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Abstract 

Participatory and deliberative democracy have attracted global attention, both as a 
field of research and practice. This interest reflects ongoing experimentation with 
ideas and practices of stakeholder governance, collaborative policy-making and 
citizen participation. The institutionalisation of such practices in Scotland is taking 
place through local partnership arrangements and public engagement processes. In 
particular, the Scottish Government’s Community Planning policy mandates local 
authorities to develop partnerships where various sectors and organisations are 
summoned to engage in collaborative policy-making. Central to this agenda is the 
involvement of citizens and communities through an increasing number of official 
local forums. In this sense, Scotland resembles other countries where public 
authorities seek working combinations of strategic partnership governance and 
local citizen participation.  

Despite burgeoning interest and developments, however, scarce attention has been 
paid to the role of public engagement officials tasked with turning participatory and 
deliberative ideals into everyday practices. Indeed, we still know little about the 
policy work of official ‘public engagers’ who organise participatory processes by 
negotiating a contested milieu of actors and agendas, while being constrained and 
enabled by an evolving ecology of participation. Consequently, this thesis presents 
findings from two years of ethnographic fieldwork shadowing public engagers in a 
Scottish Local Authority Area. The uniqueness of these policy workers is that their 
expertise is not on a particular policy area, but on stakeholder and citizen 
engagement across policy domains. That is, their expertise is on process, and their 
job is to facilitate deliberative forums to inform local policy-making. The 
fundamental question addressed here is not whether participatory policy-making 
works, but rather how does it work, what kind of work does it take, and what kind 
of work does it do.  

By foregrounding the ‘how’ question, this thesis provides a new practice-based 
analytical framework to both understand and inform participation processes. The 
findings highlight the importance of the engagers’ political work, thus illustrating 
the disciplinary force of engagement practice and the contested nature of 
participatory policy-making. Understanding these dimensions offers insight into 
new political spaces for the renegotiation of the relationship between authorities 
and citizens. Accordingly, the research shows how public engagers work to open 
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and develop such spaces in order to foster new relationships through a new ‘politics 
of process’. In addition, it explores the impact that this work has on the engagers’ 
community of practice, as well as the challenges they face as engagement work gets 
institutionalised. Therefore, the thesis offers a distinct ethnographic account of the 
role of agency in developing official local spaces for participatory and deliberative 
democracy in Scotland. 
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Preface 

In 1978, a year before I was born, democracy was reinstalled in Spain following four 
decades of dictatorship. My family, as many others, epitomised the coming together 
of the “two Spains”. My mother grew up in conservative rural Galicia, accustomed 
to an unchallenged fascist ideological milieu. My father’s family emigrated from 
rural Toledo to industrial Asturias, escaping the consequences of their socialist and 
communist affiliations. Both families were similarly poor and illiterate –and both 
equally hopeful for the next generation. New factories in Galicia attracted hundreds 
of Asturian workers, who brought an unprecedented trade union culture. My father 
belonged to that cohort in the convulsively exciting first decade of the new 
democracy. My mixed heritage is thus a metaphor of that difficult transition, in 
which very different worlds collided thus opening alternative futures. For me, 
democracy has never been an abstract concept, but a very personal domain of ideas 
and practices undergoing constant renegotiation. 

In the late 1990s, like many of my contemporaries, I grew disillusioned with the 
understanding of democracy embodied by mainstream party politics. While 
studying political science in Santiago de Compostela, I joined the emergent non-
partisan student assembly movement, which longed for a new democratic politics 
articulated through public forums. At its zenith, in 2001, this transient movement 
developed ways of working similar to those of Los Indignados and Occupy’s 
assemblies in recent years (see Escobar, 2011a: 7; Castells, 2012). It organised 
participatory processes that broke with traditional partisan and communication 
dynamics, seeking new ways of organising and interacting through public dialogue 
and deliberation (Escobar, 2011a: 7). Simultaneously, I grew disillusioned with 
mainstream political science that seemed oblivious to these developments. After 
researching elite-level policy-making for an MPhil, I left academia, moved to 
Edinburgh and worked in the private sector for 3 years. 

I returned to academia attracted by the impetus to redefine politics, policy-making 
and political science embodied in interpretive policy analysis, studies of 
participatory and deliberative democracy, and efforts to join those fields. Since 2008, 
I worked on related issues both as a researcher and practitioner at Queen Margaret 
University and Edinburgh Beltane (Beacons for Public Engagement). In 2010, a 
scholarship at Edinburgh University gave me the opportunity to conduct doctoral 
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research into the official worlds of participation practice that had become my 
personal and professional passion. I wanted to study practices at the interface 
between official and public spheres, through the experiences of practitioners who 
negotiate that interface in participatory policy-making processes. That is, in a 
nutshell, the personal genesis of this thesis.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction: Participation worlds 

In this chapter, I review key literature on participatory governance and deliberative 
democracy, and the practice turn in policy studies, before mapping the research gap 
addressed by this thesis, and the research questions that will guide the inquiry. 

1.1. Participatory governance and deliberative democracy 

In a few decades, citizen participation in policy-making has gone from being an 
ideal (e.g. Pateman, 1970; Barber, 2003) to a flurry of evolving practices and 
arrangements across the world (Cornwall, 2008; Smith, 2005; Fung and Wright, 
2003a; Dryzek, 2010). The literature on participation is vast. Even after bypassing 
traditional participation (i.e. political parties, trade unions) we are left with myriad 
strands. A useful distinction is that between invented and invited participatory 
spaces (Cornwall, 2002; Gaventa, 2006; Miraftab, 2004). The former originate 
bottom-up, for instance through grassroots civic organising. The latter start top-
down, that is, public authorities invite participants. The literature on invented 
spaces includes studies of social capital (Putnam, 2000, 2002; Mutz, 2006), 
international and community development (Stiefel and Wolfe, 1994; Hickey and 
Mohan, 2004; Craig et al., 2011), and social movements (Crowther et al., 1999; 
Goodwin et al., 2001; Goodwin and Jasper, 2003; Della Porta and Diani, 2006; 
Castells, 2012). 

The literature on invited spaces spans across fields such as participatory and 
deliberative democracy (Barber, 2003; Dryzek, 1990; Bohman and Rehg, 1997; Elster, 
1998; Fung, 2003, 2004; Fishkin and Laslett, 2003; Gutmann and Thompson, 2004; 
Gastil and Levine, 2005; Goodin, 2008), governance and public policy (Arnstein, 
1969; Fischer and Forester, 1993; Fischer, 2000; Newman, 2001; Hajer and Wagenaar, 
2003b; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003, 2006b; Barnes et al., 2007; Newman and Clarke, 2009; 
Innes and Booher, 2010; Hoppe, 2011a), and again, international and community 
development (Edwards and Gaventa, 2001; Butcher et al., 1993; Taylor, 2003; 
Cornwall and Coelho, 2007; Craig et al., 2011).  

In this second block, early work on participatory democracy set generally normative 
frameworks. Subsequently, deliberative theory deepened it by emphasising the 
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discursive dimension of participation, albeit remaining primarily normative until 
the recent “practical and empirical turns” (Dryzek, 2010: 8; Elstub, 2010). The 
governance and policy stream evolved in parallel, generally more focused on 
practices. This thesis plays at the interface of these two broad fields of inquiry. I am 
interested in invited spaces for deliberative policy-making within new participatory 
governance arrangements. In this context, as Barnes et al. (2004: 93) argue, political 
participation cannot be solely conceived 

in terms of action within the formal arenas of political parties and 
representative democracy. Political and citizenship discourses in 
western societies in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries 
emphasize active participation in diverse arenas within which decisions 
are made about public policies, and a range of practices have evolved to 
secure such engagement. Dialogue or deliberation between citizens, 
their elected representatives and the officials charged with delivering 
public policy is assumed to provide evidence of a healthy democracy 
and to deliver a more cohesive society. 

Accordingly, conventional liberal notions of “representative democracy plus 
techno-bureaucratic administration” (Fung and Wright, 2003b: 3) are being 
challenged on various grounds. For Dalton (2004: 1), the main challenge comes from 
citizens, who seem increasingly “distrustful of politicians, sceptical about 
democratic institutions, and disillusioned about how the democratic process 
functions”. Furthermore, the intensification of social complexity, coupled with new 
hierarchies of knowledge and expertise, are deemed to contribute to deeper and 
subtler levels of democratic deficit (Fischer, 2009). Putnam (2000) has also posited 
the deterioration of the relational fabric of community life, arguing that this hinders 
the development of vibrant public spheres.  

While some have questioned such narratives of decline by documenting the 
emergence of alternative forms of invented participation (e.g. Norris, 2002; Castells, 
2012), governments and public agencies have nonetheless increased efforts to 
institutionalise new invited forums. Accordingly, collaborative partnerships and 
public engagement arrangements are presented as strategies to counter democratic 
deficits, deal with complex issues, increase problem-solving capacity, foster social 
capital, and restore legitimacy to policy-making processes (Fischer, 2000; De Souza 
Briggs, 2008; Sirianni, 2009; Callon et al., 2009; Innes and Booher, 2010). 

These developments have been captured in the conceptual shift from government to 
governance. Despite its critics (e.g. Offe, 2009; Davies, 2011), the concept of 
governance is used in political theory (Chambers and Kopstein, 2008; Dryzek, 2010), 
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public administration (Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002; Bevir and Rhodes, 2003, 2006b; 
Bevir, 2010) and deliberative policy analysis (Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003b; Fischer, 
2009) to transcend government-centred understandings of policy processes. It aims 
to encapsulate policy-making dynamics that depend on deliberation and interaction 
across overlapping networks involving an increasing range of actors. Accordingly, it 
also signals the transition from the paradigms of traditional “public administration” 
and “new public management” that dominated previous decades, to that of “new 
public governance” (Osborne, 2010).  The concept has therefore evolved not only to 
encompass networks and partnerships, but also “to identify and explain new spaces 
for participatory decision-making and accompanying modes of citizen problem-
solving that fill gaps created by the failure of traditional approaches” (Fischer, 2009: 
68). 

Warren (2009: 6) explains this “governance-driven democratization” by highlighting 
the growing “incapacities of electoral democracy” with respect to policy 
development and implementation. Under the “standard model of democratic self-
rule”, citizens elect representatives to make policy on their behalf, who then direct 
administrators to further develop it. However, the underpinning “linkages” are 
“broken at almost every step”. Firstly, territorial electoral constituencies seldom 
match issue constituencies. Secondly, electoral systems “only roughly reflect citizen 
preferences, and they do so in highly aggregated, information-poor ways”. Thirdly, 
legislatures have “very low policy-making capacities, and so pass most decisions to 
executives… and agencies”, which are “often left to guess what constituents want”. 
Finally, bureaucratic forms of policy development also feature “inherent 
limitations” stemming from hierarchical rigidity and enormous technical and 
political complexity. In this context, policy-makers increasingly “speak the language 
of trust, collaboration, citizen engagement and dialog” to compensate “for low 
global legitimacy of electoral democracy by generating legitimacy ‘locally’”, i.e. 
“issue by issue, policy by policy, and constituency by constituency” (Warren, 2009: 
7-8). Consequently,  

legislation has for some time directed agencies to establish processes for 
‘public input’ or required ‘community representation’ during policy 
development. From this perspective, governance-driven 
democratization can be seen as supplementary to electoral democracy, 
shoring up its functional weaknesses. (Ibid.)  

Beyond this functionalist analysis, deliberative theorists postulate more normative 
grounds for these developments. They highlight the inadequacy of “aggregative 



 6 

conceptions”, pointing that democracy is more than “just counting heads”: “it must 
involve discussion on an equal and inclusive basis, which deepens participants’ 
knowledge of issues, awareness of the interests of others, and the confidence to play 
an active part in public affairs” (Saward, 2000: 5; Bohman, 1996; Cohen, 1997; 
Macedo, 1999). Democracy is thus seen less as “a market for the exchange of private 
preferences” and more as a discursive forum “for the creation of public agreements” 
(Parkinson, 2004: 379; Elster, 1997). Ideally, in that forum, “no force except that of 
the better argument is exercised” (Habermas, 1975; cf. Shapiro, 1999), and there is 
room for reasons and emotions (Morrell, 2010) through inclusive communication 
dynamics that enable diverse forms of expression, argumentation and reciprocity 
(Young, 2000; Escobar, 2009, 2011a). Therefore, deliberative democracy foregrounds 
“the public deliberation of free and equal citizens” as “the core of legitimate 
political decision making and self-government” (Bohman, 1998: 401). 

In the last two decades (see Elstub, 2010), deliberative theory and practice have 
rekindled the participatory ideals of previous decades (e.g. Pateman, 1970; Barber, 
2003) by bringing a discursive focus to governance arrangements. In its “real life 
approximations”, deliberative democracy can be studied from a macro or a micro 
perspective (Parkinson, 2004: 380). The former concerns the wider “public sphere” 
(Habermas, 1989, 1996), which is a space –distinct from the state and the market– for 
discursive interaction where “political participation is enacted through the medium 
of talk” (Fraser, 1990: 57). This includes the “ebb and flow of public debate carried 
on in the media, in private conversations, in formal and informal settings, from 
pubs to parliaments and back again” (Parkinson, 2004: 380; Mansbridge, 1999; 
Parkinson and Mansbridge, 2012). In contrast, this thesis adopts a micro 
perspective, thus focussing on invited forums and processes emerging at the 
interface between official and public spheres (e.g. Baiocchi, 2005; Fung, 2004; Barnes 
et al., 2007; Smith, 2009). Deliberative engagement in the context of participatory 
governance, therefore, refers to processes that bring together “citizens, civic leaders, 
and government officials… in public spaces where they can engage in constructive, 
informed, and decisive dialogue about important public issues” (Nabatchi, 2012: 7). 

In the last decade, there have been robust theoretical and empirical critiques of 
participatory governance and deliberative democracy, and the challenges of turning 
ideals into practices have become apparent. This has inspired ongoing debates over 
whether citizens are willing and capable to participate and deliberate (Hibbing and 
Theiss-Morse, 2002; Neblo et al., 2010; Stoker and Hay, 2013; Sunstein, 2006; Fischer, 
2000; Callon et al., 2009), how to ensure inclusion and its effects on group dynamics 
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(Young, 2000; Mutz, 2006; Sunstein, 2009), whether deliberation is feasible in the 
face of interest-based politics (Forester, 1988, 2009; Shapiro, 1999; Hendriks, 2002, 
2006, 2011; Hendriks et al., 2007), and whether invited participatory spaces seek 
enrolment and co-option rather than empowerment (Cooke and Kothari, 2001; 
Hickey and Mohan, 2004; Cornwall and Coelho, 2007; Barnes et al., 2007; Barnes and 
Prior, 2009b; Davies, 2011). 

A key tension, explored throughout this thesis, is between participatory 
arrangements and established institutions of representative democracy and 
technocratic administration. For instance, it is often argued that participation elicits 
resistance from politicians prone to a “defensive reflex against too much 
stakeholder or citizen involvement in (interactive, more participatory or 
deliberative, styles of) public policy-making” (Hoppe and Jeliazkova, 2005: 56). Yet, 
without political support and “facilitative leadership” participation is unlikely to 
reshape policy-making (Ansell and Gash, 2008; Bussu and Bartels, 2013). Moreover, 
appending participatory arrangements to representative systems seems problematic 
in terms of accountability and delimiting competences and scope for decision-
making (Rhodes, 1997; Sullivan, 2003; Taylor, 2007b). Such tensions are only 
beginning to be documented by researchers focussing on the micro-politics of 
participatory governance (e.g. Barnes et al., 2007; Innes and Booher, 2010; Hoppe, 
2011b, 2011a) and ideas for potential integration are just being articulated (e.g. 
Gastil, 2000; Ackerman and Fishkin, 2005; Fung, 2004; Warren and Pearse, 2008; 
Parkinson and Mansbridge, 2012). 

UK and Scotland 

The UK has been an active player in the participatory and deliberative turns, 
particularly in local government and public services (Goss, 2001; Sullivan and 
Skelcher, 2002; Stoker, 2004; Durose et al., 2009), urban planning (e.g. Jenkins et al., 
2002; Healey, 2006), science and technology (Burchell et al., 2009; Pieczka and 
Escobar, 2013), and the National Health Service (Parkinson, 2006; Davies et al., 2006; 
Mockford et al., 2012). Policy-making has thus become increasingly concerned with 
involving communities, stakeholder groups, and citizens.  

The change of UK government in 1997 is often seen as a key turning point: 
“partnership and participation have co-evolved as key instruments of New Labour’s 
agenda for the ‘modernisation’ and ‘democratic renewal’ of British public services. 
Moreover, this agenda has been primarily played out at the local level” (Sullivan 
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and Lowndes, 2004: 51). With partnerships becoming the new “paradigm” for 
policy-making and service delivery (Newman, 2001: 104), the proliferation of 
collaborative arrangements has been astonishing. A decade ago, Sullivan and 
Skelcher (2002: 24-27) estimated “in Britain at least 5,500 different partnerships at 
the local level, spending approximately £4.3 billion a year, and involving around 
75,000 people as partnership board members”. Such local partnerships may have “a 
strategic, policy or neighbourhood focus”, and include issues such as “urban 
regeneration, children’s and young people’s services, community safety, 
employment, education, environmental sustainability and health care (Sullivan and 
Lowndes, 2004: 52). 

While governance-driven democratization proliferates, however, traditional forms 
of participation continue to elicit stories of decline and calls for democratic renewal 
(e.g. POWER, 2006; Stoker, 2006). The 2012 Audit on UK democracy explains: 

Turnout in elections, membership of political parties and a variety of 
other measures all point to a waning of democratic engagement. The 
same trends are found in all established democracies, but the UK 
compares especially poorly on most measures. Despite growing interest 
in forms of direct and participatory democracy, it remains unclear how 
these alternative models can co-exist with existing traditions of UK 
representative democracy. (Wilks-Heeg et al., 2012a: 11; Wilks-Heeg et 
al., 2012b) 

Recent policy statements reiterate calls to establish “a new relationship with the 
citizen who becomes a valued partner to identify problems, discover new thinking 
and to propose solutions”, as a response to evidence that publics believe that 
“engagement, particularly consultation, [is] used as ‘a fig-leaf of legitimacy for bad 
policy’” (House of Commons, 2013: 3, 9). Observers of the UK partnership and 
participation agenda often profess “cautious optimism” about it (Barnes et al., 2007: 
204; Newman and Clarke, 2009; Newman, 2012; Barnes and Prior, 2009b), 
recognising the contingent nature of officially invited spaces:  

Although power remains very unequal, the notion of unidirectional 
power does not work in this context. The policy objective of the 
‘empowerment’ of citizens is too simplistic but nor is it useful to 
understand these forums simply as another place in which officials 
exercise power over citizens/users. (Barnes, 2009: 48) 

The overall picture in Scotland doesn’t seem particularly distinct from the UK. 
Nonetheless, the devolution process, which saw powers returned from Westminster 
to the Scottish Parliament after an interregnum of three centuries, sought to 
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establish “more participative types of policy making and a new relationship 
between governors and governed” (Keating, 2010: 31). After devolution, the Scottish 
Executive sought to understand existing participatory arrangements. For instance, it 
commissioned research on participation in local planning, which highlighted two 
challenges: disengagement (“apathy”, “alienation”, “mistrust”) and lack of funds 
and expertise to resource public participation (Jenkins et al., 2002: 61-66). 
Accordingly, the report recommended investing in capacity building, developing 
national guidance, and fostering partnerships between local authorities, 
communities and individuals. This coincided with a phase of experimentation with 
deliberative methods (e.g. people’s panels, citizen juries), before resuming a phase 
dominated by conventional consultations (Mahendran and Cook, 2007: 23-24). 

In 1999, the Scottish Executive had launched the £3 million initiative Listening to 
Communities (Clarke, 2002), which initiated a consistent replication of UK-wide 
discourses about partnership and participation. Successive Scottish Labour 
governments tapped into Whitehall’s pool of rhetorical resources, and established 
guidance for community development (Scottish Executive, 2004), evaluated 
participatory methods (Stevenson et al., 2004), set up the National Standards for 
Community Engagement (Scottish Executive, 2005), and reviewed international 
experience which suggested that “dialogue at grassroots level is a necessary 
condition for holding effective dialogue at national level” (Nicholson, 2005: 42). 
Simultaneously, the 2003 Local Government Act enshrined partnership and 
participation through Community Planning policy –later explained; also Appendix 
2. 

When the Scottish National Party took office in 2007, it maintained and developed 
Community Planning. It also prepared a Community Empowerment Plan (Scottish 
Government, 2009) permeated by the language of capacity building, user 
participation, and service delivery. The Plan took the ‘community’ as its unit, 
steering away from the rhetoric of the deliberative citizen. Indeed, the word ‘citizen’ 
wasn’t mentioned even once. Mediated, rather than direct, participation seemed the 
preferred framework: participation was to occur through partnerships, third sector 
organisations and civic groups. This seemed to shift away from early 
experimentation, reinforcing the more managerial and consumerist language of 
stakeholders, service providers and users (Clarke et al., 2007). This 
“managerialisation of local politics” has been a UK-wide trend in tension with the 
democratic renewal agenda (Barnes et al., 2007: 22; McAteer and Orr, 2006).  
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More recently, there has been renewed impetus for the participatory and 
deliberative agenda across official and public spheres. For instance, the Scottish 
Government and the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities are reviewing 
Community Planning and local government (Scottish Government and COSLA, 
2012; COSLA, 2013). The Government also created a high-profile commission on the 
future of public services (Christie, 2011), and is currently integrating local health 
and social services (ODS, 2013), and developing a Community Empowerment Bill 
aimed at “strengthening participatory democracy” (Scottish Government, 2013: 10). 
In parallel, the Scottish Health Council developed its Participation Standards to 
support NHS public involvement (Scottish Health Council, 2010; McGrow and 
Greenaway, 2013), and several civic initiatives1 –perhaps animated by the pre- 
independence referendum mood– feature strong proposals for democratic 
innovation.  

All in all, participatory governance and deliberative policy-making are becoming a 
constitutive component of myriad institutional milieus across the world. After 
decades of normative groundwork and multi-sited activism, ideals and proposals 
have steadily turned into empirical phenomena. This warrants increased attention 
to practice. 

1.2. The practice turn: Interpretive policy analysis and policy work 

In parallel to the developments above, a strand of policy studies has gained 
prominence. If “traditional policy science focuses on ‘problems’ and ‘decisions’”, 
Hajer and Wagenaar suggest that “a reformulated, deliberative policy science takes 
practices as its unit of analysis” (2003b: 19-20; authors' emphasis). The study of 
practice has developed steadily in the social and policy sciences (e.g. Rein, 1983; 
Schatzki et al., 2000; Czarniawska, 2008b; Laws and Hajer, 2008; Freeman et al., 
2011). This has captured the sociological imagination of interpretive analysts who 
increasingly focus on how “meaning emerges from our interactions with others and 
the world”, thus emphasising “shared agency” emerging from mutual frameworks 

1                                             

1 E.g. Electoral Reform Society Democracy Max Programme http://www.electoral-
reform.org.uk/democracy-max, So Say Scotland http://www.sosayscotland.org, Reid Foundation’s 
Commission on Fair Access to Political Influence http://reidfoundation.org/portfolio/government-
by-the-people. [Accessed 1 November 2013] 
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of interpretation and action (Wagenaar, 2011: 57). In essence, the “practice turn” 
means 

no longer treating practice as the object of policy, something to which it 
is addressed and on which it works, but as its subject: that is, by 
interrogating more closely the practices of policy making themselves, to 
think about and ask after what it is that policy makers do when they go 
to work. (Freeman, 2012: 19) 

Taking this approach, I benefit from a tradition that, rooted in Aristotelian 
philosophy (Flyvbjerg, 2001) and American pragmatism (Thayer, 1982; Bernstein, 
2010), inspired Lewin’s practice-based action research (Reason and Bradbury, 2001), 
Argyris et al’s philosophy of practical action (Argyris and Schon, 1976; Argyris et al., 
1985), and Schon’s landmark work on reflective practice (1983). This laid 
foundations for what might be called the school of policy as practice (e.g. Rein, 1983; 
Lipsky, 1980; Schorr, 1985; Fischer and Forester, 1993; Schon and Rein, 1994; Yanow, 
1996, 1999; Shore and Wright, 1997; Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003b; Colebatch, 2005c, 
2009; Shore et al., 2011; Fischer and Gottweis, 2012). Underpinning this scholarly 
stream is the recognition that practice 

is an important and distinct dimension of politics, with its own logic 
(pragmatic, purposeful), its own standards of knowing (interpretative, 
holistic, more know-how than know-that), its own orientation towards 
the world (interactive, moral, emotional), and its own image of society 
(as a constellation of interdependent communities). (Wagenaar and 
Cook, 2003: 141) 

Interpretive policy analysis thus fosters practice-oriented inquiry into the 
entwinement of interaction, practice and meaning in the everyday work of policy 
actors. As Wagenaar (2004: 650) explains, it is “through the active participation in 
communities that meaningful actions emerge at all” –a tenet of the “communities of 
practice” literature (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Accordingly, an 
interpretive approach holds “that meanings or beliefs form webs that are 
constitutive of actions and practices” (Bevir and Rhodes, 2006a: 71). This implies 
that acting “is never random”: while “behaviour can be random or mindless, when 
we attribute meaning, direction or disposition to it, behaviour becomes action”; 
equally, “when action draws its meaning from a community, action becomes 
practice (Wagenaar and Cook, 2003: 150). Policy actors converse with the situation 
at hand, seeking to negotiate its evolving nature by considering constraints and 
possibilities, including the “meanings of [their] moves, and of others’ responses”, 
and trying to “embody [their] interpretations in the invention of further moves” 
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(Schon and Rein, 1994: 172). That skilled responsiveness and evolving complexity 
becomes apparent when studying policy as practice: “the world that policymakers 
and administrators face is concrete, open-ended, action-oriented, conflict-ridden, 
unpredictable and urgent” (Wagenaar and Cook, 2003: 142).  

In this thesis, I draw on Colebatch’s notion of policy and “policy work” as 
organising constructs (2005a: 3-4) that help to analyse governing and to 
“understand through what sort of work it is produced” (2005c: xiii). Following 
Wagenaar (2004: 643-644), I will use the concept of work to refer to “the hundreds of 
practical judgments, the everyday, taken-for-granted routines and practices” of 
policy actors. Accordingly, I will seek to understand participation as policy: the 
policy of making policy through participation. As Colebatch argues, when 
stakeholders participate they “are not implementing an already-formed policy: it is 
their cooperation that is the policy” (2005b: 22). This approach foregrounds policy as 
a domain of action and interaction, thus placing agency at the centre of the policy 
process (Shore et al., 2011).  

Consequently, various authors have focussed on practitioners to understand policy 
practice (e.g. Forester, 1981, 1993; Forester, 1999, 2009; Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-
Moody and Kelly, 1993; Williams, 2002; van Hulst et al., 2012). The assumption is 
that this helps to overcome the agency/structure dichotomy by grounding research 
at the intersection of both –what Bevir and Rhodes (2006b: 4-5) call “situated 
agency”. In their literature survey, van Hulst et al. (2012) find six types of 
practitioners: the street level bureaucrat, the frontline worker, the (policy, civic or 
institutional) entrepreneur, the reflective practitioner, the deliberative practitioner, 
the everyday maker and the everyday fixer. Understanding the influential role of 
street level bureaucrats marked a turning point in policy studies (Lipsky, 1971, 1976, 
1980; Durose, 2011). However, critics often point out the mismatch between Lipsky’s 
framework and new governance practices (Durose, 2007, 2009; Maynard-Moody 
and Musheno, 2003). Accordingly, Durose (2009: 46) offers a “reconstituted 
narrative of front line work” that is “community facing and entrepreneurial”:  

Front line workers are no longer simply 'street level bureaucrats', they 
retain discretion but are asked to go beyond it. Front line workers are 
now creative actors, whose role emphasises pragmatism and negotiation 
and focuses on skills facilitated by local knowledge, experience and 
networks. (Durose, 2007: 231) 

This hints at the “civic enterprise culture” (Leadbeater, 1997; Leadbeater and Goss, 
1998) linked to new demands on public agencies and the strategies adopted by 
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practitioners to cope with them and innovate. These ‘civic entrepreneurs’, however, 
are not necessarily officials. For instance, “everyday makers” (Bang, 2005; Bang and 
Sørensen, 1999) and “everyday fixers” (Hendriks and Tops, 2005) can be found 
amongst voluntary sector workers, expert citizens, activists and the broader civic 
world of ad hoc involvement in local problem-solving. This is a world where 
individuals mobilise resources and networks in order to get things done, instead of 
waiting to be ‘empowered’ by an official entity. The UK Government has recently 
included some of these ideas under the banner of the Big Society (for a critique see 
Shaw, 2011a).  

In parallel, however, new breeds of official policy workers are also emerging, for 
instance the boundary spanner in partnership governance (Williams, 2002, 2012) 
and the deliberative practitioner in participatory policy-making. An interesting 
evolution has been noted from Schon’s (1983) reflective practitioner to Forester’s 
(1999) deliberative practitioner: 

Not only is this new character placed in a world that seems to have less 
illusions about the possibilities of technically solving problems… it is 
most of all Forester’s effort to show the socio-political side of practice 
that differentiates his work… Whereas the reflective practitioner mostly 
focuses on framing and reframing problems, the deliberative 
practitioner also works on the relations between the parties involved. 
(van Hulst et al., 2009: 10)  

Both accounts foreground direct intervention in their immediate social worlds. But 
those worlds are substantially different. Forester’s (1999: 4) practitioner acts within 
the frameworks of network governance and participatory democracy, thus moving 
from “the individual work of reflection in action toward the more social and 
political work of practical deliberation”. 

1.3. The research gap: Everyday work by public engagement 
practitioners 

Whereas attention to practitioners is increasingly central in policy studies, that has 
not been the case in the participatory and deliberative democracy literature on 
invited spaces. In most of it, forums are created, participants summoned, encounters 
facilitated, results taken forward –or not– and so on. But such accounts tell us little 
about who creates, enables, summons, facilitates and takes those processes forward. 
In other words, these narratives presume –by omission– an array of ghost agents, as 
if public engagement simply happens and it doesn’t have to be performed. This 
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fosters the illusion of engagement as a somewhat disembodied practice, and ignores 
that it requires work, and therefore workers.  

Although this may be overlooked in many scholarly accounts, it is clearly at the 
heart of activities on the ground. All sorts of institutions around the UK are building 
capacity for engaging ‘publics’, ‘communities’, ‘citizens’, ‘patients’, ‘users’, 
‘consumers’, ‘stakeholders’, etc, in shaping policies and services (Newman, 2001, 
2012; Barnes et al., 2007; Clarke et al., 2007; Newman and Clarke, 2009; Pieczka and 
Escobar, 2013). As a result, there are myriad official public engagement practitioners 
–henceforth, public engagers– whose job is to organise deliberative forums.  

To be sure, researchers of participation and deliberation often recognise the 
important role of the “facilitator” (Gastil, 1993; Fung and Wright, 2003a; Gastil and 
Levine, 2005; Baiocchi, 2005; Nabatchi et al., 2012) and call for research into their role 
(Smith, 2009: 169; Moore, 2012), but they rarely provide accounts of their work 
beyond momentous interventions (e.g. Krantz, 2003: 231-234; Fung, 2004: 187-195, 
207; Ryfe, 2002; Mansbridge et al., 2006). If we think of participatory processes as 
spaces for performance –using a theatrical metaphor– most studies focus on the 
frontstage. In the USA, some public management literature considers “the role of 
agents in creating and facilitating opportunities for deliberative democracy” (see 
Feldman et al., 2006: 89). Similarly, some deliberative scholars are beginning to map 
the varied provenance and motivation of “civic engagement practitioners” 
(Leighninger, 2006, 2012; Lee, 2011). However, in many cases, these practitioners are 
not officials, and their work is often more to do with democratic experiments than 
with everyday processes in “ordinary democracy” (Tracy, 2010). 

In the UK, there has been some attention to “community engagement professionals” 
(Mayo et al., 2007; Craig and Mayo, 1995; Taylor, 1995; e.g. Craig et al., 2011), 
organisational “boundary spanners” (Williams, 2002, 2012), and official “civic 
entrepreneurs” (Durose, 2007, 2009, 2011). However, as I later illustrate, the 
engagers studied here are distinct in significant ways. There has also been some 
research into practitioners in the science public engagement context (Chilvers, 2008; 
Pieczka and Escobar, 2013), postulating –following Rose (1999)– their “new political 
status” as “experts of community”, and “increasingly influential and powerful role 
in policy-making processes”, as well as “wider problems of instrumentalism and 
industrialization” brought about by the commercialisation of such practices by 
consultants spearheading the “emergent deliberative industry” (Amelung, 2012: 13-
14). Some are thus beginning to document how some practitioners operate ad hoc as 
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external consultants (Cooper and Smith, 2012; Hendriks and Carson, 2008), but we 
still know little about practitioners –like the official engagers in this thesis– working 
permanently for a local authority, across policy domains, and navigating an 
evolving constellation of actors; i.e. constrained and enabled by a particular ecology 
of participation.  

If, as hinted above, public engagers exercise considerable power, what kind of 
power is that and how does it manifest itself? What do the engagers do and what 
are their motivations? Indeed, their political work will be a crosscutting theme in 
this thesis for, as Forester (1999: 168) argues, they are “public stewards, not just 
apolitical neutrals. They are organizers of public debate and deliberation, not just 
convenors who serve water and ask everyone to be polite”. In a comprehensive, UK 
focussed, review of the participation literature, Brodie et al (2009), yet again, have 
nothing to say about the role of public sector engagers. Although they point to the 
critical “relationship between people and the state” (p. 41), they fail to note that 
someone mediates that relationship. Some suggest that politicians should reinvent 
themselves accordingly:  

Politicians need to talk less, and listen more. Successful politicians will 
increasingly be facilitators and brokers: able to help communities find 
their own solutions, rather than simply announcing a party solution. 
They need to learn new skills... (Rogers, 2004).  

However, it is unclear whether politicians are taking up that approach. Instead, that 
is becoming a job for official engagers. Therefore, new dynamics of 
institutionalization of engagement work seem under way, particularly in local 
government. For instance, the posts of the engagers I investigate were nonexistent 
ten years ago in Scotland. Consequently, we lack accounts of the policy work 
carried out by engagers who stage the performance of participatory policy-making. 
Forester (1999, 2009) has been the exception in studying such work beyond the 
frontstage (see also Newman, 2012), but to my knowledge, no one has investigated 
the Scottish counterpart of the American deliberative practitioner. Furthermore, 
Forester focuses mostly on ‘planning’ practitioners using interviews and ‘stories of 
practice’, whereas I take an ethnographic approach. The peculiarity of the official 
engagers I study is that they are tasked with engaging publics –summoned through 
partnerships and local forums– in processes across multiple policy domains.  

To sum up, looking at influential publications by think-tanks and civic 
organisations (e.g. NEF, 1998; Involve, 2005; Lowndes et al., 2006b; Warburton et al., 
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2008; Blake et al., 2008; Foot, 2009; Brodie et al., 2011; Andersson et al., 2013), research 
or policy statements by governmental departments (e.g. Warburton et al., 2006; 
Burall and Carr-West, 2009; Mahendran and Cook, 2007; Scottish Government, 
2009), or widely cited academic works (e.g. Barber, 2003; Fung and Wright, 2003a; 
Fung, 2004; Young, 2000; Dryzek, 1990, 2010), it is striking how little they have to 
say about engagement work and those tasked with performing it. I therefore follow 
Geertz’s (1973: 5) advice: to understand the practice of participatory democracy you 
“should look in the first instance not at its theories or… what its apologists say 
about it; you should look at what the practitioners of it do".  

1.4. Research questions: Understanding engagement work 

This thesis addresses the research gap left by accounts where the policy work of 
deliberative engagement is ignored. As in other social domains, “work has become 
invisible” (Barley, 1996: xi). If there is any niche left in this prolific research field, 
this seems a fundamental one. I will show that overlooking engagement practice 
obscures dimensions that explain important puzzles about participatory processes –
and how such puzzles can stem from studying participation as a fait accompli, 
rather than through the ongoing work of accomplishing it. My aim is thus to 
contribute to a better understanding of participatory policy-making by analysing 
practices, micro-politics and meanings in action. This thesis thus brings together the 
above fields of inquiry, and draws on interdisciplinary approaches, in order to 
address the following questions: What do official public engagers do? How do they 
engage publics in participatory policy-making? What kind of work does this entail? 
What does this work generate? 

Practices are available for scrutiny only insofar as we make accounts of them. From 
a pragmatist perspective, the researcher develops analytical tools capable of 
grasping the situated nature of practice, that is, its unfolding at the intersection of 
agency and structure (Giddens, 1984) or "organism" and "environment" (Rorty, 1999: 
xxiii). I intentionally start from an open-ended understanding of practice. Rather 
than establishing what practice is beforehand and then casting my nets, I follow 
Wagenaar and Cook (2003: 149) in recognising that it is precisely during fieldwork 
that we discover the dimensions of practice relevant to the inquiry. Interpretive 
approaches rarely see practices as “discrete entities” extricable “from the flux of 
human life” –instead, 
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the limits of a practice are decided pragmatically, justified by the 
purposes of… inquiry. Practices are concrete social realities, but they are 
not natural kinds. So it is political scientists as observers who separate 
particular practices, and they do so to suit their research purposes. 
(Bevir and Rhodes, 2006a: 74) 

Crucial to the “study of work practice is that it must be done in the situation in 
which the work normally occurs, that is, work must be seen as situated practice, in 
which the context is part of the activity” (Orr, 1996: 10). The methodological 
implication is the need to adopt an ethnographic approach to 

reconstruct the micro-sociology of a particular practice… To get at the 
way that ordinary people who implement a policy… understand and 
assess the world, the analyst must interpretatively reconstruct their 
point of view… [O]ne has to travel the practical ecology that the actor is 
simultaneously immersed in and that one shapes in the course of 
engaging in a practice. (Wagenaar and Cook, 2003: 167) 

Whereas much of the literature above studies institutional arrangements and 
fronstage performances, a focus on practices can generate insight not only for 
academics, but also practitioners tasked with translating democratic ideals into 
workable practices. This is particularly so since  “the micropolitics of engagement 
can subvert the best intentions of institutional design” (Gaventa, 2007: xv). 
Therefore, noting the value of studying the “micro-politics” of participation (Barnes 
et al., 2004; Newman and Clarke, 2009: 19-20), I aim to understand the 
“micropolitics of practice” and the “daily political work” (Forester, 1999: 10) of 
public engagers. To do this, I follow Morley (2006: 543): 

Micropolitics focuses on the ways in which power is relayed in everyday 
practices. It discloses the subterranean conflicts, competitions and 
minutiae of social relations and describes how power is relayed through 
seemingly trivial incidents and transactions. 

I therefore respond to Forester’s (1999: 8) compelling argument that “we should take 
[seriously] the messy, conflicted, dirty-hands experience” of practitioners. To render 
that work visible, I draw on Goffman’s (1983: 2) efforts to make “this face-to-face 
domain… analytically viable” through “microanalysis”. In particular, I use his 
dramaturgic heuristic of the frontstage and backstage (Goffman, 1966, 1971). 
Initially, I used the distinction to decide sites for research: not only the public side of 
the engagers' world, but also behind the scenes. In ethnographic terms, therefore, 
the frontstage is accessible when observing participatory encounters, and the 
backstage when working around their confines. During fieldwork, the distinction 
became useful to understand why the engagers acted in certain ways –in the 
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Goffmanian sense that certain behaviours are warranted and expected, while others 
are not–, as well as to explore the different types of face-to-face work that takes 
place in each, and the symbiotic relation between both domains through that work. 
Accordingly, the backstage comprised domains of action and interaction usually 
invisible to participants in engagement processes. The distinction thus enables the 
study of the politics of visibility in officially invited participation: what is visible to 
participants, what isn’t and why; and how and where the engagers develop certain 
types of work. This thesis will therefore analyse both backstage and frontstage 
policy work. 

In the following chapters, I will first explain my research design, methodological 
approach and analytical framework (Chapters 2-3). I will follow this by situating the 
engagers in context, exploring their role, and its challenges and possibilities 
(Chapter 4). Then, I will dedicate four chapters to illustrate and theorise what I 
deem to be the constitutive practices of engagement work (Chapters 5-8). 
Subsequently, I will explore the cultural ecology of participation that shapes, and is 
shaped, by their work –and how it affects their approaches, motivations and 
development (Chapter 9). Finally, I will rearticulate key research findings and 
reflections (Chapter 10). 
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Chapter 2. Ethnography of practice: Research design and 

methods 

…most experiences are unsayable, they happen in a space that no word has ever entered… 

Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a young poet  

2.1. The ʻHow?ʼ question 

In the summer of 2010, after occasional bus rides to Wyndland, I realised that it 
would be impossible to use public transport to follow the engagers in their 
continuous travelling across the county. Therefore, when my PhD started in 
September, I spent my savings on a third-hand car. That first year, I drove through 
Wyndland to observe forums facilitated by the engagers. Eventually, I secured work 
placements and would typically drive to their offices and then car-share. The most 
stimulating conversations often occurred during those rides, which became safe 
backstage spaces amidst endless chains of meetings and events. In those backseats I 
most bluntly felt the physical impact of ethnographic fieldwork: a mix of exhaustion 
from long working hours, excitement from emergent insights, and dizziness from 
writing fieldnotes while being driven through the countryside. On arrival, I 
sometimes got out of the car sweating cold and feeling I was about to vomit. 

I have never enjoyed this much doing research. This was thanks to the hundreds of 
interesting people I met, and the generosity and wit of the practitioners I shadowed. 
But also because my fieldwork was guided by a ‘How?’ question, which kept me 
focussed on the dynamics of situated interaction, the co-construction and 
negotiation of meanings, and the political ecology that shapes, and is shaped, by the 
micro-politics of everyday practice. Guided by the openness of the ‘How?’ question, 
“the ethnographic researcher doesn’t talk first, but is there to find out which 
questions it makes sense to ask” (Hastrup 2003, quoted in Bason, 2011: 162). 
According to Flyvbjerg (2001: 118-119), the ‘How?’ question has been neglected in 
political research. The pragmatist, symbolic interactionist, and Foucauldian ‘How?’, 
with its “emphasis on details and concrete practices” (Ibid.) invites us to 
reformulate political inquiry: “a focus on the micropractices of power, power as 
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seen from the bottom up, instead of political science’s conventional focus on 
sovereign power” (Flyvbjerg, 2006: 81).  

The ‘How?’ question underpins various analytical approaches from which I take 
inspiration, including institutional ethnography (Campbell and Gregor, 2002; Smith, 
2006), actor-network theory (Law, 1994, 2004; Latour, 2005; Callon et al., 2009), 
phronetic political science (Flyvbjerg, 1998, 2001, 2006a), symbolic interactionism 
(Mead, 1934; Blumer, 1969; Goffman, 1966, 1971), pragmatism (Dewey, 1927; Rorty, 
1989, 1999; Kadlec, 2007; Bernstein, 2010) and interpretive policy analysis (Yanow, 
1996, 1999; Wagenaar, 2011; Fischer, 2003, 2009). Equally, the ‘How?’ question 
requires research strategies fit for learning from, and through, experience and 
practice. In this chapter, I explain my research design.  

2.2. Research design 

My aim has been to conduct an interpretive ethnography of public engagement 
work. Here, I outline my multi-method approach, and the rationale for developing a 
multi-sited case study to “zoom in and zoom out” on practices, actors, and 
relationships (Nicolini, 2009a, 2009b). The research design evolved according to the 
ongoing, open-ended and open-minded modus operandi that characterises 
ethnographic work (Agar, 1996; Schatz, 2009; Ybema et al., 2009a) and interpretive 
inquiry (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2006, 2012). Accordingly, I learned to 
understand flexibility and variation as key components of, rather than a hindrance 
to, the “systematicity” that is the “hallmark of scientific practice” (Yanow and 
Schwartz-Shea, 2012: Loc 553). 

Case selection 

In my country (Galicia/Spain), public engagement work is not as institutionalised 
as in Scotland. Therefore, I rarely encountered official engagers until I worked at 
Queen Margaret University’s Dialogue Project2 and as a Beltane Public Engagement 
Fellow3. Then, I became fascinated by their work, and had opportunities to build 
relationships, and attend their events as a practitioner, well before the scholarship 

1                                             

2 http://www.qmu.ac.uk/mcpa/CDial/default.htm [Accessed 23 September 2013] 

3 http://www.beltanenetwork.org [Accessed 23 September 2013] 
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for this research. That gave me an advantage for conducting in-depth ethnography 
in a short timeframe. Being perceived as a fellow practitioner, with similar 
experiences elsewhere, was probably crucial for obtaining access. Arguably, it can 
be easier for practitioners to think openly and critically amongst themselves than 
with outsiders. 

A critical choice pertained to context, as there are official engagers in various policy 
fields. I considered mainly two. Firstly, that of science and technology, which I 
discarded in light of my previous research (Pieczka and Escobar, 2013; Escobar, 
2013). I wanted to study engagers whose work was embedded in governance 
processes, and I struggled to find them in the science world, where traditional 
models of science communication prevailed over policy-oriented deliberative 
engagement (Ibid.). Therefore, I decided to focus on engagers working for public 
sector authorities –namely, Council and National Health Service. By the time I 
started my PhD, I had scoped those terrains for 9 months, and decided to settle on a 
case study of local governance. 

I adopt the general notion of case study as a “method of selecting the source of 
data” (Blaikie, 2009: 186, 189). Following Flyvberg (1998, 2001, 2004), my case 
circumscribes multiple sites involving various individuals, groups and processes 
within the official contours of a Local Authority Area (LAA) that I will call 
Wyndland. In “multi-sited ethnography”, following “the people” is a key option to 
generate rich data (Kubik, 2009: 48; Campbell and Gregor, 2002). This qualifies the 
deceptive appearance of single-n cases, as they actually often “entail multiple 
observational areas within their geographic, organizational, or political settings; 
multiple interviews and chats; multiple events observed” (Yanow, 2009: 294). I have 
come to see Wyndland as a microcosm of Scottish participatory governance, and 
these engagers as exemplars of a broader community of practice that shares many of 
their trials and tribulations. To be sure, the case is not intended to be representative 
or amenable to generalisation in a conventional way, a point to which I return later. 
The challenge in policy ethnography is to “select small sites that open windows 
onto larger processes of political transformation” (Shore and Wright, 2011: 12). In 
that sense, I do not present Wyndland as a local manifestation of a global 
phenomenon, but as one of many sites in which that phenomenon is generated. 
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There were two main criteria for choosing Wyndland4, a medium sized LAA with 
urban and rural areas. Firstly, I wanted a case that was rich but comprehensible, 
that is, where the density of networks and activities would not overwhelm my 
capacity to focus on practices, as it may happen in a larger LAA. As it turned out, 
the density of participatory activity in Wyndland is staggering. It took me a year to 
grasp structures, organisations, modus operandi, jargon, networks, processes and so 
on. This reveals the idiosyncratic nature of the engagers’ “community of practice” 
(Wenger, 1998), and the process of socialisation that I had to undergo for ritual 
entrance into their policy world.  

The second criterion was feasibility, especially given the usual difficulties of getting 
access for ethnographic immersion (Smith, 2007: 225-227). The considerable time 
and relational work needed to negotiate access meant that I only superficially 
considered other LAAs as potential sites. This can be seen as a weakness. However, 
in ethnography it is commonly accepted that obtaining substantial access may 
supersede other criteria (e.g. Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2009: 64-5; Zirakzadeh, 
2009: 104-106). Another potential critique is that I could have chosen sites at other 
LAAs and work comparatively. Then again, my study is not about LAAs, but 
practices, practitioners, micropolitics and meanings in action. This warranted 
seeking depth rather than breadth (Wagenaar, 2011).  

A fundamental research choice was to take the engagers’ perspective in order to 
understand their worlds through their accounts, our interactions and my 
interpretations of their practices. In this, I join a growing research cohort who, 
without dismissing ‘structure’, chooses to focus on ‘agency’ (Shore et al., 2011; 
Williams, 2012; Barnes and Prior, 2009b). Working closely with practitioners can 
heighten the risk of “going native” and losing critical distance (Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 2007: 87). As Bourdieu (1977: 10; author's emphasis) puts it, ethnography 
entails navigating the tension between being “carried along by the game” and being 
“carried away beyond the game”. However, the risk of “going native” makes most 

1                                             

4 Wyndland’s population is between 80,000-170,000. Exact figures are not provided to preserve 
anonymity. This bracket represents 21 out of 32 Scottish LAAs –see 
www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2011/02/21143624/1 [Accessed 23 December 2012]. Wyndland 
shares some quintessential traits of contemporary Scotland –i.e. it’s relatively wealthy, but with 
substantial areas of poverty and deprivation; it has an increasingly post-industrial economy oriented 
towards services and tourism, although some traditional industrial basis remains; it has a large public 
sector including thousands of employees; and, politically, it features traditional Labour strongholds 
increasingly challenged and reshaped by the rise of the Scottish National Party.  
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sense within a positivistic understanding of ethnography, where the researcher 
fashions herself as a detached observer. Interpretive ethnography does not share 
this aspiration, and its methods are not presented as “clear-cut, fixed and 
impersonal” (Law, 1994: 4). When Pachirat (2011) sought to study slaughterhouse 
work, he became a slaughterhouse worker. To study engagement work, and 
understand the engagers’ world, I could hardly think of a better way than going 
native. 

