie om burgerparticipatie in te zetten, de gekozen methoden en de rollen van de 

betrokkenen.  

 

De tweede studie analyseert de invloed die burgerparticipatie heeft op de hoeveelheid 

vertrouwen die burgers hebben in gemeenten. De aanname is dat participatie het vertrouwen 

van burgers in overheden vergroot. Naar voren komt dat het toepassen van directe vormen 

van burgerparticipatie geen effect of een negatief effect heeft op het vertrouwen van burgers 

in hun gemeente. Een mogelijke verklaring is dat degene die actief participeren niet altijd 

geloven dat hun deelname er toe doet, wat kan leiden tot minder vertrouwen. Gemeenten 

moeten daarom blijven reflecteren op het gebruik van burgerparticipatie om de beoogde 

uitkomsten te realiseren.   

 

De derde studie exploreert de rol van organisatiecultuur in de manier waarop gemeenten 

burgerparticipatie organiseren. Met de toegenomen aandacht voor participatie van burgers is 

er ook steeds meer aandacht voor organisatiecultuur in gemeenten. De veronderstelling is dat 

organisatiecultuur een belangrijke rol speelt bij het opzetten hiervan. Het onderzoek biedt 

daarmee inzicht in de context waarbinnen gemeenten participatie organiseren. Naar voren 

komt dat de manier waarop gemeenten burgerparticipatie organiseren in zekere mate is terug 

te zien in de bestaande cultuur van de ambtelijke organisatie van die gemeente. Als gemeente 



is het daarom belangrijk om rekening te houden met de organisatiecultuur van de ambtelijke 

organisatie om burgerparticipatie te blijven ontwikkelen en te organiseren.  

 

De vierde studie onderzoekt hoe een Deense gemeente burgerparticipatie organiseert door de 

ervaringen van een Deense en een Nederlandse gemeente hiermee te vergelijken. In het 

bijzonder onderzoekt de studie een specifieke vorm van burgerparticipatie, co-creatie. De 

studie laat zien dat beide gemeenten een succesvol co-creatie proces hebben ontwikkeld om 

de uitdagingen waarvoor zij staan aan te pakken: de ontwikkeling van een nieuwe buurt en 

bezuinigingen. Naar voren komt dat er drie aspecten zijn waarom dit proces tot successen 

heeft geleid. Deze aspecten zijn: de rationale van de gemeente, ook wel de intrinsieke 

motivatie die rechtvaardigt waarom gemeenten burgers betrekken, het gebruik van 

institutionele designs en het type leiderschap dat aanwezig is binnen de gemeente. Als gevolg 

hiervan worden deze aspecten als belangrijke hefbomen gezien die het proces van 

burgerparticipatie ondersteunen en bijdragen aan de ontwikkeling van een gedeeld begrip 

over het organiseren van participatie in de onderzochte gemeenten.  

 

In de vijfde en laatste studie is een Zuid-Afrikaanse gemeente onderzocht om te ontdekken 

hoe zij burgerparticipatie organiseren. De resultaten laten zien dat burgerparticipatie in deze 

gemeente wordt georganiseerd door het toepassen van een werkwijze die de behoeften van de 

gemeenschap in kaart brengt, namelijk door het betrekken van een derde partij. Bovendien 

wordt learning leadership als een belangrijke leiderschapsstijl gezien door gemeentelijke 

actoren voor participatie van burgers. Het wordt duidelijk dat dit leiderschap wordt uitgevoerd 

door deze derde partij. Concluderend, vraagt het organiseren van burgerparticipatie in deze 

context de betrokkenheid van een externe partij buiten de gemeente om zodoende een ruimte 

te creëren waarin behoeften van burgers gedeeld kunnen worden.  

