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Participation is an umbrella term used  
to describe how people get involved  
in decisions which affect or are 
important to them. This can be in their 
local communities, as part of interest 
group campaigns, or in government 
policies and decisions. 

We support public participation by:

• creating opportunities for meaningful 
participation when the outcomes  
of policy and service design can  
be influenced

• considering and using the results of 
participation activities as part of our 
policy and decision-making processes

• feeding back to participants and the 
wider public the results of participation 
activity and the difference it has made.

This Participation Framework was 
developed as part of Scotland’s Open 
Government commitments to improve the 
way people are involved in policy-making 
and service delivery.

This Framework is a toolkit that you can 
refer to as needed to help make decisions 
about participation within your policy area.  
It guides good practice in participation 
across government by:

• informing you about participation, 
participatory methods and when  
to use them

• providing a guide to developing  
an effective participation strategy

• supporting informed conversations  
with colleagues and analysts to develop 
and deliver effective participation 

• signposting to further resources.

The Scottish Approach

 Providing opportunities for people to 
participate in ways that will influence policy, 
service design and decision making is a 
fundamental part of the Scottish Approach 
to Government. 

The drive to increase participation in 
and with government rests on two key 
principles:

• that people have the right to contribute 
to, and to influence, the decisions 
that affect their lives, choices and life 
chances

• that involving the people likely to be 
affected by the decision in the process 
results in better decision making.

The distinctive Scottish Approach 
is characterised by moves towards 
embedding more participatory,  
co-productive and assets-based 
approaches at the core of how government 
operates. It recognises the important role 
that people have in bringing different types 
of knowledge and experiences to address 
the challenges faced by government.

Improving opportunities for participation 
means moving away from ‘doing to’ or 
‘doing for’ towards a culture of ‘doing with’. 

Basics of participation

https://www.gov.scot/collections/open-government-documents/
https://www.gov.scot/collections/open-government-documents/
https://www.coproductionscotland.org.uk/what-is-copro
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Open Government 
commitment

Participation is one of the three key pillars 
of the international Open Government 
movement, led by the Open Government 
Partnership. The Open Government 
Partnership’s declaration of principles, to 
which we are a signatory, describes the 
commitment to supporting participation as:

We value public participation of 
all people, equally and without 
discrimination, in decision 
making and policy formulation. 
Public engagement, including 
the full participation of women, 
increases the effectiveness of 
governments, which benefit 
from people’s knowledge, ideas 
and ability to provide oversight. 
We commit to making policy 
formulation and decision making 
more transparent, creating and 
using channels to solicit public 
feedback, and deepening public 
participation in developing, 
monitoring and evaluating 
government activities.”

Doing participation well

Effective and well managed participation 
of people in policy development and 
implementation from the earliest possible 
opportunity leads to decisions that:

• deliver more efficient and effective 
services

• better meet people’s needs

• better reflect community values 

• have a greater likelihood of effective 
implementation

• demonstrate accountability (particularly 
in relation to the use of public money).

When not done well, it can damage  
the reputation of the specific initiative  
and of the government as a whole, by:

• reducing trust in government – when 
the results of participation are not seen 
to be acted upon 

• building stakeholder frustration in 
situations where external organisations 
and individuals feel they have already 
given representations on the issue 
previously

• reducing the likelihood of future 
participation – when people feel 
their contributions have not been 
considered, or they have not received 
feedback about how their input has 
been used

• not meeting legal requirements –  
there are some policy areas where an 
Act sets out specific mechanisms for 
how and when engagement must be 
carried out 

• undermining previous undertakings, 
commitments or practices which  
have given certain people or groups  
a legitimate expectation that they  
would be invited to contribute

• being an inefficient use of public  
money e.g. when there is already  
clear and available evidence on the 
views of stakeholder groups or the 
wider public on the issues.

https://www.opengovpartnership.org/
https://www.opengovpartnership.org/
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Everyone has the right to participate 
in decisions which affect their human 
rights. Participation in political and 
public life is crucial to empowering 
individuals and groups. It is essential 
to eliminating marginalisation and 
discrimination. It is inseparably linked  
to other human rights, such as the 
rights to freedom of opinion and 
expression and the rights to peaceful 
assembly and association.

Participation, human rights and equalities 
are all linked: fair access to participation  
is an equalities and human rights issue.  
It compliments and should be considered 
alongside a range of other work in this area.

Addressing inequality

A key purpose of participation  
is to shift power.

Those facing the greatest inequalities also 
face the greatest barriers to participating 
in decision and policy making processes. 
These include direct and indirect 
discrimination on the basis of race, ethnicity, 
sex, language, religion, political or other 
opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, 
birth, disability, nationality or other status.

Even when there is no formal discrimination, 
inequalities and inequities in accessing 
other human rights can inhibit the 
effectiveness of participation rights. Unless 
participation methods are designed with 
equality, equity and inclusivity at their core, 
inequality continues to be reproduced and 
power is not shifted.

This is a vicious circle – without 
understanding the perspectives of those 
most excluded in our society, policies 
continue to be designed that do not meet 
their needs and which continue or even 
worsen inequality.

This framework exists to support  
the inclusive and equalities-focused 
involvement of stakeholders in all stages 
of the decision-making process. This rests 
on the central idea that power is shared in 
the design and delivery of the participation 
itself, as well as in deliberation and decision 
making on the issues involved. 

Public sector equality duty

This framework compliments the equalities 
and human rights responsibilities of those 
who take forward participation activity in 
meeting the public sector equality duty 
(Equality Act 2010). This is a legal, binding 
obligation that requires Scottish public 
authorities to ensure due regard to the  
need to:

• eliminate unlawful discrimination

• advance equality of opportunity

• foster good relations. 

We recognise there is always more 
we can do to support inclusive 
participation. We will be updating 
this framework on a rolling basis, 
with a focus on equalities and the 
practicalities of doing participation 
that is genuinely inclusive.

Equalities and  
human rights

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
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Our commitment to participation 
and to using a variety of methods 
of engagement to facilitate that 
participation was set out in the  
Scotland Act. Its key principles are:

• power-sharing

• accountability

• openness and participation

• equal opportunities

The commitment to facilitating participation 
was further embedded in the Standing 
Orders for the Scottish Parliament. These 
state (in Rule 9.3) that for any Government 
Bill introduced to Parliament it will be set out 
what consultation, if any, was undertaken. 

This means there is a requirement  
to demonstrate that there have been 
opportunities for people to participate  
in the process of developing a Bill. 

The choice to use the word ‘consult’  
in the Standing Orders has led many 
to assume that a traditional written 
consultation process has to be followed  
in order to meet this requirement. This  
is not necessarily the case. As guidance  
in the current Bill Handbook says:

written consultation is only  
one of a number of consultation 
methods that can constitute  
a consultation process.”

Consultation is just one level of 
participation, and a traditional written 
consultation just one way of consulting. 
There can be many benefits to written 
consultation, and in some instances it is  
a requirement. But it is important to open 
up opportunities for participation in ways 
that best suit the needs of your policy area, 
the type of contribution you are looking for, 
and the characteristics and needs of the 
people you want to engage with.

Whatever type of engagement methods  
you decide on, you will usually need to 
obtain appropriate Ministerial clearance. 

Please note, there are a limited number  
of policy processes that set out when and 
how engagement is to be carried out. This 
is either by stipulating a traditional written 
consultation at a specific stage (e.g. on 
the policy proposals rather than the draft 
instrument), or by mandating timelines or 
publicising opportunities for participation  
in specific places. In these cases you  
must meet these requirements.