I chose practitioners based on early field experiences. My snowball exposure5 began 
by following officers who seemed nodal actors in participatory processes across 
Wyndland, from the strategic partnership level to local community engagement. 
Soon four officials seemed ubiquitous, and I decided to focus on them.  To be sure, 
there are other participation practitioners in Wyndland, and I have also worked 
with them. However, those four are the ones whose posts were created by new 
‘participation policy’ both in local government and the NHS (see Chapter 4), and 
their remit is to engage citizens, representatives and partners in various policy 
forums and processes.  

The thread that unites all those processes is thus the work of a handful of engagers. 
They became my research anchors across Wyndland’s policy worlds –without them, 
it would have been difficult to keep any meaningful focus as I traversed the 
disparate milieus of participatory governance. Hence, they represent my core 
fieldwork heuristic (Abbott, 2004), helping me to navigate what Dewey might have 
called Wyndland’s “practical ecology” of participation (Wagenaar and Cook, 2003: 
167). Participatory governance arrangements increasingly produce a “highly 
decentered architecture” including “multiple spatially and functionally dispersed 
sites of participatory deliberation and action” (Fung, 2004: 123). This often elicits 
piecemeal research oblivious to the ecology of participation that I study in Chapter 9 
(Brodie et al., 2009: 40). 

To conclude, I assembled my case study taking cues from research designs that had 
proven insightful elsewhere. For instance, Barnes et al. (2007) conducted multi-sited 
case studies of participation in two English cities, and Fung’s (2004) influential book 
on “empowered participatory governance” featured case studies of a few Chicago 

1                                             

5 Schwartz-Shea and Yanow (2009: 67, 78) argue that in interpretive ethnography ‘exposure’ is a more 
appropriate term than ‘sampling’  . 
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neighbourhoods. All in all, Wyndland offered me what Aalborg offered to Flyvbjerg 
(1998): a rich case study of local democracy. Then again, I will not go as far in my 
claims: Flyvbjerg expected Aalborg to be to him what Florence was to Machiavelli.  

2.3. Methods: Designing research on the move 

My research design entails a multi-method approach because, following Nicolini, 
studying the complexity of practice sometimes requires a “toolkit logic” (2009a: 
1403). In this section, I unpack the toolkit and reflect on how it worked out. I also 
illustrate how ethnographic research design is ongoing, rather than prior to 
fieldwork (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 3). 

2.3.1. Participant observation and shadowing 

My core research method was participant observation spanning two years of 
fieldwork, including attendance to 117 meetings, shadowing engagers as they 
organised forums and processes, and working with them more intensely during 15 
weeks of alternating work placements spread over the final 10 months. Table 1 
sketches this progression from shallow to deeper ethnographic immersion. The first 
year was mostly about observing the engagers’ frontstage work, acquainting myself 
with the terrain and building relationships. On the second, I intensified fieldwork 
by negotiating work placements, gaining access to new forums and processes, and 
thus focussing both on backstage and frontstage work. 

Table 1. Immersion strategy 

June 2010 –  

January 2011 

February 2011 – August 2011 September 2011 - June 2012 

Occasional participant 
observation of forums 

Participant observation of 
forums and processes 

 

Focus: frontstage work 

Shadowing engagers during work placements, 
and participant observation of forums and 
processes (when not on placement) 

 

Focus: backstage and frontstage work 
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I spent 817 hours6 in Wyndland, distributed over 131 days, and generating 969 
pages of fully transcribed fieldnotes. Although this represents an average of 6.3 
hours per day, there were days when I only attended a meeting and others when we 
worked 13 hours. Figure 1 documents these extremes and illustrates the 
intensification of fieldwork during the second year, as well as the alternation 
between blocks of placements and analytical time-outs. 

Figure 1. Fieldwork days and hours 

 

I finished fieldwork in June 2012, although I considered stopping before, when I felt 
that nothing new was emerging –the proverbial ‘saturation’ in grounded theory 
(Charmaz, 2006; Charmaz and Mitchell, 2007). In retrospect, I am glad I continued. 
Firstly, because there was something symbolically rewarding about completing 2 
full years of fieldwork –the rule of thumb in anthropology being 4 seasons 
(Goffman, 1989: 130). This may seem banal, but for me it was reassuring. It made me 
feel I had done as much as I could when I faced the fears and insecurities that seem 
to haunt novice ethnographers (e.g. Cerwonka and Malkki, 2007; Law, 1994: 
Chapter 2). Secondly, and more importantly, it allowed me to cover the Scottish 
local elections7 and their aftermath, which had dramatic impact on the engagers’ 
world. 

1                                             

6 Without including time travelling between Edinburgh and Wyndland, or working on fieldnotes 
afterwards. 

7 Elections were on May 3rd, 2012. 
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My method was the modality of participant observation known as “shadowing” 
(e.g. Wolcott, 1984; Fenno JR., 1990), suitable to study agents working across diverse 
settings (Czarniawska, 2008a). The premise is to follow the agent, and through that 
experience make sense of unfolding relationships: “how things hang together in a 
web of mutual influence or support or interdependence” (Becker, 1996: 56). Like 
many political ethnographers, I started fieldwork eager to generate “thick 
descriptions” to underpin my interpretations (Geertz, 1973). However, I later 
realised that what I was doing was perhaps better understood as ‘thick 
experiencing’ –that is, being taken in by phenomena, rather than observing from the 
riverside. In this way, data is generated 

by subjecting yourself, your own body and your own personality, and 
your own social situation, to the set of contingencies that play upon a set 
of individuals, so that you can physically and ecologically penetrate 
their circle of response to their social situation, or their work situation… 
So that you are close to them while they are responding to what life does 
to them. (Goffman, 1989: 125) 

This helped me to abandon any remaining illusions about capturing ‘everything’ –a 
struggle even for ethnographers who avoid “a perfect version of representational 
ethnography” (Law, 1994: 46; Van Maanen, 1995). Like the Faust of German 
folktales, ethnographers can be haunted by a dangerous longing for impossible 
‘total knowledge’. I was no exception. I entered the field paying so much attention 
to everything, that I could hardly make sense of anything. Eventually, the focus on 
engagers rescued me from the mirage of “total ethnography” –“an in-the-round full 
ethnography of the whole social universe that you studied in” (Cerwonka and 
Malkki, 2007: 29). In this, I was aided less by Geertz’s ethnography of thick 
descriptions, than by Goffman’s (1971) and Turner’s (1967) attention to 
“performance, ritual process and boundary maintenance behaviour” (Shore, 2007: 
183). Accordingly, I saw my job as engaging the “insider view” to understand “why 
people do what they do” by exploring “the largely tacit, mutual knowledge, the 
symbolic meanings, intentions and rules, which provide orientations for their 
actions” (Blaikie, 2007: 90).  

My fieldwork progression mirrored that of an apprentice. I spent the first year 
making sense of my new working context, and the second learning the tricks of the 
engagers’ trade. Both periods entailed switching between passive (shadowing) and 
active (working alongside) roles in the field. As Moeran (2009: 140) argues, 
switching roles can stimulate a “qualitative leap in understanding” because 
researchers learn “things with their whole body and not just with their mind”.  This 
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‘switching’ was not a deliberate strategy, but determined by the activities we were 
dealing with. For example, during the first year, with access mostly restricted to the 
frontstage, I observed meetings and occasionally helped facilitating. On the second, 
during work placements, I was able to do more. My fieldnotes actually show the 
exact moment of my ritual entrance into the backstage: 

When the evening meeting finished I was about to proceed as usual: 
finalising fieldnotes, chatting with participants. But Alison approached 
me swiftly and whispered: ‘we do need to wash up and tidy up’. Great! So I 
washed teacups and thus officially transitioned from observer to 
shadow engager.  

Over the forthcoming months my apprenticeship would entail helping with 
organising processes, recruiting participants, arranging spaces, preparing materials, 
processing event outputs, facilitating sessions, discussing strategies, tactics and 
puzzles, developing training, co-writing and co-reading, tidying up and washing 
teacups. Nonetheless, there were many things I couldn’t do, and then I would often 
be invited to stand besides the engager, literally shadowing. These were things such 
us dealing with documents, phone calls and endless chains of email, or the complex 
work carried out when liaising with others. Furthermore, I could rarely accomplish 
a task without ongoing guidance. When Orr (1996: 6) shadowed technicians 
repairing photocopying machines, it was an advantage having been one of them. 
Likewise, having public engagement experience provided me with a comparative 
frame and a baseline for surprise. But it didn’t mean that, because I had done it 
elsewhere, I knew how to do it here. That learning curve became a heuristic tool.  

The things I could do depended on the type of engager. Two worked mostly at 
strategic partnership level and two at the grassroots (see Chapter 4). They often 
collaborated, but also retained individual responsibility for particular forums and 
processes. It was usually easier to take a more active role at the grassroots, as the job 
involved more public performances needing hands-on organising and facilitating. 
In contrast, at the strategic level, the engagers often did things that were harder to 
delegate because they were entangled in endless chains of policy meetings and 
documents, and thus difficult to render as bounded tasks.  

The engagers often tried to spare me from what they called ‘the mundane’ –worried 
that it would be useless for the research– and thus sought to give me ‘interesting’ 
things to do. I insisted that anything regarding their work was relevant, and asked 
not to be spared from ‘mundane tasks’ or ‘dull office days’. It was precisely in that 
realm where routine activities that underpinned the ‘interesting stuff’ actually 
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happened. Of course, ‘the mundane’ was often overtaken by unexpected twists and 
turns, which typically created a sense of urgency and compulsion to action, as we 
tried to make sense of what just happened or anticipate what might be next. Here I 
have the image of an avalanche: you cannot make sense of it without the state of 
calm that precedes it. Without our camp in ‘the mundane’, the avalanche would be 
probably unintelligible. 

My first placement was a baptism of fire in the midst of a few avalanches. The 
engagers called it ‘the two weeks from hell’. Alison warned me before: they expected 
me to be ‘hands on’ and I would ‘not have many chances of simply watching’. I was 
elated, and held on to that feeling as the days passed and I began to feel queasy and 
sleep deprived. There was an arithmetical problem. After twelve hours of work, two 
hours driving, and as many reworking fieldnotes, there was little sleep-time left. In 
the evening, I sometimes felt dizzy, and I would wait in the car writing notes. 
Sometimes writing would worsen the dizziness, so I dictated fieldnotes to an audio-
recorder –which I deeply regretted while transcribing. My partner was supportive, 
but this nonetheless strained our relationship, especially when she felt it awkward 
that I seemed to enjoy it. And so I understood what my ethnography teachers meant 
when they said this could be a ‘lonely, miserable business’. 

I distributed placements as evenly as possible to spend similar periods at different 
nodal points occupied by the engagers within the Community Planning 
Partnership, the Council and the NHS (see Chapter 4). The purpose was to ensure 
consistent exposure across participatory architectures. This meant that even when 
shadowing only one engager, I would still often work with the others. Some people 
were amused by my ubiquity, which became a recurrent icebreaker. Councillor 
Wilson often joked: ‘you spend more time here than some staff… I wouldn’t be surprised if 
one day I wake up to prepare breakfast and I find you at the kitchen table’.  

Shadowing grassroots engagers was especially productive because they worked 
together and shared office. This meant that I could hear them talking, analysing, 
gauging, plotting… that is, thinking together and out loud. This process of 
enunciation of the tacit became invaluable, as the engagers made their thinking 
explicit, shared puzzles and articulated their sense-making efforts. It helped me to 
fleetingly peer into the black box of “reflective practice” (Schon, 1983) and explore it 
through its manifestation as a shared endeavour. Shadowing both was also an 
effective way of covering considerable territory, as well as stretching my working 
hours as their shifts not always overlapped. More importantly perhaps, as Goffman 
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(1989: 131) argues, when you are in a “multi-person situation, you’ve got a better 
chance of seeing things the way they ordinarily are”. 

Nonetheless, my presence altered the engagers’ routines to some extent. For 
instance, sometimes they took me to meetings that they often avoided: ‘these are so 
boring, I managed not to go for the last year… but they will give you a flavour of the 
organisation’. In such instances, the engagers co-designed my research. At the end of 
the placements we discussed my impact on their work. They agreed that, overall, it 
had been useful to have me around. For some, it meant an additional pair of hands 
in a situation of work overload and lack of staff. All welcomed particularly the 
reflective backstage moments of our ongoing conversations. And one thought that 
my presence had slowed her down: 

I was also anxious… because I knew whenever you are with someone in 
placement that takes time and energy away from doing specific work tasks… 
but… it’s actually helped energise me and motivate me… and I was feeling bad 
about what I am doing…  but some of the conversations we’ve had or we had 
with others… that has just helped and… it’s been really valuable, and I don’t 
think that is the end of the world that the other things are going to be delayed 
slightly.  

After the first year, I knew that I could not accomplish my research aims by only 
observing frontstage work, and began to feel restless. I was particularly fearful of 
ending up doing “parachute ethnography” without more systematic and periodic 
exposure to the engagers’ world (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2009: 67) . It was time 
to seek further access. 

Access 

I wanted access to the backstage that sustained the frontstage of public forums. 
Building relationships and trust is crucial for that kind of access (Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 2007: 57; Beech et al., 2009), but that’s not something you can simply plot 
into your research design. You can, however, spend time in the field hoping that 
people will feel comfortable with you hanging around, just like in any situation 
when a newcomer enters a social world. Here is where it becomes difficult to 
distinguish between research and interpersonal skills. It helped that I first met some 
of the engagers through a Council official who came to a university event that I 
organised. He introduced us because of our shared interest in participation, and 
they invited me to meetings and forums. After a year, I began to negotiate the 
placements. From my fieldnotes: 
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I’ve been tweaking letters for the engagers’ supervisors. I feel the 
pressure of making explicit to others what has become tacit between the 
engagers and I… We get on well and help each other… They seem to 
trust me, and I benefit from the constant flow of information that… 
seems crucial to my understanding of (and their survival in) their 
political environment: things about characters, rivalries, strategies, 
alliances. Lately I feel slightly uneasy. My seeking further access 
(through conversations, emails and letters) kind of reminds us all of our 
professional boundaries. In preparation for contacting their supervisors 
I sought the engagers’ advice. They gave me pointers on how to 
approach them and what to say. The engagers agree for me to shadow 
them for some period (undefined just yet). Seeking further access during 
fieldwork makes me think of a carnival (the dissolution of boundaries) 
interrupted, and the awkwardness of momentarily coming back to our 
official selves. I guess I just feel the vulnerability of the project, afraid of 
finding out the limits to my research access… discovering research 
firewalls that may have been there all the way.  

Eventually, all managers stipulated the same caveat: ‘this is fine as long as [the 
engager] is ok with it’. It helped that I offered to be hands-on, and that I traded 
anonymity for access. During early fieldwork (i.e. interviews) I became aware of the 
emotionally and politically charged nature of the engagers world, and decided that 
anonymity was a must, not only to protect them, but also to safeguard the integrity 
of the research. I thought that it would be easier to write about difficult issues if I 
didn’t use real names of individuals, groups and places. Like Malkki, I did not aim 
to write an ethnographic exposé of the engagers’ world, and “do no harm” seemed 
a reasonable principle in dealing with “fieldwork as a form of ethical practice” 
(Cerwonka and Malkki, 2007: 131). These are real people in real places, and that is 
precisely why I could not use their real names. That was the paradoxical crux of the 
matter: to be able to explore with them the politics of public engagement, I had to 
make it safe and avoid that they might get hurt as a consequence of my work. 

I redacted a ‘Terms of engagement’ document explaining my research, ethical 
considerations and anonymity, which I used whenever I followed a new group or 
forum. On the second year, I prepared a document about the placements for 
managers at the Council and the NHS. Manager: ‘well, yes, this seems fine. I am aware 
you have been around for a while and that you have helped with things. I can't see any 
trouble with this’. The length of the placements was not specified, we agreed to 
negotiate it on the go. After the first ‘two weeks from hell’, the engagers said that I 
could repeat the placement because it had been useful, ‘specially in terms of staffing’. 
This gave me solace whenever I feared I might not produce research useful to them, 
as well as the reassuring feeling that I was earning my way through fieldwork. 
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Access was thus not simply granted unconditionally from the beginning, but 
negotiated every time I started following a new process, and whenever there were 
changes of management or political leadership. Ethnographies always entail such 
ongoing conversations with “sponsors and gatekeepers” in a “subtle process of 
manoeuvring oneself into a position from which the necessary data can be 
collected” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 62). This was not always easy. For 
instance, access to the Council was easier than to the NHS, where negotiating 
placements took about six months –compared to one at the Council. This was for 
various reasons. Firstly, the NHS made no distinction between social and medical 
research, and thus my paperwork included ethical assessments designed for access 
to medical settings. Even getting my NHS ID card became an unexpected 
adventure, taking me to the remotest corner of a hospital complex, where there was 
a little office still featuring fittings from its former life as a toilet, and flanked by a 
busy heavy-truck delivery area and a workshop where stuff was being burned in 
open furnaces. There was no pedestrian sideway, and the fumes and noise 
reminded me of anything but a hospital. When I was done, and this half-year 
process of gaining access was reduced to a plasticised inscription, it really felt like 
the end of an odyssey.   

Secondly, I had been hanging out in Council spaces for considerable time, whereas 
shadowing the NHS engager didn’t mean spending time at NHS sites –most of her 
work happens elsewhere. In her words, the Council ‘knew’ me, the NHS didn’t.  
Finally, there was perhaps something else at play. During fieldwork, I was often 
surprised by the heightened sensitivity amongst some NHS staff –a sort of mistrust 
towards outsiders. Of all the engagers I met across policy worlds and LAAs, those 
working for the NHS seemed to be having a harder time, and were often careful in 
choosing words and actions, as well as asserting ‘this is not for quoting’ with striking 
frequency –and despite the anonymity clause. Some didn’t feel comfortable with me 
attending regional peer meetings where they shared experiences from different 
LAAs. Instead, I was kindly offered to meet them once for 45 minutes. I accepted 
gladly and did my best to jot down their views –recording the session was out of 
question. My shadowed engager named this as ‘the hush-hush group that were so 
secretive... so wary of you coming over’. She attributed it to bad experiences with 
abusive citizens and managers, as well as a certain culture of mistrust. But also to 
their concern that with me present they couldn’t ‘rant’ about frustrations, anxiety 
and struggles, and thus the therapeutic nature of those meetings would be lost.  
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Probably this wouldn’t be as surprising if I didn’t have the total opposite experience 
with Council engagers in Wyndland and beyond. With only one exception, 
described in these fieldnotes: 

Alison expects a hellish meeting where ‘they will tell us how useless we 
are’. Lorna says: ‘I’m not sure it will be appropriate that Oliver comes’. I say: 
‘Oh, I thought it was an open community meeting’. Lorna: ‘Well, it is open but 
it’s not open really, it’s invited’. Brenda, passing by, laughs: ‘that’s a good 
one, it’s open but not open’. Lorna asks me: ‘I thought you were only looking 
at Arkyle’. I react surprised: ‘I’m basically looking at you guys, so whatever 
you do…’ Lorna insists: ‘Well, no one likes being yelled at, which is what is 
going to happen there’. Later Alison says she’s ok with me coming, and the 
managers too, but that I should talk to Lorna again. 

When two days later I asked Lorna, her face turned unfamiliarly serious. 
Alison took longer than usual preparing her tea at a nearby corner. 
Lorna: ‘Well… I don’t know, we did want to check with the manager’. I said it 
would be useful to see what they have to face. Lorna: ‘I don’t like you 
focussing on conflict, you know, on the negative… when we try to work with 
communities and it doesn’t work’. I said I understood. She went on: ‘And I 
thought that your research was focussed on Arkyle, and now suddenly you are 
also interested in Lochville, where things are not working’. Alison interjected: 
‘To be fair, he didn’t say it would be only Arkyle, but as it happens most 
processes have happened there’. Lorna: ‘yes, and I did have a conversation with 
Alison, you know, because I was confused about your research, because you 
were spending more time with some groups than with others’. I said that’s a 
fair point, but the schedule worked out that way, and I reiterated that 
my focus is on them as practitioners. Lorna: ‘yeah, no, I wouldn’t feel 
comfortable’. I replied: ‘I totally understand, and probably I wouldn’t hear 
anything new anyway’. They seemed as uncomfortable as I was. An 
unprecedented tension. So I worked on repairing –relational work. Later 
a manager asked if I’m coming. I replied I’m very pressed for time. 
Alison explained that not everyone feels comfortable with it. Manager: 
‘Ok, we will tell you afterwards’. 

This never happened before or again. I had seen the engagers being criticised and 
attacked before, and I would see it happening time and again. So I don’t know what 
was different about this particular meeting. It was clear, however, that Lorna was 
struggling and the pressure was mounting up as local elections approached. In 
retrospect, however, I am still amazed by the level of access I was granted. During 
placement evaluation, one engager seemed equally surprised: 

…you actually got access to everything we do and… one of the most shocking 
things was that meeting with [Councillors]… on quite delicate issues… I still 
can’t believe you were allowed… I think there is something about the way you 
present yourself, the way you introduce what you’re doing, that people trust 
you. I don’t know what it is, but it seems to work. 
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It was probably a combination of things outlined above (e.g. anonymity) and, 
crucially, the fact that people trusted the engagers’ judgement. Reinharz (1997: 6) 
argues that sometimes your “sponsors” in the field can become a liability. In my 
case, it was the opposite. I often felt overwhelmed by their generosity and trust, and 
anxious about how my presence and work may reflect upon their reputation. 
Consequently, honouring my commitment to their anonymity became an obsession 
during fieldwork and writing up. We often spoke about this, and some doubted I 
could really disguise things enough for Wyndland not to be identifiable. Others 
issued occasional reminders: ‘What’s for sure is that if some of the things we spoke about 
in that meeting come out, we’d be screwed’. I often expressed relative confidence that I 
could disguise things when writing, and I have done my best to achieve that. 
Interestingly, one person opposed anonymity –a participation practitioner from the 
consultancy world. He wanted his contribution and expertise acknowledged. I 
explained that that would compromise the study, and offered him to withdraw 
from it. After various conversations he kindly agreed to remain anonymous. 

Pictures-set  1. Engagement toolkit 

 

When the placements finished, we arranged a focus group to evaluate their 
experience of being shadowed, followed by a farewell dinner. An engager kindly 
hosted and we all brought something. We also exchanged gifts. I gave them books 
and wine, and I was thrilled to get a hilarious engager toolbox filled with basic tools 
of the trade (Picture-set 1). I conclude this section with an excerpt from that 
conversation: 

Lorna: …it was good to have somebody to bounce ideas off… but every now 
and again we’d get involved in a conversation and… oh God this is 
about research, I hope I’m not gonna be quoted [everyone laughs]… 
sometimes we can talk very flippantly to each other and then you’d have 
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that awareness that uuhh this could be in a report that goes goodness 
know where… 

Alison: Yeah, particularly later on when we were so used to you being around 
that we would say a lot of things that we say to each other… 

Fiona: I just had that sort… of trust that you’d kind of use the stuff wisely, 
because I was very open… and I thought it was gonna be ok… and if 
there was anything inappropriate that I said [laughing] that you 
wanted to include that you’d do it in such a way that 

Alison: But it was kind of weird at first too, because I’m thinking it’s so long 
now that you’ve kind of been following us around, because even before 
you were like directly officially shadowing us you were still at lots of 
things and around so, yeah, it was a bit weird at first that idea of what 
are you writing on that book?! [laughing] 

Oliver: Were you tempted to check my notes? 
Alison: Absolutely! 
Lorna: There were certain things and traumas that happened, and then you’d 

be having a rant or what is this all about? And then like uh Oliver is 
writing… 

Alison: Or we’d be like having a normal conversation and suddenly you get 
really sort of intensely, like madly writing, and it’s like, what did we 
say? [laughing] What did we say that was so interesting?!  

Fieldnotes  

Ethnography comprises two interconnected activities: “first hand participation in 
some initially unfamiliar social world and the production of written accounts of that 
world by drawing upon such participation” (Emerson et al., 1995: 1; Goffman, 1989; 
Sanjek, 1990). Ethnography is therefore about inscribing experience (Emerson et al., 
1995: 11) and fieldnotes are the traces of that process. They embody the research 
journey, shaping not only your fieldwork, but also your identity in the field. 
Somewhat paradoxically, they mediate your connection with the world under 
study, but they also separate you from it.  As illustrated in the conversation above, 
writing fieldnotes underlined my distinct identity as a researcher –it’s something 
the natives don’t do.  

I generated 969 pages of fully transcribed fieldnotes8. Figure 2 plots the pages onto 
hours of fieldwork, and illustrates how fieldnotes became prolific as the research 
focussed during the second year. This was due to increased hours of fieldwork, but 
also to fieldnotes becoming more analytical through theoretical sampling, whereas 

1                                             

8 Font: 12, Arial. Spacing: 1.5 
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during the first year they were more descriptive. Here, I briefly reflect on how I took 
fieldnotes, rather than on their contents –which I address later. 

Figure 2. Fieldwork hours and fieldnotes pages 

 

I learned to take fieldnotes as fieldwork progressed. I never realised it, however, 
until I systematically reviewed first year fieldnotes and found them disappointingly 
thin and insipid. In retrospect, this taught me about the subtle but steady process by 
which ethnographers develop new ways of seeing (Wolcott, 1999). Nonetheless, I 
wasn’t satisfied with later fieldnotes either. The experience of living through 
phenomena felt so rich that fieldnotes were bound to feel partial. I often thought I 
could have learned more, that something important had escaped me. I suppose each 
ethnographer caters to her own obsessions, and mine seemed to be 
‘incompleteness’. I never really overcame this. But I accepted it was in the nature of 
the method and learned to deal with it by developing certain discipline and habits. 

For instance, I soon realised that leaving things for the day after wouldn’t work. 
Consequently, I always reworked fieldnotes in the evening. On the second year, this 
meant making long days longer, and short nights shorter. Sometimes, I couldn’t 
cope, which I typically regretted the day after, when no amount of reworking would 
cure my delayed fieldnotes from their insipidness. When I started the placements, I 
knew I needed ways of reducing this anxiety, especially since I could no longer 
write whenever I wanted. Therefore, I got into the habit of writing outlines: threads 
of numbered keywords, occasionally quotes or sentences, that were enough to later 
flesh out connections and compose stories, observations or arguments. Whenever 
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things became hectic, I would quickly jot down an outline and that gave me peace 
of mind. Then, I would develop it during quieter periods, while driving back home 
(Dictaphone) or once I arrived.  

My note taking often intrigued people, but overtime they seemed to lose interest, 
except the engagers. One often introduced me –particularly to officials– with a 
warning joke: ‘Oliver follows us, and we are used to him taking notes, if he’s not there 
taking notes it doesn’t feel like a meeting’. Their understandable interest often turned 
into humorous comments, but also occasional warnings –from fieldnotes: 

She sometimes, almost instinctively, says ‘this is not for quoting’. Then I 
don’t take notes, often I didn’t intend to anyway, although later I 
annotate the potential significance of things she doesn’t want quoted. 
She’s the only engager that does this. Yet, she’s incredibly blunt about 
job frustrations, which she doesn’t mind quoted.  

This cautiousness was typical of NHS engagers. The atmosphere was more relaxed 
with Council engagers, which was reflected on how we negotiated the 
appropriateness of my note taking: 

Alison: ‘you shouldn't take notes, this is gossip’ [laughing]. I answer: ‘but 
gossip… is not only gossip, right? You seem to be establishing standards, a 
moral, what is acceptable and not, so this seems to be doing something for you’. 
They accept this, laugh, and insist: ‘I know, I know, but it’s gossip’. 

The delicacy of certain situations nudged me to develop what I call a-synchronic 
writing. This was about managing the timing of note taking, especially when we 
met new politicians or senior officials. Basically, I was careful not to write when 
they talked about delicate issues –judging by verbal and body language cues. I 
would wait until something more ‘mundane’ came up, and then write about the 
previous interaction. Other tricks included creating a ‘bible of characters, groups 
and places’, so that I could use aliases in notebooks and protect anonymity. 

I completed 13 notebooks before I turned an ethnographic gaze onto my own 
assumptions and rituals. Reading various “tales from the field” (Van Maanen, 1988; 
Agar, 1996; Cerwonka and Malkki, 2007), I always imagined ethnographers carrying 
notebooks. Then, I met someone doing an ethnography of a phone shop and writing 
fieldnotes on his mobile. Until January 2012, I only used notebooks, assuming that 
they were less disruptive than a laptop. Then, I realised that they were far more 
conspicuous: everyone at the office were always typing away, and I was the weirdo 
in the corner writing frantically on a notebook. For the last 6 months, whenever 
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possible, I wrote on my laptop, and used notebooks while on the move, or at laptop-
less community meetings. This proved invaluable time-wise. On the downside, I 
lost some of the analytical work involved in transcribing fieldnotes. However, time 
had become precious, and this helped to cope with exhausting placements and 
growing data. It also taught me something about demystifying my own 
romanticized ideas about fieldwork. The notebook was a security blanket, a magic 
charm, an identity badge that tempered my insecurities about becoming a ‘proper 
ethnographer’. In this unsettling process, I proudly took the piling up of notebooks 
as an indication of progress. It is revealing how much of our identity building is 
invested in artefacts. 

When you move from writing down fieldwork to writing up chapters you realise 
that you know more than what comes from fieldnotes. You have “embodied 
knowledge” (Freeman and Sturdy, 2012), and must find ways of making the 
intangible tangible. For in the end, the typical output of ethnography is not a 
performance but a written text, and verbalising experience becomes the key 
challenge. Fieldnotes are thus the scaffolding for fleshing out embodied experiences. 

My reasons for spending considerable time on the above reflexive account of 
strengths, weaknesses, challenges and dilemmas of participant observation and 
shadowing are twofold.  Firstly, they constituted my core method for data 
generation. Secondly, I see the minutiae of conducting fieldwork –developing 
relationships, gaining access, taking fieldnotes– not only as important for generating 
data, but as “data in their own right” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 72). They 
give insight, as I hope to have shown, about the engagers, the researcher and their 
newly shared world. 

2.3.2. Interviews 

The fieldnotes included myriad conversations in community forums, participatory 
processes, consultation events, organisational meetings and so on. Sometimes, I 
followed up with formal interviews to explore the broader ecology of actors who 
populate the engagers’ world. Fieldnotes remained my core data, but interviews 
complemented them by creating opportunities to investigate engagement work 
from diverse perspectives. Because I came to see the engagers as nodal agents 
entangled in social and organisational networks, I sought to learn about the 
linkages, interactions and frictions that gave shape to, and were shaped, by their 
nodal work. Consequently, I conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews to elicit 
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reflection, explore meanings and meaning-making processes (Weiss, 1994; 
Wagenaar, 2011) and collect stories of practice (Forester, 1999, 2009). 

I conducted 44 interviews with 40 individuals9, that is, I repeated with three of my 
shadowed engagers and one councillor –Wyndland’s ‘political champion’ for 
partnership and participation. This generated 49 hours of audio-recordings and 907 
pages10 of transcripts. I fully transcribed the 12 interviews with public engagers 
because they were my main focus. Then, I established criteria to be consistent across 
partial transcriptions, and thus I transcribed anything that interviewees said about: 

• participation (Community Planning, community engagement, partnership 
work, grassroots activism, etc); 

• the engagers (their work, connections, collaborations, frictions, etc); 
• specific processes that I was following; 
• and the relationship between representative and participatory democracy 

(which had become a trope for theoretical sampling). 

These are fuzzy categories and therefore, whenever in doubt, I erred on the side of 
transcribing –hence the considerable amount of pages even for partial transcriptions 
(see Appendix 1). Selective transcribing was guided by insights from fieldnotes and 
fully transcribed interviews. In this way, those secondary interviews became a 
resource for theoretical sampling –more on this later– that helped to further explore 
the engagers’ role and make sense of puzzles they faced. 

Table 2. Interviews (see Appendix 1) 

Broad categories of interviewees Number of interviews 

Shadowed engagers 
(Community Planning Partnership; Council + NHS) 

7  
(3 repeated) 

Other participation practitioners 611 

Councillors  8 

1                                             

9 Most interviewees lived or worked in Wyndland, but I also interviewed officials working at regional 
level (i.e. NHS) or public engagers from neighbouring LAAs who collaborated with Wyndland’s 
engagers. 

10 Font 12, spacing 1.5. 

11 One was an intern engager, and I only partially transcribed the interview. 
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(Government and opposition) (1 repeated) 

Council officials  
(Managers, officers) 

12 

NHS officials 
(Managers, officers) 

4 

Community and third sector representatives and 
activists 

7 

The initial round started in December 2010. Although those 5 interviews included a 
councillor and a community councillor involved in a forum I was observing, my 
main focus were three of the four engagers who I eventually shadowed. The aim 
was to listen to these practitioner’s reflections on their role, and their stories of 
practice. The interviews were semi-structured and conversational. While posing 
questions or using icebreakers, I refrained from framing or naming practices (i.e. 
imposing the terminology of ‘citizen participation’, ‘public engagement’, 
‘deliberation’, ‘governance’). I let the engagers name and explain what they do. 
Once they labelled something –and frames became apparent– then we teased out 
what that meant to them, and how that meaning may inform their actions. In this 
way, I learned about the understandings of ‘community’, ‘citizen’, ‘participation’, 
‘engagement’, etc, that animated their recollection of everyday practices. Box 1 
below includes the questions that guided those interviews. 

Box 1. Guide for first interviews with engagers 

 
• What do you do?  (Position/context) 
• What does it entail?  (Practices) 
• How did you get into this?  (Background, life-story) 
• How does a regular day of work look like? (Practices) 
• What kind of skills does someone in your role need?   (Knowledge-in-practice) 
• How did you learn those skills?   (Learning processes) 
• Who do you network with?   (Context, interaction, interdependence) 
• What do you enjoy the most / the least?   (Practices, preferences, feelings) 

• Could you give me any example of best practice in…? (Practices, frames of 
reference) 
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The second round spanned across work placements and included people who were 
central to the backstage and frontstage work of the engagers –from colleagues and 
collaborators to adversaries and bystanders, and from managers and participation 
practitioners12, to political and community leaders. My interviewing technique 
typically involved dedicating the first 10 minutes to the life-story of the interviewee. 
This was intended as an unstated invitation to ground their testimony on their 
experiences, and place their current views in the context of their personal and 
professional development. Then, I asked questions building on issues, views and 
concerns from their life-story, navigating my interview guide in a conversational 
manner. The interviewees were very different, and thus I decided that a standard 
interview guide would not work. Therefore, I prepared guides depending on their 
positions and how I had met them (e.g. at a specific forum; with responsibility over 
a particular policy area), although there were some recurrent questions (e.g. what 
does participation mean to you? how does it work? what do the engagers do?). 
Accordingly, we started with their stories and interests, and then moved towards 
processes, groups and practices.  

I already knew my interviewees from meeting repeatedly or working together. That 
meant that, by the time we did the interview, we had often developed certain 
goodwill and understanding. This seems one of the strengths of interviewing 
during ethnographic fieldwork, and made the process different from interviews 
where one tries to “learn from strangers” (Weiss, 1994).  For example, it meant that 
we had sometimes shared a process, and could go into great detail about the 
experience. Furthermore, I could be spared the ‘official narrative’ or ‘party line’, 
getting instead into the messiness and dilemmas of participatory practice.  

Occasionally, I ran out of time and wondered whether I should have ditched the 
introductory life-story. However, when we spent less time on it, I felt this affected 
the depth of the conversation, and even the level of disclosure that the interviewee 
seemed comfortable with. Indeed, I was struck by the reflective dynamics that can 
sometimes develop when interviewees feel invited to bring themselves into the 
conversation as a person in which you show a rounded interest beyond their formal 
role. In this light, I was not sacrificing time at the beginning, but preparing a safe 
space for reflection and insight. 

1                                             

12 Chapter 4 explains the difference between public engagers and other participation practitioners.  
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Guided by my overall research questions, and focus on practice, micro-politics and 
process, many of my queries began with a ‘How?’: How does that work? How did 
you do that? How did that come to be that way? How did you feel? Some 
interviewees seemed surprised by my interest in what some called the ‘mechanics’, 
‘minutiae’ or ‘operational’ side of things. It became apparent that many lived in 
worlds dominated by closed questions (e.g. do you agree with X? does this work?) 
My open ‘How?’ questions sought to somewhat disrupt rehearsed/pre-packaged 
responses, and invite unexpected reflection on the tacit. When formulating other 
types of questions, I often found that asking, for instance, about opinions, might not 
elicit anything unexpected because the boundaries of the answers may already be 
embedded in the question. In contrast, asking ‘How?’ questions invites the narration 
of experience, which can yield richer data for the research questions I am 
addressing. 

I conducted many interviews during work placements to talk with people ‘in the 
flow of things’: as plans and processes unfolded, forums evolved, negotiations 
advanced or decisions were made. This was especially useful with the engagers. We 
had our second interview a year after the first, and six months before ending 
fieldwork. I planned those interviews as a reflective impasse in ongoing 
conversations that would carry on. We stepped back and reflected about work we 
were immersed in. We elaborated thick descriptions of recent events or incidents. 
We tried to anticipate future developments and analyse alternative strategies and 
moves. I set on the table various artefacts (e.g. facilitation tools, documents) and 
explored them with the engager (e.g. how do you use this? what does it do for 
you?). These interviews were far more “dialogic” (Escobar, 2011a) because I could 
share what I was experiencing, and my interpretations, and check whether that 
made sense to the engagers. These were opportunities for thinking together, 
invaluable reflective spaces where we often lost the sense of time (see Appendix 1). 

It was relatively easy to set up all the interviews, perhaps another advantage of 
ethnographic fieldwork. Nonetheless, it was challenging to access opposition 
councillors, which taught me something about the downside of shadowing. They 
wouldn’t answer my interview invitations. It was election time, and they were 
really busy, but I knew they rarely passed an opportunity to speak about this topic. 
As usual, I shared my research puzzle with the engagers, who gave me their 
reading: ‘he identifies you with the Council, he sees you collaborating with us’. I had 
become an engager and was receiving the treatment they get from some quarters. 
Shadowing them had opened many doors, but also seemed to close others. 
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Eventually, I interviewed three opposition councillors thanks to the engagers’ 
advice to first reach the opposition leader.  

I shared with engager Lisa the feeling that some people were projecting onto me 
attitudes that they often displayed towards the engagers: mistrust, indifference, 
contempt. Moreover, it seemed that I was deemed an insider working for the ruling 
Administration. I eventually took this as an advantage for the research –another 
source of data– as I was experiencing first hand the difficult relationships that 
shaped the engagers’ world. Nonetheless, Lisa had interesting suggestions for 
similar research in the future: 

If we knew before, it might have been interesting for you to have done at the 
beginning a round of interviews with politicians, which would function as a 
baseline for you to then see how their attitude and what you find out, or they 
tell you, changes as you become more involved. But that’s the downside of your 
methodology: you are so involved that some doors are closed to you as they are 
to us. 

 2.3.3. Focus groups 

I conducted 3 focus groups (Table 3), although initially I intended only one. This 
was due to emerging fieldwork situations, which seemed best served by this form of 
group interview. The added value of this method is the shared exploration of a topic 
via group interaction and “joint construction of meaning” amongst participants 
selected because of their involvement in a particular process or situation (Bryman, 
2008: 474). 

The first one involved 7 citizens from the steering committee of Wyndland’s Public 
Partnership Forum (PPF) –a local mechanism for public participation in the NHS. 
An engager I shadowed coordinates this PPF, and I organised the focus group at its 
members’ request. They wanted to evaluate their role, achievements and struggles.  
When the engager suggested that I could help, it felt as the minimum I could do 
after the generous access they had granted me. I also saw research benefits, as 
exploring the engager’s role was part of the evaluation. Unfortunately, due to 
fieldwork demands, I never managed to produce results on time for a report they 
submitted to the NHS. Eventually, I partially transcribed it for my data set, hoping 
that although I may have disappointed them, they would know that their reflections 
were taken forward and would be fed back after the thesis. In retrospect, I should 
have probably considered my workload and declined in the first place. They never 
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complained, and their generosity never wavered, but I cannot help feeling that I 
reinforced the stereotype of the self-interested researcher.  

Table 3. Focus groups 

Date and 
duration 

Participants  Topics 

November 
2011 
106 minutes 

7 citizens, Public Partnership Forum • PPF role 
• Motivations to participate 
• Achievements and 

struggles 
• Engager role 

June 2012 
55 minutes 

5 NHS Public Involvement 
Coordinators 

• Their work, challenges and 
dilemmas 

July 2012 
40 minutes 

4 shadowed engagers  • Evaluation of my 
placements 

• Reflections on being 
shadowed 

The second focus group involved 5 NHS Public Involvement Coordinators working 
in the NHS region that circumscribed Wyndland. They were part of one of my 
shadowed engagers’ support network and community of practice. They were also 
the only group of practitioners who didn’t grant me access to their meetings, as 
explained earlier. However, they generously scheduled me in before a meeting, and 
I used the interview guide for engagers (Box 1). Unsurprisingly, they were 
uncomfortable with audio-recording, so I took notes. 

The third focus group was with the shadowed engagers, and part of my original 
research design. Like the first, it was based on the traditional use of focus groups as 
an evaluation tool (Blaikie, 2009: 207). It took place a month after I finished 
fieldwork, and the aim was to gather reflections on my placements, feelings and 
thoughts about being shadowed, concerns about the research and lessons learned.  

All in all, the data generated through these focus groups was useful to add research 
nuance and reflexivity, but also to reach engagers that I couldn’t otherwise, as well 
as to learn about the need to be responsive to emergent fieldwork situations and 
opportunities, and the implications of ongoing choices. 
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 2.3.4. Recorded ʻworking conversationsʼ 

Orr (1996) audiotaped conversations with technicians repairing photocopiers as 
they talked him through the process. Inspired by this, I recorded –always with 
permission– 29 audio files, lasting from a few minutes to several hours. This became 
a repertoire of ‘working conversations’, comprising a range of situations: 

• being talked through a task, or trained on a tool, 

• debriefing and planning sessions, 

• working on materials from forums, 

• and liaison meetings. 

Although it was often tempting to turn the recorder on, I was cautious and only did 
so when the engagers were comfortable and it made sense given the situation. For 
instance, I couldn’t take notes while carrying out a task or learning how to use a 
tool. Likewise, when reflecting together, I had to contribute to fast-paced 
conversations, and recording freed me from being a researcher, so that I could be an 
apprentice engager. 

I agonised over whether to transcribe these files, which represent a unique 
repertoire of insights into unfolding practice. However, time was scarce and I 
decided to listen to them during fieldwork and add parts to ongoing fieldnotes. 
Then, while writing up, I listened again through categories and ideas that had taken 
shape in codes and memos –another iteration of, and pool for, theoretical sampling 
(Glaser, 1978; Lempert, 2007). 

 2.3.5. Pictures and documents 

I took over 500 pictures of places, spaces, furniture, tools, gadgets, food, beverages, 
and so on. The purpose was twofold. Firstly, I wanted a visual repository to recall 
experiences from fieldnotes. Secondly, I wanted to document the materiality of 
engagement practice, a dimension that became central in this research. For instance, 
I typically photographed a space layout before and after the engager rearranged it 
to foster particular types of interaction (see Chapter 6).  

Like other policy workers, public engagers live a life of meetings and documents. 
Meetings that generate meetings, documents that generate documents, which often 
generate meetings that may generate documents (see Freeman, 2008; Freeman and 
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Maybin, 2011). I puzzled over what to do with the thousands of documents that 
crowded my life as an apprentice engager. I collected policy briefs, reports, surveys, 
etc, and the document that often carried the others: the ubiquitous email. This 
seemed enough for another thesis. I decided not to analyse them systematically –e.g. 
through discourse or content analysis– but to consult them when relevant to 
fieldwork developments. Accordingly, I have given data primacy to fieldnotes and 
conversations over documents because, despite their centrality, my focus is on the 
less traceable aspects of the engager’s world. Nonetheless, documents remain a 
fundamental trope in this thesis, but less as texts than as artefacts (see Chapter 8). 
That is, I focus less on their contents than on their material agency (Law, 1994); not 
on the things that they say, but on the things that they do13. 

 2.3.6. A broader community of inquiry 

Over the last three years, this research has benefitted from a broader sense-making 
context, involving numerous settings and people. Inspired by classic pragmatism, I 
think of that context as my “community of inquiry” (Shields, 2003). It developed 
through myriad interactions. For instance, engagers introduced me to engagers and 
other policy actors, which invited me to do workshops, conferences and courses, 
which led to partaking in various communities of practice, and so on. I include this 
here because it helped me to generate further data and develop understanding. 

This knowledge exchange –to use the UK academic jargon– entailed continuous 
learning, sharing emerging findings and “member-checking” (Schwartz-Shea and 
Yanow, 2009: 70-72). Member-checking allows what Yanow (2009) calls “the third 
hermeneutic” moment in research. During the second hermeneutic we develop 
interpretations of participants’ interpretations (Geertz, 1973: 15). The third 
hermeneutic refers to the interpretation of our research by participants (and others): 
their interpretations of our interpretations of their interpretations and actions. There 
were two dimensions to this member-checking process: 

• Endogenous. Ongoing conversations with the engagers during fieldwork, and 
also meeting them in summer 2013 to share, and get feedback on, the thesis. 

1                                             

13 Documents understood as ‘material speech acts’, to paraphrase Austin (1962). 
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• Exogenous. During encounters –sometimes including shadowed engagers– 
taking place across Scotland: 

o A one-week training course I did in October 2011, certified by IAP2 
(International Association for Public Participation), which brought 
together participation practitioners from UK and abroad.  

o Ongoing meetings within communities of practice including engagers 
from various Scottish LAAs. Also meetings with Scottish Government 
officials working on new participation policies (e.g. Community 
Empowerment Bill). 

o Conferences and workshops organised by networks like the Scottish 
Association of Community Councils, or the Community Development 
Alliance –where I gave talks, discussed research and facilitated 
workshops. 

o The Citizen Participation Network14. Part of my PhD scholarship entailed 
working for Edinburgh University’s Public Policy Network, where I 
started a working group including practitioners, policy makers, citizens 
and researchers interested in participation across various policy arenas. 
We organised 15 meetings and events to explore participatory practices, 
and contributed to projects on democratic innovation. In three years, the 
network has grown from 6 to 537 members. 

These communities of practice and inquiry provided a broader context to make 
sense of, and share puzzles about, my work with Wyndland’s engagers. This 
enriched the “hermeneutic cycle” (Giddens, 1984) with opportunities to check the 
resonance of my research narratives, as well as compare and analyse similarities 
and differences. I based this on a pragmatist understanding of research as 
continuous learning and reflective practice (Wagenaar, 2011; Fischer, 2009). Rather 
than a process where the researcher observes silently until unveiling findings at the 
end, this has been an ongoing dialogue, a steady broadening of interpretive 
horizons (Wagenaar, 2011; Gadamer, 1982). The engagers and I talked endlessly, 
and their practice challenges and my research puzzles often became the same. We 
shared an ongoing conversation with the situation at hand (Schon, 1983). We 

1                                             

14 www.publicpolicynetwork.ed.ac.uk/working_groups/participation_and_deliberation2 [Accessed 15 
September 2013]  
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worked and talked, and situations talked back (Blumer, 1969: 22), thus we 
continued learning. This was difficult to capture, but nonetheless a key dimension 
in this research. In the midst of the beautiful mess of practice, the engagers and I 
shared and co-created meaning. In that process, we all changed. 
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Chapter 3. Analytical approach: Interpretive and grounded 

3.1. Abduction in grounded theory  

This chapter explains my approach to data generation and analysis, and explores 
the difference that it made having lived through the data. I followed an “abductive” 
logic of inquiry (Blaikie, 2007: 88-104, 2009: 89-92). Abduction is a “circle-spiral 
pattern” of sense-making that begins with “a puzzle, a surprise, or a tension, and 
then seeks to explicate it by identifying the conditions that would make it less 
perplexing” (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2012: Loc 792). This iterative process 
“involves the researcher in alternating periods of immersion in the relevant social 
world, and periods of withdrawal for reflection and analysis” (Blaikie, 2009: 156). In 
abductive strategies, theory and research are intimately intertwined, coevolving in 
dialogic fashion. This is central to my analytical approach, namely, grounded theory 
(Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978; Strauss and Corbin, 1990; Charmaz and 
Bryant, 2007) as formulated by Charmaz (2006) and Wagenaar (2011) –that is, from a 
constructionist ontology and interpretivist epistemology. 