 

Uit de verschillende empirische studies blijkt dat gemeenten actief burgerparticipatie 

organiseren. Ze passen verschillende manieren toe om de samenleving te betrekken en 

besluiten soms zelfs om nieuwe manieren uit te proberen, zoals co-creatie. De bevindingen 

laten zien dat gemeenten dit op hun eigen unieke manier doen. Naar voren komt dat dit te 

maken heeft met bepaalde aspecten die belangrijk worden geacht voor het organiseren van 

burgerparticipatie. De gevonden aspecten kunnen worden samengevat in twee categorieën: (1) 

gedragsaspecten, waaronder motivatie, leiderschap en betrokken actoren en (2) 

systeemaspecten, waaronder organisatiecultuur en werkmethoden. Dit houdt in dat de manier 



waarop burgerparticipatie wordt georganiseerd afhankelijk is van de combinatie van deze 

twee categorieën zoals deze zich in de praktijk openbaren. Met andere woorden, de 

verschillen in het organiseren van burgerparticipatie kunnen worden verklaard door de manier 

waarop gedrags- en systeemaspecten worden onthuld in de relevante gemeente en de 

dynamiek die daarmee gepaard gaat. Dit betekent ook dat het organiseren van participatie 

gevolgen heeft voor de gemeente als geheel en kan worden gezien als een interventie binnen 

de organisatie. Bovendien laten de studies zien dat de gevonden aspecten verschillend kunnen 

worden geïnterpreteerd door de gemeentelijke actoren, wat bijdraagt aan verschillen tussen en 

binnen gemeenten in de organisatie van burgerparticipatie. Als zodanig benadrukt het 

onderzoek dat burgerparticipatie in de praktijk verschillende vormen kent. Er bestaat geen 

gedeeld begrip over participatie in gemeenten en daarmee dus ook geen standaard manier. Het 

organiseren van burgerparticipatie wordt beïnvloed door aspecten gerelateerd aan het gedrag 

en het systeem en de manier waarop gemeentelijke actoren deze in de praktijk invullen.  

 

Concluderend laat het proefschrift zien dat het organiseren van burgerparticipatie gemeente 

specifiek is en bepaald wordt door de manier waarop zij dit vormgeven. Dit onderzoek draagt 

daarmee bij aan de puzzel over burgerparticipatie. Er lijkt geen concrete manier te zijn om als 

gemeente participatie te organiseren, maar er zijn wel bepaalde aspecten die de verschillen 

hierin als ook de ontwikkeling ervan helpen te begrijpen. Uiteindelijk biedt dit proefschrift 

meer inzicht in wat de organisatie van burgerparticipatie betekent voor lokale overheden en 

helpt het beoefenaars en wetenschappers die de praktijken hiervan willen verbeteren. Vooral 

omdat participatie van burgers steeds meer wordt gezien als een cruciaal onderdeel van het 

functioneren van gemeenten, is het des te belangrijker om te begrijpen en te weten hoe deze 

gemeenten burgerparticipatie vormgeven om het effectief te organiseren.  
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APPENDIX 1: Research plan dissertation 
In this appendix the general research plan of the semi-structured interviews is given (see 
chapters 2, 4, 5 and 6). When I refer in this document to municipality X, I refer to the relevant 
municipality that is being examined. In this case, these are the municipalities of Zeist, 
IJsselstein, Ermelo and Ede in the Netherlands, the municipality of Roskilde in Denmark and 
the municipality of Prince Albert in South Africa.  
 
Situation 
To get more insight in how municipality X organizes citizen engagement the practices of the 
municipality are examined by looking at how this municipality organizes citizen engagement. 
This can be a project1 within the municipality itself or the municipality as a whole. By 
examining these practices it is possible to gain insight into how citizen engagement is 
perceived from different perspectives within the municipality of X (municipal council, 
executive board of mayor and aldermen, bureaucracy, members of the civil society and if 
applicable members related to the examined project). What is their vision on citizen 
engagement, which role do the citizens have? How is citizen engagement stimulated in the 
project or municipality? And what facilitates it?  
 
Objectives 
Examining citizen engagement in municipality X has several objectives:  

 Insight in how the relevant municipality organizes citizen engagement. 
 Effects of citizen engagement (why reasons, objectives, who are involved, how and 

what focusing on the activities that are present to organize citizen engagement). 
 Factors and characteristics that facilitate or do not facilitate citizen engagement in the 

municipality or in the project.  
 
Method 

 Document analyses 
 Semi-structured interviews  
 Focus group2 

 
Research design  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 In this dissertation the projects were: the Musicon case (study 4), the dialogue about cuts (study 4) and the 
Social Lab (study 5).  
2 A focus group was only held in the municipality of Prince Albert (study 5).  