Legal commitments

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/46/contents
https://www.parliament.scot/about/how-parliament-works/parliament-rules-and-guidance/standing-orders
https://www.parliament.scot/about/how-parliament-works/parliament-rules-and-guidance/standing-orders
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2022/07/foi-202200306018/documents/foi-202200306018---information-released/foi-202200306018---information-released/govscot:document/FOI%2B202200306018%2B-%2BInformation%2Breleased.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/foi-eir-release/2022/07/foi-202200306018/documents/foi-202200306018---information-released/foi-202200306018---information-released/govscot:document/FOI%2B202200306018%2B-%2BInformation%2Breleased.pdf
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There are some common factors that 
define key features of participation.

Voluntary

Participation can be encouraged, supported 
and made more attractive, but it is 
fundamentally about a free choice to take 
part or to not take part. People participate 
because they want to.

About action

People are moved to action for a range 
of different motives and their involvement 
may be limited in time and scope, but all 
participation requires an action of some 
kind. Even a relatively passive form of 
participation such as signing an online 
petition involves expressing an opinion  
and a degree of activity and effort.

Collective or connected

Participation means being part of 
something. Even when the action is of  
an individual nature, such as contributing  
to a consultation, there is a sense of 
common purpose and the act itself  
has a collective impact or ambition.

Purposeful

All participants want to do something  
that is worthwhile in their own terms, and 
every participatory act has, and is intended 
to have, consequences. At the very least, 
participation makes a difference to the 
individual participant; at most, it also helps 
change the world around them;  
and sometimes it does both.

Research into people’s participatory 
activities has shown that participation tends 
to fall into three main categories of activity:

Social participation

This involves collective activities such as 
volunteering, grassroots community groups, 
mutual aid or skills sharing.

Individual participation

People’s individual actions and choices 
that reflect the kind of society they want to 
live in, such as how individuals spend their 
money or charitable giving. 

Public participation

This is the engagement of individuals  
with the various structures and institutions 
of democracy and decision making: it 
could include voting, contacting a political 
representative, campaigning and lobbying, 
or taking part in consultations or other 
forms of engagement initiated  
by government.

Defining 
participation

https://involve.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachemnt/Pathways-Through-Participation-final-report_Final_20110913_0.pdf
https://involve.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachemnt/Pathways-Through-Participation-final-report_Final_20110913_0.pdf


09

Identifying opportunities for 
participation requires knowledge 
of both the different types of 
participation and the different  
stages in delivering policy when 
participation can be used.

The spectrum of participation is a way  
to classify types of participation. The 
delivery cycle describes the process  
of policy making in stages.

Spectrum of participation 

The spectrum of participation has been 
widely embraced as a way of understanding 
the different roles people can play in 
a government initiated engagement process.

A version of the IAP2 Spectrum of Public 
Participation is set out below. It is a useful 
tool but is not intended to imply a scale 
of increased value or virtue. Instead, this 
model explicitly recognises that different 
types of participation serve a different 
function. They are all useful and appropriate 
at different points in policy and decision 
making – you may choose to use more  
than one level at different stages of a  
piece of work.

Engagement undertaken at each level 
makes a different ‘offer’ to participants 
about how their contribution will be used. 
It is important to be clear with participants 
about the level of engagement on offer  
and what range of opportunities there 
will be for them to be involved. This helps 
manage expectations and allows people  
to make an informed choice about how  
and when to engage.

Inform

Purpose
• to provide the public with balanced  

and objective information

• to inform those with an interest in the 
outcome (i.e. stakeholder groups) 

Offer to participants 
• we will keep you informed 

• we will provide information openly  
and transparently

• we will not withhold relevant information 

Consult

Purpose
• to obtain feedback on analysis, 

alternatives, proposals and/or decisions 

• to inform those making the decision  
or developing proposals

Offer to participants
• we will keep you informed 

• we will listen to and acknowledge  
your concerns and aspirations 

• we will give serious consideration  
to your contributions

• we will be open to your influence 

• we will provide feedback on how your 
input has influenced the outcome 

Identifying opportunities  
for participation

https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
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Involve

Purpose
• to work directly with participants 

throughout the policy- or  
decision-making process, ensuring 
their concerns and aspirations are 
understood and considered 

• to enable participants to directly 
influence the decisions or options 
developed

Offer to participants
• we will keep you informed 

• we will work with you to ensure that 
your concerns and aspirations are 
directly reflected in the outcomes  
or alternatives developed 

• we will provide feedback on how your 
input has influenced the outcome 

Collaborate

Purpose
• to partner with participants in each 

aspect of a decision, including defining 
the issue, developing alternatives and 
identifying preferred solutions

• to share the development and  
decision-making process as much  
as possible

Offer to participants
• we will look to you for advice and 

innovation in formulating solutions 

• we will incorporate your advice and 
recommendations into decisions or 
implementation to as far as possible 

Delegate

Purpose
• to place final decision making  

in the hands of the participants

• to hand over the ability to make 
decisions and/or take action

Offer to participants
• we will implement what you decide



11

Delivery cycle

There are opportunities for 
participation across key stages  
of each policy delivery cycle:

1. Visioning
2. Development
3. Appraisal
4. Decision making
5. Implementation
6. Evaluation

Different levels of participation will provide 
different types of information to policy 
and decision makers at each stage of 
the delivery cycle. Choosing the best 
approach for your needs will require a 
clear understanding of the purpose of your 
engagement and the type of contribution 
you are asking participants to make.

Visioning 

The process of defining the agenda by 
identifying and understanding the issue 
to be addressed, and the wider context 
surrounding the process. This will also 
establish what is not in scope and what 
constraints may limit the ambition of an 
initiative. 

Development 

The stage where issues are explored 
in more detail to generate options, 
recommendations or potential solutions. 
Participation at this stage allows people to 
have an input early, when it can be most 
valuable. If people are involved at too late 
a stage, decisions may have already been 
made that close off options or ideas which 
could be important to them.

Appraisal 

The process of reviewing and evaluating 
options to measure support, identify 
problems and seek suggestions for 
amendment. This stage will end with a 
firm policy proposal. Most engagement by 
government currently takes place in this 
stage – asking people for their feedback on 
policies, proposals or upcoming decisions.

Decision making 

The stage where a commitment is made 
to a particular policy or implementation 
strategy. Within our current system of 
government there are limited opportunities 
for direct participation in decision making, 
although there is a growing move towards 
more collaborative approaches to decision 
making and power sharing with partners.

Implementation 

Putting in place the services, strategies, 
policies or changes resulting from the 
decision. This is a practical stage and  
in most cases participation at this stage 
is a case of stepping into a new delivery 
cycle. The exception is when there is an 
opportunity to deliver with partners.

Evaluation 

An assessment of the design, 
implementation and outcomes of  
an intervention. This enables learning, 
improvement, and can lessen the likelihood 
of repeating mistakes.

Delivery cycle
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Informing is the foundation of any 
engagement process and should  
be understood to be applicable  
to all stages of the delivery cycle.

As a standalone process, it is most 
appropriate when there is little or no  
room for negotiation (e.g. legal obligations) 
or a decision has already been made  
(e.g. clear manifesto commitments).

Providing information about our activities, 
policies, plans and performance is also the 
foundation that supports all other ways of 
engaging the public and stakeholder groups 
in our work. It is a vital part of building good 
relationships.

Informing activities that assist participation 
include:

• letting the public know that work is 
going on around a particular issue

• communicating opportunities for 
participation in policy development

• supporting people to understand the 
details of a particular policy 

• publishing information or data related  
to an issue 

• announcing a government decision.

Key principles for effective information 
provision include:

• that information must be provided in 
accessible and relevant ways (including 
in ‘plain English’ and in translation and 
other formats)

• that information must be easy to find  
or request and effectively signposted

• that relevant information should not be 
withheld unless there is a strong and 
justifiable case for doing so.