Grounded theorising helped me to develop an interpretive ethnography of practice 
that emerged from, and stayed close to, the experience of engagement work. It gives 
primacy to actions and interactions, prioritising the study of process over other 
elements that characterise traditional ethnographies, e.g. settings (Charmaz, 2006: 
22). It also keeps the researcher focussed on the social world under study through 
intense, exhaustive and iterative coding of data (Wagenaar, 2011: 272). This 
challenges the researcher’s preconceptions because, as Charmaz (2006: 68) puts it, 
each idea must “earn its way” into the analysis. The combination of constant 
comparative analysis and ongoing theoretical sampling (Holton, 2007: 277; Morse, 
2007: 240) subjects researcher and data to the abductive disciplinary force that 
animates grounded theorising (Charmaz, 2006: 103). In this process, theory is not 
proposed at the beginning or at the end, but “generated as an intimate part of the 
research process”: 

…data and theoretical ideas are played against one another in a 
developmental and creative process. Regularities that are discovered at 
the beginning or in the course of the research will stimulate the 
researcher to ask questions and look for answers. The data will then be 
reinterpreted in the light of emerging theoretical ideas, and this may 
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lead to further questioning, the entertainment of tentative hypotheses, 
and a search for answers. Research becomes a dialogue between data 
and theory mediated by the researcher. Data are interpreted and 
reinterpreted in the light of an emerging theory, and, as a result, change 
in the process. (Blaikie, 2009: 156) 

3.2. Analytical process 

In ethnography, analytic writing takes place throughout the entire fieldwork 
process (Charmaz and Mitchell, 2007; Emerson et al., 2007: 361). I began coding 
tentatively in the field by capturing and linking certain things and excluding others, 
guided by a combination of instinct and open research questions, in an iterative 
process of refining and refocusing observational and note-taking dynamics in the 
light of emerging themes (see Emerson et al., 1995). Coding can thus be seen as early 
theorising, insofar it entails assigning labels to what you perceive as units of 
meaning related to your research question. Then, the transcribing phase involved 
reworking tentative codes and categories embedded in the fieldnotes. In practice, 
this meant that when I began coding in Nvivo I was doing a second round of 
intense reading that interrogated and built on the coding initiated during the 
writing and reworking of fieldnotes. 

Participant observation had never been my main research method, and I had never 
dealt with such volume of fieldnotes. Accustomed to work on interviews, this 
research has taught me the distinct nature of coding and analysing ethnographic 
material. Fieldnotes contained an amalgam of things that could be coded: 
behaviours, acts, events, activities, strategies, tactics, states/conditions, meanings, 
relationships, interactions, settings and reflexive notes (Taylor and Gibbs, 2010). In 
addition, they included ongoing analytical reflections, which I initially coded as 
‘proto-memos’, and then either became full memos, or were reintegrated into other 
codes (Lempert, 2007). These proto-memos played a double function during 
fieldwork. They animated comparative analysis during initial open coding, which 
informed the theoretical sampling developed in subsequent fieldwork stages.   

Accordingly, codes generated during fieldwork became repositories of instances 
that substantiated that code. Those instances were then compared to define/refine 
the code, which generated tentative hypotheses that then directed my choices for 
further theoretical sampling and selective coding –both during and after fieldwork. 
Iterations of this process sometimes produced theoretical saturation by constantly 
comparing instances within a code (Holton, 2007: 263). However, that process did 



 50 

not always generate a neatly defined code. On the contrary, as I monitored for 
coding consistency (Richards and Morse, 2002: 147), I was often forced to rethink 
categories, and either discard them for lack of analytical power, or reintegrate them 
while doing “axial coding” around a “core category” that had become more central 
and subsumed other initial codes (Charmaz, 2006: 60-62). This painstaking 
abductive approach is typical of ethnographic grounded theory (Czarniawska, 
2008a: 108) and makes it rather vexing when handling a large data set.  

Let me illustrate these dynamics with an example related to findings reported in 
Chapter 9. During an interview in 2010, an engager said that they often feel 
‘unwanted’ in certain places (i.e. some communities and Council departments). This 
came up again during the summer of 2011, and I decided to use ‘unwanted’ as an in 
vivo code. In vivo codes (Richards, 2005: 95), which are words used by research 
participants, can function as inroads into their worlds. As Charmaz argues, they can 
serve as “symbolic markers of participants’ speech and meanings” (2006: 55). In my 
experience, they can also take you beyond the discursive realm and unlock 
unexpected ways of analysing practices.  Inspired by Becker’s (1993; 1998) way of 
unravelling the implications of a single word, I sought to learn about the engagers 
by exploring their feelings of ‘unwantedness’. This took me through a process of 
abductive puzzlement during and after fieldwork, helping me to propose 
provisional interpretations to be tested though further theoretical sampling of new 
fieldnotes and interview transcripts.  

Using ‘unwanted’ was my first attempt at “selective” or “focussed coding” 
(Emerson et al., 1995: 160-162; Charmaz, 2006: 57-60), which directed my attention 
during fieldwork (theoretical sampling) and while sifting through other data. Then, 
the analysis of instances in that in vivo code helped me to refine its contours, and 
then sample the data for various subcategories. This helped me to mine fieldnotes 
and transcripts to find out where, why, how and by whom these engagers were 
‘unwanted’. In this way, ‘unwanted’ took a prominent place in the analysis, 
becoming a “core category” (Holton, 2007: 279) that enabled me to work on axial 
coding around the four dimensions that emerged from analysing instances within 
the initial code. Those dimensions (why, where, how, by whom) became the basis 
for subsequent theoretical sampling that generated further data during fieldwork. 
Simultaneously, constant comparison within the increasingly populated 
subcategories further refined them and opened up new lines of inquiry. In sum, a 
single word coded in vivo evolved into a useful heuristic –a method of discovery 
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(Abbott, 2004)– that allowed me to further interrogate the social worlds of my 
research . 

More recently, that core category became a subcategory as I advanced the analysis 
through theoretical coding. Theoretical coding aims to explore relationships 
between categories developed during focussed coding, leading into the integrative 
stage of grounded theorising (Charmaz, 2006: 63). This helped me to think about 
how some of my core categories “may relate to each other as hypotheses to be 
integrated within a theory” (Glaser, 1978: 72). Let me illustrate how I started 
theoretical coding. Another in vivo code that took me through a similar process was 
‘shaping ways of working’. This expression referred to what the engagers saw 
themselves doing: by creating participatory processes they were trying to reshape 
the way various actors work –e.g. from technocratic to participatory policy-making. 
This category contained several dimensions, including the strategies they use, the 
meaning of participation that animates those strategies, and their multiple 
interactions trying to reshape policy domains. This category went right to the heart 
of my research focus: practices.  

As I compared and connected categories such as ‘unwanted’ and ‘shaping ways of 
working’, they became dimensions of an emerging core category: ‘culture change’. 
This category also earned its way into the analysis because the engagers often talked 
about ‘the existing culture’ or ‘cultural barriers’. By analysing the data to explore the 
engagers’ efforts towards ‘shaping new ways of working’, I was able to better 
understand why they are ‘unwanted’ by certain actors, and how that impacts on how 
they organise processes. This insight persuaded me to contextualise their work as 
part of an ongoing culture change project where new practices of local democracy 
are being advanced, contested, and negotiated. Eventually, this became one of the 
working hypotheses animating new categories for theoretical sampling and 
focussed coding. 

I want to stress that there were few such success stories during analysis, as other 
similar coding dynamics took me nowhere. My analytical process has therefore 
typically entailed a series of overlapping coding rounds. I have followed the usual 
advice for initial coding, namely, trying to remain open and close to the data, 
keeping the codes simple and precise, preserving actions and comparing data 
constantly (Charmaz, 2006: 49). In Richards and Morse’s terminology (2002: 138-
143), my initial coding typically comprised descriptive, topic and –increasingly– 
analytic coding. Although I went through fieldnotes and transcripts “line-by-line” 
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(Charmaz, 2006: 50-53), this seldom generated one-line coded fragments. For 
instance, unlike interview material, fieldnotes rarely contain short fragments that 
may hold on their own. Accordingly, coded fragments typically comprised several 
lines, paragraphs, or entire passages containing vignettes that seemed to holistically 
capture process and interaction. In doing this, I followed Wagenaar (2011: 262), who 
argues for coding “meaning units”, rather than arbitrary divisions such as lines, 
sentences or paragraphs .  

I was particularly struck by the amount of overlapping codes generated while 
analysing fieldnotes. Despite asking myself the proverbial ‘what is this an instance 
of?’, I rarely coded a meaning unit under a single category. This is often the case in 
ethnography as fieldnotes’ fragments can elicit a broad range of meanings and 
interpretations (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 153). Furthermore, crafting an 
ethnography is a literary endeavour (Yanow, 2009) and excessive fragmentation of 
the material can mean losing literary resources needed to piece together a plausible, 
evocative narrative.  

Therefore, overlapping codes are justifiable in ethnographic grounded theory 
because even the smallest meaning unit can encapsulate various potential stories, 
and hence a fragment may warrant multiple codes. Moreover, there are several 
ways of telling ethnographic stories, and this often hinges on vignettes constructed 
during fieldwork, and how they are reworked during analysis. Therefore, I have 
often coded fragments densely (several codes), which then allowed me to explore 
them from different angles, searching for the most productive, that is, the one that 
may unlock further insight or effectively illustrate a concept or argument. 
Fieldnotes’ fragments are thus not only valuable as parts of codes and categories, 
but as vignettes pregnant with meaning that can be teased out to bring narratives to 
life. This made me think twice before cutting into fieldnotes. 

In the end, this analytical work did not produce a neat, clear-cut list of categories 
and subcategories, but an evolving reservoir of overlapping descriptive, topic and 
analytic codes, as well as more unorthodox nodes where I filed material for 
dimensions that I wished to track throughout fieldwork (e.g. reflexivity). 
Consequently, coding fieldnotes also entailed sorting through such varied materials. 
While tidying up, however, I tried not to overdo it, so that I didn’t “distort” my 
material into clarity (Law, 2003: 2). Working first on fieldnotes made it easier to 
code interviews, as I had several codes for theoretical sampling. This sequential 
strategy helped to overcome the challenge of integrating different types of data. 
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I found memo writing the most enjoyable part of grounded theorising. Many useful 
memos didn’t emerge via systematic analysis, but rather through unforeseen 
raptures in unexpected places. Some helpful material, of course, emerged while 
coding at my desk. However, the most exciting ideas and connections often caught 
me playing football, doing fieldwork or driving back from it –which meant 
unplanned stops in dark alleys writing frantically inside my icy third-hand car. 
Accordingly, I was faithful to Wagenaar’s (2011: 269) exhortation to write memos 
spontaneously, without inhibition. The process only became systematic once I 
reworked previous memos, connecting them and trying to find meta-narratives –
stories they may tell when put together. Memo writing has often forced me to go 
back and forth recoding fragments, comparing instances, codes and categories, and 
redirecting theoretical sampling. Or as Wagenaar (2011) might put it, sustaining an 
ongoing dialogue between myself, the data I generated, and the fieldwork I was 
conducting.  

Using NVivo 

There is considerable debate about the impact of CAQDAS15 in qualitative research 
(Gibbs et al., 2002), and although I understand the dangers (Holton, 2007: 287; 
Hesse-Biber, 2007: 329; Stern, 2007: 120), I join Hammersley and Atkinson in 
welcoming the help they provide to ethnographers (2007: 154-157). In ethnography, 
one has often been coding and analysing during fieldwork, and then again thinking 
through it during transcription. Therefore, by the time of using –in my case– NVivo, 
one has spent enough time in dialogue with the data as to avoid uncritical 
mechanistic ways of coding and analysing. Consequently, NVivo can be appreciated 
for what it does best: organising large volumes of data. Having previously coded in 
traditional ways (paper, markers, scissors, folders), I value the software as a 
management tool. But that’s mainly what it is: a sophisticated system for the 
traditional stuff (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 156). The demanding nature of 
grounded theorising remains intact: NVivo can relieve some of the clerical burden, 
but “still leaves you with the task of interpretation” (Richards and Morse, 2002: 
148). 

1                                             

15 Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software. 



 54 

Nonetheless, CAQDAS can accentuate the typical entrapments of grounded 
theorising, namely: premature analytical closure, excessive fragmentation, 
superficial comparison, lack of revision, and lack of theoretical development (Elliott 
and Jordan, 2010). Another risk is that developing an analytical story may preclude 
others from emerging. However, these pitfalls existed before CAQDAS, and NVivo 
allowed me to play with the data more than I used to through handicraft. 
Furthermore, I found it particularly helpful for constantly comparing instances 
within codes, as well as codes. This is a central but cumbersome dynamic in 
grounded theorising, and thus software assistance is much welcome. The potential 
pitfalls caused by the overall improved speed can be countered by building into the 
analytical process specific times for “review and revival” of categories and 
relationships (Blazeley, 2007: 155).  

Analytical baggage and sensitising concepts 

It is a tenet of interpretivism that “social worlds are already interpreted before social 
scientists arrive” (Blaikie, 2007: 124). Furthermore, the ethnographer brings 
indispensable baggage that makes interpretation possible:  

the investigator arrives there not with an open mind cleared of all 
preconceptions but with a set of assumptions, conscious and 
unconscious, that shapes both what that person sees and is capable of 
seeing. Conducting fieldwork is a two-sided process: the anthropologist 
must undo and gradually bring to consciousness his or her assumptions 
at the same time as grasping the indigenous categories. (Jenkins, 1994: 
442) 

This seems to contradict classic grounded theory imagery of the researcher as 
‘tabula rasa’. However, being open to look freshly at social worlds does not mean 
that it is possible, even desirable, to forfeit background knowledge. Arguably, 
without preconceptions there are no research puzzles –no assumptions, no 
surprises. Interpretive ethnographers do not set out to test assumptions or falsify 
preconceptions. Instead, they discover them through the inquiry. They are the point 
of departure from which to unlearn the taken for granted, and thus make room for 
interpretive discovery. In this light, the problem is not the researchers’ baggage, but 
not questioning it when realities talk back through lived experiences –“talk back in 
the sense of challenging and resisting, or not bending to, our images or conceptions 
of [the empirical world]” (Blumer, 1969: 22). Grounded theorists such as Charmaz 
conclude: 
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Guiding interests, sensitizing concepts, and disciplinary perspectives 
often provide us with such points of departure for developing, rather 
than limiting, our ideas. Then we develop specific concepts by studying 
the data and examining our ideas through subsequent levels of analysis. 
(2006: 17) 

During early fieldwork I developed heuristics that became “sensitising concepts” –
evolving concepts that focussed my attention, helping to articulate particular 
questions (Blumer, 1969: 147-152). I generated such concepts abductively, 
interpreting emerging data, shaping concepts, and casting those new lenses onto 
new data through theoretical sampling. Some became central; for instance, the 
distinction between backstage and frontstage originated in early conversations 
when the engagers talked about ‘working behind the scenes’ and ‘performing’. 
Therefore, I adapted Goffman’s heuristic as a sensitising lens to understand 
engagement work.  

3.3. Quality criteria for interpretive ethnography and grounded theory 

Coming from a background in positivistic political science, I wanted to use this 
thesis to learn the craft of interpretive political ethnography that rekindled my 
interest in policy studies. In this process, adopting a new, appropriate set of criteria 
to guide my work became a central concern. Interpretive policy scholars have 
articulated alternatives to positivistic language and assumptions (Yanow and 
Schwartz-Shea, 2006, 2012; Yanow, 2006, 2009; Schwartz-Shea, 2006), thus arguing 
for distinct evaluative benchmarks: 

Demonstrating in the text the ethnographer’s attention to place and space, 
access, time, exposure, researcher role, and silences… [Also] thick description 
of settings, persons, events, and interactions; the awareness of where 
evidence came from that is useful for both triangulation and negative case 
analysis; a sensitivity to the researcher role that is essential to reflexivity; 
the hierarchical or other location of organizational members for member 
checking; and the changes in research design… that comprise audit 
(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2009: 69; authors' emphasis). 

Although I have already addressed some of these dimensions, this final section 
outlines three sets of overarching criteria that guided my research. They stem from 
choices embedded in my research design: a constructionist ontology (social worlds 
are made up through interaction); an interpretive epistemology (I know about those 
worlds by living through them and interpreting that experience); and an abductive 
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logic of inquiry (I interpret experience through an ongoing spiral process of sense-
making).  

1. Instead of validity, reliability and replicability, “trustworthiness” (Bryman, 2008: 
377; Yanow and Schwartz-Shea, 2012: Loc 2280; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2009). 

The interpretive sibling of positivistic “rigour” is “systematicity” (Yanow and 
Schwartz-Shea, 2012: Loc 2873), which alludes to the systematic character of 
research procedure and argumentation. This forms the basis for what grounded 
theorists call “credibility”: demonstrating familiarity with the topic, basing claims 
on sufficient data, comparing systematically between observations and categories, 
demonstrating strong links between data, analysis and arguments, and providing 
the reader with enough evidence to asses claims (Charmaz, 2006: 182). In traditional 
grounded theory, this relates to what Glaser (1978) called “fit”: the categories 
developed by the researcher must fit and explain the data. 

Some studies seek trustworthiness through “triangulation” –a contested practice 
since its introduction (Flick, 1992). In ethnography, triangulation is typically 
understood as the use of “multiple methods of accessing data” and “multiple data 
sources” (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 183-185; Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 
2009: 61). This approach does not use triangulation as a route to validity claims or 
bias neutralisation –as in positivistic approaches (e.g. Hancke, 2009: 104). Instead, it 
bases it on the “complementarity” argument: “methods can be triangulated to 
reveal the different dimensions of a phenomenon and to enrich understandings of 
the multi-faceted, complex nature of the social world” (Moran-Ellis et al., 2006: 48). 
Nonetheless, Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2012: Loc 2247) convincingly argue that 
“intertextuality” seems a better term for the interpretive sibling of triangulation. 
From this follows that my role as an ethnographer was “not to adjudicate between 
participants versions but to understand the situated work that they do” (Silverman 
1985, quoted in Blaikie, 1991: 128).  Indeed, my research doesn’t seek to adjudicate 
between competing truths –if anything, it is animated by an interest in the dynamics 
of such contestation. My methods were not assembled in order to, for instance, pit 
observations from fieldnotes against interview transcripts, trying to find 
discrepancies or contradictions. Instead, I saw them as complementary.  

By the same token, I have no reason to doubt that research participants spoke 
sincerely. My job was not to prove the opposite, but to engage their accounts and 
practices. Accordingly, I have sought to respect “multivocality” (Law, 1994: 32) and 
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“polyphony” (Bakhtin, 1984; Flyvbjerg, 1998: 7-8, 2006a: 78-80), rather than 
imposing a research voice that seeks monologic truth, closure or resolution. Of 
course, I found what others might consider ‘discrepancies’ or ‘contradictions’ that 
weaken reliability. But perhpas it’s not so much that I ‘found’ them as that I 
generated a methodological matrix that makes them appear as such –i.e. by 
juxtaposing data from different situations, times, places and contingencies. 
Therefore, instead of taking those contradictions as cues to uncover truths, I took 
them as invitations to unravel further understanding: doors to junctures where 
something important might be at stake. I encapsulate this with the expression 
‘ruptures and raptures’. Ruptures of narratives or practices that my ordering mind 
willed to see as seamless often preceded interpretive raptures through which new 
understandings emerged.  

2. Instead of generalizability, “relatability” (e.g. Bassey cited in Blaikie, 2009: 193; 
Flyvbjerg, 1998: 5), “transferability” (Lincoln and Guba 1985 cited in Bryman, 2008: 
378) and “conceptual innovation” (Schatz, 2009b: 314; Hancke, 2009: 62). 

In grounded theory, these criteria are sometimes termed “resonance” (Charmaz, 
2006: 182) or “relevance” (Glaser, 1978), and stipulate that a theory must provide not 
only a plausible conceptual rendering of the data, but also an analytical account that 
may be applied meaningfully to other research settings. Following Flyvbjerg (1998, 
2004), a key strength of studying exemplars and building case studies is the 
potential for relatability: the future understanding and discussion of cases 
elsewhere in the light of knowledge drawn here –e.g. is this a Wyndland-type case? 
Are these dilemmas like those faced by Wyndland’s engagers? Orr (1996: 6) has 
nicely articulated the relatability premise in his ethnography of photocopier 
technicians –substituting Wyndland for Xerox, 

I believe that very little of what I say is unique to [Wyndland], and I do 
not want to burden the observations with that identification. I would 
prefer that the reader thinks of what follows as a description and 
analysis of a particular job as it may be observed, and then reflect on the 
similarity to or difference from work and work-places the reader knows.  

Ethnographic case studies can lead to conceptual innovation through grounded 
theorising, but also by comparing the specifics of the case with established 
generalisations (Cerwonka and Malkki, 2007: 117). In such instances, the burden of 
proof is somewhat reverted. The question is no longer: can I generalise from these 
data? But rather: can your generalisations account for the richness of this case? It 
seems unfortunate that contextuality and situatedness are often depicted as the 
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weaknesses, rather than the strengths of ethnographic inquiry (Cerwonka and 
Malkki, 2007: 170). They seem the very source of analytical insight and innovation –
the “originality” benchmark in grounded theorising (Charmaz, 2006: 182). 
Furthermore, paraphrasing Bourdieu, “ethnography’s main benefit is that it 
expands the realm of the ‘political scientifically thinkable’” (Jourde, 2009: 203). 

Therefore, my objective has not been to prove anything, but rather to learn 
something (Eysenck 1976 quoted in Flyvbjerg, 2004: 422). I don’t seek to explain the 
role of ‘any engager anywhere’, but to understand the work of ‘these engagers here’, 
and tease out what that may tell us about engagement work in concrete policy 
worlds. I believe that these engagers’ practices are, as Nietzsche put it, “pregnant 
with paradigms, metaphors and general significance” (Flyvbjerg, 2004: 430). In the 
end, what I offer is narratives for deliberation, which seems appropriate for an 
interpretive policy ethnographer (Fischer, 2003; Bevir and Rhodes, 2006b, 2006a; 
Yanow, 1999; Hoppe, 1999). I conclude with Flyvbjerg’s (2004) persuasive 
arguments: 

Social science has not succeeded in producing general, context-
independent theory and has thus in the final instance nothing else to 
offer than concrete, context-dependent knowledge. (p. 422) 

That knowledge cannot be formally generalized does not mean that it 
cannot enter into the collective process of knowledge accumulation in a 
given field or in a society. (p. 424) 

[Kuhn said] that a discipline without a large number of thoroughly 
executed case studies is a discipline without systematic production of 
exemplars, and that a discipline without exemplars is an ineffective one. 
(p. 432) 

3. Instead of objectivity, “reflexivity” (Reinharz, 1997; Finlay, 2002; Finlay, 2003; 
Finlay and Gough, 2003; Doucet, 2008) and “inter-subjectivity” through member-
checking and epistemic communities (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow, 2009; Schwartz-
Shea, 2006). 

The narratives I will offer can only be as good as their capacity to provisionally 
explain the social phenomena they refer to (Bevir and Rhodes, 2006a). They result 
from the ongoing dialogue between self, other and world that characterises social 
inquiry. The inter-subjectivity criterion is underpinned by an understanding of truth 
as a temporary set of discursive agreements in an ongoing conversation across 
epistemic communities (Rorty, 1999; Fischer, 2003; Flyvbjerg, 2001). Habermas has 
articulated this by developing a 
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’consensus theory of truth’, as against Positivisim’s correspondence 
theory of truth. In brief, he argued that truth claims can ultimately be 
decided only through critical discussion… not through an appeal to 
evidence gained by observation. (Blaikie, 2007: 137) 

This relates to my audiences, namely, a series of overlapping epistemic communities 
across research, policy and practice worlds. My aim is to craft trustworthy research 
narratives with discursive purchase amongst those who work on this field. This is 
the “usefulness” criterion in grounded theory: does the analysis provide 
“interpretations that people can use in their everyday worlds?” Does it spark 
further research? How does it contribute to knowledge and practice? (Charmaz, 
2006: 183) Classic grounded theorists like Glaser (1978) add to this the 
“modifiability” criterion, stipulating that emerging theories must be able to account 
for change, and be amenable to modification in the light of further data and new 
contexts. In this thesis, inter-subjectivity, usefulness and modifiability are key 
guiding principles in my member-checking strategy (see Chapter 2). This third 
hermeneutic moment (Yanow, 2009) can help researchers lessen the tendency to 
“see others as we know ourselves” (Krieger 1985:320 quoted in Doucet, 2008: 78) 
and enrich the reflexive texture of the ethnography by fleshing out pitfalls and 
dilemmas (Fine and Shulman, 2009; Fine, 1993). 

Although inter-subjectivity is part of it, reflexivity encompasses more (Finlay, 2003). 
In interpretive ethnography, trustworthiness hinges on pursuing reflexive, rather 
than objective inquiry. Reflexivity has become central because the researcher is the 
“research instrument par excellence”, and generating data is inextricable from the 
ethnographer’s choices, presence, voice and ways of seeing (Hammersley and 
Atkinson, 2007: 17; Van Maanen, 1996). Reflexivity thus entails transparency and 
critical engagement with two basic dimensions, namely, the impact of researchers 
on the research, and the impact of the research on researchers, research participants, 
and research users and readers (Doucet, 2008). For Bourdieu (2003), reflexivity 
entails inquiring into the social and disciplinary conditions of our own research and 
analysing the process of observation itself. This is what is often called 
“positionality”, which 

requires the researcher to be critically conscious through personal 
accounting of how the researcher’s self-location (across for example, 
gender, race, class, sexuality, ethnicity, nationality), position, and 
interests influence all stages of the research process. Reflexivity then 
“becomes a continuing mode of self-analysis and political awareness” 
(Callaway, 1992, p. 33). (Pillow, 2003: 178) 
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However, Moser (2008) has argued that “personality” can be more relevant than 
positionality in terms of research feasibility, development and outcomes. For 
instance, having a range of social skills can be a critical resource in ethnography as 
the “researcher does not know in advance what attributes will be meaningful in the 
field” (Reinharz, 1997: 18). Accordingly, Reinharz argues that we should be reflexive 
about the multiple selves that we adopt during fieldwork. This conditions not only 
what we see, but also how we see, relate and interact. Understanding the impact of 
my personality –how it helped me, or not, to navigate the “social scene” (Moser, 
2008: 385)– informed my earlier reflections about access and trust. 

Understanding knowledge as situated and co-constructed means that the reflexive 
researcher must consider “issues of power in the researcher-researched relationship 
and the links between knowledge and power” (Ybema et al., 2009: 9). This relates to 
the researcher’s stance: “outsider or insider”, “expert or learner”, “on, for or with 
people” (Blaikie, 2007: 11-12). If I were to adopt a label, I would choose “inside 
learner” and “reflective partner” (Ibid.), although I developed a number of roles –as 
illustrated earlier. Initially, however, I feared that research participants might see 
me as an expert. Luckily, something happened during early fieldwork that I believe 
demoted my status from expert to “acceptable incompetent” (Loftland 1971 cited by 
Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007: 79-86). I met two engagers on a rainy day to help 
with planning a large forum, but I was hardly inspired, and in a terrible mood, 
partly due to a flat tyre. I struggled to grasp what they wanted to do, and barely 
functioned as a sounding board. In hindsight, this was a crucial episode because it 
positioned me as an apprentice, not an expert. The forum went well, and I felt part 
of the team. However, I was again reminded of my shifting status when they asked 
me to chair the forum’s controversial plenary because I was ‘independent and from a 
university’. Even if I wanted, they never let me go completely native. 

A challenge of going native is how to write critically about people and issues that 
you have become very close to. My argument here would be twofold. Firstly, time is 
a powerful ally in the search for critical distance –not only distance from people in 
the field, but from the various selves that I developed there. From July 2012, I 
returned to my university work of teaching, coordinating networks and organising 
events. This helped me to come to terms with the type of researcher I became after 
time as an apprentice engager. It also gave me thinking space to revisit data with yet 
another set of lenses. Secondly, I am not sure I can accept the premise that my 
critical abilities were put on hold while working with the engagers. Indeed, part of 
my data stems from conversations on issues where we sometimes disagreed. We 
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puzzled over such issues during our time together –often without finding resolution 
or agreement, because that was not the point. My approach has been to respect the 
“multivocality” criterion outlined earlier.  

Reflexivity can be criticised as subservient to “the ‘sanitised’ research model” 
(Munro et al., 2004: 289), which advocates it as a means to less “distorted” or 
contaminated accounts (Pillow, 2003: 178). This does not suit my work. Indeed, 
interpretive ethnography eschews the “positivistic pressure” to render our voices, 
our influence and ourselves invisible in our research (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003: 
420). Instead, I have considered my research process as “part of the findings, not 
merely a route to findings” (Munro et al., 2004: 289). Or as Pachirat (2009: 145) puts 
it: “the role of the ethnographer… can be a productive and necessary source of 
reflection and analysis, rather than a shortcoming to be silenced or downplayed”. 
Accordingly, reflexivity pertains not only to “the epistemological aspects of rigorous 
research” but also to the “interpersonal and ethical aspects of research practice” that 
I explored earlier (Guillemin and Gillam, 2004: 277). In particular, I have come to 
value “the potential use of researchers’ emotions as interpretive resources” (Bondi, 
2005: 238). 

The type of reflexivity, “participant objectivation”, proposed by Bourdieu (2003), 
presumes that you can problematise yourself on your own. I struggled to agree with 
this, and instead relied on member-checking. Indeed, an important critique of 
reflexivity is that it assumes an omnipotent researcher: “the Cartesian belief in a 
unified, essential self that is capable of being reflected on and is knowable” (Pillow, 
2003: 181; Gray, 2008; Stronach et al., 2007). This is why it seems better to speak of 
degrees of reflexivity in the short, medium and long term: 

No matter how aware and reflexive we try to be, as Grosz (1995: 13) 
points out, ‘the author’s intentions, emotions, psyche, and interiority are 
not only inaccessible to readers, they are likely to be inaccessible to the 
author herself’… It may be more useful to think in terms of ‘degrees of 
reflexivity’ with some influences being easier to identify and articulate 
at the time of our work while others may take time, distance and 
detachment from the research. (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003: 425) 

Yanow (2009) urges ethnographers to sustain reflexivity during research design, 
fieldwork and write-up, but warns that it should not crowd our writings. Alike 
thick description, representing reflexivity requires a balance between 
overwhelmingly detailed accounts and unintelligible snapshots. My approach is to 
render it visible when it adds value to the research narrative by enabling reflection 
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about limitations and data generation and interpretation –as illustrated in Chapter 
2. All in all, reflexivity invites researchers to come “from behind the protective 
barriers of objectivity and invite others to join with us in our learning about being a 
researcher as well as remaining human in our research relationships” (Etherington, 
2007: 599). That seems the privilege afforded by ethnography, a way of living 
through inquiry fuelled by the expectation of yet another unexpected thought. 
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Chapter 4. Engagers in context: Identity work, liminality and 

strategic ambiguity 

It was 3.30 pm and already pitch dark: winter all of a sudden. The stage was set for 
our monthly Health Forum, and yet, the engager seemed restless. Later, while 
tidying up, she confided: ‘this morning I had my annual job appraisal and… my 
managers don’t understand my job! So many years and my role is still not clear’. This 
reminded me of an NHS manager’s reply when asked what the engagers do: ‘it’s 
hard to put a finger on it, but if they weren’t there it wouldn’t work’. 

This chapter addresses the overall question: what is the role of the engagers? And 
its corollary: where do they belong in local governance? To be sure, I did not pose 
these questions, nor could I imagine they would merit a chapter. Indeed, their 
preoccupation about their role, its context and meaning, and the appropriate ways 
of enacting it became salient themes. Their efforts to make sense of what they do, 
and where they ‘belong’, stopped me from taking their role as a given. They were not 
only getting the job done, but also defining the job by doing it. That is, they were 
infusing their role with meaning through actions and interactions in a context that 
they were shaping, as much as it was shaping them –the entangling of agency and 
structure that some think of as practice (Giddens, 1984). Following Schatzki (2002: 
50), “roles” are “meanings-identities” to be treated as “practice phenomena with 
linguistic aspects”. Accordingly, roles are here understood through practice, where 
their meaning-identity arises from what they do and how they fit in “the mazes of 
relations that characterise the arrangements” of which they are part (p. 53). 

Therefore, before analysing the practices that define their work (Chapters 5-8), I 
explore the tensions that define their role. I take their soul-searching efforts as an 
opportunity to entertain questions about the specialisation and institutionalisation 
of engagement work. The picture that emerges is that of a new type of official 
“policy worker” (Colebatch, 2005c) whose role is negotiated in a context of changing 
professional identities and governance structures. A role characterised –as later 
argued– by a state of liminality, which enables the engagers to develop what I will 
call strategic ambiguity.  
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4.1. The public engager in institutional context 

I met around 30 participation practitioners in Wyndland, but only 4 public 
engagers. I base this distinction on 2 axes of difference (see Table 4). The first relates 
to the types of spaces organised by participation practitioners. A typical division is 
between invited and invented spaces (Cornwall, 2002, 2004; Miraftab, 2004; cf. 
Taylor, 2007a). In the former, authorities invite citizens to participate, whereas 
citizens or civic actors initiate the latter. The second difference is that some 
practitioners specialise on one policy area (issue specialists), while others work 
across many (process specialists).    

Table 4. Participation practitioners 

 Invited spaces 

(initiated by authorities) 

Invented spaces 

(initiated by civic actors) 

Single policy area 

(issue specialists) 

e.g. participation officers in 
Council departments such as 

Housing or Environment 

e.g. participation practitioners 
working for Tenants and 
Residents Associations 

Multiple policy areas 

(process specialists) 

public engagers 

(e.g. Community Planning 
Officers or Public Involvement 

Coordinators) 

e.g. participation practitioners 
working for third sector and 

community organisations 

In the world of Community Development, which spans invited and invented 
spaces, there have been participation practitioners at least since the 1960s (Craig et 
al., 2011). Those working for public authorities have traditionally been seen as 
operating between 

…two sets of forces and interests, which reflect the changing context of 
political relations in society. The first is pressure from above, reflecting 
the changing needs of the state and broader economic and political 
interests, the second from below, which stems broadly from democratic 
aspiration (latent or manifest) (Cooke and Shaw, 1996). The practitioner 
is dialectically and strategically positioned between these competing 
demands. (Shaw, 2008: 32) 

Although community workers have long been integral to the welfare state, recent 
developments in UK governance (Rhodes, 1996; Stoker, 2004) have ushered a new 
generation of official participation practitioners –the public engagers16. On the one 

1                                             

16 I use this neologism to avoid reciting the official titles of the participation practitioners profiled here 
(e.g. Community Planning Officer, Local Community Planning Officer, Neighbourhood Partnership 
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hand, there has been a proliferation of “partnership” arrangements between public 
agencies and across sectors, which has extended “the range of institutional actors 
with responsibilities and powers for delivering public policy” (Barnes and Prior, 
2009a: 5; Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002; Osborne, 2010). On the other hand, this has 
been accompanied by increased opportunities for public participation through the 
“development of new spaces within which citizens and officials meet together to 
deliberate, make and review policy” (Barnes, 2009: 33; Barnes et al., 2007). Despite 
the challenges of combining both partnership governance and public participation 
(Newman, 2001; Sullivan and Lowndes, 2004; Sterling, 2005), variations of these 
evolving arrangements remain central to the project of constructing “a new set of 
relationships between government, communities and citizens” in the UK (Barnes 
and Prior, 2009a: 5). Public engagers, working at the nodes of such relationships, are 
thus becoming more prominent as invited spaces multiply. 

In Scotland, the pursuit of that alchemic feat –governance through partnership + 
public participation– started with the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003, and 
is called Community Planning (CP; see Appendix 2). Over the last 10 years, 
moulded through a series of policy statements and evaluations, CP has become 
integral to how successive Scottish Governments have envisioned the future of local 
governance (Audit Scotland, 2013; Carley, 2006). There are 32 Community Planning 
Partnerships (henceforth, Partnerships), one per Local Authority Area. Although 
they vary, each Partnership has a Board and various Theme Groups, which typically 
bring together representatives from the Council (statutorily tasked with leading), 
NHS, third sector, police, emergency services, business, education and community 
associations (Figure 3). 

1                                             

Officer, Public Involvement Coordinator). The ambivalence of the term ‘public engager’ encapsulates 
two key characteristics: they work in the public sector, and their job is to engage publics.  
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Figure 3. Community Planning Partnership model 

 

Source: Scottish Government 
www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Government/PublicServiceReform/community-planning 
[Accessed 15/02/13] 

 

In addition, there is Local Community Planning, typically operationalised through 
Neighbourhood Partnerships or Local Area Forums. For clarity purposes, but also 
to preserve Wyndland’s anonymity, I have simplified its Partnership structure to 
three levels (Figure 4). In essence, the Board and the Theme Groups are the strategic 
locus for collaborative governance involving various representatives, whereas Local 
Community Planning (LCP) provides invited spaces for citizen and community 
participation.  
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Figure 4. Wyndland's Community Planning Partnership 

 

 

This is the institutional architecture that public engagers traverse, and some 
research participants described them as ‘the life and blood of Community Planning’. 
Their jobs didn’t exist before CP, and CP did not exist before them –they brought 
each other into being. One engager works mostly at strategic level, between Board 
and Theme Groups; two mostly at local level; and the other across levels, as well as 
for the Community Health Partnership –which runs Wyndland’s local NHS services 
and is a key player in CP. Although they often work together, bound by their CP 
provenance and friendship forged through shared challenges, they operate from 
different locations. Local engagers are based at a community centre, while strategic 
engagers share office at the Council’s Policy Department, with one also housed 
partly at the NHS.   

Their office worlds couldn’t be more different. The community centre was a vibrant, 
noisy space, where routine was constantly interrupted as the entire office shared in 
the buzz of unexpected occurrences, dancing at unison through ups and downs, 
which would often create a contagious mood and sense of purpose or puzzlement. 
Operating from there, the engagers lived a life of unpredictable schedules –long 
days, evenings, weekends. In contrast, at the Policy Department, our 9am-5pm 
routine had less room for surprise, although it often felt as a careful walk on the 
edge of a volcano about to erupt. Every so often, a councillor, a manager or a PR 
officer would come along, and we would turn the silence up a notch, amplifying the 
echo of those discrete corner conversations. At the NHS, in turn, our status as ‘people 
outwith core business’ –i.e. not doctors, nurses or managers– was reflected in the 
peripheral space we occupied in the rat-infested dungeons of a former hospital. 
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4.2. The engagers as policy workers 

The engagers’ working life is structured around the chains of meetings and 
documents that characterise policy work (Freeman, 2012: 14, 2008; Noordegraaf, 
2007). I analyse these components of the policy genome in later chapters, but some 
notes here help to contextualise the engagers. They have two basic types of 
meetings: the backstage meeting, where they might liaise with officers, managers or 
representatives; and the frontstage meeting, including working groups, deliberative 
forums and consultation events. In the backstage, they are participants; in the 
frontstage, facilitators. In terms of documents, variety is the norm: from ideas on a 
napkin, to emails, flipcharts, surveys, reports or briefs –“a document is a mark made 
on a thing” (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 159). Nonetheless, there is a document that 
is presented as the raison d’être of the local engager –Lorna explains: 

We local community plan various wards …  we roll out to an area…  have 
forums and consultations… and then write a Community Plan, and then … try 
in some way, shape or form to get the actions in that plan to happen. 

Note how the object becomes the verb. The thing becomes the process. ‘We local 
community plan various wards’. The local engagers’ remit is to involve citizens in 
policy-making for their area, and that is inscribed in the Local Community Plan. 
Accordingly, the CP chain of meetings and documents goes something like this: the 
Scottish Government legislated CP (document), the Partnership was formed 
(meetings + documents), job vacancies created and filled (documents + meetings), 
local engagers prepared strategies (meetings + documents), created and facilitated 
forums (meetings) and inscribed them in Local Community Plans (documents), and 
then used them to compel officials (meetings) and departments (documents) to 
mobilise resources and spur action –which takes more meetings and documents. 
This is paralleled at strategic level, where the Single Outcome Agreement (SOA; see 
Appendix 2) is the official raison d’être for the strategic engager. The SOA is an 
evolving policy framework co-produced by the partners to guide the overall work 
of Wyndland’s Partnership. The job of the engager is thus to facilitate collaboration 
and deliberation –at Board and Theme groups– in order to develop and monitor the 
SOA. 

Therefore, we may think of Community Planning as a policy about the policy 
process, namely: the policy of making policy through participation. The engagers 
don’t simply implement that policy, but actually embody it –they are both the result 
of meetings and documents that set that policy in motion, and the link between 
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meetings and documents that make that policy in practice. In this thesis, policy is 
thus seen as a domain of action, interaction and inscription. If policy is something 
that moves (Freeman, 2012), subsequent chapters will show how, in this context, the 
engagers enact the visible part of that movement. That is to say, they are not simply 
participation practitioners dealing with policy issues, but agents carving up new 
types of policy process: 

Lorna: Our job is to engage with local people in communities to further involve 
them… in decision making in their local area… on things that affect them… 
And it’s as broad as that because… is everything from health services, police, 
emergency services to everything that the Council does.  

Alison: Yeah, we are not tied to a particular issue or a particular department or 
a particular service. It is a kind of weird role in a way, because we… it is all 
about the process and about what different people are trying to achieve out of 
that process.  

It could be argued that the engagers are the process. This is difficult to express, but 
perhaps some metaphors collected from officials, representatives and citizens can be 
helpful. For instance, they described the engager as: ‘a conduit’, ‘the glue that holds it 
all together’, ‘the fulcrum’, ‘the go-between’, ‘the interface’; ‘the link’. This type of “border 
work” (Newman, 2012) is explored in the literature on “boundary spanners” 
(Williams, 2012) and strategic brokers: 

[they] spend a great deal of time building and maintaining relationships 
because no policy or strategy is now complete or legitimate without 
evidence of consultation and/or collaboration… This is precisely the 
domain of their expertise: explicitly geared to process issues, they can 
facilitate, mediate and negotiate, nurture networks, and deploy cultural 
knowledge and local knowledge in ways that enable traditionally ‘silent’ 
voices to be heard along with the articulate, persistent and powerful. 
(Larner and Craig, 2005: 417-8) 

This focus on process is sometimes difficult to grasp, especially for citizens and 
representatives from organisations and communities. For instance, in Fiona’s Health 
Forum, citizens often struggled to understand that she was there to facilitate 
deliberation amongst themselves and with others –and not necessarily to deliver on 
their decisions. In Fiona’s words, ‘it is difficult to handle this issue of mutual 
expectations and what our role is’. This was a constant in the local engagers’ world. 
Vignette 1 illustrates a typical exchange during a meeting about town centre policy, 
between local representatives and engager Alison. 
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Vignette 1. The discipline of process 

Business representative: I just don’t want another consultant to be sent out here... 
we know what we want to do. 

Community councillor 1: Could I ask Alison if you could help us in any way… 

Alison avoids the question, but says that she will be involved. 

Community councillor 1: So can you think about it, and get back to us with some 
ideas? 

Alison, visibly frustrated, responds: Well... it is for the community to decide what 
it wants to do. 

Community councillor 1: But you’re the expert on Community Planning, you’ve 
heard us talking about our wants and problems and barriers, and our aspirations, 
and the list of things we want to do, so can you do something about that? 

Alison smirks, and another community councillor laughs sarcastically. Alison 
insists: Community planning is about working with people but it has to come from 
the community. 

Community councillor 1: But you’re the Community Planner, is that not what the 
Community Planner does? Helping us to plan the way forward to see how we can get 
over the barriers to achieve what we have told you today. 

Alison: Well, if you’re talking about putting applications etc, that’s not for us, but 
we’ll support processes. 

Community councillor 2: If you want to do something without waiting forever 

Business representative, visibly annoyed: We know what we want to do! 

Alison: Once there is more clarity we may be able to help, so yes, I want to be 
involved but... 

Community councillor 1: But I had hoped that… at this meeting we would sort 
that out, but it seems we’re not there yet… unfortunately. 

We leave. I feel unsettled by the contentious tone of the encounter. For Alison 
this seems business as usual: People seem to think that we are there to deliver 
things, and then we are accused of only organising big forums... but that’s what we 
are hired to do, that is our job! 

 

These representatives are clearly unimpressed by Alison’s process discipline. She 
insists her role is not to deliver on what ‘some people’ want, but to create public 
forums where the ‘bigger picture’ –other voices and interests– may also be 
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articulated. This hints at the problematic issue of who constitutes ‘the community’ 
(see Chapter 5). The vignette also reveals expectations about what Council officials 
should do, as well as learned behaviours pertaining how to press them into action. 
These representatives, like others in Wyndland, do not seem to understand that the 
engager is not an official sent to deliver on policy issues, but a “deliberative 
practitioner” (Forester, 1999) tasked with organising participatory policy-making in 
which they are part of the community, but not ‘the community’. 

This process discipline also sits uneasily with some of their managers: ‘I’m still very 
critical of the amount of process… and sometimes I think oh just cut to the chase! Do we 
need all these meetings?’ Moreover, there is also a steep learning curve for novice 
engagers who come from traditional Council officer backgrounds. A few months 
into her post, one complained that now she knows ‘a bit of everything’ but she 
doesn’t get to be ‘an expert on one area’. A year later, she was already acquainted with 
the distinct nature of her process expertise, and ready to share it with others: ‘We do 
lots of… interactive stuff, having people in a room… perhaps online… we try and… set 
groups up to get things to happen… we also try and support… staff to consult and engage 
effectively’. One of the few people who praises their process focus is a councillor who 
is deemed the political champion for partnership and participation in Wyndland: 

…they are there just to facilitate engagement… the general responsibility that 
we’ve given them is to take this forward… they’ve got a fairly degree of 
flexibility to do whatever they need to do to deliver this local agenda… of the 
community deciding on its own priorities. 

The engager shares the discretion of Lipsky’s (1980) street level bureaucrat, 
although they are not attached to one policy area, nor operate only at street level. 
They work as “boundary spanners”, crossing, weaving and permeating “traditional 
boundary types, including organisational, sectoral, professional and policy” 
(Williams, 2012: 1). In a single day, the engager may have breakfast with the 
Council’s elite, lunch with voluntary sector representatives, and tea with an NHS 
official, before facilitating an evening meeting of residents involved in 
neighbourhood regeneration. More broadly, the participatory turn has opened up 
spaces where “assumed or established social relations of production/consumption, 
service delivery/service use or policy maker/welfare subject are being unsettled” 
(Barnes, 2009: 47). In CP, local authorities are expected to involve new actors in 
decision-making, but it is not clear how that is to happen. This means that the 
engagers must creatively draw new participatory processes onto the crowded 
canvas of existing bureaucratic, organisational and activist cultures (see Goss, 2001; 



 72 

Lowndes, 2005). All these changes render Lipsky’s framework insufficient to 
understand new forms of policy work in contemporary governance (Durose, 2011; 
Maynard-Moody and Musheno, 2000). As Durose shows (2007: 231), front-line 
workers are increasingly becoming ‘civic entrepreneurs’: “creative actors, whose 
role emphasises pragmatism and negotiation and focuses on skills facilitated by 
local knowledge, experience and networks”.  

This profile of the engager is incomplete without considering gender. The fact that 
Wyndland’s engagers are women reflects the broader context. During this research, 
I met over 200 participation practitioners through courses, networks and events 
across different fields. Estimating from my records, around 70% were women. As 
Newman (2012: Loc 1798; also Craig et al., 2011) argues, boundary work is typically 
gendered labour, not only because women have embraced such brokering roles, but 
because these spaces “emerged in part from the styles of ‘doing’ policy and 
governance that had been developed by women ‘knitting together’ people, 
movements and campaigns in multiple spaces of power”.  Furthermore, “their work 
helped generate the shifts towards more collaborative, partnership-based and 
participative styles of governance” (Newman, 2012: Loc 465).  

To summarise, public engagers 

• are employed by public authorities to organise and facilitate officially 
invited participation spaces; 

• they work across policy areas and organisational boundaries, and their 
expertise in on process: facilitating deliberation on policy issues (rather than 
providing expertise on those issues); 

• and their role is to engage publics in governance and policy-making, either 
through intermediaries (e.g. service providers, third sector, community 
representatives) or direct citizen participation. 

Therefore, the engager can be seen as a new breed of policy worker in Scotland, 
insofar as she combines the roles of the boundary spanner (Williams, 2012), the 
deliberative practitioner (Forester, 1999) and the civic entrepreneur (Durose, 2011). 

4.3. Belonging, contestation and identity work 

Engager 1: I don’t feel I belong in this department. 

Engager 2 [lowering her voice]: I know, but we are here, even physically in 
this office.  
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The engager’s role is by no means a closed project, nor has it been easily inserted 
into existing institutional architectures and communities of practice. To be sure, it’s 
not that partnership and participation work didn’t happen before the engagers, but 
rather that these functions are now differentiated and allocated to dedicated 
officers. CP has thus brought specialisation, and at Wyndland Council there are 
noticeable ‘tensions’ about where that function belongs. Those tensions traverse 
three sites, namely: the department, the hierarchy and the institution. In this section, 
I take them in turn. 