Document analyses: 
objectives, stakeholders and 
methods of citizen 
engagement 

a. Reasons and objectives 
b. Stakeholders 
c. Activities/methods to organize citizen 

engagement 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Participants  
The participants are selected by the municipality examined based on the following criteria:  

 A variation of stakeholders and representatives of the main actors within the 
municipality: (1) Civil society (2) municipal council (3) executive board of mayor and 
aldermen (4) bureaucracy and (5) (if applicable) employees of the studied project. 

 Gender: varies 
 Age: varies 
 Function: varies  
 Working experience/ experience with citizen engagement: varies   

The selection of these different respondents ensures that different perspectives on citizen 
engagement become visible.  
 
Topics interviews  
During the interviews three subjects are discussed:  

1. Reasons to start citizen engagement with corresponding objectives (focused on the 
why of citizen engagement).  

2. Activities or methods that are visible within the municipality concerning citizen 
engagement (focused on how and what of citizen engagement).  

3. Evaluation: effects of citizen engagement on the functioning of the municipality and 
the actors within the municipality (focused on effects and who of citizen engagement).    

 
Outline interview 
The interview consists of two parts. In the first part, the subject and aim of the interview is 
introduced. In the second part, the open questions are proposed and the different topics of the 
interviews are addressed.  
 
Part 1: Introduction  
The following points are discussed during the introduction by the interviewer:  

 Introduction of interviewer and research.  
 Mentioning the relevance of the research: how a local government organizes citizen 

engagement by looking at the way it is organized.   
 Objective interview: evaluation of relevant municipality or project concerning citizen 

engagement.  
 Duration interview: between 45 and 60 minutes.  
 Information: the information given during the interview is treated anonymously and is 

used to get insight into how a local government organizes citizen engagement from 
different perspectives.  

 Recording of the interview: Yes  
 Topics interview 

  

Briefing of 
respondent Interview Transcribe  

Approval 
of 

summary 

Analyze 
data 

Write down 
findings in 

report 

Interview municipal actors 



Part 2: Topics interviews  
A. Reasons to start citizen engagement with corresponding objectives 

i. Why (reason and objectives): Which developments in the civil society influence the 
functioning of the municipality and have led to an increased interest in citizen 
engagement? Or in case of a project, which reasons and developments led to starting 
the relevant citizen engagement project?  

ii. How important is citizen engagement and why? What are the objectives?  
iii. Who are involved and why?  

 
B. Activities that are apparent within the municipality  

i. Activities to organize citizen engagement: What activities to organize citizen 
engagement (methods) are visible within the municipality?  
Regarding a citizen: what is your involvement in the municipality, why and when? Or 
in case of a project, what is your involvement in this project, why and when?  

ii. What kind of chances and risks do you see in the use of these activities/methods? 
iii. Involvement of stakeholders: What effect does organizing citizen engagement has on 

the functioning of the role of the interviewed municipal actor and the other municipal 
actors?  
 
For example, an interview with a council member, first is asked what citizen 
engagement implies for the functioning of the council member him or herself. 
Subsequently, the same council member is asked how he or she thinks that citizen 
engagement influences the functioning of the other actors involved (board members, 
civil servants or members of the civil society).  
 

iv. Definition citizen engagement: What is citizen engagement/ How do you define citizen 
engagement?   

 
C. Evaluation of citizen engagement  

i. What are the challenges regarding citizen engagement? Or in case of a project what 
are the challenges perceived in this project?  

ii. What are the chances of citizen engagement? Or in case of a project what are the 
chances perceived in this project?  

iii. Which factors are important to facilitate or succeed citizen engagement? Or in case of 
a project which factors are important to facilitate or succeed citizen engagement in this 
project?  
 What effects are visible?  

 
With regard to the actor civil society, the order of questions can differ slightly. The reason for 
this is that not every citizen is equally familiar with the topic of citizen engagement. 
Therefore, it is important to first introduce the topic and ask how they define it and why they 
think it is important, before discussing how it is organized. As such, these interviews discuss 
the same topics as the interviews with the actors, municipal council, executive board of mayor 
and aldermen, and bureaucracy, but in a different sequence.  
 