When providing information it is important 
to be clear on your target audience, your 
purpose, your channels, and the potential 
impacts for the audience. You may wish 
to provide avenues for your audience to 
respond – do so in a way that manages 
expectations, making clear what the 
possible range of outcomes are for these 
responses.

Scottish Government staff should contact 
the Communications and Ministerial 
Support Directorate for advice on 
communicating with and informing  
the public.

When to inform
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Consulting is the most common 
approach to engagement used  
by government. 

Consultation is widely used to collect  
a range of viewpoints held by the public 
and stakeholder groups to inform decision 
making.

Consultation methods may vary but the key 
feature is that it is an ‘extractive’ process. 
This means that the issue to be addressed 
is framed by government and decision 
makers are seeking responses to already 
identified questions, options or proposed 
courses of action.

The ‘offer’ made to participants is therefore 
limited to: 

• we will keep you informed 

• we will listen to and acknowledge  
your concerns and aspirations 

• we will give serious consideration  
to your contributions

• we will be open to your influence 

• we will provide feedback on how your 
input has influenced the outcome. 

Written consultation that is open to anyone 
to respond to is an established practice in 
the Scottish Government. They will continue 
to have a fundamental and legitimate role 
within government. They are a proven and 
well understood means of seeking the 
views of the public and stakeholders in the 
development of new policies and legislation. 

But it is important to recognise that written 
consultations are only one of many ways 
that we can ask, listen to, and act on the 
views of the public and stakeholders.

Other methods for consultation, include:

• surveys 

• public opinion polls 

• qualitative interviews 

• roadshows or public meetings

• focus groups 

• workshops 

• roundtables or working groups

Consultation at different stages  
of the deliver cycle:

Visioning: can help you collate 
the range of different opinions and 
perspectives on the issue you are 
seeking to address. It can also identify 
elements of the issue that you may not 
yet have considered.

Development: can help you collect 
ideas for a solution or a range of 
alternatives.

Appraisal: can help you measure 
levels of support for a proposal and 
identify where there is a need for 
amendment.

Decision making: There is no role  
for consulting approaches at the 
decision-making stage. Instead it is 
about decision makers using what they 
have learnt through consulting with 
people at the earlier stages to help 
inform their decisions.

Evaluation: you can hear views on the 
impact of an initiative.

Read more about consultation in 
Scottish Government.

When to consult

https://www.gov.scot/publications/consultations-in-the-scottish-government-guidance/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/consultations-in-the-scottish-government-guidance/
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Taking an involvement approach to 
participation emphasises a two-way 
relationship between government and 
participants.

Involvement-based approaches tend to 
work best in the early stages of a policy 
making process. This is when people have 
the most opportunity to influence the policy 
options being developed.

The goal of an involvement approach 
is to open up space for an exchange 
of information and perspectives, and to 
explore ideas for a solution. This is helpful 
when there are a number of possible 
outcomes available. Often participants are 
required to understand complex information 
or to step outside their own interests and 
recognise the (sometimes competing) 
needs of others.

Involvement promotes dialogue 
between government and participants, 
and sometimes between participants 
themselves. ‘Dialogue’ is a specific form of 
conversation that aims for all participants 
to hear and understand the opinions, 
reasoning and priorities of others.

The ‘offer’ made to participants is:

• we will keep you informed 

• we will work with you to ensure that 
your concerns and aspirations are 
directly reflected in the outcomes  
or alternatives developed 

• we will provide feedback on how your 
input has influenced the outcome. 

It must be recognised that this ‘offer’ is 
contingent on decision makers balancing 
the views of participants in the engagement 
process alongside a variety of other 
evidence, arguments and policy priorities 
that they have been presented with.

Methods that support involvement include:

• qualitative interviews 

• focus groups 

• workshops 

• deliberative engagement models 

• roundtables or working groups

• participatory strategic planning 

• user research 

• peoples’ panels

• improvement methods

• citizen research

The most effective methods engage 
people in ways that are relevant to them. 
Successful processes start from where 
participants are ‘at’. This means physically 
(by going to participants in environments 
they are already in or comfortable with) and 
mentally (by beginning with a learning phase 
to ensure all participants have a foundation 
of relevant knowledge). 

This helps everyone involved understand 
the issues in the context of their own 
realities (personal or professional) and 
focus on the things that are most important 
to them, whilst having an awareness of 
different points of view.

When to involve
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Involvement at different stages  
of the delivery cycle

Visioning: help give you a better 
understanding of different perspectives 
on the issue under consideration and 
provide an opportunity to understand 
why people may hold the views they 
do. Concerns or aspirations can be 
considered early on. Participants 
can also be supported to understand 
different points of view.

Development: gathering an 
understanding of views to 
contribute to proposals, alternatives, 
recommendations or service models 
developed.

Appraisal: understanding their 
preferences and priorities.

Decision making: There is no role for 
involving approaches to participation at 
the decision-making stage. Instead it is 
about decision makers using what they 
have learnt through the involvement 
of people in the earlier stages to help 
inform their decisions.

Evaluation: an involvement approach  
could help better understand the 
impacts of a policy or decision from the 
perspective of those impacted by it.
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Collaboration involves the 
government and partners sharing 
power to influence the decision 
and sharing responsibility for the 
outcome.

Collaborative approaches tend to be  
most constructive when policy makers  
are genuinely uncertain about how best  
to proceed, or need to innovate in response 
to changing external contexts i.e. when 
there are multiple possible solutions. 

Collaboration is also particularly valuable 
when the ultimate decision may have 
different implications for different segments 
of the population. In these cases a 
collaborative process should enable 
stakeholders to test, evaluate and negotiate 
potential impacts against the wider 
common good. They should also propose 
measures to mitigate against any negative 
impacts before decisions are made. 

Collaborative processes are usually 
time-intensive and demand a significant 
commitment from all involved.

Distinguishing features of a collaborative 
approach

Collaborative approaches to policy and 
decision making start from the position that 
the government is just one of a number of 
stakeholders with an interest in the outcome 
of the process. Unlike informing, consulting 
and involving approaches to participation, 
in a collaborative process the government 
steps back from its central framing and 
decision-making role.

The ‘offer’ made to participants is:

• we will look to you for advice and 
innovation in formulating solutions 

• we will incorporate your advice and 
recommendations into decisions or 
implementation as far as possible. 

In most government contexts,  
the conditional statement ‘as far as 
possible’ is particularly relevant, as final 
decision-making authority is retained by 
Ministers. In undertaking a collaborative 
process this must be made clear to 
participants to avoid creating false 
expectations about the strength  
of their influence.

Methods that support collaboration

There are a number of broad approaches to 
collaboration that are central to establishing 
more participatory forms of policy and 
decision making:

• qualitative interviews 

• focus groups 

• workshops 

• deliberative engagement models 

• roundtables or working groups

• participatory strategic planning 

• user research 

• improvement methods

• citizen research

• panels

These methods are the same as those 
that can be used to Involve people. The 
difference between the two approaches  
is how you use them and what your offer  
to participants is.

When to collaborate
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Collaboration at different stages  
of the delivery cycle

Visioning: collaboratively defining 
the problem, need or issue that will be 
addressed. This can be an important 
step in ensuring that elements of a 
situation are not overlooked, which 
could cause problems at later stages.

Development: collaboratively 
identifying solutions that will best meet 
the needs of all stakeholders.

Appraisal: identifying points of 
common ground that could enable a 
proposal to meet the needs of both 
government and external stakeholders.

Decision making: sharing the 
process and the responsibility for any 
decision made, up to an appropriate 
point.

Evaluation: working together to 
assess impacts, in order to better 
understand the impacts of a policy or 
decision.
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This is the most rarely deployed 
level of participation by the Scottish 
Government as Ministers retain 
ultimate responsibility for any policy 
implemented by government and any 
resulting demands on public finances.