The engagers are based at the Council because it must lead on CP. This is the norm 
across Partnerships in Scotland, although they differ in terms of which departments 
host them17, e.g.: Corporate Governance, Chief Executive’s Office, Policy, 
Regeneration, Community Learning and Development, etc. When the engagers met 
peers from other places, the ‘constant re-structuring’ of CP was topical: ‘we’re pulled 
off in all sorts of directions’, or ‘I just don’t know how this all fits together’. Wyndland is 
not an exception and, as the saying goes, the only constant has been change. 
Nonetheless, I was there during a period of stability regarding their departmental 
location. Local engagers were at the Community Development Department, 
whereas strategic engagers operated from the Policy Department –plus part time 
from the NHS. 

4.3.1. Between traditions and departments 

To many, it seems ‘natural’ that local engagers operate from Community 
Development. The Council’s Policy Manager explains the rationale: ‘The feeling was 
they would have to draw the resources of Community Development and… community 

workers have been involved in supporting communities to develop plans… for decades’. This 
connection has been recently emphasised by the Scottish Government, calling for 
Community Learning, Development and Capacity Building departments to take a 
more active role in CP (Scottish Government, 2012). The assumption is that those 
departments, despite past guidance (Scottish Executive, 2003, 2004), are not always 
involved in CP, and Wyndland is an example of how that relationship can be 
problematic.  

1                                             

17 See: www.improvementservice.org.uk/community-planning-partnerships [Accessed 12 February 
2013] 
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Community Development (CD) has a long tradition, with an estimated 20,000 
workers in the UK (Craig et al., 2011: 14). As Popple explains (1995: 60), the CD 
model “is concerned with assisting groups to acquire skills and confidence to 
improve the quality of the lives of its members”. Accordingly, in Scotland it has 
often been mainstreamed into local authorities as a function of Community 
Education services (Craig et al., 2011: 13). This incorporation has been sometimes 
depicted as driving CD away from the advocacy, campaigning and social justice 
struggles that formed the basis for its radical agenda since the 1960s (e.g. Bryant and 
Bryant, 1982; Butcher et al., 1993; Ledwith, 2005). In Wyndland, an experienced CD 
manager made the contrast succinctly: ‘it was a bit more radical than what we would do 
now… it was more likely to be challenging the Council than fulfilling the Council’s plan’. 
During fieldwork, it seemed that Wyndland’s Community Development Officers 
(CDOs) had the remit of ‘fulfilling the Council’s plan’ through projects regarding 
adult education, youth work, children and families, community facilities, fairs and 
events.  

Therefore, I saw the engagers as substantially different from CDOs, and that’s how I 
made sense of conversations like the one that opened this section: ‘I don feel I belong 
in this department…’ However, one engager disagreed with my view, which kicked 
off a conversation that has lasted 3 years. Her argument was that although they may 
not feel they belong in this CD department as it is, they do actually belong to the CD 
tradition as ‘it was’ and ‘is supposed to be’. I typically argued that CDOs seem to trade 
in community projects (e.g. training single parents; supporting young people 
through arts; organising playgroups), whereas the engagers trade in policy 
processes (e.g. involving publics in preparing town centre strategies, shaping health 
services, designing Local Area Plans). To which she would answer that participation 
has ‘always been a really big part of that Community Education, Community Development 
tradition… but it hasn’t always been tied into policy-making directly, and I think that’s 
where the change is coming’. 

Then, I typically argued that it seems that CDOs work with individuals, families 
and groups, whereas the engagers trade in publics (see Chapter 5). This means that 
the engagers are not focussed on a specific social group, but on opening deliberative 
forums where various citizens, officials and representatives engage in participatory 
politics. Accordingly, the engagers’ role is that of a deliberative practitioner, a 
facilitator, rather than a community entrepreneur or advocate. I backed this view 
with evidence from forums in which CDOs, enlisted by the engagers, would often 
struggle to work as facilitators. 
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For instance, we facilitated a public forum on transport policy where the engagers 
became very frustrated with a CDO tasked with facilitating table discussions. 
Instead of helping residents to deliberate, she dominated the conversations, 
recorded her points instead of others’, and voted on her preferred policy options. 
She acted as a community advocate, drawing on her experience as local CDO, which 
fits well within the CD tradition (e.g. Craig et al., 2011). But that is not what the 
engagers do. As deliberative practitioners, they cannot afford to be seen as taking 
positions –their focus is on nurturing the process, rather than providing content. 
This is because it is difficult to do both simultaneously, but also because if the 
facilitator supports a position, she may preclude alternative viewpoints from being 
voiced, and thus hinder deliberation. These are tenets of dialogic mediation 
(Forester, 2009; Escobar, 2011a) that the engagers strived to observe. 

Nonetheless, this engager would insist that, never mind Wyndland, it is actually 
part of the CD tradition to act as mediators and facilitators. Eventually, I embraced 
her invitation to revisit the CD literature. There is, indeed, a tradition of CDOs 
liaising between local authorities and community groups. However, they seem to 
operate more as boundary spanners and civic entrepreneurs, than as deliberative 
practitioners. That is, they mostly focus on implementing Council projects, 
supporting community interests, or both –but not necessarily facilitating 
deliberative engagement amongst various parties (cf. Batten and Batten, 1967; 
Marris, 1982). Still puzzling over our disagreement, I asked a manager: 

to be a CDO… you have to be able to engage with parents and children and 
with young people… [In contrast] in Community Planning … you are running 
a lot of different meetings, a lot of different engagement tools… needing to have 
a really high level of that analytical ability and synthesising a lot of different 
ideas and doing a lot of balancing of different demands… but perhaps it’s not 
like… running a course, taking youngsters on an outdoor trip… or trying to 
persuade your playgroup leader that there should be more singing and dancing.  

The engager and I, nonetheless, agreed that CDOs rarely showed interest in local 
party politics, whereas this was the engagers’ bread and butter. This was apparent 
during local elections. Their aftermath was a time of anxiety and uncertainty for the 
engagers, as their work could be in jeopardy due to change of Administration (see 
Chapter 9). Those were days of endless political talk, working the backstage and 
seeking to strike new alliances to protect public forums and their influence over 
budgets. In contrast, many CDOs didn’t even know the results of the elections. 
Their projects were not at risk; as the engager put it: ‘who would oppose youth work, 
right?’  
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We drew some shared conclusions from this. Firstly, in Wyndland, CD seemed 
dominated by ‘depoliticised’ projects that rarely became sites for party politics or 
community struggles. In contrast, CP forums were precisely that type of site 
because, as Lorna explained, ‘you work closer to policy and politicians than you would do 
in a traditional CDO position’. Secondly, and as a result, the engager spends 
considerable time “working the spaces of power” (Newman, 2012). Finally, this 
partly explains why CDOs sometimes tried to avoid working with the engagers. 
Their lack of cooperation was repeatedly flagged up at internal meetings. For 
instance, Lorna shows here sympathy for the CDOs’ predicament: ‘they live in those 
communities, and there is people there who oppose or are suspicious of Local Community 
Planning and so I don't blame CDOs because they have to negotiate that conflict’. This 
relates to the theme of ‘being unwanted’ that I take up in Chapter 9. Therefore, it 
suffices to say here that deliberative engagement involves political work, and the 
engagers are tainted by it.  

Eventually, the engager and I found a way of reconciling my eagerness to profile 
her as a distinct policy worker, with her sense of belonging to the family of CD 
traditions. Engager Lisa helped us: 

…one thing is taking control of your own life, to be able to make decisions, but 
the minute you start to work with other people, and you are taking collective 
decisions you are realising that this has an impact on other people’s lives, that’s 
when… policy comes into it, so it’s about negotiation of interests… to make 
changes, in your reality, your locality… and then you want to shape services… 
so I think it is a continuum. 

Lisa presents CD and CP as part of a continuum from the individual to the various 
levels of the collective . After two years, we had found a way of thinking together 
about this. In sum, CDOs help individuals and groups to develop skills and 
confidence that may enable them to potentially participate in CP processes (Figure 
5).  
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Figure 5. A continuum 
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Using the language of governmentality studies (Miller and Rose, 2008: 92; Rose, 
1999), SW and CD seek to shape self-motivated, responsibilised and self-reliant 
citizens, who then might be activated to participate in the CP rituals of the self-
governing community. If CD is in the business of ‘developing’ citizens, CP provides 
the spaces to enact their citizenship in policy processes.  

It therefore seems that appending the engagers to the CD department stretches its 
functions and somewhat unsettles the local CD “tradition” (Bevir et al., 2003: 6-9) 
and “community of practice” (Wenger, 1998). The department is thus pushed into 
the terrain of participatory politics and deliberative policy-making, as the engagers’ 
expertise and function attract new demands. Let’s hear it from their manager: 

I can give [the engagers] any bit of work and I know that [they’ll] deliver 
quality, but I am not the only person who knows that… Other departments 
have jumped on the bandwagon… and [the engagers] can have direction from 
the Policy team… [or the] elected members who are chairing… local community 
forums… they could have me as line manager… Wilma as line manager, they 
could get the Director, they could have Robert [Policy], Lisa [strategic 
engager]… as well and the Chair of the Partnership so… they can be pulled in 
so many directions because it’s not tight enough.  

The engagers are thus entangled in myriad relationships across departments and 
the Partnership. They depend on those relationships because each Community Plan 
involves numerous policy areas –it’s a “plan of plans” (Cowell, 2004: 498). Equally, 
much work by others bears connection to a Community Plan, and thus the engagers 
assist with consultations and forums initiated by other departments. Furthermore, 
they find it difficult to opt out due to a sense of responsibility for the overall quality 
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of participation in Wyndland. Accordingly, they see themselves as both ‘capacity-
builders’, showing others how to engage, and facilitators, providing a hub for 
engagement expertise. This situation unsettles their managers, who would rather 
have them doing more traditional CD work –perhaps because managers are judged 
by performance criteria based on outcomes rather than processes (see Chapter 8). 
Indeed, some managers see the engagers’ presence –the attractive new function they 
embody– as redefining their department: 

We don’t want to be seen as the department that runs consultations because… 
in CD we are much more about… delivering rather than consulting… and… if 
this is a need for the Local Authority then… we’ll run some internal training 
for other departments.  

Determined to avoid the stretching of their department, the managers seek to 
subsume CP into CD in various ways. For instance, the engagers must report 
projects using the same software as CDOs. This has two consequences. First, the 
engagers cannot easily report the work they do, where the process is a key outcome 
(e.g. they cannot ‘measure’ process like CDOs measure course achievements or 
playgroup attendance). Secondly, the engagers must turn their language into CD 
language, and frame their work accordingly. For instance, they cannot simply report 
how they involved participants in collaborative policy-making, because the 
software elicits reporting on subsequent outcomes rather than on that process –and 
the outcomes may take long time to materialise. Therefore, monitoring and 
reporting systems force the engagers to become similar to CDOs in how they speak 
about what they do (see Chapter 8). And what gets lost is precisely what defines the 
engager’s role, namely, process. Managers also try to reframe CP in more direct 
ways. Consider this conversation: 

Manager: I'll tell you why I'm asking all these questions. Maybe setting a 
forum is not the way forward for these smaller places. Maybe we just need to do 
specific things there. 

Alison sighs: Well, we still need to prepare a Local Community Plan, right?  

Manager: Yes… 

Alison: I am frustrated with this conversation going in circles.  

Lorna: What we would like you to do is to get councillors to decide how do they 
see us, what do they think we are here for?  

The manager tries to turn the engagers’ work into CD work (delivering ‘specific 
things’), but Alison reframes their role as facilitating forums to create Community 
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Plans –rather than as delivering on what they think an area needs. This insistence on 
division of labour was constant amongst the engagers. It was the way they fought 
back attempts to subsume and reframe them within CD; Lorna: 

If we write a Community Plan and then we take aspects in that… and make 
them happen, why do we have CDOs then? … so it’s quite difficult, there is 
quite a lot of conflict… we haven’t got ‘development’ in our job title! 

This is a practical point. The engagers organise dozens of participatory processes to 
compose Community Plans, and this takes considerable work comprising –as later 
shown– public-making, scripting, facilitating and inscribing. Community Plans are 
“plans of plans” to be turned into projects and actions by CDOs and other officials 
and organisations. If the engagers have to implement the Plans, then their work is 
less about participation and more about CD and other services. Hence, CD further 
subsumes and reframes CP, and the engagers struggle to maintain their distinct 
role. 

In this section, I have illustrated how the engagers are pulled and pushed from 
various directions. The novelty of their role, and the work it brings with it, unsettles 
established ways of doing and thinking about public engagement. Accordingly, 
there are pressures to rework their function into established traditions, and push it 
away from the nodal space that they are carving up in Wyndland’s policy worlds. 
The location from where the engagers operate thus becomes a site for shaping, 
contesting and interpreting their role. Local engagers see their role as involving 
people in shaping Partnership and Council policy, rather than as ‘fulfilling the 
Council’s plan’. The more they are pulled into mainstream CD, the less they can 
focus on participatory politics and deliberative policy-making. This marks the 
importance of the engagers’ location, because existing communities of practice may 
subsume engagement work into existing service delivery traditions. In Wyndland, 
as elsewhere in Scotland, this amounts to subsuming mechanisms for “democratic 
renewal” into “pre-existing governing arrangements” (Cowell, 2004: 497; Abram 
and Cowell, 2004: 218). 

4.3.2. The hierarchy: managing without being a manager 

In light of their uneasy fit within CD, they have considered moving in with the 
strategic engagers at the Policy Department. However, they fear that this would 
worsen the lack of cooperation by local officers: ‘CDOs are our gateway to the 
community… so if they don’t play ball it can be quite difficult’. This means that the 
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engagers must find ways of enticing these and other officials to get them involved. 
Since they cannot force them to collaborate, they must align agendas and find 
connections that may seem mutually beneficial –and, occasionally, get managers to 
mandate collaboration.  

This is another challenge stemming from their ambiguous professional identity and 
official status within Scottish Local Authorities (see Scott, 2012). Simply put, they 
don’t have seniority to call upon officials, and yet, their job is to entangle them in 
participatory processes. Indeed, they must manage without being managers. Lorna: 

Local Community Planning… is about going in and [mapping] what people 
need, but it’s not for us to be developing and delivering that…  whether it 
relates to the fire brigade, the police, the Community Education Department, 
Children Services, then they should follow up on that. As Community Planning 
Officers we are quite low down the ranking, so if we write a Community Plan 
and it says that the police should do cartwheels every Wednesday, the police can 
look at that and go: ‘well, that’s all very well but who is going to make us do it?’  

Issues around distributed authority and accountability represent a problematic 
dimension in networked governance arrangements (Sullivan, 2003; Sullivan and 
Lowndes, 2004). What matters here, however, is what this means for the engagers 
and how they work. For one of their senior NHS allies, the engagers should have 
‘delegated authority to call folk to account… in a hierarchical sense’, because otherwise 
‘Heads of Service… or people in the 40 to £50,000 a year salary’ don’t always feel 
compelled to engage with someone much lower ‘in the pecking order’. It may be that 
governing is becoming more a matter of collaborative networks than command-
and-control hierarchies (Rhodes, 1996), but the engagers, despite talk of partnership, 
face plenty of thinking in hierarchies. In this context, as strategic engager Lisa 
explains, relational labour becomes crucial: 

…we should be good at negotiating… and that’s easier said than done, when 
there is different powers involved… in my kind of position I don’t have power 
over any area, so the negotiation depends on interpersonal relations, and … I 
can say ‘look, this has been decided at the [Partnership] Board’… but the officer 
may not follow through… and then if the Board doesn’t pull up on that… it’s 
difficult for me, because I can try and negotiate improvements, but that is based 
on interpersonal relations…  

As Newman shows (2012), the advent of partnership and participation has brought 
relational labour –“brokering between different power bases and actors” (Loc 222)– 
to the heart of policy work. In these emerging contexts, the engagers are faced with 
challenging “the old church of tradition and hierarchy, moving from an emphasis 
on compliance to a search for commitment through the use of ‘soft power’” (Loc 
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2312). A Cabinet councillor seemed particularly amazed about what the engagers 
manage to achieve despite their status: ‘she seems to have the ability… to get the right 
officers involved around the table… although she doesn’t have particular authority to do so’.  

As I will later illustrate, what they lack in authority, they must make up in ability. 
Having to manage without being managers is, therefore, not simply a limitation but 
a generative tension that helps to understand how they work. Namely, developing 
the know-how, tools and improvisational moves that animate the political and 
relational labour of negotiating, nudging, mediating, nagging, cajoling, pressing, 
persuading, reframing, aligning, trapping, enticing, trading, enthusing, concealing, 
disclosing, connecting…  

4.3.3. The institution: inside, outside and in-between 

During early fieldwork, I noticed an apparently trivial detail which directed my 
attention to what Barnes (2009) calls “identity work”. That detail was the engagers’ 
official badges, which they strategically displayed or concealed depending on the 
situation at hand. Soon a pattern emerged. They would often conceal the badges at 
public forums, while displaying them at internal Council, NHS or Partnership 
meetings. Consider the following vignette.   

Vignette 2. Identity work 

This was halfway through a two-year process to create a Town Centre Strategy for Arkyle. 
It was led by a deliberative forum including officials, councillors, local representatives and 
activists, and facilitated by Alison. The forum was now ready to involve ‘the wider public’ 
using the Planning for Real method18. This entailed using a large 3D model of the town 
centre, prepared through handiwork by children and elders. The model was then paraded 
through various locations (e.g. vacant shops, library, shopping mall, care homes, schools, 
festivals), where citizens were invited to discuss local issues, locate problems and generate 
proposals. This took 20 days over several months, and involved over 1,000 participants. 

The full day sessions were typically staffed by volunteers from the forum, coordinated by 
the engagers, with support from CDOs. The absence of Council paraphernalia struck me: 
there was the model, tools for recording points, and brochures about the method and Local 

1                                             

18 www.planningforreal.org.uk [Accessed 11 February 2013] 
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Community Planning. I was expected to help, and thus listened keenly, eager to learn how 
the engagers got people to interact around the model. They would typically say things like: 
‘We are working with the Council towards this Town Centre strategy…’ ‘We are a group of 
volunteers from the community working with the Council to…’ 

When new volunteers arrived, the engagers insisted that we ensure people understand 
that the project comes from a local forum, and thus is ‘community-led’. Alison: ‘I’m not even 
wearing a Council badge on purpose!’ Later, she explains that she ‘intentionally’ conceals the 
badge when working on projects that must be performed as ‘community-led’: ‘Of course, if 
someone asks I say I work for the Council, but otherwise I prefer not to identify… it changes how 
people interact with you’. Fascinated, I began to pay attention.  

A teenager stops by: ‘so is something going to happen?’ Lorna: ‘well, some things are going to 
happen, we are just trying to make sure that the Council does things that people actually want’. We 
are working from the front-shop, diverting people in. A man walks trying to avoid us, and 
after Alison recites her opening lines, he replies: ‘the Council doesn’t listen to the community, 
this is a talking shop, they will not listen to you, you are wasting your time!’ Alison: ‘well, actually 
I am a Council officer and I’m here to make sure this feeds into the Strategy…’ 

Some people dislike this tactic of strategically concealing/revealing the engager’s identity, 
and going ‘unbadged’ can be punished. I hear a woman telling Alison that she should 
display her badge. The woman seems irritated, turns around and begins to walk towards 
me. Alison follows her and says: ‘he’s not from the Council, he’s a volunteer from the 
university’. The woman looks at me, smirks, and leaves. 

The engagers are so used to capitalising on the multiple meanings of the pronoun 
‘We’, that during forums participants sometimes interjected, ‘who is we?’ It could be 
a forum, a working group, the Council, a department, the Partnership, the NHS, the 
community, the engagers… An engager explained these tactics during an interview: 

…working with communities it’s nice not to be firmly identified with the 
Council… I like the flexibility that actually working with Community 
Planning… gives you… okay, it’s public service stuff but it’s not just the 
Council… if I am wearing my Council badge then it’s much more the Council. 
When we were doing the Planning for Real… I much preferred being able to… 
talk ‘we’ collectively meaning we and the community groups… being able to 
put yourself on the side of the community, we are trying to make sure that… if 
the Council and others are going to spend money in the area that it has to be 
what people want… so we are the ones who are trying to make the Council do 
so… Local Community Planning gives you a bit of flexibility to play both sides 
of that, and… wearing the badge… there is something about the level of 
officialness and I downplay that a lot.  
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The engager is a careful public performer, and theatrical metaphors about their job 
as ‘performance’ were commonplace in backstage conversations. This points to the 
“self work” that it takes to “hold multiple allegiances and identifications together” 
(Newman, 2012: Loc 3528). Of course, we all work on self-presentation (Goffman, 
1971), but for the engagers impression management is inextricable from tactical 
identity work. Two of them explained: 

In Glenness I had a very different tone than many meetings you have seen me 
facilitate, because… they needed to know that I wasn’t being a stuffy Council 
official coming to tell them how to do things… and I think about this when I get 
dressed in the morning too… the days that I am going to [Council 
headquarters] and sitting with councillors, or… managers, then I don’t dress 
like this… because then they don’t take you seriously, and I will wear my badge. 

Each group has a different feel and dynamics and in this group I’m always 
marking the division between ‘us’ and the Council, you know, getting the 
Council to respond to us, liaising with the Council and in a way mediating, and 
trying to create a ‘we’… 

Such identity and self-presentation work, and ensuing tactics, are borne out of the 
engagers’ experiences. In particular, their contingent readings of context and 
subsequent reflective practice, based on practical judgements developed during 
ongoing conversations with the situation at hand (Wagenaar, 2011: 218; Schon, 
1983). Vignette 2 also illustrates their anticipation of potential public mistrust 
towards invited spaces, and their eagerness to blur the boundaries of simplistic 
characterisations and traditional binaries: Council/community, state/society, 
official/oppositional action (see Barnes, 2009).  To achieve this, they ‘play both sides’ 
by proclaiming community leadership in the frontstage, while advocating shared 
ownership in the backstage. Ambiguity is thus used to keep projects on track amidst 
multiple agendas.  

Of course, using the badge can be just as useful. Here is Lisa introducing herself on 
the phone before trying to find out something for the Partnership: ‘I am Lisa Redpath, 
I work at the Chief Executive’s Office, in Community Planning…’ And here is Alison, 
trying to get an official involved in an ongoing deliberative forum: ‘…it’s a group of 
councillors, Council officers and local people’. In phone conversations with activists, 
community representatives or other partners, that order was typically reversed, and 
the ‘officialness’ downplayed. 

Badge tactics can thus be both material and discursive –using things and words to 
mark belonging or distance as required. The engager strategically uses the 
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ambiguity of her nodal role –across Council, Partnership, community– in order to 
generate the web of entanglements that constitutes the site of engagement work. 
Their multiple affiliations and alliances become resources or liabilities that must be 
managed. As Newman (2012: Loc 469) argues, this ambiguity is typical in the 
generative labour of border workers, who often think of themselves as being 
simultaneously insiders and outsiders. They occupy  

positions on the edge of mainstream institutions, acting as brokers, 
transactors and translators between ‘inside’ and ‘outside’ networks, 
organizations and sources of power. Much of their work was concerned 
with partnership, joining up and reconciling difference. (Loc 3930) 

Badge tactics –alongside others covered later– are also blurring tactics that help to 
cope with border work. Observing the micro-political uses of the (material and 
discursive) badge therefore highlights the importance of identity work in the public 
engager’s trade. It represents one of those minute details that ethnographic inquiry 
can show as pregnant with meaning. It encapsulates a larger context of relationships 
between official and public spheres, epitomised in the agency of those who take it 
upon themselves to embody the blurring of boundaries. Furthermore, such sites of 
the micro-political –as this thesis will argue– are not simply shaped by their larger 
context, but actually generate that context. 

This ambiguity and border work was less present in the NHS context, where the 
engager was expected to reinforce boundaries rather than to blur them. There was 
rarely any question about who owned invited spaces, and the engager’s control 
function was conspicuous. A senior NHS manager put it bluntly when explaining 
the engager’s job: 

…there is a connecting role between people like myself or a Chief Nurse or 
whatever to the Public Partnership Forums [PPF] because you need someone 
who knows how they can navigate the corridors, talk to the right people to say 
can you come and talk to the PPF, what are the key issues at the moment, how 
can the PPF be involved? … that’s really important, otherwise they [citizens at 
PPF] would be rudderless, and if they are rudderless the problem is that they 
can start to come up, invent issues… and there is no way to have a dialogue. 

Then, I asked what skills does the engager need: 

…understanding when something is not appropriate, because there are limits 
and boundaries so when someone is getting into inappropriate territory and the 
kind of personal skills… for trying to manage that situation when it’s someone 
that you are not in control of…  
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A criticism of officially invited spaces is that those who extend the invitation often 
retain control of the agenda, determining what is appropriate for discussion, and 
thus limiting the ability of participants to negotiate what matters to them. However, 
invited and invented spaces are by no means static or immutable. On the contrary, 
they can evolve by virtue of participants’ interactions, which can result in space -
making, -shaping or –taking (Cornwall, 2002). Such dynamics can subvert the initial 
agendas behind invited spaces, thus creating new openings and possibilities 
(Barnes, 2009). When the engagers seek to blur boundaries, they are working 
towards space-sharing –hoping for a tensional but productive in-between space 
that, albeit not unofficially invented, is no longer just invited. This was the case in 
ongoing deliberative forums facilitated by Council engagers, where participants had 
room to negotiate agendas, roles and ways of working across boundaries. In 
contrast, NHS forums seemed less open to space re-shaping, and thus the engager’s 
role was often framed in terms of preserving their invited nature through boundary 
maintenance and agenda-setting control. 

I have shown how some engagers can work the in-between by strategically ‘playing 
both sides’, but there is more to it. For, very often, I observed them working from a 
more challenging “liminal” space, neither inside or outside (Turner, 1969). Even 
NHS engagers thought of themselves as standing ‘with one foot in the NHS, but also 
one foot slightly out‘. Nonetheless, it was with local Council engagers that I observed 
the most interesting versions of that in-between.  

An example was the Glenness Forum, where citizens, officials and representatives 
were summoned to design a new community centre. There was a history of 
acrimony between residents and the Council, due to broken promises by successive 
governments. It took years for local CDO Karen, to ‘rebuild trust and relationships’, 
and now there seemed to be momentum for collaboration. However, Karen could 
not facilitate that process: ‘to be honest, I just feel my loyalty is being tested’. 
Consequently, the engagers were brought in. Their plan was based on a simple 
division of labour. The CDO would be ‘supporting the community’, ‘taking their side’, 
helping articulate local demands for new services. The Council, would be 
represented by states planning and service managers, as well as ruling councillors. 
And the engagers would be the mediators amongst all the players. By setting the 
stage this way, the engagers pursued two objectives. Firstly, protecting Karen. As 
Alison told her: ‘you get to be the CDO, the community people’ and others will be 
‘taking the flak’. In this way, as a CD manager reflected, Karen could ‘keep her position 
without being tarred with the brush of failed –if it is a failed attempt’. Simultaneously, the 
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engagers were designing themselves into the process as mediators –not Council, nor 
community– trying to carve up an in-between space, from where they might 
‘credibly’ facilitate deliberation and carry out boundary work. 

This sort of double decoupling –from public authority and public sphere– illustrates 
the engagers’ ingenuity in exploiting the malleability of their role in order to enable 
new forms of agency. To be sure, there is a tradition of thinking about CDOs as 
being “in and against the state” (Craig et al., 2011: 24-110). But I see the engagers 
trying to do something else. Using strategic ambiguity and double decoupling, they 
imagine, and act upon, a more complex relational field of shifting identities and 
alliances. It is not as much “in and against”, as it is in-between and working to blur 
the boundaries.  

To what extent they can do that, while based within local authorities, remains an 
open question for this thesis. Unsurprisingly, I found plenty of scepticism about it: 

PPF [NHS citizen forum] member: She's not gonnae bite the hand that feeds 
her… she is the paid and hired help and the democratic input is from the 
volunteers on the PPF, but I’ve already quoted an example where I feel that she 
was not wanting to upset or disturb the powers that be… so her job is not easy 
and I think she tries to do it very conscientiously… she is, mixing the 
metaphors, either riding two horses or falling between two stools. 

Community councillor: He who pays the makar19 plays the tune.  

Engager Lisa: [there are] different sets of interests, and different powers, so 
somebody’s got to have a more neutral position in this. I don’t know if it’s 
possible though when you are located in a particular organisation so… I try not 
to be… too much with the Council hat on. 

This can be challenging: “border work can produce profound discomfort as 
different identifications –as insiders and outsiders, as both different and part of the 
dominant order– are lived and performed” (Newman, 2012: Loc 3485). The engagers 
sometimes wonder whether they could better mediate if they were outside the 
authorities. However, as this thesis will argue, that would prevent them from doing 
the inside backstage political work that sustains official participatory spaces, as well 
as the boundary and identity work that may infuse such spaces with new 
relationships. 

1                                             

19 Scottish term for bard. 
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4.4. Conclusions: Liminality and strategic ambiguity 

I have drawn an institutional and relational context for the engagers, illustrating 
how their role is not only contested but also evolving. Accordingly, I have mapped 
a series of tensions, namely: being pulled and pushed between traditions and 
departments; working on networks in a world of hierarchies; and negotiating 
ambiguity in order to blur insides and outsides into workable in-betweens.  

When I began this research, it was tempting to locate the engagers within existing 
“communities of practice” (Wenger, 1998). Experiences in Wyndland persuaded me 
otherwise. Their feeling of lack of belonging turned my attention to how they 
understand their role, and how this unsettles existing arrangements. In particular, 
how their focus on policy as process can clash with prevalent conceptions of policy 
as delivery. This set them apart, and made them feel misunderstood and 
misrepresented. Accordingly, I analysed their role as a site of contestation between 
different understandings of what they do or should do. When interpreting policy 
frameworks through practices, the engagers understand partnership and 
participation work as process work, and thus try to carve up their distinct function, 
while resisting co-option into existing traditions and ways of working. Given the 
political nature of what they do –seeking to recast policy-making in participatory 
terms– it seems likely that their role will remain contested and, as later shown, 
subjected to attack. In sum, their role is an open-ended project.  

The family of expressions assembled in this chapter –‘being pushed and pulled in 
different directions’, ‘managing without being a manager’, ‘border work’, ‘identity 
work’, ‘blurring tactics’, ‘double decoupling’– can be seen as belonging to the 
crosscutting “language game” of  ‘process’ (cf. Wittgenstein, 1953). Taking the 
notion of process further, I have come to think of their role as both inviting a liminal 
state of mind, and unfolding in a liminal space of interaction. Liminality, in Turner’s 
anthropology (1967, 1969), alludes to the quality of ambiguity that characterises the 
in-between space embodied during rituals. During the liminal stage, participants 
stand at the threshold between what they were before the rite of passage, and what 
they will become afterwards. They are not here, nor there, but rather in-between 
worlds and identities. More broadly, liminality can be understood as a fluid domain 
of action and interaction where established routines, statuses, roles and structures 
are renegotiated through communal practices (Turner, 1987: 107). The concept has 
thus been used to refer to individuals, groups and societies undergoing cultural or 
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political change –variably materialised in moments, periods or epochs (Thomassen, 
2009).  

What interests me here is the notion of the in-between as a space where what it was 
no longer is, and what it might be is not yet settled. This represents not only a state 
of ambiguity, but also of transition and creativity. This chapter has shown how the 
tensions elicited and faced by the engagers, far from paralysing them, helped them 
to anchor their distinct identity on their process focus, and constituted the source for 
a creative repertoire of tactics (e.g. badge tactics, blurring work, double decoupling). 
Accordingly, I have illustrated how the engagers can sometimes turn ambiguity into 
strategic ambiguity. This means using the in-between quality of their role, its 
malleability and relative positioning, to enhance their capacity to foster interaction 
and entanglement. In sum, liminality opens up a space where strategic ambiguity 
can be exploited. 

In Wyndland, Council-invited spaces appeared more flexible than NHS-invited 
spaces. Engagers who could play with strategic ambiguity seemed better able to 
move from a state of ambiguity as confusion, to a state of ambiguity as generative 
tension. The former was a source of frustration and blockage, the latter, of anxiety 
and struggle. If in NHS-invited spaces the engager sought to clarify her role by 
learning the boundaries, in Council-invited spaces, she actively struggled to define 
that role and, with it, new boundaries. Accordingly, engagers who embraced 
liminality by virtue of its potential for strategic ambiguity seemed better able to 
facilitate dynamics of space -making, -shaping, -taking or -sharing. This, in turn, 
took the kind of blurring work developed by engagers who didn’t seek to simply 
maintain boundaries but actually tried to subvert them (more in Chapter 9). 

Observing the engagers doing border work forced me to reconsider boundaries and 
categories that I took for granted before fieldwork. Engagers do not simply mediate 
between officials, citizens, and organisational or community representatives, but 
also between officials and officials, citizens and citizens, representatives and 
representatives, and so on. The point is that, rather than seeing the engagers as 
working between clearly defined entities and players –and their allegedly self-
evident, preformed interests–, I saw them as brokering between different 
individuals and groups –belonging to overlapping communities of place, practice 
and interest– and brought into contingent alliances where boundaries could –at 
least fleetingly– be blurred through collaborative engagement. Accordingly, I found 
established divisions –e.g. state/society, authorities/community– analytically 
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unhelpful insofar as they forfeit the necessary nuance to account for emerging 
relationships in participatory processes. In other words, stereotypical 
characterisations would not help to understand situations in which, for instance, as 
later illustrated, some officials agreed to engage with diverse citizen voices, while 
some community representatives reacted furiously to such voices being included. 
The point is that participatory dynamics and spaces can be more fluid than 
stereotypical distinctions may suggest (see Chapter 9).  

The engagers, aided by strategic ambiguity, strive to carve up such liminal spaces 
by helping to eschew taken-for-granted boundaries, rework individual and group 
identities (e.g. ‘creating a We’), and open up “spaces of possibility” for new 
relationships (Newman, 2012: Loc 2608). As Barnes (2009: 46-47) argues, “identities 
are multiple and constructed rather than singular and ascribed”, and invited forums 
can “become another context in which identity work can be undertaken”, therefore 
“bridging the official and the public spheres” in a different way to social 
movements or oppositional politics. 

To conclude, the engagers work in, on, and towards, the in-between. Interestingly, 
the notion of liminality can thus be used to speak about both the space the engagers 
work from, as well as the spaces they seek to create. Indeed, participatory rituals, I 
will argue, can resemble the liminal ceremonies beautifully described by Turner 
(1987: 25): “Rituals separated... a group from everyday life, placed them in a limbo 
that was not any place they were in before and not yet any place they would be in, 
then returned them, changed in some way, to mundane life.”  

It is difficult to cut out the engager’s silhouette from the process they assemble, 
without being left to wonder whether that can still be called process –a bunch of 
discrete ingredients do not make a meal. I have thus argued that the engagers are 
policy workers whose focus is not on discrete entities or accomplishments, but on 
the in-between that constitutes the site of engagement –and where the focus is 
accomplishing process. It is now time, therefore, to zoom in on process to analyse 
the transformative practices that seem the hallmark of the engager’s trade.  
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Chapter 5. Public-making 

5.1. Introducing transformative practices 

During fieldwork I realised the analytical value of approaches that prioritise process 
over entity. For instance, Law (1994) prefers to speak of “ordering”, rather than 
order; Czarniawska (2008b) foregrounds “organising” over organisation; and Latour 
(2005) argues that there is no group, only group formation. From this perspective, 
the focus is on the “site of the social” as a state of “becoming” (Schatzki, 2002: 6). 
Instead of assuming discreet entities –orders, organisations, groups–, the priority 
here is the never-ending process of assembling them. This offers three concatenated 
advantages. Firstly, it recasts social sites not as accomplishments –final, bordered– 
but as ongoing processes of accomplishing –temporary, porous. Secondly, it 
foregrounds practice and the ‘How?’ question that traverses this thesis. Finally, it 
invites inquiry into agency, and in particular, the work of assembling. Newman and 
Clarke (2009: 9) have brought a similar approach to bear on policy and participation: 

…the institutionalization of specific projects involves the work of 
assembling diverse elements into an apparently coherent form… 
Assemblage… draws attention to the work of construction (and the 
difficulties of making ill-suited elements fit together as though they are 
coherent). And it makes visible the (variable) fragility of assemblages –
that which has been assembled can more or less easily come apart, or be 
dismantled.  

To suggest, as I did earlier, that the engagers are the engagement process is to 
suggest that they embody and articulate the ordering workflow of that process. The 
following chapters unravel this notion by analysing the grammar of engagement 
practice through the work of assembling. If I were to reduce that work to its basic 
thrust in my data, I would say that the engagers’ trade entails turning some-things 
into something else. In Alison’s words: ‘It’s all about pulling out stuff and how you pull 
that into something else, and how you then present back to people in different ways’. Alison 
highlights here the material and discursive nature of engagement work. Or as 
Schatzki (2002) puts it, the “bundles of doings and sayings” (p. 23), or organised 
“constellation of actions” within meaningful arrangements (p. 71), that constitute 
practices.  

Accordingly, the engagers’ work –turning some-things into something else– can be 
studied as concurrent transformative practices that epitomise attempts at ordering 
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mess to render it governable. In this context, to govern means “to structure the 
possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1982: 221), thus enabling and/or 
constraining action and interaction through “practices and arrangements” (Schatzki, 
2002: 173). As I will argue, the engagers strive to press certain organising discipline 
onto existing ways of interacting, meshing and ordering. But what does it mean to 
order mess and render it governable? What things get turned into what? Four 
transformative practices were most prominent in my data: 

• Turning the amorphous, unknowable public… into specific, performable 
publics. The work of public-making (this chapter). 

• Turning myriad agendas, actors, interactions, spaces, materials… into 
manageable, generative assemblages. The work of scripting (Chapter 6). 

• Turning a range of voices, cacophonies, communication patterns… into 
aligned dialogue and deliberation. The work of facilitating (Chapter 7). 

• Turning multiple knowledges, utterances, documents… into workable 
translations. The work of inscribing (Chapter 8). 

Analysing politics as “a work of composition” (Latour, 2003: 159), I will argue that 
these transformative practices are critical to understand the political work of the 
engagers and the micro-politics of participation. Their analysis will illuminate the 
appeal, promise and perils of the engagers’ alchemic discipline. Councillor Barnett 
offers some clues: 

Politicians… have got to learn to make decisions based on what’s coming up 
from the local community. Now, that’s assuming that you get the community 
speaking with one voice, so… you’ve got these tensions within the community 
and that’s why people like Alison come in, they’ve got to bring these things 
together, and to try to reach some sort of compromise. That’s the biggest issue 
… how can you get people to agree to run on a particular course of action, 
because there’ll always be dissenting voices.  

The amorphous, cacophonous or “heteroglossic” (Bakhtin and Holquist, 1981) 
‘community’ must be turned into specific, monoglossic publics, which are performed 
through the scripting of processes and facilitation of meetings, and traversed by 
inscribing practices. Accordingly, assembling is more than ordering and 
disciplining ‘to bring these things together’. It entails turning mess and multivocality 
into carefully crafted assemblages susceptible of being performed as ‘speaking with 
one voice’.  



 92 

Turning some-things into something else evokes alchemy: from many elements to 
one, from common matter to noble metals. But the metaphor is only apt insofar as 
we study participation as a frontstage phenomenon, and the illusion of 
transformation through technique is maintained by black-boxing its political thrust. 
That is, although engagement work can be presented in alchemic terms –mixing the 
right elements, using appropriate techniques, managing process–, this obscures the 
political work that it takes to maintain that illusion. Chapters 5-8 zoom-in on these 
four transformative practices to explore that political work, thus offering a way of 
addressing my overall ‘How?’ question. To be sure, these practices are interweaved 
and inextricable, but they are here separated to get an analytical handle on the mesh 
of engagement work.  

5.2. The problem with ʻthe publicʼ 

This chapter20 argues that publics are not found, but made:  

…there is no such thing as a pre-existing public whose views can be 
sought or that can be engaged to participate… The public is a fiction, not 
only because the recognition of diversity and difference mean that it can 
no longer be considered to be unitary entity, but also because publics 
have to be made –summoned and mobilized as collective actors or 
formed around the emergence of issues of concern. (Newman, 2011: 320) 

Accordingly, I illustrate the work this takes by charting the craft and politics of 
public-making in Wyndland. I begin problematising the idea that engagers 
straightforwardly create forums for the ‘voice of the community’. This notion, which 
obscures the political nature of public-making, is widespread. Note how Eve, an 
engager trainee, explains the job: ‘involving the community, really getting them 

engaged… to speak their voice… and from their voice get things changed’. Armed with 
questionnaires and focus group protocols, Eve spent months chasing that ‘voice’, 
and puzzling over the difficulty of aligning and marshalling voices ‘to get things 
changed’. Apparently, her Community Education studies included no warning that 
‘this would be so political’. In her view, public engagement should be simply about 
gathering ‘service users views’ from which to ‘realistically’ select those amenable to 

1                                             

20 I am indebted to the Publics Research team at the Open University. Their publications, seminars and 
occasional conversations were invaluable. See www.open.ac.uk/ccig/programmes/publics [Accessed 
13 May 2013] 
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solutions –nothing to do with politics. Some Council managers also presented 
listening to ‘the voice’ of the community as unproblematic: ‘Community Planning 
Officers really are a conduit… myself included… being an ear… and communicating the 
voice of the wider community into the sort of processes and functions of… the government’. 

I gathered countless similar references assuming that there is such thing as ‘the 
community’ or ‘the public’, which can be made to speak its voice. This black-boxes the 
transformative practices by agents who work to turn the ethereal community into 
performative publics, where voices collude, collide, coalesce, or are displaced, 
engulfed, or organised into oblivion. Nonetheless, invoking and acting on behalf of 
‘the voice of the community’ remain ubiquitous political speech acts in Wyndland and 
beyond. The engagers know this: public-making is as much about assembling 
publics, as about making claims about them. At an engagers’ network meeting, 
Nicola explained: ‘many say, well, the community says this, and I go, what community?’ 
Similarly, engager Ronda reflected on the relationship between assembling and 
claim making: ‘people stories make up the tapestry and if you pull those stories together… 
you then can influence anything… but that’s the difficult part, it’s pulling those things 
together and pulling the right voices together’. 

Experienced engagers are thus under no illusion regarding the political nature of 
public-making. Others, however, seem to reflect what Newman and Clarke (2009: 
182) call “a static politics that assumes that publics are already existing sociological 
entities, waiting to be spoken to or spoken for”. This implies, they continue, “a 
singular and reflective voice –rather than a heteroglossic, and potentially conflicted, 
view of potential or emergent publics”. Furthermore, this obscures “the political 
work of imaging potential ‘we’s’ and finding ways of inviting or recruiting them 
into collective, public, action”.  

During fieldwork, I started to think of publics as contingent assemblages brought 
into being through participatory processes that entangle official and public spheres. 
The engagers are chiefly concerned with public-making, although they don’t use 
this terminology. Usually, they refer to communities, partnerships, groups, forums, 
committees, stakeholders, residents or the public. I use the language game of 
publics and public-making for various reasons. Firstly, it highlights the constructed 
nature of the assemblages performed by the engagers, helping to analyse the work 
of assembling. Secondly, it succinctly encompasses the diverse constituencies 
assembled, and the variety of formats used. Thirdly, it marks a distinction from 
community work and social capital –although they are related (e.g. De Souza 
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Briggs, 2008). Furthermore, “community” is conceptually problematic (Schofield, 
2002; Shaw, 2008), and can obscure the variety of people entangled in these 
assemblages. Finally, these assemblages are invoked and performed as publics in 
policy processes. That is, they are purported to say things, do things and be things 
in aggregate fashion –i.e. decision-makers didn’t say: ‘this committee, alongside that 
partnership, plus these residents suggest…’ They proclaimed: ‘the public wants’, ‘the 
community is keen on’, ‘this is what comes from the public’. 

I will therefore argue that publics are not pre-exiting entities awaiting the engager’s 
call. They must be constructed: summoned, convened and performed (Barnett, 2008; 
Mahony et al., 2010). I will first introduce the public-making literature, and then 
illustrate assembling work through exemplars. Finally, I will analyse the contested 
politics of public-making, and reflect on the political work involved in this 
transformative practice. 

5.2.1. Publics and their officers 

Dewey (1927) famously questioned the notion of  ‘the general public’, exploring the 
varied, mediated and contingent nature of publics. He thought of the “amorphous 
and unarticulated” (p. 131), “shadowy and formless” public (p. 142) as a convenient 
abstraction invoked for the purposes of established political forces and structures: 

There is too much public, a public too diffused and scattered and too 
intricate in composition. And there are too many publics, for conjoint 
actions which have direct, serious and enduring consequences are 
multitudinous beyond comparison, and each one of them crosses the 
others and generates its own group of persons especially affected with 
little to hold these different publics together in an integrated whole. (p. 
137) 

For Dewey, the general public is a potentially paralysing fiction. Only when publics 
are assembled around specific issues, and embodied locally, they can become 
democratic agents: “We lie… in the lap of an immense intelligence. But that 
intelligence is dormant and its communications are broken, inarticulate and faint 
until it possesses the local community as its medium” (Dewey, 1927: 219). 
Recognising the multiplicity of publics, their assembled condition, and their issue-
based nature were pioneering contributions. The premise “no issue, no public” 
(Marres, 2007), as I will show, is warranted in the engagers’ world –as they 
struggled to make publics around officially mandated non-issues.  
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Public-making has recently attracted analysis in politics, policy and cultural studies 
(Warner, 2002; Barnes et al., 2003; Barnett, 2008; Newman and Clarke, 2009; Mahony 
et al., 2010), as well as science and technology studies (Latour, 2003; Lezaun and 
Soneryd, 2007; Michael, 2009; Felt and Fochler, 2010). They share Calhoun’s (1997: 
84, 100) understanding of the public sphere as a sphere of multiple, intersecting and 
heterogeneous publics, distinguishing, as Dewey, between the public and a public. 
Warner (2002: 65) defines the former as “a kind of social totality” that conveys a 
general sense of the people organised as the nation, the state, the city, the town... 
Then he offers two conceptualisations of “a public”, from which the following is 
most relevant here: 

… a concrete audience… witnessing itself in visible space, as with a 
theatrical public. Such a public also has a sense of totality, bounded by 
the event or by the shared physical space… assembled in common 
visibility and common action. (Warner, 2002: 66) 

For Warner, “publicness” is “this space of coming together that discloses itself in 
interaction” (2002: 122), and publics come into being “by virtue of being addressed” 
(p. 67). Consequently, Barnett (2008: 410-411) argues that publics “make their 
appearance through the force of convening, that is, through a set of relationships 
between addressing and responding”. For Barnett, convening, by calling out to elicit 
response, defines public-making, highlighting that publics “appear through 
representative acts” –that is, “being spoken for or being spoken to” (p. 411). Claim 
making is thus essential to public-making work, and to how publics “are constituted 
in part through the mediums of their representation (p. 406): 

People speak about what ‘the public’ thinks, feels, and favours…  
[referring] to the results of elections, or statistical surveys, or opinion 
polls. These technical mediums are the ways in which the voice of the 
public is often expressed. For example, we might think of a public as 
something that is made through mediums like public consultation 
procedures… or public opinion polls … One might even say that publics 
are ‘assembled’… put together through various combinations of devices, 
procedures, things, and mediums… (Barnett, 2008: 404) 

Dewey insisted on the ‘medium’ and so did Derrida, asserting that, without it, 
publics cannot show sign of life (Mahony et al., 2010: 8). Attention to public-making 
mediums foregrounds the work of assembling. Publics are not only summoned and 
convened, but also “made up from the uneasy and impermanent alignments of 
discourses, spaces, institutions, ideas, technologies and objects” (Mahony et al., 
2010: 3). This highlights the “politics of mediation” to constitute publics and 
publicness (Mahony, 2008: 280-283), inviting analysis of participatory processes as 
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“political machineries” that “frame or pre-scribe particular kinds of roles and 
identities for the participating publics” (Felt and Fochler, 2010: 220).  

Convening and assembling publics, therefore, entail both discursive and material 
strategies “to forge the (sometimes disparate or conflicting) connections between the 
individuals and interests that will constitute the public” (Griffin, 2010: 121-122). 
Publics unite strangers through participation, but it takes work to “make those 
unknown strangers into a public” (Warner, 2002: 106, 75). Consequently, public-
making “requires animators” (Newman, 2011: 316) such us the engagers. Dewey 
(1927: 166) spoke about “the public and its officers”, referring to representatives and 
public servants –the bearers of traditional public-making. In contemporary 
governance, publics are “fluid and mobile” and thus “assembled at particular 
moments for particular projects” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 12). Consequently, 
public-making forums, and their officers, are becoming legion. Warren (2009: 8) 
explains that it is because of 

the policy-focused nature of governance-driven democratization that 
constituencies may come into existence in ways that are quite distinct 
from electoral democracy. In electoral democracy, ‘the people’ are those 
who live within the boundaries of a state, and they are represented 
(typically) through territorial constituencies. Governance-driven 
democratization is less bound by this logic. ‘Peoples’ are, in effect, 
brought into existence in response to issues, and often dissolve when 
issues are resolved. Constituencies are dynamic, overlapping, issue-
focused, and serial.  