Briefing  
Before the start of the interview every respondent receives a briefing, which discusses the 
content of the interview. When a specific project is examined the briefing focuses on this 
project in particular. Below a description of the briefing that is used in the municipalities 
examined.  



Situation 
The context in which local governments operate is changing and local municipalities have more responsibilities. 
Several developments in the society and challenges that governments are confronted with contribute to this and 
engagement of citizens becomes more important (e.g. cut downs, decentralizations, digitalization, distrust or 
assertive citizens). How do municipalities manage this constantly changing context in which citizens are more 
central? The municipality of X also deals with these changes and citizen engagement has become an important topic 
within the municipality. Current research examines how this municipality organizes citizen engagement.  
 
In this research a distinction is made between four actors:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Objectives 
By means of several interviews among these actors citizen engagement in municipality X is examined. The goal of 
these interviews are:  

1. Insight in how municipality X organizes citizen engagement in practice (e.g. reasons and objectives)?  
2. Experiences of the process and views of different stakeholders within the municipality regarding citizen 

engagement?  
 
Outline interview  

A. Objectives and reasons of citizen engagement  
For example: What were the reasons to organize citizen engagement?  

B. Involvement of stakeholders. 
Role of the interviewee, municipal council, board of mayor and aldermen, bureaucracy and civil society.  

C. Evaluation  
Positive and negative aspects about citizen engagement in the municipality (e.g. challenges or chances).  

 
Practical information 

 Duration interview: 45 to 60 minutes. 
 Location: preference of the interviewee.
 Anonymity is guaranteed. A document with the most important findings of the interview is made and sent 

to the interviewee for approval. The results of the interview are used only for scientific purposes. 
 
Research design 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Civil society Municipal Council  Mayor and 
aldermen Bureaucracy 

Briefing of 
respondents Interview Transcribe  Approval of 

summary 

Analyze data  Write down 
findings in report 



Mails 
After each interview the respondent receives two mails. The first email is a thank you email 
and is sent a day after the interview is conducted. The second email is an email that asks for 
approval of the summary of the interview and is a document with main points. This email is 
send within a week after the interview is held.   
 
Example of a thank you email  
Dear [name respondent],  
Following the interview I would like to thank you for your time and cooperation. It was very 
interesting to discuss your view on citizen engagement in municipality X. Within a week you 
will receive a summary of the interview and you will be asked to approve this.  
 
Should you have any further questions in the meantime, do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Thank you very much and I hope I informed you sufficiently.  
 
With kind regards,  
 
Example of an approval email  
Dear [name respondent],  
As a result of our recent interview you will receive a summary of our conversation 
(attachment 1). I request you to read this thoroughly and give any comments you feel 
necessary. It would be much appreciated if you would send this document back before [fill in 
date]. If you are not able to read the document in time I would like to ask you to be so kind as 
to still agree, in this way we can start with the analysis.  
 
Thank you very much and I look forward to hearing from you!  
 
With best wishes,   
 
Focus group 
In the municipality of Prince Albert a focus group was held in addition to the interviews. 
Below a short description of the content of this focus group is provided.  
 
As a follow up to the interviews one focus group was held. A focus group can be described as 
a qualitative research method in which a group interview and discussions takes place. The 
focus within focus groups lays on the interaction within the group while discussing a 
particular topic (Gill, Stewart, Treasure & Chadwick, 2008; Morgan, 1996). The aim is to 
explore a specific issue or challenge, in which people’s experiences become visible. In so 
doing, data and insights into collective views on a specific topic is generated (Gill et al., 2008; 
Kitzinger, 1994; Morgan, 1996). The groups are focused because data is collected from 
individuals who have common views and experiences (Yin, 2009). Consequently, the focus 
group assists the researcher in getting a deeper understanding of the findings as well as an 
understanding of ways for improvement.  
 
The main goal of this focus group was to ensure a deeper understanding of the interview 
findings. The group reflected on the findings of the interviews and sought explanations for 
these findings. The group consisted of 15 participants who all worked in a public organization 
in which engagement of citizens is important.  
 



To analyze the focus group a common reference point is essential. For this focus group the 
following questions were central:  

A. Do you recognize these findings and why?  
B. What do these findings imply for the organization of citizen engagement on local 

level?  
 