It is increasingly being used within local 
governments particularly in Participatory 
Budgeting (PB). In PB, decisions over a 
specific amount of a council’s budget are 
devolved to the local community, which 
makes decisions about allocation. Read 
more information about Participatory 
Budgeting in Scotland.

The offer made to participants in a 
delegated process is that we will implement 
what you decide. 

Activities at this level give the greatest 
amount of control over the outcome to 
the participants. There are therefore only 
limited circumstances where delegation 
is an appropriate choice of participatory 
approach for us to take.

Given this level of control, it is important  
to ensure that a diversity of voices are 
involved and the full range of stakeholders 
are represented. 

Methods that support delegation

Methods that have been used by 
governments to delegate decisions  
to the public include:

• referenda

• community votes

• participatory budgeting

• mini-public deliberations, for  
example Citizens’ Assemblies, where  
a pre-engagement commitment has 
been given to deliver on the conclusions 
or recommendations

Delegation at different stages  
of the delivery cycle

Visioning: adopting a vision that 
has been set by others, or sourcing 
from stakeholders the key issues that 
should be addressed by the policy 
intervention.

Development: asking others to 
generate recommendations or potential 
solutions, often with input from a 
variety of sources, which will be 
appraised.

Appraisal: taking and committing to 
implement the preferred choice which 
others have selected from a range of 
presented options.

Decision making: giving power to 
others to make the final decision on 
committing to a course of action, 
usually within pre-agreed remits such 
as with participatory budgeting

Evaluation: handing over the 
assessment to an external evaluator, 
or voluntarily entering a programme 
of external verification which will 
involve stakeholders.

When to delegate

https://pbscotland.scot/
https://pbscotland.scot/
https://pbscotland.scot/


19

This section of the Participation 
Framework supports taking decisions 
to design an engagement strategy 
that best meets your needs, the 
needs of those you are engaging  
with, and the needs of Ministers  
and decision makers.

Inclusive participation

High-quality participation work is relevant 
and purposeful, safe, kind, respectful, 
transparent, accountable, accessible  
and inclusive. 

Participants involved are informed, 
empowered, and taking part voluntarily. 

This framework is intended to support 
meeting these responsibilities by setting out 
what inclusive participation looks like. Key 
features of inclusive participation include:

• designing engagements with people 
furthest from government in mind – this 
will result in approaches that everyone 
can successfully and meaningfully 
engage in

• safeguarding equal access  
and providing logistical support (e.g. 
disability access, translators/translated 
materials, remuneration, expenses)

• using specific methods and approaches 
to include groups or individuals who are 
less able or likely to participate.

Making sure participatory work is genuinely 
inclusive can be complex. It requires 
forethought, careful planning, and a clear 
vision of the longer term – including of 
outputs, impact, and how all this will be 
communicated to all involved. 

Working in this way becomes easier when 
inclusivity is built into the day to day of our 
roles. Doing this may require a shift in how 
we work, for example being prepared and 
able to constructively challenge others 
(including senior leaders) when needed,  
and pro-actively advocating for people 
furthest from government.

Working in an inclusive way is key 
to building trust and benefitting the 
communities that you are working 
with – these are aims of participatory 
engagements that are equally important 
to the evidence and insight produced. 
First steps in building trust and benefiting 
communities focus on participants being 
able to make informed decisions about  
their involvement. This includes:

• being honest and realistic about the 
scope of influence for each engagement

• outlining what can and cannot be 
changed, and communicating this 
clearly to all involved

• taking a transparent approach 
throughout all stages of an 
engagement, so that people 
participating have the fullest possible 
understanding of what is happening, 
why, in what context and with what 
consequences.

Designing effective 
participatory engagements
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Representation of different groups of 
people in participatory work requires careful 
consideration. There are situations where a 
sample of participants that is representative 
of the general population will be suitable for 
a project’s aims (for example, a Citizens’ 
Assembly), but there will be many instances 
where this is not appropriate. Participatory 
work tends to focus on engaging with 
marginalised and under-represented groups 
to address specific issues or design specific 
services. Over-sampling or exclusively 
working with participants who have a 
particular characteristic or circumstance  
is an appropriate and valid approach. 

You should discuss the practicalities of 
sampling and recruitment with your local 
Analytical Services Division.

Ensuring that participants are not left 
financially out of pocket for their involvement 
in your work is key. This includes covering 
the full range of expenses and, where 
appropriate, compensating people for their 
time. We will publish separate guidance on 
how to do this.

Designing and delivering inclusive 
participation is not a static process – you 
should expect to revisit questions of what 
inclusive work looks like, who is excluded 
and how this can be resolved.

Further resources:

• National Standards for Community 
Engagement

• Gunning Principles

• Scottish Learning Disabilities 
Observatory – inclusive research 
recommendations

• National InsA practical guide to being 
inclusive in public involvement in health 
research

• Hard to reach’ or ‘easy to ignore’? 
Promoting equality in community 
engagement’

• A practical guide to including seldom-
heard children & young people in 
decision-making 

• A social designer’s field guide to power 
literacy

• Paying people with lived experience for 
their participation A review of legislation, 
literature, and practice 

• Trauma-informed design: an 
introduction for non-profits

• Practical hints for inclusive, deliberative 
and effective citizen participation

• Working alongside people with lived 
experience (experts by experience): 
Principles for ensuring respectful and 
fair co-working

https://www.scdc.org.uk/what/national-standards
https://www.scdc.org.uk/what/national-standards
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%20Gunning%20Principles.pdf
https://www.sldo.ac.uk/inclusive-research/research-voices-project/reports-and-resources/
https://www.sldo.ac.uk/inclusive-research/research-voices-project/reports-and-resources/
https://www.sldo.ac.uk/inclusive-research/research-voices-project/reports-and-resources/
https://www.learningforinvolvement.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/NIHR-Reaching-Out_-A-practical-guide-to-being-inclusive-in-public-involvement-in-health-research-Lessons-learnt-from-the-Reaching-Out-programme-April-2021.pdf
https://www.learningforinvolvement.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/NIHR-Reaching-Out_-A-practical-guide-to-being-inclusive-in-public-involvement-in-health-research-Lessons-learnt-from-the-Reaching-Out-programme-April-2021.pdf
https://www.learningforinvolvement.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/NIHR-Reaching-Out_-A-practical-guide-to-being-inclusive-in-public-involvement-in-health-research-Lessons-learnt-from-the-Reaching-Out-programme-April-2021.pdf
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WWSHardToReachOrEasyToIgnoreEvidenceReview.pdf
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WWSHardToReachOrEasyToIgnoreEvidenceReview.pdf
http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/WWSHardToReachOrEasyToIgnoreEvidenceReview.pdf
https://www.comhairlenanog.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Seldom-Heard-toolkit.pdf
https://www.comhairlenanog.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Seldom-Heard-toolkit.pdf
https://www.comhairlenanog.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Seldom-Heard-toolkit.pdf
https://www.power-literacy.com/field-guide
https://www.power-literacy.com/field-guide
https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/2251/paid-participation-report-vfinal.pdf
https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/2251/paid-participation-report-vfinal.pdf
https://www.scottishhumanrights.com/media/2251/paid-participation-report-vfinal.pdf
https://www.thecatalyst.org.uk/resource-articles/trauma-informed-design-an-introduction-for-non-profits
https://www.thecatalyst.org.uk/resource-articles/trauma-informed-design-an-introduction-for-non-profits
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/en/our-projects/democracy-and-participation-in-europe/practical-hints-for-inclusive-deliberative-and-effective-citizen-participation?_cldee=tNcd5h9S5VVff0wbHb76nuDwINrhfolGKVdzE9rUbo98LFiYMq-wUhY5Yweqi4HM&recipientid=contact-2facd52250cae91180e70050568a607e-b13fe563819e4e1a8e73fa05ac6c9b69&esid=be1f1009-2125-ed11-8158-0050568a607e#detail-content-2c3e-213511
https://www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de/en/our-projects/democracy-and-participation-in-europe/practical-hints-for-inclusive-deliberative-and-effective-citizen-participation?_cldee=tNcd5h9S5VVff0wbHb76nuDwINrhfolGKVdzE9rUbo98LFiYMq-wUhY5Yweqi4HM&recipientid=contact-2facd52250cae91180e70050568a607e-b13fe563819e4e1a8e73fa05ac6c9b69&esid=be1f1009-2125-ed11-8158-0050568a607e#detail-content-2c3e-213511
https://restraintreductionnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Co_Working_CoP_Guidelines_07_09_19_1-1.pdf
https://restraintreductionnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Co_Working_CoP_Guidelines_07_09_19_1-1.pdf
https://restraintreductionnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Co_Working_CoP_Guidelines_07_09_19_1-1.pdf
https://restraintreductionnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Co_Working_CoP_Guidelines_07_09_19_1-1.pdf
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Engagement is the direct activity 
we take to create opportunities 
for people to participate in policy, 
service design and decision-making 
processes.