Public-making work, I will argue, orbits around claim making. This is hardly 
exclusive to governance-driven public-making. If the messy, amorphous public can 
be turned into a particular public, performable as collective entity, then “speaking 
for and about it can seem straightforward, a matter of expressing its voice” 
(Mahony et al., 2010: 6). Like electoral democracy or activism, official public-making 
processes “necessarily depend on successfully pulling off” this trick (Ibid.). 
However, maintaining the illusion of that unproblematic alchemy takes work. This 
chapter explores the black box where that illusion is produced. My focus is the 
public-making process per se, rather than inferring it from already made publics –
typical in studies of participation as a frontstage phenomenon.  
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5.3. Making and performing publics 

Much of the effort, care and political know-how of the engagers goes into public-
making –a source of frustration and excitement. For Stone (1997: 27), “policy making 
is not only about solving public problems, but about how groups are formed, split, 
and re-formed to achieve public purposes”. Behind every public engagement 
process, there is public-making work, encompassing “modes, materialities, times 
and spaces through which publics are assembled as more or less open or selective” 
(Mahony et al., 2010: 164). Let me share some exemplars before illustrating the work 
of assembling. 

5.3.1 Public-making forums 

I use the expression ‘public-making forums’ to foreground the generative and un-
finalised quality of these assemblages, denoting their potential dynamism and 
porosity. Moreover, it also indicates that publics generate publics, and that engagers 
are not the only public-makers. Public-making forums are thus the crucibles where 
the work of assembling crystallises, if ever so fleetingly, before carrying on. There 
are myriad in Wyndland. Here, I introduce three official emblematic types.  

One-off consultation events 

This type is well known, as most authorities in Wyndland are subject to the ‘duty to 
consult’. Traditionally, this involved publishing documents soliciting written 
responses. Increasingly, various channels –online and face-to-face– are expected. 
Hence, Council and NHS officials often ask the engagers to help design and 
facilitate. During fieldwork, there were consultations on transport, planning, 
housing, environment, health services, community facilities and local issues. They 
comprised one-off events across the county, soliciting views from citizens 
(‘residents’, ‘service users’, ‘community members’) and representatives (political, 
organisational, and from community groups). In terms of composition, therefore, 
they were not mediated (only representatives), nor direct (only citizens), but hybrid.  

The authority always set the agenda, leaving no scope for issues beyond official 
confines. This included questions about policies (e.g. a transport strategy) or 
services (e.g. a new facility), and the purpose was ‘to listen’ to participants –which 
was sometimes inscribed, for others to listen later. Accordingly, these forums were 
designed to respond to officials’ needs and priorities, and the engagers had little 
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room for manoeuvre. The consultation parameters were set before they got 
involved, and the results were out of their hands after the events. They operated 
between two black boxes (Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Traditional one-off consultation event 

 

Events lasted around two hours, typically in the evening, at local halls, schools or 
centres. There were presentations, table and plenary discussions, and refreshment 
breaks. Hajer (2005) argues that publics become what the setting makes them, and 
thus settings have a “performative dimension”: “each practice of participation” 
constructs “its own participants” (p. 642) –i.e. some “may construct people as 
protesters”, others “may create collaborators” (p. 626). Accordingly, regarding 
“communication patterns” (Pearce, 2007), question/answer exchanges, adversarial 
debate and occasional outbursts against officials were more usual than dialogue or 
deliberation. If these entail, respectively, building understanding and relationships, 
and considering evidence, reasoning and revising preferences (Escobar, 2009, 
2011a), then the purpose and brevity of these events made it difficult to foster such 
communication patterns. There was little scope to share, and be meaningfully 
exposed to, diverse perspectives, stories and arguments.  

Accordingly, there was little expectation that these public-making forums might 
generate publics that understand themselves as collective subjects seeking 
outcomes. Instead, they generated collections of individuals where the most vocal 
expressed concerns and reactions. They were invited to ‘air views’, not to open them 
to scrutiny. Consequently, these forums entailed gathering existing views, as typical 
in traditional consultation, rather than generating informed views as sought in 
deliberative engagement (Goodin, 2008). It was more collecting than co-creating. 

Permanent deliberative forums 
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These deal with multiple issues within particular governance structures. For 
instance, representative-led Theme Groups within the Community Planning 
Partnership; the citizen-driven Health Forum (aka Public Partnership Forum / PPF), 
within the Community Health Partnership; or the Disability Forum, comprising 
‘service users and providers’. Their composition could thus be mediated, direct or 
hybrid. Here, I introduce Wyndland’s Health Forum as emblematic of NHS contexts 
(Stewart, 2012). It includes thirteeen volunteers who meet bimonthly, and a broader 
network of 90 members who receive communications. Its purpose is to summon 
publics regarding countywide policy or local issues. Participants may address any 
topic, although most work concerns official priorities. For instance, the NHS 
conducts many reviews, strategies, and service changes, which crowd the Forum’s 
agenda. They are expected to respond to consultations and send representatives to 
governance committees at various partnerships.  

This public-making forum often generated more deliberative publics than one-off 
consultations. They could summon, via the engager, officials and representatives to 
inform ongoing deliberations. They used a committee-style format for regular 
meetings, conducted by a Chair. For general meetings, and ‘away days’, the engager 
tried to ‘spice things up’ using alternative formats. All decisions were made by 
consensus –never through voting. This struck me, given their diverse backgrounds 
and political allegiances. They had built on strong common ground: loyalty to the 
NHS, and commitment to ‘improving’ it. 

Temporary deliberative forums 

These are summoned temporarily around emerging projects. Unlike the previous, 
agendas are more clearly co-produced between officials and non-officials, and they 
allow more room for engager manoeuvre. These ward forums often stem from 
broader forums –exemplifying how they generate not only publics, but also new 
public-making assemblages. It all starts with Wyndland’s North and South Local 
Forums, which cover the county. These are summoned twice a year to set policy 
agendas for each area. Let’s take the 2010 South Forum for illustrative purposes. 
This was a hybrid, summoning around 50 citizens, officials and representatives to 
deliberate on priorities for half-day. Three issues gathered most interest: a local 
environmental agenda, the ‘forgotten’ coastal area, and Arkyle’s ‘decadent’ town 
centre. Each called for new public-making forums assembled by the engagers. 
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The first materialised as a Transition Town initiative –an environmental movement 
preparing localities for a low carbon economy. Transition Towns are mushrooming 
in Scotland21 and globally (Ercan and Hendriks, 2013: 431), and the engagers 
decided to convene one –albeit they typically emerge from grassroots rather than 
official action. Composition is direct (citizens) and, although they occasionally 
involve organisational and community representatives, the engagers kept 
politicians out to preserve its ‘grassroots nature’. It has been active for two years, 
including 14 regulars and 100 interested members, and springing satellite forums on 
food, transport or energy. I consider it temporary because the engagers’ aim to kick-
start it and let it develop independently. 

The second was the Coastal Forum, a hybrid convening residents, officials and 
representatives interested in ‘revitalising’ the local waterfront. At the core, 15 
participants worked to create a ‘vision’, summoning subsequent publics around 
specific issues. Like the previous, this forum generated deliberative publics where 
decisions were consensual. Its ongoing nature gave participants the time to build 
foundations for strikingly effective deliberative capacity. 

The third, addressing town centre problems, materialised as the Arkyle Central 
Team (ACT). It summoned representatives: councillors, community councillors, 
officials, Tenants and Residents Association, cultural organisations and the Business 
Association. Occasional speakers filled gaps in expertise. One year into bimonthly 
deliberative sessions, it was decided to assemble a more diverse public through 
direct citizen participation. The engagers proposed using Planning for Real (PFR), 
popular for involving large numbers in urban policy and regeneration22. PFR is an 
artefact-based public-making tool, using a model to elicit views on local issues. 
Stories about ACT typically started mentioning children and elderly people who 
handcrafted the model (Pictures-set 2). Over 3 months, 1,000 citizens shared views 
around the model, filling in cards and questionnaires. 

 

 

1                                             

21 See www.transitionscotland.org [Accessed 3 May 2013] 

22 See www.planningforreal.org.uk [Accessed 24 April 2013] 
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Pictures-set  2. Town centre model  

 

 

The PFR process exemplifies how public-making forums summon further publics to 
fulfil their purposes. Figure 7 illustrates this sequenced public-making scheme. PRF 
results fed into ACT, which filtered, prioritised and inscribed them as proposals for 
official action and a Town Centre Strategy (see Chapter 8).  

Figure 7. Temporary public-making forums 
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There are clear contrasts between this public-making scheme and that of one-off 
consultations (Figure 6). Firstly, deliberative forums offered greater transparency 
and scrutiny than the ‘black box→publics→black box’ scheme of one-off 
consultations. Secondly, they required intensive, sustained assembling work –
sometimes years. Thirdly, they allowed for more interaction, which seemed to 
enhance participants’ deliberative capacity for learning, considering alternatives, 
challenging perspectives and building consensus. Finally, deliberative forums were 
more open to co-production, regarding agenda-setting and problem-solving, than 
one-off consultations which typically responded to official priorities. Nevertheless, 
governance-driven permanent deliberative forums –e.g. Health Forum– were often 
overwhelmed by official action, limiting their capacity to work their own agendas 
(see Chapter 8). All types coexisted and overlapped, although narratives about 
public-making evolution abounded. For instance, a senior official explained: 

when I first became a planner… [you had] a public meeting… stand at the 
top… tell people about it and answer questions… some people would be 
vociferous and most… fairly quiet. As techniques changed we began to evolve 
into the workshop technique… we’d have [engagers]… a presentation… and 
break people up into groups… which really does allow everybody to speak… so 
we get a lot of useful feedback… The [Local Forum] is a different beast 
altogether, that’s where local people are coming together for a much longer 
period of time and really trying to get to grips with particular issues. 

Table 5 summarises examples of public-making forums convened by the engagers, 
and classified by timeframe, focus (policy and geographic areas) and composition.  

Table 5. Official public-making forums in Wyndland 

 
One-off consultations 

(one issue or area) 

Temporary deliberative 
forums 

(various issues in one 
area) 

Permanent 
deliberative forums 

(various issues across 
areas) 

Mediated 
(representatives) 

• Standard 
consultations 

• Arkyle Central 
Team (ACT)  

• Theme Groups 
(Partnership) 

Direct 
(citizens) 

• Standard 
consultations 

• Planning for Real 
• Transition Town  

• Health Forum 
(PPF) 

• Youth Forum 

Hybrid 
(representatives 

and citizens) 

• Standard 
consultations 

• Community 
Budgeting 

• Transport Forum 

• Coastal Forum 
• Local Forum North 
• Local Forum South 

 

• Partnership 
Annual Forums 

• Disability Forum 
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Barnett (2008: 404) identifies three meanings of ‘public’. It can refer to “a certain 
type of collective subject” (e.g. a public), to “the object of concerted action” (e.g. a 
public issue) and to the idea that “some things are carried out in the open and are 
open to participation”. Public-making forums generate collective subjects, define 
what are public issues, and negotiate what is open to deliberation. Public-making, 
therefore, entails both generating publics and that which is of public concern. The 
forums above differed considerably on both dimensions, which highlights their 
generative qualities. Here I take cues from Law’s (2004) argument that methods 
don’t capture realities that are out there, but rather generate those realities. 
Likewise, public-making forums don’t capture publics but generate them. 

For instance, one-off consultations typically generated publics that lacked diversity 
and deliberative depth, and dealt with issues framed by authorities. Accordingly, 
publics were performed as aggregations of individual preferences, thus assuming 
that participants’ preferences are preformed and fixed, instead of articulated during 
public deliberation where views can be shared, challenged and reconsidered. Such 
forums summoned a public by saying: ‘The authority is doing something and wants 
your reactions’. Whereas deliberative forums could say: ‘Let’s explore this issue and 
decide what we might do’. These different summonings –as later illustrated– 
generated different responses and participants’ roles and interactions. This is 
consequential for potential claims about specific publics –a central dimension in 
assembling work.  

5.3.2. The work of assembling 

To say that the engagers assemble publics is to say that those particular publics 
wouldn't form a collective subject unprompted. They are convened, tied to the 
engagers’ agency. To say that they are performed, in turn, is to say that publics are 
materialised and become consequential through performances scripted by the 
engagers (Chapter 6). Furthermore, publics’ performativity also pertains to: being 
activated, symbolically imbued with agency, as collective subjects instigated to 
assume responsibilities and act (see Cruikshank, 1999); being summoned for specific 
purposes and thus turned, for instance, into policy arguments about courses of 
action, or invoked as legitimating or contesting decisions (see Fischer and Forester, 
1993; Fischer and Gottweis, 2012); being made to interact in certain ways –e.g. 
divide into groups, explore options, undertake tasks, etc (see Chapter 6). 
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Assembling, as noted earlier, begins with summoning. The engagers rarely paint on 
a blank canvas, but play within parameters set by authorities. For instance, 
Councillor Wilson explains why ACT was assembled as a deliberative hybrid 
informed by PFR: ‘I wanted to get away from something that was dominated by 
politicians… or… certain key people in the community’. Summoning often entails 
targeted invitations –one-to-one conversations, emails, bulletins, adverts. The 
engagers’ local knowledge is essential to meet two conditions similar only in 
appearance: that ‘everyone who should be involved’ attends, and that no one who 
expects an invitation is forgotten. Otherwise, a forum may not take off until 
summoning failures are addressed –or else risk illegitimacy accusations. Haunted 
by this prospect, the engagers invest considerable time following often-tacit 
summoning protocols which prescribe who should be organised in and, by default, 
out. For instance, only (political, organisational and community) representatives are 
invited to mediated forums, thus excluding non-affiliated citizens; choices of venue 
and time automatically exclude certain people. 

In deliberative projects, the engagers typically begin summoning an open Local 
Forum (50+ participants) that generates an agenda-setting public, from which 
smaller public-making forums spring. These, in turn, convene issue-focussed 
publics through methods such as PFR. The process resembles two funnels joined by 
the stem. First, the amorphous, incommensurable public is turned into a hybrid 
assemblage, which is then turned into smaller public-making forums that then 
summon larger publics for specific purposes. ‘Larger’ means different things 
depending on context. For instance, while deliberating on a Coastal Forum project a 
citizen suggested: ‘It would be good to construct something that allows us to bring 150 
people together’. This would exceed expectations in the Transition Town, whereas it 
would discredit ACT –which convened 1,000 participants. A good turnout, 
according to Alison, is whatever gives you a ‘mandate’. This depends on ‘diversity’ as 
much as ‘numbers’, and both are relative to local culture, interests, politics and 
networks. This local knowledge, developed through conversations and experience, 
is essential nurture for public-making work. The engager did not always know 
everyone interested, but she usually knew, and targeted, those without whom the 
forums would be deemed ‘illegitimate’.  

Talking numbers 

The engagers see ‘numbers’ as essential for publics to be turned into persuasive 
arguments, but recognise the limits of this approach. Lorna: ‘I know for a lot of people 
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all that counts is the numbers, but… you can have 20 participants and have a terrible event, 
and you can have 4 and have a very high quality of process’. Although they appreciate 
deliberative quality, including discursive diversity (Dryzek and Niemeyer, 2010), 
public-making is steeped in the language of ‘numbers’. Therefore, like any 
performance director, they dreaded failing to summon a public into the venue. This 
was typical in one-off consultation events. Exhausted after dismantling the 
frontstage, we often gathered and bemoaned low turnouts. Alison: ‘putting so much 
work into this consultation processes… is a waste of time and effort’. One evening there 
were 8 citizens and 8 officials. ‘How can we justify that? That’s my frustration’, 
continued Alison. All engagers criticised such events. Lorna: ‘Why do I go through all 
of this? These consultations you never get enough people to make it actually any significant 
bearing on… policy’. 

It was particularly hard to face officials who had enlisted the engagers for their 
public-making know-how. Especially when failing to convene –address followed by 
non-response– could mean a public declaration that theirs was a non-issue. As 
Newman and Clarke (2009: 61) put it, publics “are often reluctant to materialise 
when summoned, leaving the agents of government anxiously scanning the locality 
in search of the community and its usable representatives”. The engagers shared 
Dewey’s premise –no issue, no public. One-off, countywide consultations on 
seemingly abstract policy plans repeatedly failed to summon publics and fed 
cynicism about invited participation. The engagers defended deliberative forums, 
but disparaged one-off consultations. Lorna: ‘To bring a large group of people together 
around a general issue does not work. The more focused sub group type that focuses on 
specific local issues works better’. Complaining seemed futile, given the mandatory 
nature of much consultation –departments had to put plans to various publics, no 
matter how often they were returned as non-issues. The engagers suggested 
alternative public-making methods: 

Lorna: …consultations on general things… could be done setting up a [survey-
based] citizens’ panel…  

Manager: If I had it my way you wouldn't have worked for the Transport 
Strategy.  

Lorna: I am asking you to push for the formation of a citizens’ panel.  

Manager: But is that something I can do? 

Lorna: You can push for it, we can't. 
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The engagers not only questioned the public-making capacity of consultations, but 
also the publics they generated. Agendas were narrowly set, with no flexibility for 
issues that might summon publics. Furthermore, the engagers could do little to 
ensure impact, since the results went into the official back box from where the 
agenda had come. For the engagers, the problem went beyond ‘consultation fatigue’. 
It was unsurprising that publics were reluctant to materialise when offered the 
opportunity to engage with seemingly distant issues, put to consultation to fulfil 
procedural requirements, in sessions that prevented deliberation, and lacking 
apparent impact. When publics materialised, they were often considered deficient: 
lacking numbers and diversity. This, in turn, reinforced their lack of impact, thus 
nurturing a vicious circle.  

Commissioning officials took some solace from interpreting ‘disappointing numbers’ 
as an endorsement –via public indifference– of their plans and strategies. These 
were useful exercises for “market-testing policy” (Goodin, 2008: 24), helping 
officials to map reactions and problems. However, equating public ‘apathy’ with 
endorsement is problematic, for apathy is not simply a natural occurrence but must 
be actively produced (Eliasoph, 1998). Arguably, given the thin role offered to 
participants, the narrow agendas, and the black-boxed logic of consultations, they 
seem effective at generating apathetic publics –later performed as such around 
policy tables. This contrasts with longer-term, co-productive and impact-driven 
forums that the engagers would rather concentrate on. In these, they had more 
scope for assembling larger, more deliberative and diverse publics, which could be 
performed as persuasive arguments for official action. 

Crafting diversity 

For the engagers, ‘diversity’, like ‘numbers’, is context specific. Sometimes, it was 
enough to involve political, organisational and community representatives. Other 
times, they sought citizens from diverse demographics, or hybrids of both. Some 
officials liked to give public-making a technocratic tinge, but often recognised that it 
also takes political craft. Here is Wyndland’s Council Leader talking about 
assembling Local Forums: 

…literally we just said: here is your Area Profile so there are 50% men and 
50% women, 15% unemployed… go and consult… but then it’s sitting down 
with all the community groups, so you have got a list… for all these areas and 
they all get invited… 
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Area Profiles were influential public-making artefacts (see Chapter 8). They 
compiled local data from studies and consultations. The engagers prepared them, so 
before going into an area they had a sense of the ‘big picture’ regarding population 
and issues. Accordingly, they often had an image of both their expected public 
(those likely to respond) and their willed public (those who should be summoned as 
the process advances), and this guided assembling work. Here Alison shares 
reflections based on such Profiles: 

50,000 people live in Arkyle… you’ve got massive differentiation… areas 
that… in every deprivation index are way up there… Then you look at Breid… 
It’s heritage area… the houses there are worth a lot… and the people… are very 
different… why would you ever expect to get consensus or…  a sense of even 
priority? 

Another key artefact was surveys, used systematically by engagers and cherished 
by public-making forums. Surveys allowed them to invoke the absent, and even 
perform their voices during deliberation. They fulfilled the symbolic function of 
bridging a particular public with (an image of) the ‘general public’. In this manner, a 
public-making forum came to know itself: its strengths and deficits, and the broader 
echoes of its discursive repertoire. Another powerful artefact was the Easy-Read 
Document, aimed at summoning previously unperformed publics. A Community 
Budgeting officer explained: 

[Engager Lisa] and I had… conversations about getting hard-to-reach people… 
particularly young people, going where they are instead of trying to pull them 
in… Irene from Care Advocates… asked for an easy-read version of the 
Budget… and I said no there isn’t but… shall we make one? And so we did. 

A versatile artefact was the PFR model, which allowed for multi-sited, pop-up 
public-making. Each site generated a public, which we got to ‘know’ each evening 
while collating ‘views’, ‘local knowledge’ and demographics from the cards pinned 
across the model, and the questionnaires. Each public was read as an invitation to 
assemble another public. The engagers took the model to schools, libraries, town 
hall, care residences, vacant shops, churches, the Business Association, youth 
festivals… thus interweaving the loci that might embody their willed public. After 
realising they were missing people who avoid the town centre, they took the model 
to a peripheral shopping mall. When daytime sessions did not summon ‘workers’, 
they conducted evening shifts. At the town hall, they chose busy days (i.e. welfare 
and tax payments), and also prioritised sites near local GPs. I was fascinated by the 
intricacies of public-making, playing with venues, timetables and growing data, to 
assemble publics that may be persuasively performed as the public.   
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Observing how we approached potential participants, I noticed a pattern. Engagers 
and volunteers would typically float around the model approaching people who 
passed by. This took exhausting face-work, ability to read body language, and 
tenacity to ignore it. I started noticing our bias towards certain participants –
disabled, young and ethnic minority people. We would target them amidst a stream 
of pedestrians and spend considerable time helping them to engage with the model 
and complete the survey. This positive discrimination was tacit; no one had talked 
about it. But engagers had shared comments on prevalent demographics, and the 
qualities of their willed public. And that seemed enough to create a shared public-
making wavelength.  

Public-making was also subjected to deliberation. For instance, the Coastal Forum 
discussed whether to focus just on the coastline or, in a resident’s words, ‘the 
relationship between the town and the sea’. This choice had implications for subsequent 
public-making. Similarly, consider this vignette from ACT discussing a tourism 
strategy: 

Council’s Head of Economy (CHoE): …if we actually tie it to my current 
baby, the 2015 Championship… a group could be formed, including key people 
to make that happen… and I can put some of my guys in Tourism... 

Engager: And if we can have some representative from the community, from 
here 

CHoE: Well... the community here is the tourists who come and the businesses, 
so they are the ones that should be involved.  

Public-making deliberation thus frames issues and defines constituencies, allocating 
voice and influence. At an interview, the manager above explained: ‘I engage with the 
community all the time, my community is the business community’. He was notorious for 
arguing that economic policy only concerned businesses, and challenging ACT: ‘it’s 
not for you to determine what goes on the town centre, if it is a retail-led town centre it’s up 
to the individual businesses to take the lead… or by a group that they agreed’. The engagers 
dealt with this leveraging counterarguments from the forums, and through 
backstage conversations at Council HQ –striking alliances to protect their public-
making approach. Sometimes, I noticed officials’ resignation when engagers 
suggested assembling more ‘inclusive’ publics. That often meant having to invite 
‘disruptive’ voices. 

Assembling also entailed anticipating who might ‘show up’ –allies, known 
unknowns, intimate enemies– and what that meant for scripting forums. Preparing 
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the Annual Partnership Forum, for example, we studied registration lists to assess 
the emergent public’s morphology, detect missing organisations and forums, and 
target them. Then we categorised attendants, allocating ‘a mix’ of people to each 
table. Performing a diverse public was not only about demographics and 
affiliations, but also about exposing participants to various perspectives. This 
exposure seemed instrumental for transformative deliberation, since “meeting the 
other” could help break stereotypes and open opportunity windows (Escobar, 
2011a). A Health Forum member exemplified this referring to a ‘disadvantaged’ 
participant: ‘he’s been several times… an extremely thoughtful and coherent guy but you 
wouldn’t know it when he walked through the door… These people can bring an awful lot!’  

Who else should be here? 

This question was recurrent in public-making work. For instance, while reviewing 
surveys the engager would say: ‘we need more under 25s… it worries me not having 
more young families, we’ll have to do something’. Or close a meeting with: ‘Is there 
anybody really missing from this group?’ Or suggest that ‘it would do us good to have 
someone from community councils’. Some participants also argued for further 
summoning, while others resented broadening their “circle of concern” (Eliasoph, 
1998) –e.g.: 

Citizen 1: I am concerned… that there is no young people here, why is that? 

Citizen 2: [shouting] We are here to talk about us, not the youngsters! 

Engager: We put 900 leaflets through every house, a Facebook group, etc, and 
this is only the beginning… 

ACT members constantly bemoaned the absence of the Business Association (BA): 

Councillor: If we want to sell this to the Council we need to say that this is 
supported by the community, and that cannot exclude the traders, otherwise 
this is more difficult.  

Engager: I’ve been trying since last year 

Official: [tongue-in-cheek] Try harder! 

The engagers eventually organised a ‘dedicated’ event for the BA. Its absence from 
ACT was seen as a blot in an otherwise carefully assembled public (i.e. PFR). This 
gave the BA a privileged voice. They could bless or veto in two hours what had 
taken two years of deliberation. Although the engagers agreed that they ‘needed these 
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stakeholders in the process’, this preferential treatment was hard to swallow, especially 
since they couldn’t so carefully target ‘disempowered groups that we are still not 
reaching… We tend to get people who want to do something, we are not getting [those] 
who… wouldn’t come forward, they might be shy… we are not getting there because we… 
don’t have the capacity’.  

A consultant participation practitioner criticised official engagers’ focus on ‘the vocal 
minority, instead of the silent majority’, and suggested not expecting that ‘they come to 
you, but you coming to them’. It was all about ‘techniques’ for ‘reaching the silent 
majority’. Never mind that silence could be an indictment on the summoning –i.e. 
what kind of public they were invited to be. For this consultant, publics should 
nonetheless be chased into existence. The absence of the ‘silent majority’, however, 
didn’t preclude performing it, by other means, at forums. Performing absent publics 
was central to public-making work. This happened, for instance, when forums took 
directions that engagers deemed other publics would contest. Some ACT members 
supported a return to the town centre ‘golden years’ –a metaphor of localism and 
self-sufficiency. The engager doubted ‘the broader community wants’ that, and 
marshalled evidence from PFR, surveys and other sources during deliberations. 
Therefore, the engager disciplined the forums by reminding them that their public-
making functions were as important as exercising their power as constituted 
publics. Artefacts that allowed the engagers to perform absent publics often aided 
this work. They enabled them to invoke arguments that did not emerge within the 
forums, confronting participants with perspectives from absent others, thus forcing 
them to broaden their circle of concern.  

Developing and dissolving public-making forums 

Publics are “difficult to form and difficult to hold stable” (Newman and Clarke, 
2009: 61). The engagers work intensively developing ongoing forums. They seek to 
‘gel the group’, forge ‘an identity’, ‘build trust’, and ‘create a sense of ownership’ about 
processes. They recognise that each forum has its own pace, dynamics and 
priorities. For instance, Lorna says about Transition Town participants: ‘they’ll dig, 
and come along to grow stuff, but we’re not there yet for the rest’ –i.e. addressing policy 
issues. In developmental work, rhetorical ability is crucial. Consider this 
intervention by Alison at the Coastal Forum: 

We could decide to do whatever we want. We are here to decide what we want 
to do. Of course, if we want to change places, move things, etc, we need to get 
the backing of the Council. But if we decide to do something we can look for 
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grants or pockets of money… so that we can do things. We don't want to just 
sit and talk, as we have said before already. And once we get some things going 
other people may join us, once they see we are doing things.  

Note the reiteration of the identity-blurring/building ‘we’, the action-oriented ‘do’ 
and the empowering ‘decide’. This motivational, group-binding speech often spurred 
lively exchanges and follow-up actions.  

Disassembling forums was often unproblematic. Once their remit was fulfilled, the 
engager’s job was ‘managing the transition’. Sometimes, however, dissolution was 
forced. I came across five such cases, two taking place during fieldwork. In all cases, 
the forums had become something different from what the authorities intended, 
and thus were shut down. Let me introduce two examples, both permanent forums 
within Council and NHS governance structures, respectively.  

The first, a Users Forum, convened citizens and officials to discuss services. After 
some years, the Forum was accused of being ‘too activist’ and involving only ‘usual 
suspects’. Therefore, to strengthen their arguments, those citizens –supported by 
participation practitioner Ronda– developed public-making through action 
research, surveys and public meetings to mobilise their peers. Service managers 
became uncomfortable with this increased ‘activism’, according to Ronda. They 
ordered a review that ignored all public-making efforts and dismissed the Forum as 
‘unrepresentative’. It is currently posed to lose funding, and Ronda her job. This is a 
stark reminder of the political nature of public-making work.  It also highlights that 
officially invited participation cannot only generate co-option (Goodin, 2008: 34), 
but also mobilisation and struggle (Barnes et al., 2007; Baiocchi, 2005).  

Latour (2003: 149) argues that there is “no group without (re)grouping, no 
regrouping without mobilizing talk”, and for “each aggregate to be shaped and 
reshaped, a particular, appropriate dose of politics is needed”. The engagers 
dreaded such “deceitful, painstaking processes of re-composition, re-summoning 
and re-mobilization” (Latour, 2003: 161). Another example of unilateral dissolution 
concerned the Health Forum (PPF), shut down by the Community Health 
Partnership (CHP) and re-assembled when my shadowed engager was hired. 
During fieldwork, a neighbouring PPF was undergoing something similar so I 
followed it. An NHS manager summarised the problem: ‘there are people who have 
individual points of view and sometimes they can engineer those to be the Forum point of 
view’. This was echoed by NHS engagers and re-assembled members, like the 
Chairperson (a citizen):  
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A group… became involved… whose agenda was not the same as the CHP’s… 
very strong-willed individuals who wanted to control what was going on… 
getting the CHP to do stuff which wasn’t necessarily related to public 
involvement… and the relationship between PPF and CHP got worse… it 
became abusive, members of the public and NHS people… verbally abused quite 
badly… CHP with the support of other agencies… closed PPF down. There was 
then a working party set up to decide how to recreate PPF…  

I think it was the right thing to do… there is a tension between an organisation 
like PPF having an independent voice and not… going native, so it just does 
what the service wants, and aligning with the service enough so that you can 
actually make progress, you know, there is no point in going off at right 
angles… 

Meetings were unproductive… shouting matches… a small core of people who 
were basically not aligned with the CHP… Now is rather different. It was set 
up very carefully in that people… come as representatives… so people … can’t 
walk through the door and say: I am here to be me! People can still come and sit 
but they are not… part of the official committee.  

Wyndland’s re-assembled Health Forum kept its citizen-led nature. The engager 
disliked the solution at the neighbouring PPF: ‘there had to be delegates from certain 
organisations… and I don’t personally agree with that, and the CHP appointing the chairs, I 
think that’s too controlling’. Consequently, she invested work in backstage 
preparations (e.g. chatting, recruiting, mediating) and frontstage facilitation (e.g. 
consensus-building) to discipline the new Forum into collaborative dynamics (see 
Chapter 7). Learning from previous ‘fiascos’ noticeably shaped the work of 
assembling. One could trace characteristics of current forums (e.g. membership, 
interaction rules) to past problems buried in the soil beneath the tales the engagers 
shared.  

5.4. The politics of public-making: legitimate and contested publics 

So far, I have illustrated forum exemplars and the work of assembling publics. Here, 
I address the contested nature of this practice. Public-making is, above all, a claim 
making process (cf. Saward, 2006), and where there are claims, there are 
counterclaims, and where there are publics, there are “counter-publics” (Warner, 
2002). Officials, representatives and citizens often argued over public-making, and 
publics were simultaneously hailed as guiding beacons or public-making failures –
with resources allocated or pulled accordingly. Therefore, the engagers were at the 
storm’s eye, which weighed on their assembling work –a quest for ‘legitimate’ 
publics. These were typical comments backstage: 
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We need something that seems even remotely representative and legitimate… 
somehow representative and somehow legitimate so that we can actually get the 
Local Plan approved with some legitimacy.  

The thing that can always get thrown back at this is ‘how representative are 
you?’… What sort of mandate do you have for this?  

When assembling, the engagers strived to address well-known public-making 
challenges –diversity, inclusion, representation (Barnes et al., 2003). However, these 
were context-dependent and subservient to performing ‘legitimate’ publics. They 
deemed a public legitimate when it could be performed –invoked, presented, 
argued for– as such. The criteria were specific to each site’s ecology of participation 
(see Chapter 9). In some places, it was expected that officially recognised (political, 
organisational and community) representatives would populate the forums. In 
others, citizens expected unmediated engagement. A legitimate public, for the 
engager, was thus –rather pragmatically– one that worked. That meant one that saw 
a process through, eliciting “belief in legitimacy” (Weber, 1968), and warranting 
claims over resources and courses of action. Consequently, the engagers could 
rarely anticipate what a legitimate public might look like –they worked that out 
while assembling forums. Let’s see an example. 

The engagers routinely shared ACT’s story in official and civic spaces. Arguing a 
public’s legitimacy was, of course, part of the work of making a public legitimate. 
This argumentative side of public-making always focussed on frontstage narratives, 
erasing backstage political work. For instance, here is an engager telling the story: 
‘This group recognised that they could not speak on behalf of the whole community so they 
wanted to engage the wider community so we had a Planning for Real process’. Actually, 
some ACT members (i.e. community councillors) argued that they knew what 
Arkyle needed and rejected further public-making. The engager disagreed: 

…the vast majority of them never go out and get information, and when they do 
it’s rarely in a systematic way or open way or inclusive way… But they 
genuinely believe that they know what their community wants, and often find it 
very threatening when others are coming in...  

…they are going: ‘but wait a minute, why do we need to do the community 
engagement part? We know already what people want’, and it’s like… you do 
know lots of things… but… there is a whole big section of the population… that 
I know you don’t engage with. And I know that they have different views than 
you, and I know that for legitimacy… we need to talk to them, and I know they 
are going to come up with some different stuff… 
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…and this is one of the battles we are having over the town centre again, and 
this Planning for Real project, which has been stalled ridiculously, I’m really 
pissed off about that, but it will happen…  

The engagers, rather than ACT, pushed for PFR. Their local and political 
knowledge, and ongoing inquiries, informed the judgement that ACT could be 
dismissed as elitist and unrepresentative –‘the usual suspects’. Using PFR, ACT could 
be performed as a deliberative forum that, recognising its limitations, had 
developed ambitious public-making work. When some representatives ‘stalled’ the 
PFR project, the engagers worked backstage gathering support and reassuring 
critics. Eventually, they used PFR results to broaden perspectives during ACT 
deliberations. They therefore disciplined this public to become a public-making 
forum, instead of accepting its claims to representing ‘the public’. Using PFR, the 
engagers generated –for forum members– a public to represent, thus crafting a 
stronger ‘legitimacy’ narrative for the process –one that might yield the £2 million 
promised by ruling councillors. 

5.4.1. Illegitimate publics 

Forums could be deemed illegitimate for numerous reasons. For instance, a 
community councillor argued that ‘the danger is if you get a small nucleus of people’. 
Officials spoke of ‘the middle classes and their sharp elbows’, and how they dominated 
forums. Other officials questioned representative claims:  

…in tenants and residents groups you occasionally get someone who say: ‘this 
is what we want to happen, this is what I want to happen, sorry, WE want to 
happen’… and you have to be very careful that is not one individual who is just 
using it… and it doesn’t reflect the views of anyone else. 

Some citizens shared similar sentiments. Below are comments from a survey during 
a process to build a community centre. This included a public-making forum 
accused of being populated by  

Money grabbing ‘community’ people who [run things] for the benefit of 
themselves and no one else. 

Anything to do with cash and the greedy will come out… Cancel the project 
and save money… there is no community just individuals out for themselves. 

This would typically flag up questions in the engagers’ public-making mind, 
inciting subsequent moves in legitimacy work. Engulfing such a ‘nucleus’ within 
broader public-making forums was essential. The pressure was enormous, 
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particularly from opposition politicians who distrusted some forums. Councillor 
Ferguson: 

If… any community came to me for a project that would have the backing of 
everybody in the community, not just a band that is on a committee… and 
make their mouth go and… the biggest mouth gets the biggest amount of 
money… That kind of scares me because then it is… twenty people… around 
that table who want to spend the Council’s money… and if they happen to have 
a big mouth like me… they will get other people to back them.  

Ironically, minutes later, the Councillor talked passionately about spending £40,000 
on a statue that nobody seemed to want, and he pledged to make it happen. Attacks 
were more measured from opposition councillors who participated in forums and 
witnessed ongoing public-making. Nonetheless, similar critiques discredited years 
of work by Wyndland North forums, where community councillors –who declined 
participation– felt excluded. Sometimes, these critiques forced closing or re-
assembling. This was typical in electoral periods. For a decade, incoming 
governments had typically overridden forums convened by outgoing Cabinets. The 
2012 post-electoral scenario was no exception. Councillor Ferguson, now in power, 
immediately endeavoured to scrutinise ongoing forums. Let me share a vignette. It’s 
9.40 pm, after an ACT meeting. Ferguson approaches us at the parking, seemingly 
agitated, and interrogates Alison about the Coastal Forum:  

Ferguson: I need to know what’s been thought, what’s been planned, who is 
there and what’s all of this about. There is people very worried, hearing that 
there are plans drawn for the area.  

Alison: …we started to consider future improvements, and got some ideas from 
a landscape consultant... But it’s not a plan, it’s just some landscaping 
drawings.  

Ferguson: Changes to that part… will be done over my dead body! I want to 
see everything that has been spoken and planned about it! …  People is worried 
about what’s going on with this group!  

Alison reassured him that she is working to assemble a legitimate public and that 
councillors will be central in deliberations. Then she joked about our clandestine 
appearance, shouting and whispering between cars: ‘so much for the separation of 
councillors and officials’. Ferguson laughed, getting into his car: ‘we are gonnae get on 
well’. In a few conversational strokes, the engager had begun to forge a relationship 
with the incoming Cabinet, now that other allies were voted into opposition. The 
engagers sought alliances across the board, otherwise ‘legitimate’ public-making 
would be impossible. Nonetheless, they knew this was a world of problematic 
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friends and intimate foes. The day after, Alison tried to find out which critics ‘had 
the Councillor’s ear’, and planned public-making work for the Coastal Forum. Only 
demonstrating ‘a sort of a mandate’, and enrolling ruling councillors, could give the 
forums a chance of post-electoral survival. Not even ACT –after years deliberating, 
cross-party engagement, and 1,000 PFR participants– was safe when I left. Now, 
over a year later, after backstage and frontstage work (the argumentative phase of 
public-making), the engagers believe the £2 million may materialise. 

In the NHS context, the Health Forum lived in a legitimacy limbo –deemed 
legitimate or not depending on official needs. NHS engagers often insisted that 
participants ‘don’t represent their population’ because they are ‘middle class of a certain 
age, very vocal, articulate activists’. Their coordinator explained:  

…one of our faults is that it’s sometimes safer… easier to bring in the people 
you know, the articulate [‘safe for us’ interjects another engager] yes, and part 
of our role is to challenge that stuff and say yes they bring some value but it’s 
up to us to say to staff that we must reach beyond them. The NHS has a 
tendency to hold on to what is familiar rather than question it. 

The Health Forum legitimacy limbo was sustained by its problematic function. 
Participants were there to ‘represent the public’, but also to do public-making work to 
substantiate those representations: 

Member 1: In theory we are a crossover point between the Health Service and 
the public… we feed Health Service information to the public… and carry 
information back... Having said that, it doesn't work terribly well.  

Member 2: Getting the views of the public, Joe Public, the people who aren't 
involved in specific groups with specific issues… is quite a problem. 

Member 3: Sometimes people think we represent vast numbers of people and 
we don't. 

Member 4: We are the usual suspects… natural volunteers, and there aren't 
many of us…  

Their public events suffered problems explored earlier regarding one-off 
consultations: 

Member 4: I don’t think that anybody appeared from the local populus, there 
was two ladies who are employed by the Health Service… and I was very 
impressed with them… but… they are part of the system. 
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NHS engager: …two things happen: either nobody is interested… [or] it’s just 
the same … old usual suspects 

The recurrence of the ‘usual suspects’ trope was striking across Wyndland. In 
conversations with engagers, we noticed the irony of ‘punishing’ those active and 
engaged, while trying to activate and engage others. The ‘usual suspects’ were a 
curse and a blessing. Saying that ‘the usual suspects attended’ highlighted public-
making failure. Yet, when they didn’t come, processes could be jeopardised.  

Health Forum members wanted others involved, but struggled to summon them. 
Occasionally they included a ‘controversial’ issue on the agenda. Once this backfired, 
getting criticism for using that issue to attract people who were disappointed when 
most time went to other priorities. Perhaps it was unsurprising that few considered 
membership, given the kind of public they were invited to be: one that works hard 
keeping abreast of myriad NHS documents and developments, lacking support for 
broader public-making and clarity about impact. In contrast, in Council forums, 
although some outcomes took years, there were ongoing visible actions by officials 
(e.g. landscaping, traffic signs). That immediacy was lacking in the NHS context, 
which resembled the black box→publics→black box diagram of one-off 
consultations. 

As noted, NHS publics seemed harder to assemble because the engager convened 
the Forum, but participants had to engage beyond. Therefore, depending on 
Community Health Partnership priorities, two things could happen. Sometimes, 
having a Forum delegate at governance committees was enough to claim ‘the public’ 
was represented. NHS engager: ‘you have this nice wee safe group of people that you can 
bring on board, institutionalise… tell them what you want to tell them, and therefore you 
have consulted the public’. On the other hand, when the Forum didn’t align with the 
Partnership, it could be dismissed as unrepresentative, or summarily shut down. A 
citizen posited: ‘the NHS is a very paternalistic organisation, and there is an attitude of we 
are the professionals who are paid to do this, who are this people in the PPF?’ This 
ambivalence is not new in NHS governance (e.g. Harrison and Mort, 1998). 

NHS engagers seemed more limited than Council counterparts regarding political 
work towards legitimate public-making. Lacking time, resources, and leeway for 
manoeuvre within governance structures, they sometimes felt as constrained 
administrators rather than public-makers. Stewart’s (2012: 161) study of another 
PPF echoes this feeling, analysing NHS public involvement not only as bottom-up 
participation, but as a practice of government carried out by “puzzled facilitators 
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muddling through”. Of course, Council forums can also be seen in governmentality 
terms, as arrangements seeking to produce self-regulating subjects (Rose, 1999; 
Cruikshank, 1999; Miller and Rose, 2008). However, from the engager perspective, 
these allowed for more politics –alliances, contestations, strategies– than NHS 
forums –which often sought to eradicate contestation and prioritise official agendas. 
This shaped how engagers could go about public-making. 

5.4.2. Legitimate publics 

The engagers sometimes face a vicious circle: publics are not given decision-making 
power because they are deemed unrepresentative, and public-making forums 
struggle to summon because they can seem tokenistic. Breaking that circle takes 
careful assembling work. Alison: ‘a process has to meet certain milestones… to be 
legitimate it has to have had a broad consultation, and has to have made sure that we’ve hit 
all the different groups’. Step by step, the work of assembling seeks to produce a 
narrative of persuasive milestones in public construction –until the public can be 
performed as an argument that can’t be refuted; or that’s the intention. In this way, 
public-making becomes a way of earning decision-making power. Two months into 
the Glenness Forum –where after years of acrimony, community factions came 
together– the engager explained to participants:  ‘Despite what happened in the past, if 
we do this process properly we’ll have a very strong case and it will be hard to dismiss the 
process’. Similarly, when Coastal Forum participants asked ‘when does this group get 
some teeth?’ or criticised meetings as ‘talking shops’, the engager argued:     

… too many people leap to 'we need money before we can do it!' But actually 
we need to know what we wanna do before we get money, and I know there is 
no point trying to get money now… we don't have the evidence of community 
support. 

The accepted wisdom is that a forum’s decision-making power is decided at 
conception, when its purpose and remit should be clearly stipulated. This is 
standard in scholarly accounts (e.g. Bryson et al., 2013) and training like the course I 
undertook (IAP2, 2006). Accordingly, a participatory process is genuine or 
tokenistic from the outset. However, my data persuasively qualifies this belief, 
suggesting that decision-making power can be earned through ongoing negotiations 
in which public-making claims are critical. In this light, invited participation may 
start as a symbolic exercise but generate publics that earn decision-making; or 
perhaps start as a substantial process that fails to summon a legitimate public and is 
rendered tokenistic. This foregrounds the importance of skilled public-making.  
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As seen earlier, numbers and composition are central here. Numbers ‘legitimacy’ was 
relative, and engagers operated under local rules of thumb –in the Glennes Forum 
Lorna aimed for 300 questionnaires because 25% of households would give the 
forum ‘a sort of mandate’. Legitimacy of composition was also contextual. Post-
elections, the engager explained the Coastal Forum situation as ‘favourable’ 
compared to others, given its ‘diversity’ and composition by individuals ‘without any 
problematic affiliation’. That typically meant that no single group dominated –i.e. 
politicians. Elsewhere, however, it also meant excluding or neutralising activists –
i.e. Users Forum; neighbouring PPF. This illustrates how authorities may recruit 
“ordinary citizens”, rather than activists, hoping to de-politicise engagement 
(Clarke, 2010). However, Wyndland’s engagers could seldom afford to exclude 
‘problematic’ participants without jeopardising legitimacy. In post-electoral time, 
forums deemed one-sided were at risk, whereas those with diverse participants, and 
cross-party presence, stood a better argumentative chance.   

At some point, therefore, a public is turned into an argument –a proposal, a 
strategy, a refusal, an approval… This is critical to public-making as transformative 
practice. When the engager assembles a public, she assembles a narrative, and the 
narration of that public becomes a policy argument. Public-making, therefore, 
impinges not only on the shape publics take, but also on how they can be spoken 
about and what can be said in their name. Here is a Council official involved in 
ACT, and instrumental to bringing the £2 million: 

Planning for Real… is extremely useful, Alison’s report shows that 1,000 
people engaged… more than we’d ever receive… doing a consultation… we’d be 
lucky to get 100 responses… 1,000 is considerably more useful and it’s 
something that we can definitely take forward… incorporated into the Town 
Centre Strategy and so ultimately implemented… Then if somebody wishes to 
object… and says: ‘oh I want the status quo outside my shop… and I want 
people to be able to park right outside my shop’, but … if… 60% or 70% of 
people that responded… said that they wanted less places to park… then… the 
weight of that public opinion must count.  

Legitimate public-making also entails creating narratives about representation (who 
is involved, why) and public interest (who else should be involved or spoken for). 
Barnes et al. (2003: 387) note that, in official forums, there is often ambiguity and 
confusion about legitimacy and representation. This foregrounds the political work 
of assembling, and “the selectivity applied by both officials and citizens in 
constituting legitimate membership” (Barnes et al., 2003: 397-398). As Councillor 
Barnett explains: ‘devolving decisions down… is problematic… because you will get the 
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tensions… why is she involved?… why is he… the chairman?… other people get resentful… 
it’s always him… what about all the rest of us who have a view?’ 

This illustrates how “competing concepts of legitimate membership are constructed 
through negotiations” (Barnes et al., 2003: 383), where various understandings can 
be at play. These may include considerations about demographic, constituency-
based or discursive representation. The first foregrounds including a cross-section 
of the population (e.g. Smith, 2009: Ch. 3). The second involves those claiming to 
represent a constituency, reflecting perspectives that “have been distilled from 
contact and discussion with a broader range of people” (Barnes et al., 2003: 383). The 
third, refers to the presence of a range of discourses (Dryzek and Niemeyer, 2010). 
Nevertheless, static concepts of representation can overlook the role of deliberative 
forums as “sites in which identity is constituted and mobilized rather than as sites 
in which participants with fixed identities engage in dialogue (Squires 1998)” 
(Barnes et al., 2003: 383).  

Accordingly, to analyse public-making, it helps to understand representation 
through its core practice: “the representative claim” (Saward, 2006). Saward departs 
from Pitkin (1967), and institutional notions of representation, and stresses 
representation’s “dynamic, claim-based character, its performative aspects” 
(Saward, 2006: 298-299):  

…seeing representation in terms of claims to be representative by a 
variety of political actors, rather than… seeing it as an achieved, or 
potentially achievable, state of affairs… We need to move away from the 
idea that representation is first and foremost a given… rather than a 
precarious and curious sort of claim about a dynamic relationship.  

Attention to the performative dimension of representation illuminates the work of 
public-making carried out by forum participants: 

…the represented is never just given, unambiguous, transparent. A 
representative –or someone making a representative claim– has 
necessarily to be creative. He or she has to mould, shape, and in one 
sense create that which is to be represented. (Saward, 2006: 310) 

From this perspective, representation does not exist, “what exists are claims and 
their receptions” (Saward, 2006: 306). By the same token, there are no publics, but 
public-making and its representations. Therefore, public-making, as “political life”, 
entails “myriad, competing, multi-layered and diverse representative claims 
(Saward, 2006: 310).  
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In Wyndland, those officially considered representative sometimes doubted they 
could be. For instance, the Partnership Board third sector representative explained: 
‘we try and take the views of those different sectors into account when we are making 
representations and being part of the discursive forums, but… I am not representative of the 
voluntary sector’. Interestingly, participants that were deemed unrepresentative 
(‘representing themselves’) often seemed keener on broader public-making –i.e. 
Coastal Forum, Health Forum. In contrast, officially representative forums like ACT 
had to be cajoled into public-making. In all cases, the engagers invited (or subtly 
forced) participants to be not only representatives, but also public-makers –thus 
recasting representation as an incitation to elicit “an inclusive sample of interests, 
values, views and opinions of those potentially affected” (Warren, 2009: 10). Ideally, 
as Dewey (1927: 35) put it, “this public is organized and made effective by means of 
representatives who as guardians… care for its special interests”. This includes 
politicians, officials, organisational spokespersons, interest groups and non-
affiliated citizens. When assembled into a public, the engagers work to persuade 
them that they are not ‘the public’, but ‘a public’ that must substantiate its claims 
through public-making work. 