References 
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APPENDIX 2: Citizen panel Dutch municipalities (English translation) 
In this appendix the citizen panel that was conducted in the municipalities of Zeist, IJsselstein 
and Ermelo is presented. When I refer in this document to municipality X, I refer to the 
relevant municipality that is examined.  
 
Dear Sir/Madame,  
We would like to invite you to take part in research by the municipality of X. The research is 
being conducted by the Vrije Universiteit (VU) Amsterdam in collaboration with DUO 
Market research.  
 
Background  
Civil society changes fast, also within municipality X. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 
YouTube and other social media have become part of modern day life. At the same time, new 
rules and societal changes influence the functioning of public organizations. This speed of 
change also requires different functioning from the municipality of X. But what do residents 
consider important? And how should the municipality of X respond to these changes 
according to these residents? After all, the municipality is there for its residents. To get 
answers to these questions we would like you to answer a few questions about this.  
 
Completing the survey takes eight to ten minutes. Naturally, your participation is voluntarily 
and your answers will be processed anonymously (in accordance with the requirements of the 
Authority Personal Data). We appreciate your cooperation in this research very much.  
 
If you have any questions or comments about this research, please contact the researcher, 
Vinitha Siebers (v.m.siebers@vu.nl, tel. 020 598 41 72) 
 
On behalf of the municipality of X thank you for your cooperation,  
 
Vinitha Siebers MSc, PhD student/researcher VU University Amsterdam. 
 
Relationship between the municipality and the citizens  
Question 1  
How much trust do you have in the way the municipality is governed by the municipal 
council, executive board of mayor and aldermen, and bureaucracy? 
1. Very little trust  
2. A little trust  
3. Neutral 
4. Much trust  
5. Very much trust  
6. Do not know/ no opinion  
 
Question 2  
Do you want to be involved as a resident in the development and/or execution of plans 
(policy) in the municipality of X?  
1. Yes  
2. No  
3. No opinion  
 
 



Question 3  
To what extent does the municipality engage residents in the development of plans or policy? 
Can you give a grade (1 – 10)?     
 
Grade:  
 
Question 4  
Which of the following options to talk about your area and/or to talk to the municipality have 
you ever used? This involves other options than using the citizen panel. Multiple answers are 
possible.  
1. Attending a council meeting  
2. Conversation with a council member  
3. Conversation with an aldermen  
4. Conversation with an administrator of the bureaucracy 
5. Attending an information meeting  
6. Other forms of citizen engagement… 
 
Question 5- 15  
The municipal organization (also called the bureaucracy) prepares and implements the plans 
(policies) of the municipality. In addition, the bureaucracy engages in tasks such as issuing 
passports and drivers’ licenses. The municipal council and executive board of mayor and 
aldermen are not part of the bureaucracy.  
 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements about the bureaucracy? The 
bureaucracy is…  

 Totally 
agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Totally 
disagree 

Do not know/no 
opinion 

5. Open and transparent □ □ □ □ □ □ 
6. Innovative □ □ □ □ □ □ 
7. Quick- witted □ □ □ □ □ □ 
8. Problem solving □ □ □ □ □ □ 
9. Think along □ □ □ □ □ □ 
10. Focused on citizens  □ □ □ □ □ □ 
11. Accessible and 
approachable □ □ □ □ □ □ 

12. Customer friendly □ □ □ □ □ □ 
13. Flexible □ □ □ □ □ □ 
14. Ambitious □ □ □ □ □ □ 
15. Show courage □ □ □ □ □ □ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Question 16 - 20 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Totally 
agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Totally 
disagree 

Do not 
know/no 
opinion 

16. I feel involved in politics in the 
municipality □ □ □ □ □ □ 

17. I feel involved with the society of 
the municipality  □ □ □ □ □ □ 

18. As a citizen I feel responsible for 
the well-being of other citizens in the 
municipality  

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

19. I have faith in the municipality  □ □ □ □ □ □ 
20. I am willing to engage and 
participate in the development of 
policies of the municipality  

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
Question 21 
Are there certain developments which the municipality should focus on?  
1. Yes, the next:…………………………………. 
2. No 
3. Do not know/ no opinion  
 
Question 22 
The municipality wishes that citizens ‘engage’ more and take more responsibilities. In this 
example you can think of yourself cleaning your area, maintaining public parks or helping the 
elderly so that they can continue to live independently. What do you think of this expectation 
of the municipality? 
1. Not realistic, because… 
2. Realistic, because…  
3. No opinion 
 
Question 24 
Can you explain your answer? 
 