Effectively creating and facilitating 
opportunities for participation will involve 
the creation of an engagement strategy. 
Ideally you will be able to develop your 
engagement strategy at the beginning of a 
delivery process. It is important to identify 
the best timing and staging for different, 
proportionate engagement activities and 
plan for them accordingly. This may be an 
iterative process. 

In practice, identifying opportunities for 
engagement is often a neglected part of the 
delivery cycle and is instigated responsively 
when needs arise. Be aware of this risk, and 
take action at the earliest possible stage.

In developing your engagement strategy, it 
is important to recognise that engagement 
is a process, not just the outreach activity. 

High-level purpose
Your engagement strategy will initially  
need to set out the high-level purpose  
and intentions of your work. This will  
involve considering:

• the why – the reasons you have for 
choosing to open up an issue, question 
or decision-making process to wider 
participation

• the difference made – linking the 
outcomes of these activities to 
decision-making processes, service 
delivery and/or social change.

It is important that you make analysts 
in your policy area aware of your 
proposed engagement work at the 
earliest possible stage, so they can 
advise most effectively and inform you 
if there is existing evidence or research 
activity relevant to your work. You can 
then discuss details and practicalities 
with analysts either to inform the 
development of your engagement 
strategy, or once you have considered 
each step of your engagement 
strategy.

You should also contact the Digital 
Engagement team at the earliest 
possible stage, so that they are aware 
of your work.

DigitalEngagement@gov.scot

Developing an 
engagement strategy

mailto:DigitalEngagement%40gov.scot?subject=
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Planning engagement activities
With these key questions answered, you can further develop your engagement strategy 
to consider practical details of each activity. Developing an effective engagement strategy 
to facilitate participation, especially in a complex policy area, is likely to contain a range of 
different activities at different levels, at different points in the delivery cycle. 

Use the steps below as building blocks for your engagement strategy.  
Each step should form a section of the strategy.

Define the purposeDefine the purpose
Step

1

Define the context and opportunity
Step

2

Identify the outputs required
Step

3

Identify who needs to be involved
Step

4

Choose a preferred method  
or approach

Step

5
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Step 1: Define the purpose

Establishing a clear purpose, and getting 
agreement on it across your team and from 
all parties in a decision-making role, is the 
single most important stage of planning any 
engagement process.

Being clear about the purpose of your 
engagement activity ensures that everyone 
involved (participants and decision makers) 
have accurate expectations about how the 
outputs of the participation will be used and 
responded to. It sets out clearly what can 
and what cannot be influenced.

Staff tasked with an engagement role 
need to be assured that they have 
institutional support. This will help ensure 
that any proposed engagement activity is 
meaningful, will be given due consideration, 
and complies with the principles 
of legitimate and effective engagement.

Being able to make a clearly defined 
statement of your purpose at the outset  
of any engagement activity is vital for:

• ensuring a commonly shared 
understanding of the potential impact  
of the engagement, i.e. what difference  
it can make

• enabling you to ensure that the right 
mechanisms are in place to transform 
the findings from your engagement into 
outcomes, i.e. that there is a clear route 
for influence at an appropriate stage of 
the delivery cycle

• giving participants the opportunity to 
make an informed choice about getting 
involved, i.e. a choice made on the 
basis of understanding the level of 
influence their participation can have 
and how their input will be used.

Clarifying a specific purpose
Choosing to initiate opportunities for 
participation should never be simply driven 
by the generic idea of ‘involving people’. 
You should consider carefully the purpose 
of this engagement – if you cannot identify 
a meaningful reason, then you should 
reconsider whether a participatory approach 
is right for this piece of work.

There are a wide variety of reasons for 
initiating engagement that will deliver 
different outcomes and create different 
expectations, including:

• increase public awareness on an issue

• improve transparency  
of decision-making processes

• enhance democratic legitimacy

• understand public preferences and 
priorities

• explore issues and come up with new 
ideas

• meet legal or regulatory requirements

• inform campaign objectives

• deliver better, more responsive services

• establish new partnerships

• prompt behaviour change

• defuse conflict to enable progress to be 
made

• make a decision

• encourage easier implementation 
(public support)

• enhance government’s social licence to 
operate by building relationships of trust 
and mutual respect



24

To define your purpose, you need to 
consider the delivery cycle stage in which 
the engagement is taking place and the level 
of participatory offer you are going to make.

For example:

• visioning stage: you might want 
to consult widely for the purpose of 
opening up the issue to understand 
what aspects are most important to 
people and generate new ideas

• development stage: your purpose 
for engagement might be 
to collaborate with potential user 
groups to define the challenge and 
develop proposed solutions

• appraisal stage: your goal may be 
to involve targeted groups of civil 
society representatives in order to 
better understand the implications  
of a particular policy choice on  
different groups in society

• decision-making stage: your 
purpose might be to offer a 
formal consultation opportunity to 
ensure that there are opportunities 
for interested parties to give final 
perspectives on a legislative proposal  
to ensure unintended consequences 
are not missed

• implementation stage: you may want to 
develop a multi-stakeholder partnership 
group to collaborate to monitor the 
delivery of a strategic plan

• evaluation stage: the purpose 
of your engagement could be 
to involve beneficiaries of a service in 
identifying where there are opportunities 
to explore how it should be delivered in 
the future in better and more responsive 
ways.

You can then reflect back on the high-level 
aims of your engagement strategy, to outline 
in more detail the why, the what, and the 
difference made.

Key questions to ask
What information/contribution is it that you 
specifically need from the engagement?

• What is the engagement process going 
to add to what you already know?

• What tangible outputs do you want to 
have produced during and after the 
process?

• What specific questions or problems 
you are inviting participants to address?

How are you going to use this information?

Referring back to the Gunning Principles, 
it is important to be able to identify where, 
and by whom, ‘conscientious consideration’ 
is going to be given to the outputs on any 
engagement. It is vital to be clear about 
what participation offer you are making.

What are the limits to public/stakeholder 
influence?

Fundamentally, can anything change as a 
result of participation? If not, you may want 
to consider whether engagement, beyond 
keeping people informed, is appropriate at all.