Therefore, when thinking about ‘legitimacy’ (see Nedlund, 2012: 29-47), it is crucial 
to understand the political work involved in knitting the cloth of its narrative. 
Legitimacy is, in the context of public-making, a fragile and fleeting 
accomplishment, and the engagers’ focus remains on the process of accomplishing. 
For they know that even years after its dissolution, a public can be accused of 
illegitimacy. Legitimacy is thus seldom a final accomplishment, but a claim making 
process that requires maintenance –publics must still be performed as such when 
they no longer exist.  

5.4.3. Publics taking over publics 

Public-making work can “disrupt what have in the past been considered legitimate 
forms of public and public action” (Newman, 2011: 316). Assembling new publics 
often entails re-assembling, displacing or engulfing existing publics. Negotiating 
power relationships and public-making claims is central to that work. Official 
forums don’t happen in a vacuum, but they erupt into established fields of 
relationships: 

The new public which is generated remains inchoate, unorganized, 
because it cannot use inherited political agencies. The latter, if elaborate 
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and well institutionalized, obstruct the organization of the new public… 
To form itself, the public has to break existing forms. This is hard 
because these forms are themselves the regular means of instituting 
change. (Dewey, 1927: 31) 

This final section illustrates the politics of publics taking over publics, using two 
examples. The first concerns the Coastal Forum, originated when Councillor Barnett 
proposed convening a public around coastal issues during the Local Forum. Alison 
recalls that he did this after 

… finding the Maritime Association so narrow-minded, difficult, painful… 
adamant that there was no need for anybody else to have any say on what 
happens in that area except them…. Then luckily … there was some genuine 
interest and engagement… But if no one had come to that first meeting…  
because that was the thing: the Maritime Association apparently had an open 
meeting and no one came, so that was the evidence that... nobody was interested 
so nobody else needed to be talked to. 

No public, no issue. ‘Luckily’ a vibrant public materialised and the Coastal Forum 
was born. Its antagonist, the Maritime Association, represented for the engagers a 
public-making failure. They criticised its members’ ‘self-interest’, allegedly 
motivated by yacht ownership, and that they ‘don’t really care about the area around 
the coast’ because they live elsewhere. Although they claimed to represent coastline 
interests, the engagers and others disputed that through public-making. They were 
not just displaced; the aim was to engulf them. Their representatives participated in 
the Coastal Forum and ongoing public-making. Steadily, they became committed 
members who agreed that ‘if it later looks like it may benefit [the Maritime 
Association]… we may win them over’.  

In Chapter 4, I illustrated the liminality of the engagers’ world, and how they felt 
‘stretched in all directions’. In her attempts to align forces, the engager travels across 
boundaries and navigates peripheries, before returning to the in-between spaces 
scripted for the coexistence of those forces. If successful at summoning, she returns 
carrying those who have been ‘engaged’. The game starts again once participants 
inhabit the forum, and space-shaping dynamics begin through rituals of 
accommodation, claims making, and soul-searching. These newcomers thus also 
start to be ‘stretched’ by their novel –weak– identities in the forum, in dialectic 
relation to their outside identities. A new game begins. Public-making continues.  

The second example concerns the most persistent conflict over public-making in 
Wyndland –confronting engagers and community councils: 



 123 

Councillor Sullivan: The Community Council… saw Local Community 
Planning as a threat, and still find it difficult to accept that they are not the 
only show in town. 

Councillor Wilson: When I talked about setting up the Local Forum… 
Community Councils were the biggest opponents… ‘Oh this is what we should 
be doing!’ And I thought, well, are you able to? I don’t think you’ve got the 
capacity. How representative are you?  

There are 1,200 Community Councils in Scotland, legislated in 1973 as an innovative 
form of grassroots democracy23. Community councillors are unpaid volunteers, 
elected to serve as representatives at community level. Individuals, rather than 
political parties, contest the elections –although in Wyndland they are often used as 
training ground for prospective Council candidates. Each community council –
Wyndland has 14– features around 6-12 members, and holds public meetings under 
strict formal procedures. Like other representative institutions (Warren, 2009; 
Hansard Society, 2012; Stoker, 2006) they suffer low voting turnout and public 
cynicism. Moreover, they are poorly funded and have no public-making capacity 
beyond formal public meetings. Often, community councillors are elected by default 
or co-opted, as many seats are uncontested, and also lack demographic diversity. 
Disputes and animosities surrounding them have spurred calls for a national Code 
of Conduct, and for them and local authorities to work collaboratively. These issues 
have been highlighted by subsequent reviews (Scottish Office, 1999: paragraphs 158-
167; Thomson et al., 2012: 23-29; Community Council Short Life Working Group, 
2012). 

In Wyndland, complaining about them was commonplace, and tales of ‘war-like 
behaviour’ by community councillors ‘slamming against officers and councillors’ 
circulated widely. Their representative claim was under siege from many fronts: 

Tenants and Residents representative: We go to their meetings and they 
don’t think we should also have a say, and then they don’t consult with their 
communities… 

1                                             

23 Scottish Government website: “Community Councils are the most local tier of statutory 
representation in Scotland. They bridge the gap between local authorities and communities, and help 
to make public bodies aware of the opinions and needs of the communities they represent.” 
www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Government/local-government/communitycouncils [Accessed 21 
April  2013] 
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Council Leader: Community Councils can be very different… some are very 
representative… and speak to people and maybe take surveys. [In others] it 
tends to be… the views of 10 people rather than the wider views of the 
community. 

Third Sector representative: Community Councils are… self-serving 
individuals. 

All engagers criticised them for claiming to be ‘the voice of the community’, and 
argued that ‘they need to be able to involve people and be scrutinised on how they engage’. 
In some places, they were enrolled –if always frailly– in public-making forums. In 
others, they kept distance and harshly criticised the engagers’ work. These very 
vocal citizens, remarkably dedicated to community service, often had links to 
politicians. This, alongside their status as official planning consultees, gave them 
influence over the fate of public-making forums –their participation or boycott were 
consequential, as the post-electoral period showed: Wyndland North forums were 
halted, whereas in the South continued. 

At participation conferences and courses throughout Scotland, community councils 
were always topical. Stories of animosity and confrontation were notorious. 
Intrigued, I attended some sessions, and was invited to speak at their national 
conference. Strangely self-conscious about facing 150 community councillors, I felt 
uneasy. My presumptions were, of course, wrong. These seemed committed citizens 
who felt unsupported by local authorities and threatened by Community Planning. 
I witnessed conciliatory attempts by people like the Chairperson of Wyndland’s 
Community Councils Association, who asked them to see engagers ‘as an 
opportunity rather than a threat’. Or their Council Liaison Officer, who defended their 
representative claim: ‘whether they have a contest or not, they are elected, they have gone 
through the democratic process… the official timetable… and it rubs with them [that]… 
other people… on committees have maybe not the same justification’. Accepting their lack 
of diversity, he argued that 

They are only as representative as that community wants to be, you cannot 
force folk… you have to have a need to work for the benefit of the community… 
be a genuine public-spirited person, really, or a megalomaniac [laughs], you get 
the odd one! Which you have got to rein in. 

Nevertheless, Wyndland community councillors recognised the limitations of their 
public-making capacity, e.g.: ‘we are lucky if we put 2,000 leaflets and get three responses 
back’. Yet, they claimed they ‘knew’ and could speak for their communities. One 
explained that he ‘always talked to people’. Another enumerated ‘high quality members’: 
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a professor, a pharmacist, a lawyer… as if to compensate in expertise for lack of 
diversity. They described achievements passionately. Talking about public-making 
forums, however, their expressivity sharpened: 

I am… sceptical about Community Planning because the people that you want 
to engage… are not elected… they are not accountable! You wanna form policy 
with people, they can pretty much say whatever they like, whereas people like us 
who have been actually elected… have been sort of sidelined… 

New forums often made them feel questioned and displaced, and I knew how the 
engagers strived to achieve that. This seemed a clash between emerging and 
established public-making practices –and their competing claims. A community 
councillor from their Wyndland North stronghold explained: 

[Community Planning] seems to be helping people to achieve their kind of 
ambitions, but… why do they need that if they have got the Community 
Council? … what worries me is that these groups… may want something, but 
does everybody else?… The thing about the Community Council is that those 
issues can be filtered through us so that what comes out at the other end… had 
all the lumps taken out [laughs], you know, a little bit pure, we are kind of 
impartial… not trying to push any kind of agenda here but all those groups will 
be… 

The forums were accused of illegitimate public-making; the Community Councils, 
of elitism and parochialism. The engagers defended public participation and called 
them ‘undemocratic’. Community councillors asserted the need for their leadership: 
‘people can’t spell democracy, never mind knowing what it means’. In this ongoing battle 
–where email attacks could keep our office talking for weeks– the scales were 
steadily tilting towards the engagers, partly because persuasive public-making was 
in good policy currency. A service manager explains:  

Our traditional vehicle was the community councils, some… were very 
proactive news-lettering, newspaper reports, posters… others were just a wee 
hurdle of people… who discuss things and made a decision and you got on with 
it. More recently though and a lot of credit goes to Alison and her team… they 
are reaching a far wider cross-section of the public. [In Arkyle] they really bent 
over backwards to… encourage people of all ages, all abilities, all ethnic 
backgrounds to take part… With the current approach I’m a lot more confident 
that when we get a request for service… it’s right for that given geographical 
area, and it probably reflects the majority of views within there, and community 
councils… of six or seven people… are not gonna represent everybody’s views, 
and people don’t want to get involved in these. 

Featuring “the largest average population per basic unit of local government in any 
developed country” (Keating, 2010: 28), some consider Scottish local democracy to 
be practically inexistent (Bort et al., 2012). Local Community Planning seems aimed 
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at narrowing the perceived distance between authorities and communities, and 
public-making work is proliferating. For the engagers, established public-making 
arrangements like community councils ‘can’t possibly fulfil that kind of role’. Lisa asks: 
‘is it not better to have something that is more mediated by officers, that helps to bring others 
on board?’ 

The engagers arrive at territories where natives have their own engagement rituals. 
They deploy new artefacts and dynamics (e.g. deliberative forums, facilitation 
techniques, surveys), and local tribes see their domains colonised by processes 
imbued with the disciplinary force of official engagement practice. For the engagers, 
traditional rituals lack capacity to build diverse and legitimate publics, and those 
representatives bring ‘partial views’ and ‘vested interests’. In contrast, the engagers 
claim to know ‘the bigger picture’ and ‘real community needs’. Their unique claim to 
expertise, their “professional jurisdiction” (Abbott, 1988), is therefore linked to their 
claimed capacity to summon, assemble and perform legitimately constructed 
publics.  

5.5. Conclusions: Public-making as political work  

This chapter illustrates how “the work of public-making is creative labour, stitching 
together new alliances and finding new ways of performing and enacting politics” 
(Newman, 2012: Loc 4495). Articulating what engagers do as public-making, rather 
than public engagement, can be analytically fruitful because it highlights agency 
and politics. It invites questions about how they summon, assemble and perform 
publics, casting them as generative agents. In contrast, ‘public engagement’ conveys 
a somewhat passive role –putting on a show, and seeing who turns up. If nobody 
responds it is because they are ‘disengaged’ or ‘apathetic’ –not because they weren’t 
adequately addressed or this was a non-issue; or there was little thought about the 
medium offered, or the kind of public they were asked to be. Public-making, rather 
than engagement, reflects better the engagers’ craft: their proactive opening of in-
between spaces, their preoccupation with the qualities of publics and their 
narratives, or their work to assemble, displace, engulf or dismantle public-making 
forums.  

If politics is a work of composition (Latour, 2003), public-making is a prime example 
of it. As illustrated above, it is “in the micro-politics of institutional engagement… 
that the public is constituted as actors” (Barnes et al., 2003: 396). Public-making 
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work “aims to allow to exist that which would not exist without it: the public as a 
temporarily defined totality. Either some means has been provided to trace a group 
into existence” and the summoning is vindicated, “or no group has been traced” 
and summoning is futile (Latour, 2003: 148).  

Analysing public-making foregrounds “the political strategies that actors employ in 
the depiction/construction of constituencies”, and alerts us to “instances where 
there is an effort to hide the constructedness of the construction”, to hide the 
performative dimension of representation “in order to mask the constituted nature 
of constituency” (Saward, 2006: 315). When the public is no longer deemed a 
naturally occurring entity, it becomes apparent that participatory methods do not 
capture but generate publics. This highlights the consequences of public-making 
choices. My data suggests a clear contrast between, for instance, one-off 
consultations and deliberative forums. The former were events dealing with issues 
that authorities must consult on, and thus responded to their priorities. Publics were 
invited to undertake unclear roles dealing with narrow agendas within formats that 
precluded deliberation. It was unsurprising that citizens didn’t flood the venues. 
Such public-making was criticised by participants and engagers.  

In contrast, temporary deliberative forums (e.g. ACT, Coastal Forum), 
complemented by participatory processes (e.g. PFR), seemed more satisfactory in 
terms of legitimate public-making. Somewhat in between were permanent 
deliberative forums encrusted in governance structures. For instance, the Health 
Forum had deliberative potential, but lacked ability to set the agenda. 
Overwhelmed by documents and one-off consultations, they struggled to develop 
public-making capacity. Incapable of summoning publics, they hung in a legitimacy 
limbo that could be easily exploited by authorities –sometimes they were ‘the public’ 
and sometimes the ‘usual suspects’.  

The engagers’ room for manoeuvre varied in each type of forum. Generally, Council 
engagers seemed less constrained than NHS counterparts regarding the political 
work they could do to assemble legitimate publics. This earned some of their 
forums more influence than I ever witnessed in NHS contexts. Given the cynicism 
surrounding invited participation, the craft of legitimate public-making appears 
essential. Otherwise, in the absence of effective public-making forums, authorities 
can easily dismiss publics and override deliberative work in the name of the 
amorphous, fictional public. Of course, even “successful assemblages are still 
contingent, vulnerable to the risk of coming apart under internal strain or the force 
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exercised by alternative attractions” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 182). Indeed, as 
shown, public-making is relentlessly contested political work. Accordingly, I have 
insisted on public-making as an argumentative, claims making, contingent 
endeavour, focussing on the performative nature of representation. This departs 
from understandings of public engagement that treat representation from “a narrow 
view of politics and of identity” that 

essentialises identity itself, inviting people to ‘stand for’ specific 
categories… without taking any account of the dynamic relationships 
between the multiple dimensions of personhood… [O]fficials 
[categorise] people into mutually exclusive groups: the ‘usual suspects’ 
versus ‘hard to reach’ groups; ‘expert citizens’ versus ‘ordinary people’; 
community’ versus ‘business’ stakeholders… [This] does not ‘reflect’ a 
pre-given public, but is constitutive of it: that is, both expert citizens and 
‘usual suspects’ are made so through their contact with public bodies. 
(Newman and Clarke, 2009: 141) 

The ‘usual suspects’ were as topical in Wynland as elsewhere (e.g. Beresford, 2013). 
This mythical, omnipresent group appeared as both a blessing and a curse. It 
seemed that authorities feared that which they invested considerable time 
producing. Through a public-making lens, this was not a case of authorities seeking 
to engage ‘the public’ and getting instead the ‘usual suspects’. Rather, they assembled 
public-making forums that generated ‘usual suspects’. Besides, I doubt the value of 
using derogatory terms to disparage active citizens. Instead, given that most citizens 
don’t participate, it seems better to recast the active as “citizen representatives” –
that is, citizens who are selected or self-selected to represent other citizens (Warren, 
2009: 10, 2008) by virtue of their local knowledge rather than their accountability to 
a constituency (Barnes et al., 2008: 4). In this way, the focus shifts from who they are 
demographically or discursively, to what they do in terms of public-making. Do 
they claim to represent based on work through public-making forums, or on other 
interests? Do they strive to assemble legitimate publics, or do they speak for the 
amorphous public based on what they think is best? A focus on public-making 
shifts attention from simply defining and enrolling officially accepted 
representatives, to the analysis of the practices that substantiate their representative 
claims. In this light, citizen representatives can be not only key voices in public-
making forums, but also public-makers in their respective realms.  

Engagers can only claim to have engaged a public, never the public. And that 
public’s legitimacy is subject to ongoing negotiation. This highlights the importance 
of analysing the micro-politics of public-making, especially in the light of policy-
driven forum proliferation (Barnes et al., 2007). In Wyndland, two proliferation 
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drivers were noticeable. Firstly, some public-makers shared aspirations to find 
participatory ways of governing the local. Secondly, the legitimation needs of 
governance-driven assemblages also fuelled proliferation. An NHS executive 
illustrates the latter: 

… you have got this plethora of groups… What we do sometimes then is 
because these groups… don’t quite do what we as managers want, we go and 
set up another group, so… we have a joint Older People Task Group, but to 
manage the Change Fund we set up the Change Fund Delivery Group, and then 
because the Older People Task Group wasn’t quite getting the political buy-in, 
we set up the Older People Board [laughs] to get the politicians involved 
[Oliver: it almost seems as if groups produce more groups] precisely and the 
Older People Task Group is sitting there thinking what have we got to do. 

As Newman and Clarke (2009: 151) argue: “Constituting the public for the purpose 
of participation may seek to make the public manageable within the bureaucratic 
and organisational contexts to which they are invited”. There is no fine line between 
“the will to empower” (Cruikshank, 1999) and the will to manage publics. All 
public-making assemblages embody, and evolve by means of, these and other 
mutually constitutive logics and dynamics.  

Transformative practices such as public-making are animated by a disciplinary 
impetus. I have illustrated how the engagers tried to discipline the many into one, 
exemplifying the “politics of mediation” embedded “in the practices by which new 
and old formations of the public are assembled through institutional, organisational, 
discursive, professional, material and technological assemblages” (Mahony et al., 
2010: 169-170). Public-making is thus a transformative practice insofar it seeks to 
turn, however imperfectly, the several into one. A Council service manager put it 
succinctly: ‘If they are all working as individuals… my job is impossible’. Without the 
work of “transubstantiation”, Latour (2003: 151-152) argues, the “several would 
remain the several and the multitude the multitude”; for “if the multitude never 
knows how to become one, there will never be a gain of representation”. Public-
making is thus, irremediably, political work: “if other means existed” to bring and 
“keep a group together, then politics would indeed be useless” (Latour, 2003: 148). 
Traditional ways of public-making (e.g. political parties, community groups, social 
movements) co-exist with, and sometimes are displaced or engulfed by, emergent 
ways of making and performing publics, including officially invited forums. This is 
a contested domain of action, and public-making work deserves attention as a 
central site of contemporary politics.  
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Chapter 6. Scripting  

Scripting participatory processes is central to the engagers’ work: they strive to 
create in-between spaces where they can foster certain dynamics by orchestrating 
people, language and artefacts within purposeful assemblages. In this chapter, I will 
first explore two levels of scripting: the realms of strategy and tactics. Then, I will 
zoom-in on scripting work through an exemplar. Finally, I will reflect on the 
political know-how that underpins scripting, and demonstrate the heuristic 
purchase of this dramaturgic approach to engagement work. If public-making is the 
craft of assembling publics, scripting is that of assembling processes and meetings. 
Both transformative practices are inextricable. As Hajer (2005: 642) argues, publics 
become what settings make them, which highlights the “performative dimension of 
policy making, showing how each practice of participation” constructs its own 
publics as well as the field for their interactions. Chapter 5 attended to the former, 
here I focus on the latter. 

The engagers share Edelman’s (1985, 1988) understanding of governance as political 
drama, and scripting is their contribution to this art. Indeed, the dramaturgic 
analogy was recurrent, and my first cues came from an experienced engager: ‘I’ve 
been doing it for a long long time, in different ways… I grew up devising theatre… and 
directing stuff’. Practice theorists have shown how human interaction is inescapably 
ordered, and that ordering arrangements constitute the site of the social (Schatzki, 
2002: 25; Law, 1994). When the engagers work on scripting they are both building 
on, and seeking to alter, what Goffman (1983) calls the “interaction order” –“a sui 
generis realm of human meaning and action, which possesses its own processes and 
constraints” (Schatzki, 2002: 4). I later illustrate how scripting seeks to create specific 
interaction orders through “prefiguration”, that is, working to channel and 
prefigure forthcoming activity “by qualifying the possible paths it can take” 
(Schatzki, 2002: 44). The concept of prefiguration rests on a Foucauldian 
understanding of power as “a way of acting upon an acting subject”, and thus “to 
govern… is to structure the possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1982: 219-
221). 

Although dramaturgic approaches are occassionally used to analyse the setting of 
participatory stages, they typically study scripts through their performance and 
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overlook scripting work (e.g. Hajer, 2005; Freeman and Peck, 2007; Felt and Fochler, 
2010). Some conceptual work by Hajer (2005: 631) is nonetheless useful:  

First, scripting refers to those efforts to create a setting by determining 
the characters in the play and to provide cues for appropriate behavior. 
Second, staging refers to the deliberate organization of an interaction… 
Third, setting is the physical situation in which the interaction takes 
place and can include the artifacts… Fourth, performance is the way in 
which the contextualized interaction itself produces social realities like 
understanding of the problem at hand, knowledge, and new power 
relationships. 

Although I draw on Hajer’s dramaturgy, I adapted it to work for my data. Because 
Hajer derives his framework from analysing frontstage performances, he overlooks 
the unifying force behind participatory arrangements –namely, scripting work. 
Accordingly, my notion of scripting is broader to also encompass the work that 
underpins staging, setting and performing. From this perspective, the engagers 
script not only character roles, but also the staging of interaction, the setting of 
layouts and artefacts, and the narratives that emerge from performances. This 
adaptation allows a dramaturgic approach that better reflects the backstage nature 
of much assembling work. Therefore, as I will show, scripting offers a fruitful 
heuristic that foregrounds agency, thus overcoming the limitations of previous 
studies that present policy dramaturgy as disembodied practice –that is, 
overlooking the agents who set the scene. Scripting, as any form of ordering, “is the 
hanging together of things, the establishment of nexuses” (Schatzki, 2002: 18). Or as 
I wrote earlier, turning myriad agendas, actors, interactions, spaces, materials… into 
manageable, generative assemblages. My focus is thus on micro-political work 
brought into dramaturgic relief by analysing the purposeful scripting that animates 
engagement practice.  

As any frontstage phenomenon, or scripted intervention that is publicly performed, 
participatory processes hinge on considerable backstage work and political know-
how. I explore these here by studying strategies and tactics. Engagers' strategies 
respond to the ecology of participation that enfolds ongoing processes, whereas 
tactics work at the level of micro-political interaction, including moves, framings, 
layouts and artefacts. During performance, tactics sometimes resemble branches of 
(their parent) strategies twisted by the immediate force of the moment. In such 
cases, tactics become visible through moves, which often result from the engagers 
being compelled to think on their feet. Mine is a variation on De Certeau’s (1988) 
distinction between strategies and tactics. He attributes the former to government 
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and the latter to individuals, but in my research they are both united in the figure of 
the engager: an insider political agent who embodies a governmental strategy, but 
enacts it in a ambivalent manner –in line with earlier arguments about boundary-
blurring (Chapter 4) and later arguments about culture change (Chapter 9). 

6.1. Scripting processes: The realm of strategy 

Eager to anticipate, define and manage frontstages, the engager strategizes 
backstage –scripting entire processes to have as much control as possible in 
situations of evolving uncertainty. Accordingly, strategies seek to give coherence to 
emerging assemblages. As Alison explains: 

it’s about pulling out the bits that… you can actually do something with… that 
you can link to the things that are coming from there, there and there… 
People’s ideas are really different and…  you’ve got to take all this people with 
you… You always lose some… but it’s about taking all these people with you… 
without overtly setting the agenda… and that’s a balance. 

That balance hinges on the symbiotic work of strategies and tactics. For instance, 
Lorna’s scripting of a particular forum included the strategy of kick-starting it with 
the intention that it would eventually become independent from the Council. A year 
into the project, Lorna was growing restless. One Monday, she sighs and says:  

On Thursday I am trying to get them to think about getting a constitution… by 
telling them casually how much they could do if they could apply for money and 
hire someone… because at the moment to be honest my approach is to hold the 
group back… because I can’t take on any more work. But I will have to be 
careful, I cannot be too pushy like ‘come on, get constituted!’ 

On Thursday, Lorna shares concerns about her tactics, hesitating whether to take to 
the meeting paperwork needed to officially constitute the group. Alison says: ‘well, 
you can have some copies just in case’. Lorna: ‘I don’t know... if they say: yes we want to 
know more about getting constituted, then I go and pull out of my bag copies... it doesn’t 
look good’. Lorna wants participants to think that getting constituted is entirely their 
initiative –the result of unscripted interaction. Alison: ‘well… you just happen to have 
some copies in the bag’. Lorna seems uncomfortable by the threat of script exposure: 
‘No, I’ll play by ear, and I’ll send it afterwards’. Hence, tactics are micro-political 
manifestations of strategies, twisted by contingency. 

Of course, other actors also contribute to scripting work. For instance, an NHS 
engagers’ coordinator explains a backstage dispute over scripting: 
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it was about the type of process… I was saying… it should be [about] the whole 
hospital… The view of the Director was: ‘No… it can be done service by 
service…’ Her view was that why would we upset some people at this point 
when it actually isn’t going to affect them for several years, some people are 
quite frail so… they may not even actually still be alive at the point that this 
sort of change happens. 

This type of calculated long-term scripting sometimes fed citizens’ complaints that, 
by the time they were summoned, decisions about changes had already been made 
and they were invited into non-negotiable scripts. 

When scripting processes, transitional moments are crucial. Towards the end of the 
Arkyle Central Team forum (ACT, Chapter 5), the engagers strived to ‘manage the 
transition’ properly. Their concern was to bring ACT to an end, and create an 
implementation group. That is, turning off one public and activating another. 
Backstage, the engagers admitted that not all the goals had been met, but insisted 
that a lot had been achieved. Nonetheless, they prepared for the adverse frontstage 
reactions of some ACT participants. They could anticipate this thanks to their 
knowledge of the actors –developed through shared experiences and stories. Alison 
explains their strategy:  

…we need to make sure the group realises what we have achieved and of course 
there will be people like [community representatives] who will say that we 
haven’t done anything… but for the next few months it is about making sure 
that what’s been done is clicked off...   

The end of ACT’s performance must be carefully scripted, and Alison wants a ‘nice 
meeting… with cakes to thank the group and bring it to a close’. But this is not just about 
bringing the curtain down; Alison: ‘the key job now is to make them understand and see 
what we have achieved’. Interestingly, achievements are not self-evident: they must be 
scripted into the end. This is the closure work of managing memory and record –
participants must be told what they know, what's worth remembering, what's 
worth forgetting. The results of their deliberative work are being translated into the 
Town Centre Strategy; policy has been made and inscribed (see Chapter 8). In the 
engager’s script, the next phase calls for a ‘monitoring group’ rather than a 
deliberative forum. Alison recites the list of characters she has in mind. Before 
finishing a performance, she is already scripting the next and its tentative casting.  

Timing is essential at the level of strategies, for instance, scripting to impose the 
engager’s metronome onto the participants’ rhythm.  This is about, as participation 
practitioner Karen put it, ‘not letting them run… before they can walk’. A premise 
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shared by Alison: ‘my objective now is to keep them... going slow’. This happened much 
to the frustration of citizens who resented what they perceived as the authority 
‘stifling’ their rhythm. Nonetheless, engagers systematically sought to buy time for 
public-making and deliberation by scripting the forums pace. In part, this was 
motivated by the intensive demands of carving up in-between spaces and their 
delicate interaction orders. As a service manager explained, the engagers are 
‘balancing between… the public and community groups… and the policy sectors, and with 
their knowledge of what communities are after and their knowledge of what the Council can 
deliver they are... the fulcrum, balancing between the two’. This can be difficult, as 
process demands (e.g. the time-consuming nature of legitimate public-making) may 
satisfy neither.  

Indeed, participants often rebelled when the engager scripted meetings following a 
‘no-agenda-today-just-catching-up’ strategy, which clashed with the forum’s ‘we-want-
action’ approach. Engagers were sometimes accused of dodging forums’ calls for 
faster progress. This conditioned scripting, as the engager had to assemble meetings 
that would allow forum progress but at the pace that the engager needed. When the 
situation was critical, the engagers sometimes chose ‘simple, uncontroversial issues’ 
and got authorities to deal with them, so that participants could see ‘quick wins’. At 
the end of his term, Councillor Wilson lamented the laboriously elongated nature of 
deliberative engagement:  

…much that I have started is now in the process of going along the road but… 
it’s not coming to completion, five years seems a long time but it’s not… by the 
time you actually thought about what you wanna do, put it in place, set things 
up… three years have gone by and these things take many years to bring to 
fruition and perhaps some of them never do. 

6.2. Scripting meetings: The realm of tactics 

The scripting of a meeting, ‘’like a film script… defines a framework of action 
together with the actors and the space in which they are supposed to act’’ (Akrich 
1992: 208 in  Felt and Fochler, 2010: 220). Assembling an interaction order seems one 
of the engager’s most powerful interventions. Once participants are gathered, the 
engager can try to entangle them by managing arrangements and the quality of 
exposure to people and ideas. Accordingly, I now zoom-in on the realm of tactics to 
map recurrent bundles in scripting work, namely: anticipating, casting, framing and 
setting. 
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Anticipating 

Scripting meetings entails anticipation and improvisation in equal measure –and the 
former informs the latter during performances. This work was observable when the 
engagers liaised amongst themselves and with other officials. They systematically 
briefed on the organisation of the encounter, the facilitation format and style, who 
might attend, the different agendas at play, who may say what and how to react. 
Scripting is thus underpinned by intensive knowledge work and political know-
how, developed over time. Councillor Sullivan reflects on this: 

…they know their communities, they know their characters, so when it comes to 
a public meeting it can be managed quite well because you know what’s gonna 
happen… who is gonna go off … If [the engagers go to somewhere new] and 
don’t know the lay of the land and you start getting abuse from people… it’s 
how you deal with that. 

I was often struck by the engager eagerness to know. Like sponges, they absorbed 
contextual cues from conversations, reports, newspapers, and systematically 
plugged into existing local networks. But, more than anything, they learned from 
experience, by acting upon an interaction order, and listening to the world talk back. 
When you co-organise a hundred encounters per year, the shared pool of 
experiential narratives becomes an invaluable repertoire for scripting –and in 
particular for tactical anticipation. For instance, Lorna explains how they try to 

…manage the people before we go to an event. If we know that there is going to 
be some voracious people… we try to split them up, we arrange tables so that 
they are not together in a pack, although sometimes they will just move tables 
and things… Otherwise, basically we plan before we go to something if we 
think that there will be… people that may be quite difficult. 

Casting 

The work of casting is about scripting characters, roles and behaviours. A 
participant might be afforded a particular speaking position depending on the 
needs of a forum. For instance, there was an NHS official who provoked mixed 
reactions when using his airtime at a Partnership Forum to criticise the ‘Thatcher 
years’ and the local ‘affluent conservatives’ who he saw as hindering equality-oriented 
policy agendas. The engagers’ community of practice systematically profiled 
characters on the basis of such incidents. They now knew that this official could be 
‘too political’, and thus he was casted when it was ‘good to have a bit of conflict’ –in 
Lisa’s words.  
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Casting councillors was particularly challenging as they didn’t always share the 
engagers’ view that ‘there is a time for politicians to be involved and there is a time for 
them to get the hell out of the way’. Sometimes, when ruling councillors were 
summoned to a forum, the engager would subtly negotiate their interventions 
beforehand, or else cast someone to counter their preponderance –i.e. a manager 
‘senior enough’ to ‘call them to order’ if ‘they throw their weight around too much’. 
Sometimes they not only scripted roles, but also literally wrote lines. While scripting 
a large Partnership Forum, I asked Lisa if the newly elected Council Leader would 
need briefing on Community Planning. She replied: ‘Well, we write what they say, 
that’s unfortunately how it works here, we always write their stuff’. Annual Partnership 
Forums were labour-intensive rituals and we started scripting half year before. They 
always featured a few speakers and thematic deliberations. Writing up lines for the 
Council Leader and the Council Chief Executive took special care. The engager 
meticulously reworked framing, phrasing and wording, revising time and again, 
and co-editing back and forth with managers and other engagers. They sought to 
plant key messages and ensure coherence both for Forum deliberation and the 
public enactment of the Partnership (see Chapter 8).  

Clearly, although the engagers could not speak at the Forum, they could speak 
through the Forum. Over time, relationships with recurrent characters enabled 
subtler scripting. For instance, at ACT, community activist Roseanne would often 
keep councillors in check: ‘is the money still there?’ The engager seemed pleased 
afterwards: ‘thank god Roseanne brought up the elephant in the room, and this time I 
didn’t even have to prime her!’ At another forum, the engager disagreed with the 
narrow frame for deliberation around a new Economic Strategy. Therefore, she 
brought various characters into the conversation –voices with discrepant 
perspectives that were often recruited through backstage whispering. 

A particularly important character was the Chairperson, often a citizen, sometimes 
casted, and often closely coached, by the engagers. Some Chairs would typically 
refer or defer to the engager during meetings, so that she could clarify or qualify, 
and provide cues on what’s next on the script. Others resented feeling handled by 
the engager, and she would have to get creative to script herself into the frontstage 
(e.g. allocating time in the agenda). In Machiavellian style, the engager would also 
counsel the Chair on ruling matters –e.g. NHS engager: ‘keep your friends close and 
your enemies closer’. The Chairperson of a neighbouring Health Forum (or PPF) offers 
a good summary of the tactical work of anticipating and casting: 
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[the engager] is extremely supportive and because we’ve rehearsed what’s 
gonna happen… she is also much more relaxed… You can identify the parts of 
the meeting that are going to be sensitive and… I’m quite Machiavellian… I 
will say what’s gonna happen beforehand and I will get all the actors involved 
following a line, I need only usually two or three people, [the engager], myself 
and probably one of the [NHS] managers, and we all know where we are going. 

Framing 

Although the engagers cannot always set the agenda of a forum, they can often play 
with its framing. This is essential to policy work (Schon and Rein, 1994) and 
scripting. Framing encounters and issues entails setting them within “a context of 
values and beliefs that call attention to some facts rather than others and delimits 
the types of actions that would be appropriate” (Zundel, 1995: 423). Let me illustrate 
with the example of a Local Forum in Wyndland’s most affluent town. Months 
before, the engagers sought a unifying theme for the Forum, which, building on 
previous encounters, addressed a neglected dimension: inequalities. While 
scripting, Alison insisted that the aim was ‘to say: we know you think Greenshire is a 
great place to live, but there is people who doesn’t have it that good’. A week before, the 
engager briefed a trainee facilitator: 

What we came up with was an event in which … the unifying vision is about 
how does everyone get a fair chance in Greenshire… Because there is a mindset 
in Greenshire amongst some people… that there are no inequalities. It’s a very 
conservative town… [So] we are saying: yes, you’re great, but… how we can 
make sure everyone benefits in the community?  

Tactical anticipation and framing are then followed by casting and setting: 

So the Equalities Officer has suggested some key people, very active, a woman 
who has done lots... and a disabled activist involved in assessing places… And 
we’ll produce… four action areas around older people, children and young 
people, spaces and facilities, and the Healthy Neighbourhood approach. Then we 
plan to have four tables, one per theme, so people can move between them, and 
make people think about what’s already there and what’s needed.  

The frame was conspicuously inscribed in the Forum title: ‘How can we make sure that 
everyone can share equally in the benefits of living in Greenshire?’ Framing is thus critical 
in crafting interaction orders. However, although we are generally aware that 
people do things with words (Austin, 1962), “we sometimes forget that settings do 
things with people too” (Hajer, 2005: 628). Indeed, a “discussion is not merely talk, 
it is an act as well. And every act takes place in a particular ‘contexture’ (Lynch, 
1991) that influences the quality of that act” (Ibid.). The concept of contexture, the 
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materiality of an interaction order, suggests that “the setting defines the act” (p. 
630). 

Setting 

Edelman (1985, 1988) argued that once we analyse politics through dramaturgy we 
can no longer overlook stage setting. The setting is political because it is scripted to 
encompass a series of “materials and material arrangements that have hierarchical 
and distributional effects” which “perform themselves through agents, through 
interactions between agents, and through devices, texts and architectures” (Law, 
1994: 25). The engagers work through a world of artefacts: banners, stickers, 
flipcharts, cards, maps, voting pads, laptops, screens, projectors, markers, bells, 
timers, software, tables, chairs, boards, catering utensils… all playing deliberate 
roles in the staging of scripts. 

At its basic level, scripting settings concerns place and space. The engagers often 
disputed inappropriate suggestions such as one town over another, or an official 
building rather than a community venue. Alison: ‘that sends a particular signal, 
probably the wrong signal’. When scripting large forums, we would use maps of the 
venue to plot the layout –from the registration area, to the posters display or the 
buffet– and chart desired interaction flows. Buildings were key artefacts. Every time 
we entered a venue, the engagers would read existing layouts and swiftly move 
things around (Pictures-set 3). During my first times, they guided me closely. Fiona: 
‘I want them to feel it’s friendly, and small table groups make people talk more, and it sets a 
more informal…’ I mirror her arrangement. Fiona: ‘yeah, that’s quite nice, isn’t it?’ By 
the end of fieldwork, we could co-arrange without a word. Setting layouts was 
tactical work based on shared assumptions derived from experiences. Here is Lisa 
reflecting on the Partnership Board:  

…it is always set up with this enormous table and the first thing I do is to take 
away some of the tables to close it up so that people are closer, and… I think 
about this kind of things, if you want people to be able to engage with each other 
they have to be close enough to see each other and meet… you know, look each 
other in the eyes… And [the Council Leader] doesn’t sit at the head… I kind of 
position him a little bit and I think he understands why now, so that it’s 
actually closer to more people… and he seems to quite like that. 
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Pictures-set  3. Setting the stage: before and after 
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The engagers talked about making layouts ‘friendly’, ‘cosy’ and ‘inclusive’, and 
scripted accordingly in search of desired feelings and interactions. Besides layout, 
they also used various participatory methods and techniques –embodied in 
artefacts– to facilitate certain communication patterns (see Chapter 7). As an 
engager explained while scripting: 

The methodology we are thinking about is to split people in pairs and use a 
traffic lights system [coloured stickers], green what works, amber needs 
improvement, red things that need changed, and having that system prevents 
that people come and use it only to complain, and also people who work in small 
groups… feel more comfortable participating.  

By anticipating, casting, framing and setting, the engagers tried to make backstage 
work as consequential as possible for frontstage performance. After careful scripting 
for a potentially controversial forum, engager Fiona was confident about our 
imprint on the interaction order: ‘the way we have got it organised I don’t think people 
will be able to do that kind of thing’. In the script we trust. 

6.3. Exemplar: Scripting a Partnership Forum 

Scripts can be inferred from observations, which is what dramaturgic research often 
does –reading the script through its performance (e.g. Hajer, 2005). In this exemplar, 
however, the conversation between the engagers renders the scripting process 
observable. 

Some officials, engagers and activists believe that Wyndland’s Partnership 
organisations are not fulfilling their stated goal of working together on 
sustainability issues. Interpreting this as part of ongoing resistance to collaborative 
governance, a group is meeting to script an encounter that seeks to generate buy-in 
across the Partnership, especially on the authorities’ side. Present at the meeting are: 

• Lisa and Lorna (Council engagers); and me, shadowing;  
• Sean (Council manager, Environment)  
• Ana (participation practitioner, local environmental group) 

2pm– Environment Department office. We are scripting an event to engage 
councillors, Council officials and various Partnership members (e.g. NHS, third 
sector) to discuss environmental policy in Wyndland. Engagement work is often 
about marrying people and issues –getting people to own issues, getting issues to 
shape people’s work. For Lisa, the event seeks to generate a ‘shared understanding’ of 
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what local sustainability means for the different Partners. Accordingly, as Ana puts 
it, the event is about establishing ‘how are we gonna face these common challenges’, 
‘strategy alignment, that’s what we are doing here’. 

As a start, Lorna suggests pacing our objectives through a series of events. First 
‘raise awareness’, and then ‘let people chew on it’ before gathering them back to 
deliberate about actions. The option is discarded, unrealistic. We only get one shot 
at bringing so many decision-makers together. Lisa reminds us of ongoing 
struggles: ‘we try to get them thinking as a Partnership, but most of the time they wear 
their organisational hat and think from that perspective’. The Partnership Board has 
already signed off an ambitious environmental agenda, but the engagers believe 
there has been limited policy development across, and between, organisations and 
communities. They insist on preventing participants from using this encounter to 
‘question’ that policy agenda. Lisa: ‘we just present it, it's there, it's written, and it's 
being signed off by the top people’. She underlines the goal: ‘we are trying to win hearts 
and minds in order to find ways of shifting power to elicit buy-in’.  

2.25pm– We move on. Lisa insists on featuring a speaker from another Local 
Authority Area where grassroots environmental initiatives work in sync with their 
Partnership. Lisa: ‘We are trailblazers here, we will say: we can show you how it’s done 
elsewhere’. They want the speaker to stress progress made by working 
collaboratively. This part of the script allows the engagers to speak at the event 
without saying a word. They speak through others, so that their ‘impartiality’ as 
process custodians remains unquestioned at the frontstage. Accordingly, backstage 
scripting includes the considered casting of character profiles: someone to frame 
things in certain ways, someone to enact disensus, and so on. Casting may also 
involve places (towns, neighbourhoods) or projects (interventions, case studies) that 
are made to speak at the frontstage to inform deliberation.        

They agree on inviting that speaker, although they fear she might frame the ensuing 
discussions too narrowly as her expertise is on food politics. An engager solves the 
problem proposing a deliberative format that will force participants to consider 
diverse issues. Framing and re-framing (Schon and Rein, 1994) is hereby scripted 
through people and formats., as well as –more conventionally– words. Lisa: 
‘livelihoods, we should use that language, for too long we have only spoken about money, 
jobs... I like the word livelihoods because it refers to a different understanding. We should… 
share this sort of language on the table’. The themes are agreed: food, energy, transport, 
education/skills, health/well-being. They are tailored to force Partnership members 
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to think through them as crosscutting categories to be ‘owned’ by all. The engagers 
seek to move participants beyond their ‘narrow patch’ thinking.  

2.40pm– Scripting doesn’t parallel the event timeline. As with other practices, linear 
depiction would be a misrepresentation (Schon, 1983). It’s more like a spiral: they 
throw everything in the air, and when they pin something down it elicits 
reconsideration of previous things, which get unpinned, thrown in the air and back 
to a newly path-dependent beginning. While scripting, the engagers jump back and 
forth between timelines, artefacts, spaces, frames, formats, people and dynamics –
which are interlocked like a Rubik game. For example, now we’re talking about the 
event finale. Lisa: ‘instead of a plenary we should have them writing down things. I would 
like them to take away the question of how they are going to apply these ideas to their 
organisations and departments’. Here the engager is using ‘writing’ as a disciplinary 
tool to force participants to plan actions and leave a trail that invites subsequent 
accountability. Indeed, documents and inscribing practices feature prominently in 
their toolbox (see Chapter 8). 

The engagers treasure scripting encounters like this because they seldom get so 
many decision-makers in a room. This is their opportunity to expose them to 
various others (ideas, people) and hopefully entangle them into collaboration. In the 
process, previously unquestioned technocratic expertise is exposed to new 
deliberative scrutiny (Fischer, 2003, 2009). Chapter 5 illustrated how engagers make 
publics. Here, it is also about how they make things public. Much of Lisa’s work for 
the Partnership is about taking policy issues that used to belong to one organisation 
and bringing them into a more public space. A case in point is Council departments, 
which tend to conduct their business backstage. Partnership work can blur policy 
boundaries, forcing upon participants a new threshold of publicness that involves a 
range of others –what Goodin (2008: Chapter 8) calls “network accountability”. 
Suddenly, your policies become everybody’s business.  

3pm– Analysing scripting work fleshes out practitioners’ tacit “knowledge in 
action” (Schon, 1983; Forester, 1999). We are now covering layout, format and 
dynamics. Lisa expects 40 participants: ‘we want at least 6 tables, and a table at the 
front’. The unstated ratio of participants per table is a maximum of 8. The 
composition of each table is engineered to ensure a mix of characters and 
perspectives. The engagers seek to expose each participant to a meaningful range of 
others who may get them ‘thinking differently’, thus enhancing deliberative quality. 
Accordingly, each table responds to a self-contained logic with its own political 
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microcosm. The ‘table at the front’ constitutes the watchtower from which the 
engager orchestrates the encounter, and the stage from which speakers project 
framing narratives. The layout combines a plenary logic of shared stimuli (e.g. 
presentations), with table discussions featuring purposeful combinations of 
participants. Moving from the whole to the parts, and vice versa, the engagers think 
of layouts as malleable conduits with idiosyncratic rhythms and dynamics.  

This micro-politics of spatial dynamics forms the basis for the material 
choreography within the script. The engagers will populate the room with various 
artefacts that seek to compel participants to act and speak within certain 
parameters. These include tablecloths, post-it notes, flipchart paper, colourful 
markers, PowerPoint presentations, handouts, voting pads and display boards. 
Each of them serves a specific purpose within the script. For instance, the tablecloth 
is made of paper and will be written on. At its centre there will be a core question: 
‘How can we ensure that sustainability policy is embedded in our partnership work?’ 
Participants will be asked to deliberate in light of the presentations, and within a 
range of pre-established categories. The tablecloth will structure the session, helping 
the facilitator to keep participants focussed on their in-between space. The 
playfulness of writing on tablecloth will also bring an element of symbolic 
transgression to the interaction (i.e. challenging custom, innovating). The small 
post-it notes will force participants to synthesise, articulating concise formulations 
to be placed on the tablecloth. They are moveable, and participants will be invited to 
establish connections. This choreography of materials seeks to generate a set of 
collaborative dynamics that may ease participants into publicly performing their 
Partnership roles. It models acceptable interaction, and it funnels argumentative 
mess into a set of concise points framed by pre-established categories. In this way, 
the script generates workable records. 

The post-forum report will include an action plan co-produced by Partnership 
members. The engagers hope that by taking participants through this deliberative 
process, and making them perform a frontstage collaborative ethos, the Partners 
may seek changes within their organisations. To be sure, they don’t think that a 
single event can make such a difference. However, scripted events are often part of 
ongoing scripted processes. Engagement practice can thus be seen as constituted by 
a series of nested scripts that seeks to reinforce certain dynamics over time. 

3.20pm– We move on to facilitation strategy. Deliberations will be partially self-
facilitated –they want the groups to ‘take ownership’ of the process. Ana insists that 
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this will need policing: ‘we will have to look over our shoulders to make sure they’re not 
just chatting’, ‘if we see they are not recording, then we intervene’. Next, food and 
beverages: they must be ‘locally sourced’ to be coherent with the forum themes –this 
enacts a politics of example. Engagers seek coherent performance: every object in 
the room communicates, every-thing is meaning-full. The event must read well 
whatever the angle. Not every symbolic detail talks to everyone, but each speaks to 
someone –at least in the political mind of the engager (cf. Edelman, 1985, 1988).  

Interestingly, we haven’t yet considered who will open the encounter. Scripting 
sometimes begins with the end of a performance, and unfolds intricately towards 
the beginning. Ana proposes: ‘if we could get the Council Leader to open that would give 
it credibility’. Lisa reacts negatively: that would make the event ‘Council heavy’, and 
‘we want to get away from the Council being equated with the Partnership, so we need to be 
careful. We want these managers to get back to their departments and organisations and 
think about how to meet these challenges working in partnership’. Ever since Community 
Planning was introduced in Scotland, Councils have been the dominant players in 
the 32 Partnerships and this is considered problematic (Sinclair, 2008; Audit 
Scotland, 2013). The Council-centric nature of the Partnership is often alleged to 
explain the lack of buy-in from other partners. Accordingly, in the engagers’ eyes, 
letting the Council Leader open the event sends the wrong message. Ana proposes 
someone from a partner University. Lisa rejects it: they do ‘very formal stuff’, ‘not 
good for what we are trying to do’. Note the intertwinement of local knowledge, 
analytical work, political know-how and scripting dynamics. Scripting reveals a 
particular understanding of a policy world, and a sense of what actions should 
follow from it.  