Developments in the civil society and municipality  
Question 25 - 27 
To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Totally 
agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Totally 
disagree 

Do not 
know/no 
opinion 

25. Social media is a great way to gain 
information from the government  □ □ □ □ □ □ 

26. I am well-informed of social and 
political issues  □ □ □ □ □ □ 

27. I think it is important that the 
government is accessible and 
transparent so that I know what they are 
doing 

□ □ □ □ □ □ 

 
 



Question 28 
What are important developments that affect the functioning of the government?  
Multiple answers possible – answers are randomly displayed.  
1. Budget cuts  
2. Decentralization (the municipality gets more tasks) 
3. Increased amount of highly educated people 
4. Individualization of the society 
5. Increased importance of technology 
6. Globalization (the phenomenon of the economy, but also technology for example, which 

takes place on a global scale due to the disappearance of national borders and restriction 
of rules) 

7. Network society (the phenomenon that persons and organizations are faster getting in 
contact with each other both locally, nationally and internationally)   

8. Others, namely:…………………………………. 
9. Do not know/ no opinion 

 
Question 29 
In the development and implementation of policies or plans both the government and citizens 
can have different roles. Which of the following situation do you prefer? 
 
In situation 1 the government has a very small role and citizens have a major role. In situation 
2 the role of the government increases and the role of citizens is smaller than in situation 1. In 
situation 3 the role of the government is even greater and that of the citizens even smaller. 
Finally, in situation 4 the government has ended up having a very big role (and the role of the 
citizens is very limited). What would you prefer? 
 
1. Situation 1: The government does only what is needed and gives citizen initiatives 

complete freedom.  
2. Situation 2: The government supports or stimulates citizen initiatives. 
3. Situation 3: The government acts together with citizen initiatives as a network party (co-

creation). 
4. Situation 4: The government has a steering or directing role (and gives citizen initiatives 

little freedom). 
5. Do not know/ no opinion.  
 
Question 30 
Which of the following situations do you prefer?  
1. I think the individual interests of the citizens are more important than the overall interest 

of the society.  
2. I think the overall interest of the society is more important than individual interests 
3. I cannot decide   
4. Different, namely:…………………………………. 
5. Do not know/ no opinion  
 
 
Question 31 
What do you understand by citizen engagement?   
[Open question] 
 



 
Closing 
Question 32 
What is your highest level of education?  
1. Primary education 
2. Basic general secondary or vocational education 
3. Secondary vocational education 
4. Higher general education or preparatory academic 
5. Applied sciences university or traditional university  
6. Different, namely:…………………………………. 
 
Question 33 
Do you have any comments or suggestions regarding the topic of the research? Fill in below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On behalf of municipality X and the VU University Amsterdam we thank you for your 
participation in this research.  

 



 



APPENDIX 3: Organizational Culture Assessment instrument  
Dear Sir/Madam,  
 
This questionnaire has been prepared for civil servants within the municipality of [name of the 
relevant municipality. In this case: Zeist, Ede or Ermelo]. This questionnaire focuses on 
organizational culture in relation to citizen engagement and is a follow up study on the 
previously conducted research in light of a PhD. Via this questionnaire the culture of the 
bureaucracy of [name of the relevant municipality] is measured.  
 
The dominant culture within the municipality is an important factor in the functioning of the 
bureaucracy. With this questionnaire we aim to get a picture of the current culture as well as 
the preferred culture and to what extent this relates to the organization of citizen engagement.  
 
You can complete this questionnaire until [Fill in the date that is 14 days ahead]. Experience 
shows that answering this questionnaire will take about 10 to 20 minutes. Naturally your 
participation is voluntary and your answers will be processed anonymously. We appreciate 
your cooperation in this research very much.  
 
If you have any questions or comments about this research, please contact the researcher, 
Vinitha Siebers (v.m.siebers@vu.nl, tel. 020 598 41 72) 
 
Thank you very much on behalf of,  
 
Vinitha Siebers MSc, PhD student/researcher VU University Amsterdam.  
 