If you proceed with engagement, be clear 
about what has already been decided 
or determined, and what is able to be 
influenced. If a Programme for Government 
or a manifesto commitment has been made 
to clear and definitive action then the case 
for engagement is weak. When a key feature 
of a proposal needs to accommodate the 
views of stakeholders or the general public, 
then the case for engagement is strong.

https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/The%20Gunning%20Principles.pdf
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Step 2: Define the context 
and opportunity

Every engagement exercise takes place 
within a wider context:

• existing (and previous) decision-making 
contexts, including party positions, UK 
wide policies and local policy drivers

• public awareness and history of 
engagement with the issues, including 
emotional and personal connections 
and relationships of trust between 
institutions

• practical constraints including budgets, 
timescales, resources etc.

Considering the context for a proposed 
participatory initiative is essential for 
understanding the social, political and 
institutional environment in which the  
activity is taking place, and the potential 
that it has to effectively influence policy  
and decision making.

Decision-making context
Central to understanding the environment 
within which a project is being developed  
is appreciating the decision-making context 
in which the outputs will be presented. 

As part of the planning process it is 
important to define:

• the interest, commitment and/or 
involvement of key decision makers  
in the process

• how the proposed research fits into  
the relevant decision-making systems 
(e.g. timing, required documents, etc.)

• the history of engagement on the same 
questions, including how they went 
(e.g. conflict, agreement), and what 
happened as a result.

Social and resource context
Understanding the wider context is 
important to ensure that it:

• links with other relevant activities going 
on at the same time so that outputs can 
be shared or joined up

• does not duplicate other activities – 
one of the easiest ways to frustrate 
or alienate participants is to create a 
situation where they feel they are being 
asked to repeat their contributions

• is responsive to participant needs or 
sensitivities by appreciating their wider 
roles and commitments

• builds on previous experience and 
learns lessons from the past, particularly 
where relationships or trust may have 
become strained

• progresses quickly and is relevant to the 
needs of all parties.
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Key questions to ask
Is this the right time in the delivery cycle to 
invest in initiating a participatory process?

Consider whether there are real 
opportunities to influence decision making, 
or whether there may be better times in 
the delivery cycle to initiate a participatory 
process where the outputs are more likely 
to have a significant impact

Are decision makers supportive of your 
participation process and willing to give 
‘conscientious consideration’ to the 
outputs?

If not, you will need to consider how to gain 
their support. You might want to refer to 
the Basics of Participation section of this 
Framework.

If this is not an option, then you should 
reconsider the purpose of your planned 
engagement, and whether it should take 
place at all.

Do you have shared clarity on the general 
type of outputs you are seeking?

If not, you will need to work with your 
team and key decision makers in order to 
establish how best to use the information 
gathered in ways that are able to genuinely 
influence the decision-making process.

Have you considered why potential 
participants might want to engage with 
you?

Central to this is a consideration of what 
your potential participants might get out of 
engaging in the process i.e. what is their 
motivation for participating?

Have previous attempts at involving the 
public been successful? What have you 
already learned?

Participation is not new. It is important 
to speak to those involved in organising 
previous processes and find out what 
happened.

It is also important to be aware of where 
things have not worked well in the past, 
the history of the relationships, and where 
things need to be improved going forward.

Is your process the only current attempt to 
initiate participation on this issue?

Here it may be worth considering partnering 
with other organisations or departments 
working in a similar area.

Are there opportunities to use the 
participation of the same target audience  
in addressing more than one topic?

Do you have enough resources, both time 
and money, to run the process?

Both time and money are needed to secure 
success. It is risky to undertake a process 
which may fail due to lack of resources.

You may want to consider, if time or 
resources are pressed, whether this is the 
right time in the delivery cycle to initiate 
participation, or whether a simpler approach 
could serve your needs at this point.
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Step 3: Identify the outputs 
required

The outputs of an engagement exercise 
refer to the types of information that the 
process will deliver.

Determining the type of outputs you require 
will involve considering your overall purpose 
and the level of participation being used.

Identifying the type of outputs you are 
seeking at the early stage of planning for 
participation will help:

• ensure that you are able to choose 
the most useful approach – different 
participatory methods are designed  
to produce different types of outputs

• frame the questions you pose  
to participants

• identify who needs to be involved.

Key questions to ask
What, specifically, should the engagement 
process achieve/deliver?

Be clear about what type of information  
is most needed to achieve your purpose.

Think about what the engagement process 
is going to add to what you already know, 
to avoid duplication and make best use of 
resources.

It may be useful to differentiate between 
‘primary’ (essential) and ‘secondary’ 
(nice to have) outputs, as this will help 
focus your choices relating to methods 
and participants

To assist you in making decisions about how 
to take forward engagement processes, a 
range of types of outputs are set out below.

Identification of issues
When initiating a new policy or expanding 
existing programmes into a new area, you 
may require a greater understanding of 
key issues and what they mean to different 
people. Engagement activities designed 
to deliver this type of output will involve 
opening up the issue to explore participant 
concerns and the implications different 
policy or delivery approaches may have.

New ideas
In situations where policy or delivery 
challenges are persistent, or where 
the context may have changed 
(such as changed demographics in a 
neighbourhood, or a different regulatory 
environment), you may want to engage with 
people to generate new ideas for how to 
respond. Engagement activities designed 
to deliver this type of output will encourage 
creative problem solving and should only 
be undertaken when there is a genuine 
appetite and opportunity for innovation.

Specific decision on preferences 
i.e. verdicts
This type of output is achievable where 
there are a clear and defined set of options 
to be considered. Delivering this type of 
output will require a well-designed process 
that has given adequate information and 
time for participants to evaluate the options 
presented.
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Better understanding of the needs 
of service users
This type of output is when you are seeking 
insight directly from service users about 
their needs and experiences in order to 
be better able to design, implement, or 
evaluate a policy, service, or programme.

Assessments of how services  
are currently being delivered
At times it may be useful to establish a 
greater understanding of the status quo 
in order to identify options for change 
e.g. an evaluation. This type of output 
could be sought in relation to a specific 
service or more widely, for example about 
the experience of single-parenthood or 
homelessness.

Overview of perspectives
This quite open form of output is focussed 
on achieving a greater understanding of 
the range of perspectives, opinions, and 
experiences around a topic in order to 
identify concerns, generate options, and 
develop solutions.

Recommendations for delivery
Outputs of this type focus on generating 
feedback from service users or other 
stakeholders on pre-existing or proposed 
options for how, when or where services are 
delivered. This type of output is most useful 
when there are genuine choices to be made 
about how a goal can be achieved or a 
policy implemented.

Priorities for improvement
This type of output seeks to move beyond 
providing an overview of concerns or ideas 
about a topic, to provide a clear indication 
of participants’ preferences (or the relative 
acceptability) of different options for 
improvement, including reasons why.
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Step 4: Identify who needs 
to be involved

When initiating an engagement process  
it is important to recognise that ‘the public’ 
is not a useful answer when considering the 
target group for participation.

The type of participants who need  
to be involved must be informed by  
your purpose and the outputs required  
i.e. what is it specifically that these people 
can bring to the process. Achieving clarity 
on ‘who’ needs to be involved will also help 
determine the most appropriate method to 
use for your engagement activity.

Some points you may want to consider 
when thinking about who you want to 
participate in your engagement include:

• Do participants need to agree with a 
specific objective or goal to be able to 
participate? Or is diversity of participant 
opinions important to your purpose?

• Do participants need to have ‘lived 
experience’ of the issue in order to  
add value to the process?

• Should the process be open to anyone 
who wants to participate, and will do 
so because they have an interest in 
the outcome? Should recruitment be 
targeted to those who have a specific 
characteristic or circumstance? Or 
does the nature of the issue under 
consideration mean that participants 
should be representative of the 
population?

• Is it important to your outputs that 
participants bring ‘fresh eyes’ to the 
question? Or will it add more value if 
participants are already engaged with 
the issues?

• Should those with professional or 
technical expertise be participating 
alongside members of the public on 
an equal footing? Should the role of 
‘experts’ in the process be different,  
for example to provide information?