The final plenary will foreground ‘positive actions’ so that, says Ana, ‘the day finishes 
with this very promising way forward’. Thinking about the end, Lisa returns to the 
beginning: ‘we could have Tom Sanders talking about Preventative Intervention, a new 
way of working collaboratively… similar to what we are talking about here’, ‘he is 
inspirational’. Everyone agrees. This would strengthen the script. The Preventative 
Intervention project (Council and NHS) also focuses on ‘building resilience’, says 
Lisa, ‘so we can show that some departments are taking these issues on board, and that they 
are included in key initiatives’. Here is the engager orchestrating the performance of 
policy meaning through a narrative about cutting-edge policy and practice. She 
seeks to generate a story that participants –especially senior officials– can take 
away. A viral policy story that may, in turn, shape policy practice.  
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3.50pm– Lisa takes us back to the end: ‘representatives from the Partnership Board could 
give personal reactions and reflections. That would seal the commitment to take things 
forward’. Here is the engager weaving yet another thread, trying to get the Partners 
to entangle themselves in the Partnership web. Engagers lack authority to compel 
others into collaborative policy-making, and hence must get creative. In this case, 
they cast decision-makers to publicly display Partnership commitment, hoping that 
frontstage performances may trap them into changing backstage dynamics. 
Working the frontstage can thus be a means for tentatively scripting others’ 
backstages. Engagers are often skilled at transitioning between both, while others 
may not so carefully navigate those transitions –and, for instance, commit at the 
Partnership frontstage to more than they had planned in organisational backstages.  

4.05pm– The meeting ends, another is scheduled. 

This exemplar has illustrated scripting work through the engagers thinking together 
and aloud. I have noted the intertwining of political agency and materiality within 
the carefully scripted structure of the performance between the start and the grand 
finale. This was the scripting of a forum at strategic level: an engager-led 
intervention into the troublesome world of Wyndland’s Partnership. However, 
similar backstage work took place when scripting grassroots local forums. Insofar as 
“policy emerges from the activity of organizing a complex world” (Colebatch, 2009: 
139), official public engagement practice is purposeful intervention and thus 
necessarily scripted.   

Scripting, therefore, assembles time (e.g. pacing, opportunity), space and dynamics 
(e.g. layouts, formats), characters (e.g. individuals, groups, places), strategies and 
tactics, materials and artefacts (e.g. tablecloth, methods), narratives and frames (e.g. 
collaborative governance as avant-garde policy) and enactments (e.g. facilitating, 
orchestrating). Elements within these overlapping categories are infused –by their 
place and agency within the assemblage– with political qualities: constraints and 
enablements (Schatzki, 2002: 44-46). Insofar as power is the capacity “to structure 
the possible field of action of others” (Foucault, 1982: 221), scripting is political 
work. The scripting process also throws into relief the engagers’ knowledge in 
action. Scripting takes local and political knowledge and a command of 
participation technologies. Scripts are thus made of choices. The engager’s job is to 
arrange them purposefully.  
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I have called it 'script' because it is created to be enacted, and it evolves when 
performed. The script is thus a metaphor for the political assemblage that joins 
backstage and frontstage in participatory processes. Commonly, when people say 
that participation is scripted they mean to criticise tokenism and manipulation. In 
contrast, I have presented the script as a micro-political device. Scripting is indeed 
purposeful political work, but it can be put to various uses. That is why I chose the 
exemplar above, where the engagers work at Partnership level –rather than 
grassroots forums– seeking to elicit action within organisations, including the 
Council who employs them. The question ‘who is manipulating whom?’ is thus here 
rendered simplistic. During fieldwork I soon realised that engagement practice is a 
contested domain of action, and Manichean analyses add little to what we know.  

Furthermore, it is worth thinking for a moment about script-less engagement. 
Participatory processes are often criticised for lacking clear plans, leaving no trace, 
and being inconsequential –having ‘no teeth’, as Wyndland activists put it. 
Unscripted, without backstage work, participatory frontstages may not read as 
performance spaces, but as theatrical farces. Purposeful scripting can prevent or 
counter these critiques. Successful scripting doesn’t necessarily hinge on generating 
a predetermined result, but a predetermined process. In the meeting above, the 
engagers didn’t seek to predetermine specific actions to be taken across the 
Partnership. Their focus was to get the Partners to work collaboratively on deciding 
those actions. Of course, it was clear that the overall frame was to develop –rather 
than question– environmental policy already agreed in previous performances. The 
scripting for this meeting was thus clearly embedded in the ongoing chain of scripts 
underpinning Partnership policy-making.  

6.4. Breaching the script 

Despite emphasising the power of scripting, I want to avoid deterministic 
connotations. In Nietzschean and Foucauldian vein, anything human is malleable 
and although “something constrains if it excludes courses of action”, that doesn’t 
make it “immune to change from the actors whose activity it supposedly 
constrains” (Schatzki, 2002: 214). Scripting participation is the engagers’ 
intervention, while staging it is everybody’s performance. As Newman and Clarke 
(2009: 61) point out, “people inhabit these sites in ways that are often very different 
from the imaginings of their designers”. The engager scripts expecting reality to talk 
back. Managing performances is thus not only about reducing the distance between 
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scripting and staging, but also about impromptu scripting during the staging phase. 
This usually happened due to breaches of the initial script. 

Politicians were adept at such breaches. To avoid this, the engager tried to brief 
councillors about their role. Nonetheless, they often expanded it or disclosed things 
that had been scripted out. For instance, a councillor used sensitive information –
shared by the engager during backstage briefing– to discredit onstage another 
councillor for skipping the forum. The engager was profoundly annoyed by this 
breach of backstage confidentiality, and regretful that her information was used to 
score electoral points against a councillor by ‘making him look stupid’. Her frontstage 
had been overtaken, her backstage misused, and her script altered. 

Sometimes this happens prior to performance. Days before a difficult forum, Alison 
met by chance some community representatives who asked her about local issues. 
She mentioned that this would be the topic of a forthcoming forum, and so they 
asked to be there. When Alison sent the invitation, this went straight into the 
Lochville Facebook page: ‘come along and have a say about the future of your town’. The 
engagers had lost public-making control and scripting capacity. They now faced a 
dilemma. Excluding people could stir things up. However, if they left it open, they 
would preclude having a ‘frank conversation’ because community representatives 
would have to save face and play to the gallery. Consequently, the focus would be 
on criticising the engagers and their failures in Lochville. Alison lamented that that 
would be the newcomers’ ‘first contact’ with Community Planning. Lorna expected 
many ‘coming to tells us that we are shite at things that they don’t even know we are 
doing’. Alison concluded: ‘you need to have thick skin for this... but we do need a manager 
there to back us up during the ritual slaughter’. The engagers responded to the 
challenge by re-scripting. After casting a senior manager –and briefing him about 
where ‘the stick’ would come from– they carefully ‘set the scene’ for the forum 
opening. After that, said Alison, ‘it will be out of our hands for the most part’ –time to 
‘play by ear’.  

Engagement scripts are “political machineries” that “frame or pre-scribe particular 
kinds of roles and identities for the participating publics”, and often participants 
“might struggle with, attempt to shift, or to even reject the script” (Felt and Fochler, 
2010: 220). For instance, the engagers summoned a forum where citizens were to 
design a new community centre. During the first meeting, some of the 70 residents 
rejected the script, opposing being broken into groups and taken through a 
deliberative exercise using various artefacts. They preferred to remain as a block 
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facing –and outnumbering– officials and councillors. During an interview, a CDO 
recalled the incident: 

…they were like that: ‘we’ve heard it all before, we dinnae want any of your 
flimflam, we want straight questions and straight answers’, and … I said to [a 
community activist]: I want to give people the choice, you have said that you 
don’t think it will work breaking up into groups, but I want to ask… and she 
said: ‘aye but I know what the answer is gonnae be’… and not one single hand 
went up… I was panicking… because I thought it was going to descend into a 
bunfight… because there were a lot of people very angry still about being let 
down in the past… and I almost felt disloyal… because actually I thought they 
conducted themselves extremely well… and I thought it was very constructive 
what came out. 

This public disputed and reframed the premise for the meeting. It was scripted as 
an interaction order where citizens would deliberate about new services and 
facilities, thus taking the promise of a community centre as a given. However, this 
public was mindful of a local history of disappointments, and questioned that 
assumption by rejecting the script. Instead, in block, they imposed the dynamics of a 
traditional public meeting, in which councillors were forced to make commitments 
onstage.  

Accordingly, this public transgressed the (blurring of) boundaries scripted by the 
engagers, and intertwined participatory and representative politics by pressing local 
councillors, from government and opposition, facing imminent elections. Citizens 
contested the script and re-scripted the process. Once all councillors gave budgetary 
reassurances, the engagers regained scripting scope. In subsequent meetings, Alison 
explains, ‘we didn’t give them a choice, we just went: right, and now you go in groups here, 
there, and there, and we get to ask you these questions’. Another move was to cast the 
most vocal community activist as a forum advocate: ‘the dynamics were also different 
because I already got them working as they arrived, we asked them those questions and gave 
them instructions to vote on the options, and although they were not doing it initially, once I 
got [the community activist] doing it everyone went after’. To model and constrain 
behaviour, the engager scripts characters –preferably those adept to breaching 
scripts. 

6.5. Conclusions: The script and the story 

In sum, performance is underpinned by, and can change, the script. Nevertheless, 
scripting work remains a structuring force intended to foster certain forum 
dynamics, as well as an overall story for participants to take away. Accordingly, the 
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function of the script is not only ordering: scripting also renders processes in 
narrative form. In the earlier exemplar, the intended story was about co-producing 
plans to work in partnership on sustainability issues, and thus join the ‘cutting-edge’ 
of green participatory governance in Scotland. Scripting sought to plant storifying 
seeds. To some extent, that’s what engagement work is about: creating meetings 
that narrate themselves beyond the meeting (see Freeman, 2008) –policy stories that 
emerge from practice and seek to maintain or dislocate practices. Indeed, narration 
and practices are “indissociable” (De Certeau, 1988: 78). 

Scripts are thus animated by a storifying impetus, embodied in the work of 
“emplotting” –which White defines as assembling events into a narrative with a 
plot, where the plot is a pattern relating the events that make up a story 
(Czarniawska, 2008b: 33). Insofar as they are storyfiable, scripts keep working 
beyond the staging phase. For instance, I have observed such stories used by 
participants (officials, representatives, citizens) to vindicate or dismiss the need for 
participation, justify new processes, argue for changes in strategies, or hold others 
accountable. Storified scripts thus become rhetorical resources in the 
“argumentative” milieu of policy-making (Fischer and Forester, 1993; Fischer and 
Gottweis, 2012). Through the script, the engagers try to get a handle on the story 
that can be told about forums, which is critical in terms of ongoing policy work and 
public visibility. Accordingly, officials and councillors involved in ACT (Chapter 5) 
often retold its story –e.g. Council meetings, corridor conversations– to legitimate 
the process and support allocating the £2 million. That story had been patiently 
emplotted, meeting after meeting, through the management of memory and record 
scripted by the engager. Likewise, forum stories were also intended to echo 
throughout the public sphere and produce public-making effects –Councillor 
Wilson explains how he sought to 

say to people ‘this has changed because you have been involved’, because those 
people will then say to their friends and neighbours… ‘I got involved here, as a 
result… something has changed in the area…’, and other people say ‘oh, well… 
perhaps I should get involved’. So it’s actually… demonstrating that is 
worthwhile… that the Council is genuinely interested and also the other 
Partners... 

Once the script materialises, the story is thrown into relief. Stories are not only, 
however, traces or translations of performed interaction orders. They often become 
the basis for subsequent scripting: “a story creates a field for possible actions, a 
theatre in which new things can potentially occur”, therefore “building and 
founding meaningful contexts that shape what people might do” (Sandercock and 
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Attili, 2012: Loc 3683). Crucially, the work of storifying entails fundamental elisions, 
particularly regarding the messiness of processes and the work they take. This work 
is partially invisible to participants because they are only privy to sections of the 
script. Let me illustrate this with a midway snapshot of the ACT process. 

The engager knew about the potential £2 million before ACT participants did. 
However, she only scripted that information into the process once she deemed it 
appropriate. In the meantime, the Forum was growing restless, and she carefully 
scripted meetings to manage demands and expectations, giving participants some 
sense of progress but retaining control over pace. Accordingly, to channel the 
forum’s ‘impetus for doing’, she pressed the need for preparing a Community Plan 
before seeking money. Her scripting work then nudged ACT into broader public-
making through Planning for Real (Chapter 5). Successfully storifying this script 
entailed being able to say that legitimate public-making had taken place, that the 
forum engaged in substantial deliberation, that officials and councillors were 
involved all along, and that therefore the process was robust enough to start talking 
about resources. Revealing the potential £2 million before that could, from the 
engager’s perspective, jeopardise the process, e.g.: politicians could use the forum 
for electoral politics; participants might have not seen the need for further public-
making if the invocation of legitimate publics was not instrumental to secure the 
money; Council managers might have been wary of allocating resources if officials 
and councillors had not being involved.  

This careful intertwining of scripting, enacting and storifying can only be 
appreciated from the engager’s perspective. She can never share the full script with 
participants. She needs to work them all along, concealing and revealing as 
appropriate and re-scripting as needed. The end game is to produce stories that all 
players can live with. So that citizen representatives can say: we went through this 
process and secured £2 million. And officials can say: we had to commit resources 
because there was this ‘robust’ process. And councillors can say: we listened to the 
community and delivered what they wanted. When scripting, the engager tries to 
cater to all players simultaneously, and this can unsettle them in the short term. For 
example, midway through ACT, community representatives voiced impatience; 
councillors were nervous about what they could commit; and Council managers 
were anxious about potential budgetary burdens. Scripting the in-between realm of 
the forum entailed the balancing act of entangling agendas, building trust, forging 
alliances, bypassing backstage hurdles, placating hostile actors and assembling 
persuasive arguments. The engager had to work out who needed to know what and 



 151 

when. This illustrates how strategic ambiguity (Chapter 4) is informed by the 
situation at hand: the engager knew that there could be money, but only if a public 
was legitimately assembled, and the process properly scripted, enacted and 
storified.  

This reiterates my earlier argument that it is too simplistic to understand scripting 
as manipulation. Some may regard the engagers’ strategies, tactics and moves as 
Machiavellian. My response would be a call for caution underpinned by a 
willingness to grapple with the complexity of what they are trying to achieve –
namely, carving up liminal spaces that defy established boundaries and ways of 
working. The engagers do what they do to service a politics of process fuelled by 
their insider participatory activism and the ecology where their work unfolds (see 
Chapter 9). As any practitioner, they are guided by practical intelligibility (Schatzki, 
2002: 74), practical judgement (Forester, 1993) and practical knowledge (Scott, 1998: 
Chapter 9) –that is, what it makes sense to do, in the flow of action, given a 
particular context.  

A more nuanced analysis of scripting thus foregrounds the “context-dependent 
nature of rationality”, as argued by “practical thinkers of power” like Machiavelli, 
Nietzsche and Foucault (Flyvbjerg, 1998: 2-3). Therefore, it presents a “less idealistic, 
more grounded” grasp of local democracy and the strategies and tactics at play in 
shaping it (Ibid.) –thus illuminating the political nature of engagement work. 
Furthermore, the earlier exemplar where powerful players where subject to 
scripting work, demonstrate the polyvalence of the shaping and altering of 
established interaction orders that some may see as manipulation. Scripting is thus 
not necessarily something that the ‘powerful’ impose on the ‘powerless’, but a 
transformative practice that can be put to use in various participatory contexts –e.g. 
the collective scripting of everyday work in assembly-based movements such as Los 
Indignados or Occupy (see Castells, 2012: 128-133, 177-188). 

The engagers are so meticulous about scripting because it is their opportunity to 
craft interaction orders and render them consequential. My experience with them 
echoes Law’s (1994: 166) reflections: “it takes a lot of effort –over weeks and 
months– to create a single important strategic performance” and this is “a process of 
concentration: of converting a great deal into not very much. Or a process into an 
event”. That is, in my language game, the transformative practice of scripting. 
Interestingly, despite all the work it takes, scripting rarely leaves formal traces. We 
may find partial inscriptions: agendas, lists of materials, emails, facilitators’ briefs, 
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etc. Nonetheless, the micro-politics of the script, its soul, remains in the shared 
understanding –and embodied know-how– of the engagers. In that sense, the script 
is a structuring force embodied by the engagers, who bear the soul of the 
assemblage.  

There have been important contributions to our understanding of the micro-political 
grammar of governmental practice. However, unlike the textually mediated 
practices analysed by institutional ethnography (Smith, 2006), the Foucauldian 
“dispositif” (Müller, 2011), or Scott’s “hidden transcripts” (1990), engagement 
scripts are not necessarily embodied in materials and practices at systemic level, but 
developed by practitioners through strategic and tactical work. The emphasis here 
is on agency and the assembling of interaction orders: “the hard work required to 
draw heterogeneous elements together, forge connections between them and 
sustain these connections in the face of tension” (Li, 2007: 264). Studying this work 
is critical to understand the politics of deliberative policy-making. Particularly since, 
as Hajer (2005: 642) demonstrates, “even with the same cast policy deliberation can 
change face through experiments with new settings and stagings”. 

Analysing scripting practice offers insight into the backstage political work that 
sustains the springing “theatres of collaboration” of contemporary governance 
(Williams, 2012: 1). It also sheds light on the realm of the tacit, and the often-
mystified know-how, that characterise “communities of practice” (Wenger, 1998). 
As a heuristic, the script illuminates the micro-politics of participation, and how the 
engagers interpret and act upon their policy worlds. After observing them scripting 
myriad meetings and processes, the beginnings became familiar: undefined 
participants, crosscutting –often conflicting– agendas, uncooperative players, 
partisan struggles, and so on. Time and again, the engagers sought to perform the 
disciplinary alchemy of engagement: aligning agendas, ordering mess, rendering it 
governable. When we study participation as a frontstage phenomenon, it is easy to 
overlook that engagement practice is sustained by backstage scripting, and the 
political work of orchestrating people, language and artefacts within purposeful 
assemblages. 
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Chapter 7. Facilitating 

If public-making entailed assembling publics, and scripting assembling processes 
and meetings, facilitating represents the next level in my analytical zooming-in 
strategy to interpret the grammar of engagement work. Like the other 
transformative practices, facilitation has been rarely considered in policy studies 
(e.g. Moran et al., 2008) despite the recognition that meeting (Freeman, 2008) and 
talking (Dryzek, 1990) are fundamentals in policy-making. The deliberative turn in 
policy analysis (Fischer and Forester, 1993; Hajer and Wagenaar, 2003a) has 
nonetheless inspired useful groundwork to address this lacuna (e.g. Forester, 1999; 
Laws and Forester, 2007; Forester, 2009). This chapter illustrates why this is an 
essential dimension of policy work, addressing normative debates on deliberation 
and the role of facilitators as political actors. 

Facilitation can be generally understood as the art of helping groups to have 
meaningful conversations (Escobar, 2011a). Experienced engagers can facilitate with 
unassuming dexterity, jazzing up conversations in ways imperceptible to the 
unfocussed observer. Somewhat paradoxically, facilitating discursive interaction is 
sometimes embodied in silent acts and mediated by artefacts. Like previous 
transformative practices, facilitation encompasses a micro-politics of purposeful 
intervention. The engagers seek to shape the communication dynamics that unfold 
in evolving “interaction orders” (Goffman, 1983), by moulding and forging certain 
discursive patterns out of the words, speech acts and contact modes deployed by 
forum participants. This can be a perilous endeavour, since the “quality of 
deliberation” often hinges on facilitation that can potentially backfire at any 
juncture, exacerbating ‘participants’ cynicism and disengagement” (Kadlec and 
Friedman, 2007: 12).  

Although some components can be scripted backstage, facilitation is a paradigmatic 
frontstage phenomenon. It takes place live, in public, testing the engagers 
knowledge-in-action as they converse with the situation at hand (Schon, 1983). Even 
the most robust public-making and scripting can be jeopardised by breakdowns in 
facilitation –precisely at the most visible stage of engagement work. Moore (2012: 
147) partly captures the predicament: 
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The central tension involved in deliberative facilitation can be expressed 
in terms of ‘following from the front’. The facilitator necessarily occupies 
a leadership position… yet must follow the group as it unfolds its own 
discourse… The facilitator is both part of the structure within which 
deliberation is supposed to emerge, and… a participant in the actual 
discourse itself. Yet the facilitator… is in a privileged position with 
respect to the other participants. 

This chapter analyses facilitation practice, illustrating dynamics that reveal its 
micro-political thrust. Understanding facilitation helps to demystify the apparently 
free-flowing alchemy of deliberative engagement, which sometimes conceals the 
engager’s agency. Firstly, I will outline dilemmas about the facilitator’s role. Then, I 
will explore the engagers’ work on communication patterns, and their use of 
facilitation artefacts. Finally, I will analyse a critical dimension in deliberative 
forums, namely, the work of transforming private into public reasons, or personal 
preferences into arguments about the common good.  

7.1. The facilitatorʼs role 

This section is organised around dilemmas that illustrate the contested nature of 
this topic in the engagers’ policy world. They navigate such tensions in ways that 
reveal a pool of shared assumptions. For instance, they often operate under a tacit 
distinction between the “chairperson and the facilitator models” (Escobar, 2011a: 
56). A chairperson contributes both to the content and the flow of a meeting, 
whereas a facilitator focuses chiefly on process. The engagers saw themselves as 
facilitators who enable deliberation, rather than as deliberators. However, other 
facilitators –i.e. enrolled to help with large forums– often operated differently, 
although the engagers assumed shared understanding. Just before concluding 
fieldwork, I unwittingly tested this assumption during facilitation training for a 
Partnership forum organised by the engagers. There were 20 volunteer facilitators, 
including Council and NHS officers, third sector workers and community 
representatives. After two hours demonstrating the facilitation artefact (i.e. Ketso24), 
we reconvened in plenary and, as part of the training team, I made what I intended 
as a celebratory remark:  

1                                             

24 See www.ketso.com [Accessed 21 July 2013]. 
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I’m glad you enjoyed Ketso, now you understand the mechanics…. There were 
interesting discussions, and your points will be added to the report, so at least 
you had the opportunity to have a say, especially since you won’t be able to do 
so at the forum… 

The puzzlement in the room was palpable: a murmuring crescendo discharged in a 
raft of questions. The prospective facilitators hadn’t realised that their focus would 
be solely on process. The unanticipated consequences of my remark became later 
apparent. Fiona: 

…it’s interesting how many of the people who had signed up to be facilitating 
have backtracked after the training session… specially after your comment that 
facilitating this means that they won’t contribute to the conversation and just 
focus on facilitating, and it’s interesting because that’s something I’d take for 
granted… that if you’re facilitating you wouldn’t contribute…  

The engagers’ understanding of facilitation practice is imbued with normative 
orientations, which reveal a pool of shared commitments and assumptions based on 
experience. For instance, they saw the chairperson model as double-edged. On the 
one hand, reputable chairpersons could give some forums credibility. On the other, 
it could encompass ‘bad facilitation’ –i.e. when the chairperson would ‘ramble’ or 
monopolise deliberation, while the engager, sitting by him, tried to intervene and 
refocus. This was common and participants showed exasperation through body 
language and sarcastic remarks. In one case, the chairman (a reputable community 
member) was a passionate expert who immersed himself in discussions, to the 
detriment of others who struggled to speak. Focussed on contributing, the chairman 
could not pay attention to unfolding dynamics and serve participants’ needs (e.g. 
turn-taking). In an interview, a Council official commented tongue-in-cheek: 

…why is he deflecting his energies in having to work out how to chair the 
meeting rather than contributing? … that’s a problem, but I think it has gone 
on so long that we can’t …  encourage him to relinquish the chair… it would be 
a lot better if [the engager] chaired it… and allow [him] to ramble at the right 
points …  

Apart from alienating participants, lack of facilitation can have profound 
consequences for forum deliberation. For example, when a chairperson expressed 
certain preferences he was, perhaps unwittingly, silencing others with different 
views, and therefore jeopardising his position as trusted mediator between 
discrepant voices and agendas. Furthermore, this could also encompass a 
replication of the very inequalities that the forums were scripted to avoid. As Kadlec 
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and Friedman (2007: 12-13) argue, the traits that afford someone a chairperson 
position –e.g. expertise, talkativeness, conviction– 

can be so counterproductive to the process of deliberation that they can 
have a lethal effect on its quality. They also, in our experience, tend to be 
the individuals with greater societal resources, often, in fact, white males 
of higher socioeconomic status… Once these individuals are given 
practical control of small-group deliberation, the groups tend to 
reproduce the inequalities and silences that characterize our larger 
society.  

There is some consensus in the public deliberation literature around the 
notion that “good facilitators restrict themselves to matters of group process” 
(Moore, 2012: 154; Mansbridge et al., 2006). However, Forester (1999: 73) has 
argued that engagers can be “simultaneously an interested party, a facilitator, 
and a process organizer”, therefore refuting “common stereotypes and 
academic presumptions that these distinctive roles cannot feasibly be 
combined”. That was not, however, my experience during fieldwork, when 
even experienced community workers monopolised discussions while acting 
simultaneously as facilitators and participants.  

For instance, a Community Development Officer (CDO) dominated the initial 
meeting of a new forum, turning it into a question/answer session between 
her and the attending citizens, instead of facilitating deliberation between 
them, officials and representatives. The purpose was to design a community 
centre and, perhaps realising her dominant role, she dedicated the last part of 
the meeting to overcompensate somewhat awkwardly: ‘Be demanding, if you 
want a spa, say so!’ I could see engager Lorna’s stupefaction as the CDO 
instigated a wish list. Typically, the engager would not ask participants to 
make unrealistic demands, although she would remain receptive if they came 
up, subjecting them to forum deliberation. Afterwards, Lorna qualified this as 
a ‘dangerous turn for the process’. In subsequent meetings, the CDO agreed to 
become a participant, letting facilitation to the engager. As Lorna explains: 

…the process would have struggled to move on if [the CDO] had been left in 
that facilitation role… part of that is because… that’s a community that she has 
worked with for years, and I think it’s very hard to then separate and to put 
down… the facilitation shutters and say: okay I’m not going to get involved in 
this discussion… 

This tension between contributing and facilitating was also difficult to grasp for 
some community representatives. For example, during Planning for Real (PFR; 
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Chapter 5) sessions –which they helped facilitate– instead of assisting citizens to 
engage with the PFR model, map problems and propose solutions, they sometimes 
prevented contributions and dismissed points: ‘That wouldn’t work’; ‘that’s not 
doable’.  This prompted the engager to reprimand them in a corner: 

…make sure you don't cut people off, no matter how difficult you may think an 
idea is… we need to avoid cutting people off. We must collect all ideas and then 
we can go: ‘oh well, that's impossible’. But we can't engage in those 
conversations at this stage… 

There is a clear contrast between the engager’s facilitation script and the approach 
by these community representatives, who would rather discard ideas directly rather 
than collecting them for deliberation at ACT (Arkyle Centre Team). The engager’s 
frustration was palpable, she thought they were ‘putting people off’ and worried that 
this ‘devalues the process’ because the facilitators acted as ‘experts’ and the engagers 
wanted to minimise such dynamics. Expertise and local knowledge –by 
representatives and officials– was supposed to inform subsequent deliberation on 
the basis of citizens’ input, rather than prevent such input at the outset. Alison 
explained that only other engagers ‘get it’ because ‘it's their job to focus on process’. 

A third tension, linked to the previous two (chairing/facilitating; content/process 
focus), was that of enabling/steering. Councillor Sharpe presents the challenge: 
‘there is dangers like when these groups are hijacked by a couple of individuals…  and it’s 
just trying to keep them under control without being a dictatorship’. As Moore (2012: 154) 
argues, “the central tension between necessarily directing the process (keeping it 
moving towards its goal)… and non-domination by the facilitators… [is] 
constitutive of organized deliberation”. A CDO put it like this: ‘even in the most open 
consultation it’s about trying to steer or lead the conversation where it needs to go’. Talking 
about deliberative forums, the engagers admitted a ‘degree of steering’ in terms of 
process, but without necessarily determining deliberation outcomes.   

Notwithstanding the professionalisation of facilitation and training (e.g. Lee, 2011), 
the engagers argued that facilitating is a contingent, pragmatic and bodily 
endeavour that resists standardisation. It is learned by doing, imitating and 
adapting, in a developmental process in which personality traits and contextual 
demands are entangled. In this process, they benefitted from belonging to networks 
of masters and apprentices in various arenas throughout their careers. Although 
some undertook training, this was seldom mentioned when asked how they learned 
the trade. As Lorna explained: ‘facilitation models don’t work, things that work with one 
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group don’t work with another, so every group is unique and works differently, and you 
need to adapt’. They typically highlighted the ability to ‘read’ people and situations. 
Intrigued, I asked two experienced facilitators: 

Oliver: What is it that you read in those situations? 

Karen:  Body language 

Martha: It depends on the particular group, so you check the temperature… 
who is comfortable… and who is not … 

Karen: …or someone says a trigger word and… if that’s where you are needing 
to go you pick it up … 

Martha: …[it’s also about] modelling behaviour for the group, so the respect 
with which you listen to everyone and the way you try to be inclusive helps the 
group to act together…  creating a ground on which things can happen… that 
helps to draw out the ideas and creativity of people, because they feel a bit safer. 

Their emphasis on the ability to gauge room temperature, read body language, 
detect trigger words, foster inclusivity and model respectful behaviour takes us 
from the role of the facilitator to the work of facilitating. The idea of helping 
participants to ‘feel safe’ seems especially intriguing. Safe from what? What are the 
dangers, and how does facilitation address them?  

7.2. Working on communication patterns 

A meeting can be understood as “a pre-arranged opportunity for purposive 
communication” (Freeman, 2008: 3). Much of the engagers work goes into reading, 
altering or fostering communication patterns during meetings. The following 
account understands the public sphere as made up of communication rituals that 
enable and constrain interaction dynamics in “public encounters” (Bartels, 2013a, 
2013b; Habermas, 1989; Escobar, 2011a). In this section, I illustrate emblematic 
patterns and consider how the engagers work on them, before noting the limitations 
of focussing on the communicative fabric of meetings.  

The engagers facilitate hundreds of public encounters, developing over time an 
acute sense of what constitutes a fruitful meeting. This encompasses not only an 
instrumental understanding of communication (e.g. results achieved), but also an 
appreciation for its generative qualities  (e.g. relationships created and enacted). In 
other words, their sensibility towards discursive interaction casts the meeting as a 
site for both pursuing goals and “making social worlds” (Pearce, 2007). This denotes 
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a threefold concern with what communication produces (e.g. shared 
understandings, decisions, disagreements), what it generates (e.g. collaboration, 
confrontation, indifference) and the discursive patterns that make this possible (see 
Escobar, 2011a: 10-15). That concern seems informed by personal and shared 
experiences of ‘bad facilitation’ and ‘bad meetings’, as well as an evolving 
understanding of what may work and when. Instances of ‘bad facilitation’ often 
entailed losing control of the encounter by failing to alter unproductive 
communication patterns. Let me outline two such patterns that chiefly worried the 
engagers. The first involved confrontational exchanges between participants. 
According to an experienced engager: 

…bringing any kind of group together, whether a community group, 
neighbourhood partnerships, community councils… there is going to be 
personality clashes… and you can’t get away from that… it’s about actually 
just accepting that… and working around that and making sure you put 
enough in place to kind of buffer. 

Their concern was that this ‘put people off’ participating, especially those 
uncomfortable with, or unskilled at, that type of communication. As an NHS Public 
Partnership Forum (PPF) participant put it: ‘why should you spend your time going to a 
meeting that is basically a shouting match?’ PPFs were chaired by citizens, and the 
engager took a secondary role: ‘I do a bit of handholding with [the chairperson]… My 
role is to support. If something really negative happens, and it comes to blows, then I 
intervene’. Some PPF chairpersons struggled with their role. The NHS provided 
them with overwhelming information about services and developments, but no 
support to develop facilitation skills. The situation was similar when Council 
forums featured chairpersons, who sometimes found it difficult to deal with 
confrontational exchanges. In one occasion, a chairman was so bewildered by the 
spiralling situation –Councillors shouting at each other, officials exchanging 
recriminations, community activists annoyed by lack of airtime– that he froze 
completely and the engager began shouting at him: ‘end it, you need to finish it!’  

The engagers saw confrontational exchanges as destructive tears in the delicate 
fabric of forums. The metaphors were unequivocal: ‘there was this evil woman who 
poisoned the meeting’. Typically, confrontations were not about the issues for 
deliberation, but stemmed from animosities built over time. That was the case of a 
community councillor who often used forums to admonish Council officials. What 
follows is an office conversation between an engager and a visibly upset Youth 
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Worker who had helped to facilitate a forum session. The community councillor 
criticised the new forum arguing that he already knew ‘what the community wants’.  

Engager: …in the break he was spreading his negativity.  

Youth Worker: He was there to sabotage… It was very difficult to facilitate the 
table discussion… it was very personal. I told him I am here only to facilitate 
and he said: yes, but you will tell them these things, you will pass them on… 
He is a horrible man…. He said they were doing their own consultation, so I 
said: good, so we will know more if we put our consultation and yours together, 
and then he shut up for a little while. 

Engager: He is an evil evil man. 

Such backstage conversations served to profile characters (a salient modality of the 
engagers’ knowledge work) and enact mutual support, revealing the intensity of the 
“emotional labour” (Hochschild, 1983) that they carried out during frontstage 
performance. At each new forum, the engagers had to conceal animosity towards 
antagonists (see Chapter 9) and welcome them to the process, always ready to 
handle ‘poisoning’ interventions. 

The second salient communication pattern –according to engagers’ concerns and my 
observations– was what might be called ‘monologuing’. This entailed the forceful 
voice of participants who tended to dominate meetings, thus silencing others. 
Typically, a monologue would invite another monologue, so that only a few 
participants monopolised airtime. Councillor Sharpe reflects on the engagers’ 
predicament:    

…sometimes there is people there who have got a set agenda and that’s the only 
one thing they keep going on and on about… and [the engagers have] got to… 
try and keep the person on side but not to the detriment of the rest of the group 
so that other things can be discussed… 

Monologuing was a pattern often imposed by participants who saw themselves as 
issue experts –e.g. councillors, community councillors, officials, organisational 
representatives, activists. Some citizens qualified it as a matter of ‘egos’, which made 
them welcome engagers’ facilitation techniques that sought to curtail ‘the problem’. 
Similarly, some officials regretted when a chairperson –and not an engager– 
facilitated, because it often resulted in less awareness of, and intervention on, such 
domineering dynamics. A senior Council official was particularly frustrated about 
this:  
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…there were two [business representatives] who were [talking about tax rates] 
for the whole meeting… to the extent I asked… sorry, I couldn’t hear what this 
person said because you’ve never shut up!… I thought… I’ve had enough of 
you pal, let’s hear some different views here. 

Communication patterns are defined by practitioner-scholars as “emergent 
functions” that, once developed, “maintain their boundaries and resist change by 
actively attracting episodes that share their central characteristics and repelling 
those that differ or would change them” (Pearce, 2007: 158; Pearce, 2002). 
Accordingly, they are change-averse and tend to replicate themselves over time. 
From the engagers’ perspective, confrontation begets confrontation, and 
monologuing begets monologuing, thus hindering their attempts to create a ‘safe 
space’ for inclusive deliberation. An NHS engager explains: 

…you often give a bit of yourself at a meeting, and not everyone wants to do 
that. Health is a very emotive thing, terribly individual, and you must think 
how to create a safe environment and that’s not going to happen at a public 
meeting where the most vocal… keep coming back just trying to get their thing 
sorted. 

Her concern was about some participants imposing their agenda, but also about the 
effects this had on participation by others. For instance, a vicious circle was 
highlighted at a regional meeting of participation practitioners. They argued that 
many citizens don’t want to participate because they had a bad forum experience, 
and that citizens often have bad experiences because there is no ‘new people’ to drive 
the forums –consequently, some forums remain dominated by certain participants 
and communication patterns. In order to pre-empt unproductive patterns, the 
engagers prefer small-group deliberation to plenary discussions. Let me illustrate 
with a vignette from a Local Forum convened to set policy priorities: 

During the plenary, the engager invites a Housing official to share 
evidence about homelessness. Suddenly, a citizen interrupts: ‘you should 
come and look at them!’ referring to homeless people. Another citizen 
shouts: ‘I never see a policeman!’ Then, his female partner adds: ‘I know 
young girls are getting pregnant on purpose to take advantage!’ The man 
continues: ‘they shouldn’t get the house, they should be put in a hostel, so they 
could be a citizen to the place, not a liability’. The engager tries to intervene, 
while the Housing official rebuts ‘the myth of pregnancy for flats’. A 
councillor adds to the quick exchange: ‘as a former social worker I must say 
that’s a urban myth!’ Other participants chat amongst themselves; the 
tension in the village hall is mounting. The engager manages to regain 
control, gesticulating to pause the raft of one-liners, and saying: ‘later 
when we break for table discussions you can make those more specific points 
and record them for the report’. During the small-group sessions the tone 
changes substantially, and other citizens are able to voice their priorities, 
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as well as challenge and unpick the ‘assumptions’ that motivated the 
plenary fray.  

In the engagers’ experience, small-group formats are often conducive to reflective 
deliberation, whereas large-group settings can elicit more aggressive interventions, 
perhaps fuelled by the adrenaline of performing for a crowd. In the example above, 
small-group sessions allowed for controlled facilitation, where the engager could 
distribute airtime evenly, and disagreements and concerns could be articulated in 
depth. In contrast, large-group formats seemed to only invite interventions by 
seasoned public speakers, and often featured shallower exchanges that precluded 
substantial deliberation. Similar considerations are reflected in the literature (e.g. 
Nabatchi et al., 2012; Gastil, 1993).  

Some of these patterns are so prevalent in the engagers’ world that dealing with 
them is central in international courses on participation. In the one I undertook 
during fieldwork, the trainer conflated them in the archetype of the ‘saboteur’ and 
offered the following advice: 

If you’ve got a saboteur, ask if there is a point he wants to focus on, use the 
mirror technique: I agree, I understand… build rapport… sometimes allocate 
time at the beginning for destructive engagement. [Three trainees bemoan that 
community councillors often attend ‘geared up for war’]. They come ready to 
fight and you need to spend time building trust before the meeting. 

In long-term deliberative forums, the engagers spent considerable time on such 
rapport-building work. Engager Alison: ‘you can see that I have tried tonight to get 
them to trust me a little bit. I need them to trust me’. That trust underpins the facilitation 
capital that builds up when participants believe that the engager cares about the 
forum and acts as a guarantor of purposeful and inclusive deliberation. This 
facilitation capital becomes invaluable when the engagers have to host difficult 
conversations, mediate between conflicting views and build consensus. 

Consensus-building facilitation warrants, nevertheless, critical examination. Critics 
of deliberative democracy, for example, highlight the dangers of suppressing 
difference and conflict, thus taming the agonistic nature of politics in ways that may 
favour dominant players. As Laclau and Mouffe (2001: 188) argue: “one of the 
dangers which threatens democracy is the totalitarian attempt to pass beyond the 
constitutive character of antagonism and deny plurality in order to restore unity”. 
In their attempts to pre-empt confrontation, are the engagers suppressing legitimate 
conflict? In my view, it can be useful to distinguish between conflict and 
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confrontation (Escobar, 2011a: 14-15). From a communication perspective, conflict is 
essential to democracy, but confrontation is not always the best way to take it 
seriously. The paradox is that confrontation is important to signal conflict, but it can 
also prevent dealing with it. That is, confrontational communication patterns can 
hinder mutual learning, foster shallow engagement, accentuate polarisation and 
leave differences and issues unexplored (Ibid.; Forester, 2009).  

When facilitating, the engagers tried to pre-empt confrontational patterns –for 
reasons noted earlier, i.e. creating safe spaces– but did not necessarily gloss over 
conflict when it emerged. Nonetheless, through scripting, they did try to suppress 
conflict stemming from attacks by those who opposed their work or the forums (see 
Chapter 9). NHS forums, in particular, were often tightly scripted to avoid conflict, 
and some participants complained that the NHS ‘doesn’t do conflict very well’. In 
Council forums, in contrast, if conflict emerged from issue disagreements, the 
engagers usually let it play out in deliberations. Furthermore, some welcomed it as 
a marker of deliberative quality. For instance, here is Lisa reflecting on dynamics at 
Partnership Theme Groups: 

…all of us… from Council, Fire and Police, community groups, etc, are there 
and there is often a bit of conflict and good discussion. Each participant has a 
strong agenda and we are limited by the politics of our respective organisations. 
Although sometimes you also see shifts, you know, and someone says: well, this 
needs to be done in partnership… and so sometimes we get beyond individual 
organisational interests. 

This illustrates the development, over time, of collaborative communication 
patterns capable of breaking through differences and conflicting agendas. This 
“communicative capacity” (Bartels, 2013b) is painstakingly fostered by the 
engagers’ facilitation as they seek to “continually shape and reshape the conditions 
for deliberation” (Smith, 2009: 198). In particular, active facilitation seems crucial to 
ensure “equality of voice” so that meetings are “not dominated by the politically 
skilled and charismatic” (Smith, 2009: 169), or characterised by “internal exclusion” 
that privileges certain ways of speaking and interacting (Young, 2000). Of course, 
meetings are not self-contained phenomena, and “equality of voice” does not only 
depend on internal forum dynamics. Consequently, there are important limits to 
what the engagers can achieve working on communication patterns, and the 
absence of confrontation by no means signifies lack of conflict. Let me take as an 
example decision-making dynamics in Wyndland’s forums. During fieldwork, I 
never witnessed voting as a decision-making mechanism. Decisions were made 
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through deliberative consensus building in a process that Moore (2012: 157) 
describes aptly:  

…after the group has discussed an issue for a while, one member or 
another will advance a proposal that sums up what the proposer takes 
to be the opinion of the group from the preceding discussion. If the 
proposal is not rejected, then that proposal becomes the collective 
decision. 

This is an ubiquitous modus operandi, termed by Urfalino (2010: 129-130) “apparent 
consensus”, and in which “silence amounts to consent”. However, this does not 
imply that silence actually means consent, let alone unanimity. Although the 
engager may carefully facilitate to ensure that no one is silenced, she can seldom be 
sure about what silence says. Indeed, apparent consensus, substantiated through 
seemingly collaborative communication patterns may actually conceal other 
dynamics. For instance, most decisions made at the Partnership Board were 
typically consensual. When pressed for time, the chairperson –aided by the 
engager– would approve recommendations ‘by exception’, that is, reciting them and 
stopping only on ‘sticky points’, until he would declare: ‘there is consensus’. The 
working premise was that no comment meant agreement. However, this 
assumption is problematic, as Angus, the Board member representing Wyndland’s 
third sector, made clear when talking about ‘the power play of the individuals involved 
in this discursive forum’: 

…the Board is made up of… the Chief Executive and the political Leader of the 
Council, the Police… Fire Service… NHS… [etc] and then the voluntary 
sector. Now, working through the equity around those relationships is quite 
difficult, and also working out how to find the right voice to speak… how you 
become a critical friend [without] jeopardising the hand that feeds you, and that 
is a very delicate relationship, and not only goes on at the Board, it goes on 
within the Theme Groups… if you are too outspoken how would that actually 
affect your ability to be successful within your field, and I have certainly been 
challenged by that when certain decisions have been made that I could not… 
agree with, and having to challenge them and do it [without] jeopardising other 
relationships. 

At that strategic level, the engager had less leeway to create a ‘safe’ space where 
participants could freely challenge each other and bring conflict and disagreement 
into the open. Accordingly, although she succeeded in fostering apparently 
collaborative patterns, these seemed to conceal a lack of room for robust, inclusive 
deliberation. For Angus, the potential for approaching the ideal of unconstrained 
deliberation (see Cohen, 1997: 74) is hindered by a ‘set of circumstances and 
institutionalised behaviours that sometimes do not allow us to manage that relationship 
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and… make the space available to have those conversations’. Over time, this seems to 
entrench communication patterns geared towards unquestioned apparent 
consensus, which in turn fosters tactical engagement –Angus again: 

… it’s harsh when… you are actually the only person in there who actually 
ever raises a challenge… and I am fully aware that I need to watch how I 
personally engage… if I’m gonna do that it needs to be substantive and 
winnable, and make a difference for the people that I am there to represent. If I 
was really honest I could probably speak up more, disagree a lot more… but 
ultimately you have to go: Am I better to hold out for something that will really 
make a difference? 

This section has illustrated the centrality of communication patterns in facilitation 
practice. Seeking to create ‘safe’ spaces for deliberation, the engagers try to nurture 
certain patterns and pre-empt or alter others, minded that their prime matter is 
communication as “the observable part of a relationship” (Penman, 2000: 1). This 
work entails both discursive and material interventions. Thus far I have focussed on 
the former, in particular, why and how facilitators seek to “generate internal 
constraints on discourse” (Moore, 2012: 154). To do so, they typically deploy what 
Stromer-Galley (2007: 13) calls “process talk”, i.e.: inviting introductions, explaining 
meeting aims and interaction formats, keeping participants on task, summarising 
contributions, asking participants to elaborate particular points, checking for 
agreement or dissent, intervening if there is confrontation, curtailing excessive 
contributions, inviting quiet participants to speak, and so on. The next section turns 
to the material dimension of facilitation work.  

7.3. Facilitation artefacts  

Artefacts are ubiquitous in social arrangements, enabling and constraining action by 
virtue of their physical properties and the “organization that human activity 
imposes on them” (Schatzki, 2002: 98). Because they enable and constrain, as well as 
embody worldviews and intentions, artefacts can be said to have political qualities 
(Winner, 1980). As other policy workers, engagers live in a world of context-specific 
artefacts. Here, I focus on facilitation tools, which epitomise their trade. Although 
others may occasionally use such artefacts, for the engagers they play a systematic 
role, thus constituting a marker of their “professional jurisdiction” (Abbott, 1988). 
Artefacts were typical of forums conducted by facilitators rather than chairpersons, 
who ran meetings following traditional committee protocols. To be sure, committee-
style proceedings also featured artefacts –e.g. tables, agendas– but they were not, 
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like facilitation tools, emblematic of the participation world. In fact, whenever a 
traditionally chaired forum decided to organise more ‘creative’ or ‘engaging’ sessions, 
engagers would always take over for artefact-mediated facilitation.  

During fieldwork, I encountered and experienced well-known participatory 
methods underpinned by artefacts, including Carrousel, Metaplan, Talking Mats, 
Conversation Café, Participatory Appraisal and Mapping, Ketso, Dotmocracy, 
Planning for Real, SWOT, Visioning, Brainstorming, Appreciative Inquiry, etc. The 
engagers usually assembled hybrids, mixing and matching without necessarily 
using these official labels. Some artefacts already came up previously. Chapter 5 
featured the Planning for Real 3D model, and Chapter 6 noted the material 
choreographies orchestrated by engagers when scripting meetings. Here, I illustrate 
how such artefacts are used and why. In a nutshell, whether they comprised basic 
combinations of flipcharts and sticky notes, or sophisticatedly packaged methods 
(Pictures-set 4), their key micro-political functions were to structure participants’ 
interaction and input, and to foster certain communication patterns. To illustrate the 
disciplinary impetus at play, I explore both in turn. 

Pictures-set  4. Facilitation artefacts: Participatory Mapping and Ketso 
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The engagers used artefacts to structure interaction, from allocating speaking turns 
to organising tasks and progression. This structure sometimes intended to reduce 
anxiety by participants who felt more comfortable knowing what came next. Many 
artefacts also provided non-verbal ways to participate –e.g. writing, prioritising 
using stickers, making connections by drawing. Accordingly, the engagers banked 
on the visual and kinaesthetic qualities of some artefacts to aid participants with 
learning difficulties25 or otherwise unaccustomed to public speaking, therefore 
avoiding privileging discursive prowess. In terms of structuring input, during 
preparations for a large forum, an engager explained that the chosen tool was 

…a good diagrammatic way of working and answering questions… and it’s 
really interesting to make people engage with specific questions instead of 
letting them say what they want [laughter]. Otherwise, they always just say at 
meetings what they always say and don’t address issues or think beyond their 
usual perspective. 

Clearly, the engagers recognised the micro-political import of framing issues, 
posing questions, and setting categories by means of artefact-mediated facilitation. 
While scripting, they often discussed what type of input they might get depending 
on what combinations of the above they would use. Therefore, they actively sought 
to organise not only what participants may say, but also their ways of thinking and 
working. 

Artefacts were also important in terms of shaping communication patterns. For 
instance, at a forum on planning and environmental issues, a ruling councillor 
dominated and narrowed the scope of the issues considered by focussing on one 
area of the map used by the facilitator to get participants generating ideas. After ten 
minutes of sustained monologuing, the facilitator quietly pulled from a toolbox 
various colourful images (i.e. cars, bicycles, trees) and displayed them on the map. 
Participants reacted to the stimuli by bringing up transport and green space issues. 
Uninterested, the councillor listened briefly before moving to another table, where 
he started a new version of the same monologue.  