A. Respondent  
The questions in this part are related to your own background.  
 
A1. Which category below includes your age?    
o 20 or younger 
o 21 – 35 year 
o 36 – 50 year  
o 51 – 64 year 
o 65 or older 
 
A2. What is your gender?  
o Male 
o Female  
o I would rather not indicate that  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A3. What is the highest level of school you have completed or the highest degree you have 
received?   
o Primary education  
o Basic general or vocational education 
o Secondary vocational education  
o Higher general education 
o Preparatory academic 
o University of applied sciences 
o University,  
o Otherwise, namely:…………………………………. 
 
A4. How many years have you worked for the municipality of [name of relevant 
municipality]?  
       …………………………………. 
 
A5. Under which heading do you find your position is best described? This refers to the kind 
of tasks that you mainly carry out.   
o Direction 
o Management 
o Policy 
o Advice 
o Execution  
o Other, namely:…………………………………. 
 
A6. In which scale do you belong?   
o Scale 1 
o Scale 2 
o Scale 3 
o Scale 4 
o Scale 5 
o Scale 6  
o Scale 7   
o Scale 8   
o Scale 9   
o Scale 10  
o Scale 11 
o Scale 12 
o Scale 13 
o Scale 14 
o Scale 15 
o Scale 16  
o Scale 17  
o Scale 18  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



B. Organizational culture OCAI  
The questions in this section relate to the culture within your own organization. No right or 
wrong answers exist, just as there is no right or wrong culture. While answering the questions, 
be as accurate as you can in responding to the questions so that your resulting cultural 
diagnosis will be as precise as possible. You are asked to rate the part of the organization to 
which you belong. Each question represents a category and has four alternatives. Divide 100 
points among these four alternatives depending on the extent to which each alternative is 
similar to your own organization. Give a higher number of points to the alternative that is 
most similar to your organization. Just be sure your total equals 100 points for each category. 
 
For example: if you think alternative A is very similar to your organization, alternative B and 
C are somewhat similar, and alternative D is hardly similar at all, you might give 55 points to 
A, 20 points to B and C, and five points to D.   
 
A The organization is a very personal place. It is like an extended family. 

People seem to share a lot of themselves.  
55 

B The organization is a very dynamic and entrepreneurial place. People 
are willing to stick their necks out and take risks. 

20 

C The organization is very results-oriented. A major concern is with 
getting the job done. People are very competitive and achievement-
oriented. 

20 

D The organization is a very controlled and structured place. Formal 
procedures generally govern what people do. 

5 

 Total   100 
 
First you will be asked to judge the current situation. After that, you will be asked to judge 
the preferred situation. 
 
B1. The following questions relate to how you assess the current situation. 
 
B1.1. Dominant Characteristics  
A The organization is a very personal place. It is like an extended family. 

People seem to share a lot of themselves.  
 

B The organization is a very dynamic and entrepreneurial place. People 
are willing to stick their necks out and take risks. 

 

C The organization is very results-oriented. A major concern is with 
getting the job done. People are very competitive and achievement-
oriented. 

 

D The organization is a very controlled and structured place. Formal 
procedures generally govern what people do. 

 

 Total   100 
 
B1.2. Organizational Leadership 
A The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 

mentoring, facilitating, or nurturing. 
 

B The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 
entrepreneurship, innovation, or risk taking. 

 

C The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 
a no-nonsense, aggressive, results-oriented focus. 

 

D The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 
coordinating, organizing, or smooth-running efficiency. 

 

 Total   100 



 
B1.3. Management of Employees  
A The management style in the organization is characterized by teamwork, 

consensus, and participation. 
 

B The management style in the organization is characterized by individual 
risk taking, innovation, freedom, and uniqueness. 

 

C The management style in the organization is characterized by hard-
driving competitiveness, high demands, and achievement. 

 

D The management style in the organization is characterized by security of 
employment, conformity, predictability, and stability in relationships. 

 

 Total   100 
 
B1.4. Organizational Glue  
A The glue that holds the organization together is loyalty and mutual trust. 

Commitment to this organization runs high. 
 

B The glue that holds the organization together is commitment to 
innovation and development. There is an emphasis on being on the 
cutting edge. 