Role participants are being asked 
to play
When thinking about who needs to be 
involved it is important to consider the role 
participants are being asked to play.

There are four key roles that members 
of the public are typically given in an 
engagement process:

• Individuals – where they are being 
asked to participate in an individual 
capacity. In this case participant’s 
contributions are generally driven by  
a desire to ensure that the outcome  
will meet their personal needs.

• Stakeholders – where participation 
is driven by the fact that they have a 
stake in the issue. This can be that they 
are affected by any decision or being 
able to affect that decision. In this case 
participants (whether general public  
or organisational representatives) often 
take on an advocacy role, sometimes 
from a pre-determined position.
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• Citizens – where people are participating 
on behalf of the wider public who may 
have a right and interest in being able 
to influence decisions. Here participants 
take on responsibility on behalf of the 
wider society and help determine the 
best outcome for everybody. Please 
note, the use of the term ‘citizen’ here 
does not exclude people who do not 
have ‘citizenship’ status, for example 
refugees and migrants.

• Community representatives – where 
people are participating as the voice 
of a wider group. Communities in this 
context may be defined by identity  
(e.g. Muslim community) activity  
(e.g. business community) or 
geographically (e.g. by neighbourhood 
or village).

A reason to participate
In order to secure participation, prospective 
participants have to know what the impact 
of their involvement will be. This will allow 
them to make an informed choice about 
getting involved. It is therefore important to 
be clear in any invitation to engage at what 
level participation is being sought.

For some people, the ability to shape the 
services they receive in ways that best  
meet their own needs will be motivation  
to take part. For others, having a stake  
or position on a proposed government 
policy or activity will motivate them to act, 
leading to self-selecting participation  
around causes or issues that are  
important to people individually or groups 
(e.g. landlords & renters).

In other cases, it may be necessary to 
recognise that participation in engagement 
is an ‘opportunity cost’ for some of those 
you could benefit from hearing from. 
This is particularly relevant for initiatives 
that seek to involve representative and 
stakeholder groups and participants that 
are demographically representative of the 
population.

Many stakeholder and community 
representative groups report ‘engagement 
fatigue’ as they receive high numbers 
of participation requests. While larger 
organisations may be able to resource this, 
smaller organisations can be faced with 
a choice – whether to miss the chance to 
influence or not? It is increasingly viewed 
as good practice that government covers 
certain costs associated with participation, 
particularly when representatives are being 
asked to engage in more involved  
or collaborative processes.

It is important to ensure that a diverse range 
of participants (e.g. those on low-incomes, 
unemployed or underemployed, or with 
caring responsibilities) can participate. 

We are producing separate guidance on 
payment of expenses and compensating 
participants for their time.
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Key questions to ask
Who do you need to hear from to deliver 
the outputs you are looking for?

Consider the types of knowledge and 
experience that different segments of the 
population could bring to address your 
question.

Address questions of scale and 
proportionality. If you are engaging on an 
issue where there is widespread public 
interest or existing controversy, you may 
want to ensure that as many people as 
possible have the opportunity to share 
their views. Alternatively, if there are known 
stakeholders or the matter is of specialist 
interest or impact, it may be sufficient  
to restrict the opportunity to participate  
to a targeted invited group.

Why would the public choose to 
participate? What is in it for them?

Reflect on whether what you are seeking 
input on is something that your known 
stakeholders or members of the public  
are interested in already and will self-select 
to engage with.

If not, you may need to consider whether 
a recruited, rather than open approach to 
securing participation might be needed. 
This can include whether additional 
incentives or compensation might be 
required to ensure those that you want  
to hear from can do so in a way that 
minimises the ‘costs’ to themselves.

What is the role you are asking them  
to play?

Consider the outputs you are seeking to 
achieve but also the participation offer you 
are making.

Participants need to understand the role 
they are being given within any given 
participatory process. Members of the 
public can be very sophisticated about this 
and will behave differently when acting as 
‘citizens’ (tasked with protecting the public 
good) or in a personal capacity (defending 
their own interests as service users).

Are there any barriers to participation  
for your target group?

Consider structural and practical factors 
that may restrict a person’s ability to engage 
with your initiative. Directly ask participants 
or representative organisations what these 
barriers could be and what can be done to 
address them. Issues could include:

• timing of meetings  
(whether online or in person)

• length of time given to respond

• access to technology

• language requirements

• awareness/knowledge/interest  
in the issue
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Step 5: Choose a preferred 
method or approach

This section lists alphabetically a range of 
common engagement methods that can 
be used to deliver specific types of outputs, 
and the types of participants you would 
typically involve in each method.

These methods are recognised across 
government and wider society, and have 
been developed to deliver specific types  
of outputs. 

It is important to note that engagement 
methods are not fixed, and often the best 
results come from developing a bespoke 
approach to meet your specific needs. 
Following the steps in this Framework  
will help you clearly identify these needs.

There are a number of online resources, 
through which you can explore different 
forms of engagement:

• Participedia

• Open Policy Making Toolkit

• Civic Innovation Toolkit

• Involve’s Knowledge Bank

• Engage2020 Action Catalogue

Appreciative inquiry
Appreciative Inquiry (often shortened 
to AI) works with a small core group of 
participants to explore what has worked 
well in the past to build a vision for the 
future. This small group builds outwards 
through friends/family/strangers into a much 
larger group, and could eventually involve 
hundreds of people.

Appreciative inquiry is conducive to 
collaboration at the visioning, development 
and evaluation stages of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• new ideas

• assessments of how services are 
currently being delivered

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of a topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future

https://participedia.net/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-policy-making-toolkit/low-cost-tools
http://civicinnovationni.org/tools-directory
https://www.involve.org.uk/resources/methods
http://actioncatalogue.eu/
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Citizens’ assemblies
A type of deliberative workshop that 
involves a relatively large body (50-250)  
of people, selected to be demographically 
representative of the general public coming 
together to deliberate on an issue. A 
Citizens’ Assembly will typically take place 
over several days, often spread out over 
weeks or months.

A means of involving participants at the 
visioning, development and/or appraisal 
stages of the delivery cycle. More rarely,  
it can be used as a tool for delegation  
at the decision-making stage.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• new ideas

• overview of perspectives/concerns

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• representative sample (i.e. mini public)

Citizens’ juries
A type of deliberative workshop that 
involves a small group of people (12-24), 
representative of the demographics of  
a given population, who come together  
to deliberate on an issue over a period  
of 2-7 days (not necessarily consecutive).

A means of involving participants at the 
development and/or appraisal stages of the 
delivery cycle. More rarely, it can be used as 
a tool for delegation at the decision-making 
stage.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• specific decision i.e. verdict

• recommendations for delivery 

• priorities for improvement 

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• representative sample (i.e. mini public)
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Citizen research
Citizen research identifies those most 
affected by a decision or policy, trains 
and supports them to lead on wider 
engagement with their peers, and brings 
evidence from that engagement back to 
government.

It is most conducive to involving and 
collaborating, especially at the visioning  
and appraisal stages of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• new ideas

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users

• overview of perspectives/concerns

• priorities for improvement

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service/those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

• those likely to be most impacted 
(now or in the future) 

Deliberative workshop
A form of facilitated group discussion that 
provides participants with the opportunity 
to learn about an issue, consider it in depth, 
understand and challenge each other’s 
opinions before reaching an informed 
conclusion.

Useful as a means of consulting, involving 
and collaborating, and can be used at all 
stages of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• new ideas

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users

• assessments of how services are 
currently being delivered/current 
situation

• overview of perspectives/concerns

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• any group of participants, especially 
those with initially opposing views
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Distributed dialogues
Decentralised conversation-based events 
at which stakeholders and other interested 
parties set up groups and events to discuss 
a topic agreed with the commissioning 
body, using an agreed format and 
background material. 

Most conducive to consulting at the 
visioning, development, appraisal or 
evaluation stages of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• new ideas

• overview of perspectives or concerns

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future

Focus groups
A guided discussion with a small group 
(6-15) of people. They are normally one-off 
sessions (1-2 hrs), though several may be 
run in different locations or with different 
groups on the same topic.

Effective as a means of consultation most 
often at the visioning and/or appraisal 
stages of the delivery cycle. 

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users

• assessments of how services are 
currently being delivered/current 
situation

• overview of perspectives/concerns

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability 

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• representative sample (i.e. mini public)

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future
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Multi-stakeholder steering groups
These are made up of stakeholders 
(professional, public and/or community 
representatives) who meet at key stages 
during the course of a project to oversee  
it and influence strategic decisions. 

Conducive to participation at the involving 
and collaborating levels, and at all stages  
of the delivery cycle. 

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• new ideas

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• people with technical  
knowledge/specialists

• professional/public stakeholders

• existing users of a service/those  
with lived experience of the topic

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future

Online crowdsourcing
Crowdsourcing harnesses collaborative 
problem-solving and innovation through 
an open call for help and ideas, allowing 
any internet user to contribute via an 
online space, usually according to a loose 
framework. 

Online crowdsourcing is relevant to 
consulting and collaboration at the visioning 
and development stage of the delivery 
cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• new ideas

• identification of issues

Participants typically involved:

• people with technical  
knowledge/specialists

• existing users of a service/those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue
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Opinion polls
The polling of a representative sample  
to gather qualitative or quantitative data, 
in order to understand and quantify public 
opinion.

Opinion polls are useful for consulting  
at the visioning and/or appraisal stages  
of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• specific decisions

• overview of perspectives or concerns

• priorities for improvement 

• recommendations for delivery

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• representative sample (i.e. mini public)

Participatory budgeting
An umbrella term for mechanisms that 
delegate decision-making power over public 
sector budgets and investment priorities to 
members of the public. In Scotland these 
practices are most often used to influence 
spending in local areas.

Participatory budgeting is useful for 
delegating at the decision-making stage  
of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• new ideas

• specific decision, i.e. verdicts

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue or area
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Participatory strategic planning
A consensus-building approach that helps 
a community come together through 
workshops of 20-50 people. Public and 
expert stakeholders work together to agree 
how they would like their community or 
organisation to develop. 

Relevant to involving and collaborating  
at the development and appraisal stages  
of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• specific decision, i.e. verdicts

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement

• assessment of proposals 

Participants typically involved:

• people with technical knowledge, 
specialists

• professional and public stakeholders

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future 

Pop-up democracy
The use of temporary, site-specific 
installations/or exhibitions that invite 
unplanned participation. These types of 
opportunities are often held in busy public 
places e.g. supermarkets, high streets  
and local community events and offer 
passers-by the chance to learn about an 
issue or proposal and leave comments. 

Most useful as a means of informing 
or consultation at the visioning and/or 
development stages of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• overview of perspectives, concerns

• priorities for improvement  

• assessment of proposals – preferences 
or acceptability

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future
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Public or ‘town hall’ meetings
Members of a community come together 
to discuss issues and concerns with a 
public official, government representative 
or decision-maker. Typically operates as 
a question and answer session and will 
not usually provide space for in-depth 
discussion or engagement with participants.

Town hall meetings are most conducive to 
informing and can be utilised at all stages  
of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• overview of perspectives/concerns

Participants typically involved:

• professional and public stakeholders

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

Qualitative interviews
An established form of research in which 
participants are taken through interview 
questions designed to explore a topic or 
issue in depth. Participants are given space 
to expand their answers and accounts 
of their experiences and feelings – the 
goal is to understand the motivations 
and reasoning behind any concerns and 
opinions they hold.

Qualitative interviews are an established 
means of consulting at the visioning, 
development, and evaluation stages  
of the delivery cycle. 

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users

• assessments of how services  
are currently being delivered

• overview of perspectives, concerns

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future

• professional and public stakeholders
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Stakeholder roundtables
Roundtable discussions are small group 
discussions (generally 10-15 people) where 
everybody has an equal right to participate. 
Participants are invited by the organisers to 
take part because they are recognised as 
having a ‘stake’ in the question or issue to 
be discussed.

Stakeholder roundtables are suitable for 
involving and, potentially, collaborating at 
the development, appraisal and evaluation 
phases of the delivery cycle. 

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• new ideas

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users

• overview of perspectives or concerns

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

Participants typically involved:

• people with technical knowledge, 
specialists

• professional/public stakeholders

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

Traditional written consultation
An established practice within government 
and, in some limited situations, the required 
approach to engagement. Typically written 
consultation will be underpinned by a 
written consultation paper. This provides 
information on the topic and sets out 
questions for response. 

Consultation papers are published online. 
Stakeholders and members of the public 
are invited to respond via Citizen Space, 
the Scottish Government’s Consultation 
platform. A traditional written consultation  
is open to anyone who chooses to respond.

A means of consulting that is most useful  
at the appraisal stage of the delivery cycle.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users 

• overview of perspectives or concerns

• assessment of proposals

Participants typically involved:

• people with technical knowledge, 
specialists

• professional and public stakeholders

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

https://consult.gov.scot/
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User panels
A regular meeting of service users about  
the quality, management and/or direction  
of a public service.

User panels are relevant to involving and 
at times collaborating at the development, 
appraisal and implementation stages of the 
delivery cycle. They can also be used to 
evaluate a service.

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• better understanding of the needs  
of service users

• assessments of how services are 
currently being delivered/current 
situation

• recommendations for delivery

• priorities for improvement 

• assessment of proposals 

Participants typically involved:

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future

World cafe
An engagement method that makes use of 
an informal cafe setting in which participants 
explore an issue by discussing it in small 
groups over multiple rounds. It is a method 
characterised by a strong underpinning 
philosophy that wisdom comes from people 
engaging in ‘conversations that matter’.

It is most conducive to consulting 
(gathering public feedback) and involving 
(incorporating concerns and aspirations) in 
the development stage of the delivery cycle. 

Outputs method is designed to deliver:

• identification of issues

• new ideas

• overview of perspectives or concerns

Participants typically involved:

• professional and public stakeholders

• existing users of a service, those  
with lived experience of the topic

• people with a particular interest  
in the issue

• those likely to be most impacted,  
now or in the future
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One of the purposes of this 
Framework is to support informed 
discussions with government 
colleagues and analysts about 
developing and delivering effective 
engagement. Once you have given 
consideration to each step of an 
engagement strategy you are ready 
to discuss details and practicalities, 
towards beginning your engagement 
work.

Time and budget required for different 
methods will vary depending on factors like:

• the number and range of people  
to be involved 

• geographical spread

• participants’ support and access needs

• nature and scope of issues being 
considered

These are all dimensions of your 
engagement that you should consider 
further with analysts in your policy area, 
who can support you with things like:

• designing a sampling strategy

• choosing the most appropriate 
methods

• drawing on existing evidence

• commissioning social research

• monitoring and evaluation

• ethics

• participant expenses and remuneration

It is important that you make analysts aware 
of your proposed engagement work at the 
earliest possible stage, so they can advise 
most effectively.

You should also contact the Digital 
Engagement team at the earliest possible 
stage, so that they are aware of your work: 
DigitalEngagement@gov.scot. They can 
advise on digital engagement plans, and  
if needed can support your engagement 
work using digital platforms such as  
Citizen Space and Dialogue.

Next steps

mailto:DigitalEngagement%40gov.scot?subject=
https://consult.gov.scot/
https://www.ideas.gov.scot/
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