 

C The glue that holds the organization together is the emphasis on 
achievement and goal accomplishment. 

 

D The glue that holds the organization together is formal rules and 
policies. Maintaining a smooth-running organization is important. 

 

 Total   100 
 
B1.5. Strategic Emphases  
A The organization emphasizes human development. High trust, openness, 

and participation persist. 
 

B The organization emphasizes acquiring new resources and creating new 
challenges. Trying new things and prospecting for opportunities are 
valued. 

 

C The organization emphasizes competitive actions and achievement. 
Hitting stretch targets and winning in the marketplace are dominant. 

 

D The organization emphasizes permanence and stability. Efficiency, 
control, and smooth operations are important. 

 

 Total   100 
 
B1.6. Criteria of Success  
A The organization defines success on the basis of the development of 

human resources, teamwork, employee commitment, and concern for 
people. 

 

B The organization defines success on the basis of having the most unique 
or newest products. It is a product leader and innovator in its services 
and products.  

 

C The organization defines success on the basis of winning in the 
marketplace and outpacing the competition (which means other 
municipalities). Competitive market leadership is key. 

 

D The organization defines success on the basis of efficiency. Dependable 
delivery, smooth scheduling, and low-cost services and production are 
critical. 

 

 Total   100 
 
 
 



C1. The following questions relate to how you assess the preferred situation. 
 
C1.1. Dominant Characteristics  
A The organization is a very personal place. It is like an extended family. 

People seem to share a lot of themselves.  
 

B The organization is a very dynamic and entrepreneurial place. People 
are willing to stick their necks out and take risks. 

 

C The organization is very results-oriented. A major concern is with 
getting the job done. People are very competitive and achievement-
oriented. 

 

D The organization is a very controlled and structured place. Formal 
procedures generally govern what people do. 

 

 Total   100 
 
C1.2. Organizational Leadership 
A The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 

mentoring, facilitating, or nurturing. 
 

B The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 
entrepreneurship, innovation, or risk taking. 

 

C The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 
a no-nonsense, aggressive, results-oriented focus. 

 

D The leadership in the organization is generally considered to exemplify 
coordinating, organizing, or smooth-running efficiency. 

 

 Total   100 
 
C1.3. Management of Employees  
A The management style in the organization is characterized by teamwork, 

consensus, and participation. 
 

B The management style in the organization is characterized by individual 
risk taking, innovation, freedom, and uniqueness. 

 

C The management style in the organization is characterized by hard-
driving competitiveness, high demands, and achievement. 

 

D The management style in the organization is characterized by security of 
employment, conformity, predictability, and stability in relationships. 

 

 Total   100 
 
C1.4. Organizational Glue  
A The glue that holds the organization together is loyalty and mutual trust. 

Commitment to this organization runs high. 
 

B The glue that holds the organization together is commitment to 
innovation and development. There is an emphasis on being on the 
cutting edge. 

 

C The glue that holds the organization together is the emphasis on 
achievement and goal accomplishment. 

 

D The glue that holds the organization together is formal rules and 
policies. Maintaining a smooth-running organization is important. 

 

 Total   100 
 
 
 
 
 
 



C1.5. Strategic Emphases  
A The organization emphasizes human development. High trust, openness, 

and participation persist. 
 

B The organization emphasizes acquiring new resources and creating new 
challenges. Trying new things and prospecting for opportunities are 
valued. 

 

C The organization emphasizes competitive actions and achievement. 
Hitting stretch targets and winning in the marketplace are dominant. 

 

D The organization emphasizes permanence and stability. Efficiency, 
control, and smooth operations are important. 

 

 Total   100 
 
C1.6. Criteria of Success  
A The organization defines success on the basis of the development of 

human resources, teamwork, employee commitment, and concern for 
people. 

 

B The organization defines success on the basis of having the most unique 
or newest products. It is a product leader and innovator in its services 
and products.  

 

C The organization defines success on the basis of winning in the 
marketplace and outpacing the competition (which means other 
municipalities). Competitive market leadership is key. 

 

D The organization defines success on the basis of efficiency. Dependable 
delivery, smooth scheduling, and low-cost services and production are 
critical. 

 

 Total   100 
 
D. Space for questions, comments. 
Thank you for completing this questionnaire!  
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