Domineering patterns are so common, that ways of altering them are often 
highlighted as unique selling points for certain artefacts. For instance, during a 
session demonstrating Ketso to forty Scottish practitioners, the organiser stated 

1                                             

25 Sometimes, allocated officers helped citizens with learning or literacy difficulties to participate. 
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bluntly: ‘this is a powerful way of managing the people who usually dominates the 
conversation’. Similarly, during forum preparations in Wyndland, an engager 
explained to trainee facilitators: ‘having Ketso can help to structure the session in a way 
that avoids what it usually happens with community councillors, that they take over and are 
extremely vocal’. Artefacts were also used to diffuse confrontational patterns, for 
example, breaking eye contact between adversaries at escalation points, by drawing 
attention to the artefact and the task at hand. Of course, when tools failed, engagers 
had to be prepared to change dynamics. When I asked about how to alter 
monologuing and confrontational patterns, Alison replied: 

…it depends who they are! You can do like… come on we have heard from yous 
already so… can we just go around in circle … and get a comment from 
everyone? Or if it’s still going on, and there is various bits of conflict, it’s like: 
right, it sounds as if we need to discuss… break into threes, discuss, report in 
groups… so at least you get four or five voices…  

Artefacts also helped to put in practice the engagers’ belief that communication 
patterns that overly dwell on criticism ‘poison’ forums with contagious ‘negativity’, 
which can preclude creativity and problem-solving. Accordingly, they sought to 
balance time for deliberation on problems and challenges, with that on 
opportunities and solutions. In the participation trade, this idea has been packaged 
in the Appreciative Inquiry method, which foregrounds the positive in order to 
build resilience and capacity to then deal with the negative (Cooperrider and 
Whitney, 2005). Although the engagers didn’t use this method, they seemed to share 
its assumptions. Let me illustrate with a vignette from the Glenness Forum, 
convened to deliberate about building a community centre.  

Vignette 3. Facilitating SWOT 

Alison is facilitating SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats), and 
asks participants to outline strengths while she scribes on flipchart.  

Local resident Emma says: There is nothing in this town.  
Alison replies: Is that a strength? 
Emma: Well, no.  
Alison: We will come back to it later.  

The engager is here disciplining and ordering deliberation, establishing what can be said 
and thought about, and in what order. She is trying to break a pattern from previous 
meetings, where a focus on the negative made it difficult to think about solutions. She 
presses on asking firstly about the strengths of the process so far. A citizen mentions the 
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‘cross party political will’ articulated by councillors in local forums and newspapers. 
Deliberation continues, as the engager fills up the four SWOT quadrants.  

Alison: What are the threats?  
Emma: The Council.  
Alison: Okay, but the Council in what sense?  
Two residents add: ‘empty promises’, ‘money’.  

Alison, aware of Council backstage discussions about the feasibility of building the centre, 
is keen on factoring uncertainty into deliberation: ‘We cannot be 100% sure of anything, of 
course’. She concludes with a summary conveying a sense of the forum’s responsibility 
over the process: ‘… the councillors are not politically stupid, if there is community momentum 
building it will be more difficult to break their promises’. By the end, participants seem satisfied 
with the ‘full picture’ brought up by SWOT analysis and started planning ahead.  

Despite my emphasis on how engagers script meetings and deploy artefacts, I don’t 
want to understate the improvisational work involved in facilitating. Artefacts and 
facilitation tactics were more strictly scripted for one-off large forums. In contrast, 
for ongoing deliberative forums a good analogy is jazz: artefacts would come into 
play depending on the forum’s rhythm and dynamics. Alison explains: 

… sometimes you just have to gauge what’s going to work. Or you are going: 
hang on… they are not talking to each other… I’ve got to suddenly do an H 
Diagram, or suddenly [speaking fast, like a cards trickster] I am going to get 
everyone to put the main three things that you think about X… on post-it notes 
so then they are stuck up there… which means I’ve got everyone, which means I 
can then read them and try and draw something else out, right, 5 of you have 
said the same thing… Or you get to a debate … you are trying to prioritise… 
you hope to do it by discussion but actually we still want to get to an end point 
so now we are going to vote, and you use the spots [stickers]… I personally like 
to have all that… I don’t plan as much as some people… I just like to be able to 
see what happens… 

This meant that the engagers carried around numerous artefacts (Pictures-set 5) that 
were building blocks for various methods. In some cases, the engager would kick 
off a meeting without knowing what she was going to use. After one such forum, 
Alison reflected: ‘that was really very very intuitive… I had other options, I was playing 
by ear, I had flipcharts and things just in case’. I asked why she did it this way. Alison: 
‘because I’m still getting to know this group’. In this way, facilitating is clearly a 
conversation with the situation at hand (Schon, 1983) that demonstrates not only 
know-how about interaction dynamics, but also a way of learning about them. 
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Consequently, know-how begets know-how and facilitation informs facilitation, 
which becomes a way of knowing groups by acting upon them.  

 

 

 

 

Let me conclude by noting that facilitation artefacts provoked interesting reactions. 
Usually, newcomer citizens welcomed the playfulness of artefacts, as opposed to the 
‘formality’ of committee-style public meetings. In contrast, ‘committee war horses’, as 
one participant called himself, typically disliked them, perhaps because they took 
them out of their comfort zone –i.e. the committee meeting where the articulate 
knows what to expect and how to thrive. Community councillors, and some 
politicians, were often in this second category, with some profoundly loathing 
artefacts, which they saw as ‘childish’, ‘ridiculous’ and even ‘insulting’. It is difficult to 
tell whether this was a matter of being uncomfortable with unfamiliar ways of 
engaging, or whether there was also political sensibility around losing the 
privileged position that committee-style forums afford to the outspoken and 
rhetorically skilful. Anyhow, the discipline imposed on participants through 

Pictures-set  5. Facilitator trolleys, voting pads and Ketso kits 
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facilitation artefacts was welcome by some, and abhorred by others, highlighting 
once again the political thrust of the engager’s work.  

7.4. Facilitating deliberation: From private to public reasons  

This final section features an exemplar that offers insight into an underexplored 
dimension of facilitation as transformative practice. The case is emblematic of 
facilitation dynamics in Wyndland’s deliberative forums, and foregrounds the 
engagers’ focus on deliberation, as opposed to other forms of engagement. As 
Alison explains: ‘we could just give everyone a list of priorities and say: right, tick which 
ones you think are good’. When I asked why not do that, Alison replied: 

…because we want that opportunity for deliberation… Voting is a nice way of 
people to go… without having to justify or making arguments if there is people 
who disagree with them… But [we want] that opportunity to discuss it… to 
change your mind… to go: well, actually I didn’t think that was a good idea at 
the beginning but… let’s put that right up here because that will make a 
difference… All these techniques are different ways of starting a conversation, 
and getting people beyond the agenda that they initially came with. 

The engagers seem in line with deliberative scholars, who define deliberation as 
“communication that induces reflection on preferences, values and interests in a 
non-coercive fashion”, that is, by no force other than argumentation (Mansbridge et 
al., 2010: 65; Dryzek, 2002: 75). The aim is to facilitate conversations that generate 

reasonable, well-informed opinions in which participants are willing to 
revise preferences in light of discussion, new information, and claims 
made by fellow participants. Although consensus need not be the 
ultimate aim of deliberation, and participants are expected to pursue 
their interests, an overarching interest in the legitimacy of outcomes 
(understood as justification to all affected) ideally characterizes 
deliberation. (Chambers, 2003: 309) 

For scholars inspired by Habermas and Rawls, it is essential that deliberation entails 
public reasons and public interests, although Mansbridge et al. (2010: 72-80) make 
room for self-interest as long as it can be “justified to others as reasonable” (Dryzek 
and Hendriks, 2012: Loc 618). Nonetheless, the emphasis is often on discussing the 
“common good rather than competing for the promotion of the private goods of 
each”, so that citizens may (re)articulate their preferences according to “public-
minded ends” (Mansbridge et al., 2010: 67, 66). This is important for, as Stone (1997: 
21) argues, the “concept of public interest is to the polis what self-interest is to the 
market”. However, some argue that a focus on “the common good” may suppress 
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the consideration of conflicting interests, and thus it seems better to focus on 
“common ground” instead (Mansbridge et al., 2010: 22, 36-37). Furthermore, given 
the contested nature of concepts such as ‘public reason’, ‘common good’ or ‘public 
interest’, one might argue that these are not necessarily a priori principles for 
deliberation, but the very object of deliberation itself. As Hendriks (2006: 572) puts 
it, “unlike political theorists, deliberative practitioners have had to accommodate 
the reality of interest politics” in their facilitation work.  

As seen above, engagers like Alison believe that careful facilitation can foster 
“public-spiritedness” –a tenet that underpins the “transformative claims” of 
deliberative scholarship (Pincock, 2012: 151). Such claims highlight the “power of 
deliberation to transform individual participants’ perceptions and even identities in 
the direction of the common good”, to the point of “transforming self-interest” 
when “participants change their minds because they have adopted to some degree 
the perspective of another or taken the other’s interests as their own” (Mansbridge 
et al., 2010: 78). However, we know little about the facilitator’s role in this 
transformative process. How do they facilitate the exchange of public rather than 
private reasons? And how do they foster deliberation about the common good or 
common ground –as opposed to bargaining about particular interests?  

I therefore take up Smith’s (2009: 198) invitation to analyse facilitation practice to 
better understand “the way in which often explicitly self-interested motivations are 
at times transformed into a more public-spirited orientation”. Accordingly, the 
exemplar illustrates the role of facilitation in this process, showing how it constrains 
and enables not only communication patterns, but also substantive discourse.  

Exemplar 

Glenness is a small, former fishing town in the least affluent area of Wyndland 
South. Over the past few years, community groups have become notably active as a 
reaction to lack of local investment by Wyndland Council. The most active group is 
formed by members of the local Darts Association (henceforth DA). Six years ago, 
the Council-owned building that hosted the DA was shut down for various reasons. 
In an engager’s view: 

…it was mismanagement of the bar and… people taking liberties with things, 
and problems with money… familiarity breeds contempt and… there was 
nobody actually managing it… so the old building was shut, somewhat of a 
political decision… and the community were promised this sort of new build… 
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Although competing parties offered the electoral promise of a new centre, after the 
2007 local elections, the incoming Administration dropped the initiative. The 
engager explains: 

…there was no  political support… there was so much ill feeling about it…  and 
also there was a lot of… debate about this idea of what they wanted was the 
replacement of what was there, which really had been a bit of a social club… 
and the bar was this kind of big focus, and you just knew that the Council was 
not going to build Glenness a new bar. 

The ‘community’, in the words of a local CDO, felt ‘betrayed’ and ‘let down’. 
Spearheaded by the DA, community groups united, overcoming reciprocal frictions 
in order to present demands to the Council. A year before the 2012 local elections, 
the Administration decided to go ahead with the centre, and tasked the engagers 
with facilitating a forum to guide the process of designing a new building that 
would accommodate demands by various groups. In high-level backstage 
conversations, some councillors recognised that they would face cynicism because 
of the electoral period and previous history. And they seemed rather sceptical 
themselves, sharing a paradoxical understanding of ‘the public’ as a collection of 
private agendas. The engagers’ manager outlined similar concerns: ‘there will always 
be those in communities that just want to get on with their daily lives and they are looking 
at their individual needs rather than the wider needs of communities… that’s the challenge’. 

Key facilitation moments 

Against this backdrop, the engagers facilitated the first meeting of the Glenness 
Forum, which attracted seventy citizens –a third from the DA. The first challenge 
was voiced by one of its members: ‘…do we really need a community centre? Can this 
not be something only for the Darts Association?’ Immediately, other locals shouted that 
this should be for everyone, accusing the DA of being ‘narrow-minded’. Engager 
Lorna insisted that everyone would ‘have a say’. Accordingly, the engagers scripted 
subsequent encounters carefully, hoping that artefact-mediated facilitation could get 
DA members to ‘think beyond themselves’ and broaden the scope for deliberation. 
They used, for example, the SWOT analysis described earlier, and Participatory 
Planning sessions in which participants were asked to map the ‘stakeholders’ who 
may benefit from the new facility.  

Initially, DA members were reluctant to consider the needs of other groups, and 
they outnumbered their representatives. Struggling to assemble a more diverse 
public, the engager sought to bring alternative voices in through a household 
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survey –which also played another key function. The survey questions would be 
designed by the Forum, thus taking participants through the thinking process of 
discussing the nature of the centre, and how it might best serve ‘the whole 
community’. The engager saw this as instrumental and nonnegotiable:  

Alison: Tonight we are going to design the survey.  

DA representative: We can leave that to you. 

Alison: No, no, we do it together. 

The engager shared a template from another process. Participants complied and, 
question after question, considered various issues that went beyond the DA’s 
interests. One DA advocate, and community councillor, clearly noticed the 
facilitator’s strategy, as this vignette illustrates: 

The Community Councillor questions Alison quite abruptly about the 
question of having a dressing room, arguing that they just want lockers 
for the dart players: ‘that’s all we need now’. Another resident says that 
they may want a dressing room for Yoga, or dancing or anything else. 
‘That’s not what we have here’, replies the Community Councillor referring 
to the provisional DA location. Visibly agitated, a woman rebuts: ‘But we 
may want some new stuff, right?’ Alison intervenes: ‘yes, and at this stage is 
about knowing what people would like to have...’ He concedes: ‘Ok, ok’, but 
keeps looking to Alison with a spark of suspicion in the eye. Alison 
continues, now insisting on the importance of the survey wording: ‘with 
the bar… I just want to make sure we avoid problems from the past’. They 
agree not to add it to the facilities listed in the survey, although the DA 
is reassured that there would be installations for occasional ‘social 
functions’. 

The most vocal advocates for space for DA social functions were a group of women. 
Given that the DA played in a men-only league, I was intrigued. An engager 
explained the gender dynamics at play: 

… they are their wives, and they are very motivated to get the new facility… 
because then… they will have proper kitchen facilities to… have better 
hospitality for their husbands. This is a very traditional working class town, 
where the men work and like playing darts, and the women maintain the place 
and organise functions and keep things ‘nice’… 

This understanding guided facilitation. For instance, these women were given 
considerable airtime, perhaps because they seemed the most open-minded within 
the DA, and less prone to offering private reasons during deliberation. They 
actually supported the idea that the centre could offer various services and activities 
–while DA men rolled their eyes or complained about the scope of the proposals, 
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and the potential disruption to their activities caused by allocating space ‘for the 
youngsters’. Nonetheless, the survey helped the Forum to consider other-regarding 
arguments, beginning the process of collectively imagining the centre as inclusive 
of, but distinct from, the DA. Otherwise, the survey results –apart from showing 
broad support for a multi-functional facility– also confirmed existing concerns. 
These are two extracts:  

The old DA was run by money grabbing ‘community’ people who ran it for the 
benefit of themselves and no one else. 

It would be better if someone from outside was in charge of the new community 
centre. If there was an independent person(s) there would be no favouritism 
shown to one group or organisation.  

This cynicism made public-making more difficult, and the engagers had to invest 
time summoning new participants to counter Forum dominance by the DA. This 
also meant careful facilitation to avoid confrontational patterns and monologuing –
which the engagers thought would prevent residents from coming back. 
Occasionally, a ruling councillor met Alison to share concerns. As she explained: 

…he knows this is work in progress, and I know he thinks that the majority are 
members of the DA and have a clear interest, but I explained… that’s absolutely 
fine… only people with an interest will get involved, and… is what keeps them 
engaged, and we just need to manage it. 

When I quizzed Alison about the way she was using facilitation artefacts to broaden 
deliberation, she replied: ‘so far they seem ok with it, they are not making it difficult for 
me to get them to look beyond their particular interests, which is good’. The engager thus 
channels existing interests through Forum dynamics that force them to reposition 
themselves amidst a mosaic of other interests. By the third meeting, collaborative 
communication patterns had been forged. At this point, Alison asked participants to 
organise an event summoning ‘the community’: 

Alison: …what do we want to consult on?  

DA woman: What do they want from the centre. I think I want a place to have 
a cup of tea, to drop the kids, to blether.  

DA man 1: The town has nothing at the moment.  

DA man 2: The town is dead, it needs something. 

By getting the Forum, rather than the Council, to work on involving others, the 
engager shifted responsibility to those who could have potentially opposed a 
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development that did not respond to their initial demands. One might argue that 
this exemplifies co-option of a community group: a way of placating the DA. 
However, analysing the detailed evolution of the process, and the constant bridging 
role played by DA women, a more positive interpretation may be warranted. 
Perhaps this illustrates how deliberation can foster “transformations in which 
individuals who had previously seen a situation from the perspective of ‘I’ come to 
think as ‘we’” (Mansbridge et al., 2006: 23). Along the process, facilitation fostered 
dynamics in which “it becomes psychologically difficult to give public reasons 
without absorbing other-regarding considerations” (Pincock, 2012: 139). To 
consolidate this, the engagers facilitated Visioning exercises where participants 
considered accumulated evidence (e.g. survey, consultation, occasional speakers) to 
produce a collective vision for the centre. This helped engagers to reassure decision-
makers that the vision came from a ‘legitimate public’, rather than ‘someone’s personal 
cause’. When a councillor voiced concern about specific individuals, the engager was 
able to say: ‘he’s been surprisingly turned around by being part of this group’.  

This exemplar illustrates facilitation as transformative practice, showing how 
engagers try to turn some-things into something else –i.e. diverse individuals into a 
group, private preferences into other-regarding choices, and disparate ideas into 
shared purposes. This was achieved through careful facilitation that attended to 
communication patterns, but also to the moulding of arguments by using artefact-
mediated methods (e.g. SWOT, Participatory Planning, survey, Visioning) that 
exposed participants to diverse perspectives. When facilitating, the engager did not 
explicitly stipulate that participants should offer public reasons or appeal to 
common goods. Instead, she sought to entangle them materially and discursively 
into public-spirited deliberation.  

7.5. Conclusions: Facilitation as political work 

I have outlined key dilemmas about the facilitator’s role, exploring communication 
patterns and facilitation artefacts, and demystifying the work of fostering inclusive 
and public-minded deliberation. Facilitation is emblematic of the engager’s 
frontstage work, and thus irremediably emergent, contingent and dependent on 
improvisation and knowledge-in-action. Like previous transformative practices in 
this thesis, facilitation is animated by a micro-politics of ordering, enabling and 
constraining. Its disciplinary thrust becomes apparent in the work of fostering and 
avoiding certain communication patterns, while seeking to assemble purposeful 
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interaction orders. Accordingly, facilitation entails the political work of generating 
artificial as opposed to naturally occurring conversations as they may unfold 
without a facilitator. Upon it depends, for instance, that inequalities that are 
prevalent at a structural level don’t get surreptitiously replicated at the forum. 
Therefore, facilitation is characterised by an impetus to control and shape 
interaction. 

Through facilitation in deliberative forums, engagers try to create a particular type 
of public sphere. In contrast to traditional consultation, the purpose is not simply to 
collect and somehow aggregate disparate individual preferences, but to question 
those preferences in the light of ongoing deliberation about what the common good 
may mean. Accordingly, the engagers seek to create deliberative public spheres, 
rather than public arenas for bargaining about private interests. Facilitation seems 
capable of shaping ways of performing citizenship based on claims to the public 
interest in the allocation of public resources. Facilitation is thus instrumental to the 
meaning-making processes that underpin deliberative forums, where citizens may 
“discover which interests and values are legitimate as guides for collective action, 
which are legitimate but private concerns, and which are illegitimate (uncivil or 
domineering, threatening to the common good)” (De Souza Briggs, 2008: 213). 

The exemplar above also supports Forester’s (1999, 2009) findings on the crucial role 
of deliberative practitioners. For him, facilitation is essential to make deliberation 
not only “argumentative… in terms of who knows what”, or “allocative, in terms of 
who gets what”, but also “transformative”: 

Participants begin… with agendas and suspicions, with complex cares, 
sets of interests, and senses of possibilities… By articulating and 
exploring their ambiguous priorities, evolving relationships, and 
uncertain options… participants in ritualized processes of dialogue and 
deliberation can transform their expectations and obligations as they 
make new agreements and revise old ones; they can transform their 
senses of self and other as they take new roles or redefine old ones; they 
can transform their senses of value and priorities as they come to 
recognize new issues or reevaluate old ones; the can transform their 
working relationships as they form new organizations and networks or 
reshape old ones. (Forester, 1999: 144) 

The term “ritualized processes” is apt here, for as I have shown, engagers seek to 
alter exiting rituals and foster new ones. They do so by scripting interaction orders 
characterised by constraints and affordances substantiated through facilitation. Of 
course, they don’t always succeed, as each forum has unique dynamics shaped by 
the social worlds that participants bring with them. Moreover, the engagers’ 
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interventions can backfire, alienating participants who may resent the discipline of 
the artefact-mediated forum, or simply feel uncomfortable with unfamiliar public 
rituals. Equally, they don’t always manage to engulf particular interests within the 
mosaic of broader local interests, which may result in groups abandoning the forum 
(e.g. business representatives at ACT, Chapter 6). In Glenness, the engagers took the 
forum through a thinking process that expanded the horizon of possibilities.  

Facilitation thus countered the dominance of the DA, helping to rework preferences 
by opening the meaning of the new centre for negotiation. The DA’s transformative 
journey underpinned the meaning-making transition from an exclusive social club 
to a multi-functional centre, where the DA would be one amongst many players. 
The political thrust of the process becomes therefore apparent: the DA –perceived 
by some officials and residents as a problematic ‘men’s club’ where members ‘drink 
24/7’– was thus forced to accommodate its ways to the new health-biased leisure 
centre. And this was done not only with the DA’s support, but also through their 
hard work (i.e. attending meetings, designing survey, organising consultations). 
This is the kind of process that governmentality studies have documented, noting 
the role of engagers –and other “experts of community”– in articulating new and 
subtle ruling relations (Rose, 1999: Chapter 5; Foucault, 1979). From this perspective, 
facilitation is a “technology of elicitation” that depends on “shaping, restraining and 
harnessing particular forms of sociality, often in accordance with theoretical models 
of what proper communication and citizenship ought to look like” (Lezaun and 
Soneryd, 2007: 292). 

This Foucauldian critique illuminates the micro-politics of governing, but it also 
shares more that it seems with some deliberative models it criticises. Namely, the 
underlying assumption that constraining and enabling particular forms of discourse 
is simply a dangerous manifestation of control and power. Indeed, the absence of 
facilitation does not mean that power dynamics are absent in public forums. 
Instead, it simply gives place to a different assemblage of constraints and 
affordances that, as argued earlier, can privilege dominant players thus replicating 
power relations –rather than opening them to public scrutiny. Furthermore, such 
critiques provide useful deconstruction, but often fall short from suggesting 
alternatives for reconstruction –precisely the domain where the engagers operate. 
Equally, in practice, the engagers struggle with problems ignored in “the idealized 
view of deliberation as ‘unconstrained communication’”, as they face the challenge 
of “practically negotiating the tensions involved in actively constituting a site for 
public deliberation” (Moore, 2012: 152). 
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All in all, one may take a positive view, and say that the engager takes forums 
through a transformation that turns private into public reasons, by facilitating 
deliberation about the meaning of the common good. Alternatively, following 
classic critiques of participation as co-option (e.g. Arnstein, 1969; Cooke and 
Kothari, 2001), one may interpret the exemplar as the story of a group placated by 
the Council, where the engagers curtailed potential opposition outside the invited 
space of the forum. Yet another alternative is to look through the governmentality 
prism and interpret the exemplar as part of an array of technologies for the 
constitution of self-governing subjects. Whatever the analytical angle, my main 
argument remains: facilitating is a transformative practice that, purposefully carried 
out by the engagers, illustrates the political nature of their work.  
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Chapter 8. Inscribing 

On my first placement day, the engagers gave me a large folder. ‘It’s for documents’, 
said Lorna, ‘you’ll need it’. Indeed, engagement work was ignited by, embodied in, 
and made consequential through documents. The engagers asked me to help with 
this, as they saw research as a world where one also lives by and through 
documents. Inscribing typically entailed, in Alison’s words, ‘turning things into 
something else’. For instance, turning flipchart sheets or sticky notes into electronic 
documents (Pictures-set 6). Moreover, as I revised drafts, and observed the engagers 
while writing, I learned about the subtleties of their work on emails, briefs and 
reports. However, I could never write alone because, as later shown, this required 
know-how accrued over long-term immersion in their policy world –what Scott 
(1998: Chapter 9) calls “metis”, or practical local knowledge.     

 

 

I soon realised that engagement was not merely what happened between document 
and document, but rather that documents were the lifeblood of engagement work. 
This was surprising, as most literature on participation typically considers 
documents as mere instrumental carriers of content. For instance, policy studies 
usually address documents’ “substantive prescriptions” or the “discourses they 
invoke”, rather than “the kinds of work that documents do in order to understand 
more clearly the work of policy itself” (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 156). That is 
precisely the focus here, what we might think of as “the social life of documents” 
(Brown and Duguid, 1996). From this perspective, policy communities comprise 

 

Pictures-set  6. Inscribing 
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writers and readers who articulate, debate and validate different readings of 
documents that mediate between them (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 163).  

Documents in the engagers’ world include emails, evaluations, minutes, action 
plans, agendas, announcements, booklets, advertisements, reports, briefs, surveys, 
consultation papers, assessment forms, spreadsheets, graphics, and other software-
mediated formats. Each document entangles a set of writers, readers and users, not 
only delivering information but also constructing and negotiating social space, 
maintaining networks and coordinating practices (Brown and Duguid, 1996). At the 
core of this process is the work of translation: the creation of connections, 
“convergences” or “homologues” by “relating things that were previously 
different” (Callon, 1980: 211; Law, 1999). Accordingly, we may investigate 
government as a “text-based medium” where documents are part of “the essential 
technology of politics” (Freeman, 2006: 52; Smith, 2006), and therefore seek to 
unravel the “knowledge-work” (Newman, 2012: Chapter 6) that defines the 
engagers’ trade.  

A document encompasses “extractions, abstractions, and reductions” materialised 
through “translation” and “inscription” (Callon et al., 2009: 51-56). In essence, a 
document can be seen as “a mark made on a thing”, which emphasises “the act or 
practice of inscribing” (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 159). It is perhaps the stability, 
durability, replicability and mobility of inscriptions that makes documents such 
ubiquitous and generative artefacts. Yet, as later shown, documents are more than 
the token that enables their circulation. They constitute a “nexus of practices and 
arrangements” (Schatzki, 2002: xvi) that embodies the politics of the engagers’ 
policy world. It is not only that “talk, or discourse, leaves behind physical traces 
(inscriptions)” (Czarniawska, 2008b: 40). Documents are “not only material traces of 
actions” but “triggers” too (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 162). Accordingly, I will not 
focus on documents’ contents, but on their artefactual potency –that is, how they 
ignite, maintain and alter the mesh of interactions in which the engagers are 
enfolded.  

Exploring inscription completes the study of the transformative practices that, in my 
analysis, constitute a basic grammar of engagement work. Previously, I studied 
public-making, scripting, and facilitating, illustrating the role of practical, local, 
experiential, professional and political knowledge in participatory policy-making. I 
focussed particularly on knowledge generated, embodied and enacted by the 
engagers. This leaves important questions unanswered: Where does that knowledge 
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go? How does it move and what does it do? What knowledge counts? How is it 
translated to make it count? This points to the realm of documents, and the practice 
of inscribing that underpins the other transformative practices (Figure 8). 

Figure 8. A grammar of engagement work 

 

This heuristic slice of engagement work –later revisited– represents ongoing 
scripting during a participatory policy-making process, which may include 
successive public-making episodes, comprising various facilitation instances. The 
heuristic locates inscribing as a generative nexus that underpins the other 
transformative practices. Consequently, the chapter seeks to substantiate this claim. 
Firstly, I illustrate inscribing for public-making, before turning to the relationship 
between scripting and inscribing. Then, I study inscribing work during and after 
forum facilitation, before exploring how it links to decision-making. Finally, I 
discuss how documents make institutions, and what this means in the engagers’ 
world. Accordingly, the chapter illustrates how the policy-making genome 
comprises sequences in which meetings “make for documents which make for more 
meetings, and so on” (Freeman, 2012: 14). The aim is to understand the politics of 
inscribing, offering an account of policy-making as practice, and engagement as 
policy work.  

8.1. Inscribing for public-making 

This section concerns the power of inscriptions to constitute publics and the power 
of the engagers to generate inscriptions. The former can be illustrated through the 
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Planning for Real artefact (Chapter 5), a town centre 3D-model prepared by 
representatives and citizens. Crafting it elicited debate –Councillor Sharpe explains: 
‘the first thing was to decide what the town centre was’. Indeed, the town centre was not 
an unproblematic pre-existent entity, but had to be constructed through maps, local 
knowledge and deliberation. Once translated into the model, the town centre could 
be paraded through Arkyle. Importantly, the inscription limited the town centre to 
the High Street. This determined future resource allocation, as the artefact included 
certain areas and excluded others. Consequently, early inscription framed the 
process, fixing the town centre locus, and therefore constructing the public directly 
affected (i.e. High Street businesses as prominent players). This illustrates how 
artefacts embody politics (Winner, 1980; Czarniawska, 2008b: Chapter 4), and how 
inscriptions do not simply reflect, but create social worlds.  

In this example, translation happened frontstage and inscription followed 
deliberation. However, most inscribing work for public-making occurs backstage. 
Key examples are Area Profiles, prepared by engagers piecing together data about a 
locality –e.g. from surveys, consultations, reports. They compare an area’s 
demography and social indicators, to Wyndland-wide data and previous years. 
Alison explains their public-making purpose: 

We don’t have the resources… to be completely representative of communities, 
we can’t talk to everybody… not everybody will talk to us… but to have that… 
relatively accurate Profile lets you gauge: are we hitting the right sort of 
balance? What groups are we missing? … If these Profiles showed… a huge 
ethnic minority population… and every time we go we see white people, then 
we are missing a big group and we know that. 

Before the engagers can script forums, they seek to turn publics into knowable 
objects. Inscription, therefore, guides public-making. More broadly, to summon 
citizens and act upon communities, governments “must first know, calculate and 
measure the objects of their concerns” (Schofield, 2002: 670). As Rose (1999: 189)  
argues, communities are thus “objectified by positive knowledges” and “subject to 
truth claims by expertise”, hence becoming “the object of political technologies for 
governing”. In the engagers’ case, the political nature of this knowledge-work is 
conspicuous (see Vignette 4). 
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Vignette 4. Inscribing Area Profiles 

The engagers read and comment: ‘this stands 
out’. I ask what they are looking for. Alison 
explains: ‘we spend a lot of time staring at these 
figures and going… yeah, that's interesting… 
and randomly pick highlights’. 

While working on Whitemills’ Area Profile, 
they examine Wyndland’s Annual Survey 
(by external consultants) and puzzle over 
figures: they don't seem ‘robust’ nor ‘quite 

make sense’. For instance, Lorna insists that homelessness is a problem, yet, Whitemills’ 
figures went from being aligned with Wyndland’s to only 1% of people highlighting it as 
important. This worries Lorna, as readers may get ‘the wrong message’ and ‘stop worrying’ 
about homelessness. Their manager comes in:  

Alison: …the indicators feel wrong, they don't correlate with other results and information, and 
bear no relation to previous surveys… It says no one in Aberkeith uses the train, but we know it’s a 
town of commuters. Or that no one cycles in Greenshire, but they just won an award for cycling! 

Lorna: …and apparently poverty is less of a problem now during the crisis… 

Manager: The risk is that you present a Profile that is not reflective of that community. 

Alison: …a lot of people is seeing these problems, but because approval rates for the Council are 
high… then the Councillors will take any criticism of the survey as an attack on them...  

The manager accepts their doubts, and instructs them to check with local officers whether 
the Profile can still be useful. Alison warns that she will be ‘very selective’ about what to 
include. Later Alison confides being ‘pissed off’ because these surveys ‘are supposed to enable 
us to say this has changed or not or improved, and be able to tell a story... But with this we cannot 
do anything like that’. Fed up with the lack of usable indicators, Lorna concludes that this is 
‘shit data’. 

At least four dimensions are noteworthy in Vignette 4. Firstly, inscription entails 
judgement and bricolage, and the translation of disparate numbers into locally 
meaningful stories. Secondly, there is a clash between the knowledge inscribed in 
the Annual Survey and the engagers’ local knowledge. Here, the manager trusted 
the latter, although the former was trumpeted by the Policy Department and the 
Administration. The engagers responded by ‘being selective’, thus producing a 
Profile they felt comfortable with. Thirdly, they acknowledged their power to 
render publics and localities as knowable for policy intervention. Accordingly, they 
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worried about the document triggering unwanted action –e.g. homelessness off the 
agenda. Finally, although they ‘randomly pick highlights’, there is certain logic to 
inscribing work, namely: being able to ‘tell a story’. This is essential to justify public-
making work and deliberation priorities.  

Generally, the engagers sourced ‘good-looking indicators’ that could support the 
relevance of certain topics and forums. For instance, they wanted to summon a 
public to address ‘inequalities’ in Greenshire –Wyndland’s wealthiest locality. 
However, as they were using an Area Profile template from ‘a deprived area’, the 
combination of indicators showed that, comparatively, Greenshire fared well. This 
didn’t help to justify a forum on inequalities and ‘pockets of deprivation’. The solution: 
reassembling the template. Without re-inscription, they couldn’t summon citizens to 
set a policy agenda different from that of Greenshire Community Council –which 
strongly opposed the engagers’ initiative, and claimed to be addressing the ‘real local 
problem’, namely, parking. Therefore, Area Profiles are central to the engagers’ 
argumentative arsenal. Alison explains: 

…it’s a way of going into an area… and starting to get a sense of where there is 
need… is it a big poverty thing? Is there education issues there? ... Is health the 
agenda? … so you do get a much more real image of an area than… community 
councils… who don’t have the resources [for] that kind of monitoring… of what 
is the real things in their area… and it’s useful for us for that… so that other 
people start to develop… a real picture… Is it just three people turning up at 
your meeting who have this major issue? Or has it turned up in the last survey 
that actually there is a real fear of crime? 

Underpinning public-making is thus the political work of inscribing, and 
inscriptions become markers of expertise about generating knowledge through 
“devices and techniques… invented to make communities real” (Rose, 1999: 189). 
That expertise is mobilised by the engagers to claim legitimate jurisdiction as they 
face opponents. Through knowledge-work and inscription, they can claim to know 
‘real’ publics and problems. Accordingly, as Cruikshank (1999: 65, 117) argues, 
“transforming political problems into numbers does not so much ‘depoliticize’ an 
issue as make political and governmental action on that issue possible”. 
Furthermore, Area Profiles illustrate how documents “embody the political 
processes by which they are produced” (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 164-165). In 
particular, they exemplify the competing knowledges at play in the making of 
publics and issues of public concern.  
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8.2. Inscribing after scripting 

Chapter 6 illustrated the predominantly oral quality of scripting work, noting that it 
left few traces –e.g. lists of materials, agendas, emails. Those traces alone could 
hardly tell the story of the processes being scripted. That was left to the work of 
storyfying, by which engagers emplotted narratives that sought to make processes 
consequential. This section concerns inscription after processes have been scripted 
and performed. In particular, I show how the serpentine, contingent, and messy 
quality of participatory processes is transformed into linear narratives that denote 
causality and order. To explore this, I consider two software-mediated artefacts. 

8.2.1. Project Reports 

This software serves to plan, track and evaluate projects internally at Wyndland’s 
Council. It forces users to classify projects according to official policy objectives and 
to provide ‘evidence of impact’. The tool was conceived by managers who wanted 
Community Development Officers (CDOs) to document their work. Despite being 
designed to use throughout scripting, everyone used it retrospectively –not for 
planning and tracking, but as means of telling process stories afterwards. A 
Community Services manager explained the motivation:  

when it comes to HMI inspection… you need to provide evidence, where do we 
keep all the evidence?… in bottom drawers, on the shelves, in people’s pockets… 
some people didn't ever record any of their work so we know who now [laughs] 
… now I’ve got the evidence. 

Apart from their contribution to “monitory power” (Newman, 2012: Loc 1947) 
regarding workers and departments, Project Reports seek to bring unruly 
inscriptions into an organised system. However, this entails more than effective 
filing, for the tool forces practitioners to translate community work into 
“technocratic” language (Fischer, 1990, 2003). To exemplify this, Box 2 features 
extracts from a departmental workshop. 

Box 2. Managers talking about Project Reports 

‘…years ago in community work we thought we were making a difference but we didn't 
know. Now we can evidence it…’  

‘Project Reports allow us to analyse representative samples of Community Development 
practice’.  
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‘…we apply scientific data and analysis… aggregating soft indicators to produce a 
measurable indicator that can be quantified’.  

‘…separating the rubies from the rubbish’.  

‘…more impact with less resources’. 

‘…we want to make sure everyone sings the same song.’  

This language was strikingly different from that used by engagers and CDOs, 
although they were acquainted with it when it came to inscribing. During an 
interview, a manager explained the translation of process stories into Project 
Reports as a function of managerial needs and monitory pressures: 

[Project Reports] enable managers to report with confidence… the sometimes 
woolly ‘yeah we make a difference’… and it’s me who has to sit in front of 
councillors and justify… to performance review panels, and you are challenged: 
… ‘how are you spending our money?’ At least now I have a tool to say… these 
guys … are making a difference in people’s lives and if you don’t believe me… I 
will show you the evidence. 

The discursive nature of policy-making and implementation comes here to the fore 
(see Fischer and Forester, 1993; Fischer and Gottweis, 2012), and it is through 
inscription that the engagers’ process stories are turned into policy arguments. 
However, I often wondered what was more persuasive for decision-makers: stories 
told through numbers and technocratic language in Project Reports, or whispered 
conversations with engagers in car parks. Both seemed influential, especially when 
they were mutually reinforcing. Nonetheless, it was process inscriptions that got 
usually waved during decision-making meetings. This exemplifies how local and 
experiential knowledge had to be “rendered technical”, and thus “stripped of 
nuance and complexity”, in order to be “packaged for policymaking or policy 
evaluation” (Newman, 2012: Loc 4050). The engagers disliked Project Reports, and 
dragged them until given deadlines. They were particularly sceptical about the 
overall claims, since they were based on  

self-reported accounts… and because everyone evaluates themselves with a 4 
out of 5 score… and I understand it has to be based on professional judgement, 
but if everyone evaluates with a 4 I question the statistics that come out of 
that… then [managers] can say that 80% of our projects are successful...  

The foundations of the artefact were seldom scrutinised by managers or councillors 
–what seemed to matter was the management stories it generated. Moreover, the 
software was becoming a hit amongst managers in other Councils, and Wyndland 
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managers toured the country doing presentations. This resonates with accounts of 
contemporary governance as “an environment where codified targets and evidence 
are the most respected form of knowledge” (Smith-Merry, 2012: 139; Clarke and 
Newman, 1997). The engagers also criticised that the software was designed for 
Community Development (CD) projects (e.g. adult education, playgroups), and was 
thus ill suited for Local Community Planning (e.g. deliberative forums). They raised 
this issue with managers, arguing for new indicators and outcomes. However, they 
were unsuccessful, and thus forced –through inscription– to translate their 
processes into CD language. As argued in Chapter 4, the artefact helped the 
department to consolidate jurisdiction over Local Community Planning, thus 
recasting the emergent job of the engagers in familiar CD terms. Once again, 
inscription seems less a representation of a policy world than a political engine for 
its constitution.  

8.2.2. The estranged dead of VOiCE  

VOiCE (Visioning Outcomes in Community Engagement) offers a counter-exemplar 
that reverses the attitudes above: this artefact is often praised by engagers and 
disliked by managers. Presented online as “planning and recording software that 
assists individuals, organisations and partnerships to design and deliver effective 
community engagement”, VOiCE was funded by the Scottish Government and 
created by participation practitioners26. In Wyndland, an engager was tasked –by 
the Partnership’s Public Engagement Group– with spreading VOiCE across the 
Council, third sector and NHS. After two years trying, the engagers agreed that 
there was ‘lack of buy-in by managers and decision-makers’, and decided to organise a 
workshop, featuring guests from other local authorities, and Alex, one of VOiCE’s 
creators. Alex explained to a room packed with 30 public and third sector managers 
that VOiCE was based on the National Standards for Community Engagement, 
launched in 2005 by the Scottish Government to “set out best practice principles for 
the way that government agencies, councils, health boards, police and other public 
bodies engage with communities”27. He spoke about ‘the struggle to implement the 

1                                             

26 See http://www.voicescotland.org.uk and http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Built-
Environment/regeneration/engage/empowerment/newsletter/June10/ImprovingCEPractice/VOIC
EToolkit [Accessed 20 August 2013]. 

27 See http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Built-Environment/regeneration/engage/standards 
[Accessed 20 August 2013]. 
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Standards, so we were asked by the Scottish Government to create a tool to support 
practitioners and practice’. He showed how VOiCE ‘takes you through the cycle of the 
engagement process’ and stated that it has over 800 users. A speaker from a Health 
Board explained that ‘the tool pushes folk and practitioners to be better at community 
engagement because it asks critical questions about impact, inclusion and evaluation’, and 
stated that ‘it’s made us think differently’. When asked about problems, two presenters 
explained: 

…many people start to use it and then give up… In that sense it actually stops 
bad practice by avoiding processes that perhaps were not well thought through 
or appropriate… 

…VoiCE can be overwhelming, when practitioners see the whole process cycle 
they get scared. But you actually don’t work that way. You fill it in by stages… 

 

Figure 9. VOiCE  

 

Source: www.voicescotland.org.uk/support-materials [Accessed 20 August 2013] 
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VOiCE portrays the engagement process in the way that traditional notions of the 
“policy cycle” (i.e. agenda-setting, planning, implementation, evaluation) seek to 
represent policy-making. That is, it offers a rationalisation, a heuristic that conceals 
the serpentine, contingent and typically messy nature of the process as experienced 
by policy workers (see Colebatch, 2005b, 2009). While shadowing engagers as they 
prepared VOiCE reports, this seemed a great artefact for managing participation as 
if it was a technical matter. However, as argued previously, public-making, 
scripting and facilitating are not merely technical endeavours, but entail political 
know-how. Nonetheless, VOiCE says something about the aspirations of the 
engagers’ community of practice to depict their messy craft as a matter of codified 
standards and expertise. Accordingly, the engagers liked the ‘professionalism’ of 
VOiCE reports, although some criticised its ‘over-rationalised linear process’, arguing 
that ‘processes grow organically, sometimes ideas get clarified on the ground, so it is 
difficult to anticipate and that may be hard for managers and others’.  

In other words, the artefact forces practitioners to clarify publics and purposes from 
the outset –whereas, as shown earlier, these are often constructed and negotiated as 
processes unfold. That is perhaps why I never met a participation practitioner who 
used VOiCE as a planning tool. Like Project Reports, they used VOiCE 
retrospectively. Moreover, the engagers persuaded and trained people to use 
VOiCE, but they didn’t use it systematically for their own forums. Lorna explained: 
‘we know how to do these things, so it’s not that useful to us’. Alison added: ‘I’m not 
always sure whether it helps me to think processes, but for people who are not used… then 
it’s useful’. However, VOiCE seemed also useful on another level, namely, as a 
disciplinary tool to drive ‘good practice’. Indeed, engagers like Lisa often lamented 
the ‘poor quality’ of engagement processes across departments and organisations: ‘if 
they had used VOiCE… they would have been forced to think about what they are doing’. 
Inscription is thus here imbued with normative force: a way of shaping thinking 
processes and self-evaluation. This disciplinary use was sometimes conspicuous. At 
a Partnership meeting, delegates from the Partnership’s Public Engagement Group 
tried to corner the Council’s Head of Economy (HoE), who was notorious for only 
considering business interests:  

Engager Fiona: …the recommendation from the Public Engagement Group is 
that the consultant you’re hiring to do this consultation is asked to use VOiCE.  
HoE: …I need to see what they propose… because they may have another ideas 
and tools.  
Engager: Well… this helps to plan consultation.  
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Youth Worker: … it allows them to think why they are choosing the 
methodology they are choosing....  
HoE: I’ll rely on Robert… because I don’t know enough …  
Robert [Policy manager]: I’m not sure VOiCE is relevant for this particular 
consultation. 

Amongst engagers there was a sense that some practitioners, managers and decision 
makers feared that VOiCE would reveal gaps in resources and skills, as well as 
highlight ‘bad practice’ (i.e. exclusions, ‘tokenistic’ consultation). An NHS engager 
argued that, as a consequence, there was a ‘web of suspicion’ around the artefact. This 
was despite the fact that VOiCE files are not publicly available. Users must register, 
and to access a project they must ask its organisers. Nonetheless, once the file exists, 
that possibility opens. Moreover, the thinking process structured through 
inscription seemed to put off many officials. Some were overwhelmed by its 
standards; others were baffled by its verdicts –e.g. a Cabinet Officer explained why 
they wouldn’t repeat certain process: ‘we were all disappointed at the low score on 
VOiCE… we thought God after all that work VOiCE says this is pretty crap’. Similarly, an 
NHS official explained that the VOiCE ideal of sharing practice stories did not 
materialise ‘because we are rubbish at community engagement and we don’t want people to 
tell us what they really think about things’. A Youth Worker argued similarly:  

…people don’t use VOiCE because it would expose that they haven’t done 
proper engagement... and this is really common, processes done quick and 
badly, and… it might show that, not only best practice, but also bad practice. 

A strategic engager from a neighbouring Council said that she had given up her 
dream of VOiCE becoming a powerful monitoring tool to observe from ‘the middle of 
the spider’s web’. Some senior officials considered it a ‘disproportionate tool’ with 
unrealistic participatory standards. The Policy manager, who long opposed the 
artefact, compared it to using 

a car to crack a nut…  too complicated for what most people would need… the 
National Standards… are for community engagement… but what most 
organisations are involved in… is consultation, there isn’t a lot of community 
engagement going on, and some of that is good and some of that is bad, and 
some of it is done through professionals like [the engagers] and some of it… 
takes place by other staff… only  involved in consultation… then VOiCE is far 
too much…  

After two years trying, the Public Engagement Group recommended that the 
Partnership stops VOiCE training: ‘no point in flogging a dead horse’. The engagers’ 
manager concluded: ‘you need to stop putting energy into this, we have evaluation tools 
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and monitoring tools coming out of our ears’. Nonetheless, managers kept ‘cracking the 
whip’ –as one put it– for artefacts like the internal Project Reports to be used. 
Arguably, Project Reports did a lot for them, whereas VOiCE didn’t. The latter was 
more useful to the engagers. It helped them to train people according to high 
standards. It allowed them certain quality control over engagement work by other 
departments –thus constituting a subtle disciplinary tool. It also enabled them to 
inscribe reports imbued with ‘professionalism’ –important to claim expertise and 
“professional jurisdiction” (Abbott, 1988). The contrast between the lives of these 
inscription artefacts is significant. Whereas Project Reports generated management 
indicators useful for policy work, VOiCE highlighted the political nature of 
participatory processes (e.g. regarding inclusion), as well as conflicting 
understandings of ‘good practice’. Eventually, while Project Reports flourished 
within the Council, VOiCE became a ‘dead horse’ at the gates of the Partnership.   

These exemplars illustrate how documents generate and mediate relationships in 
policy communities. They also show how inscription artefacts can shape practices, 
and how practices can be negotiated through artefacts. Moreover, they exemplify 
how artefacts can embody alternative ways of constructing and ruling policy 
worlds. Both cases entailed inscription work codified in the terms of particular 
groups –i.e. managers and decision-makers, and participation practitioners. In both, 
albeit differently, the scripting work that underpins engagement processes was 
stripped of its contingency, complexity and political thrust, in order to generate 
straightforward stories. Accordingly, inscribing after scripting entails substantial 
translation work. The local knowledge and political know-how deployed by the 
engagers while scripting is thus erased in translation, perhaps because this 
translation entails its own distinct know-how to the service of inscription. As Smith-
Merry (2012: 140) argues the 

complex, particularistic and personal knowledge held and transmitted 
by practitioners is ‘distinct’ to such an extent that it cannot be converted 
into explicit knowledge and is therefore very difficult to communicate… 
This loss of the experience-based practitioner knowledge… results from 
the structural ‘form’ that these documents conventionally take and the 
particular discursive practices surrounding their use.  

In the engagers’ case, it may not only be about the difficulty of communicating 
practitioner knowledge, but also about the strategic importance of not doing so. 
Why would the engagers share –through inscription– that it was thanks to a car 
park conversation that they managed to negotiate something essential to a process? 
That is left to backstage storytelling and oral culture. Inscription artefacts, in turn, 
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concern frontstage performances and the slick narratives that emerge from messy 
processes. They conceal the messiness of practice and the political nature of 
engagement work, so that perhaps the engagers’ expertise can be codified in terms 
acceptable to the policy worlds they inhabit.  

8.3. Facilitation, inscription and decision-making 

This section explores the translation of knowledge and arguments articulated by 
participants in deliberative forums. For no matter how generative facilitation may 
be, whatever goes unrecorded will likely be lost for policy-making. It is precisely 
this inscription work which enables “everyday knowledge to become 
visible/audible to the state” (Clarke, 2010: 644). In this context, I will argue, 
documents embody critical nodes in the flux of multiple translations. By bringing 
disparate things into new relationships, translation not only bridges but also 
reconstitutes them (Callon, 1980; Law, 1994, 1999). Inscribing is, therefore, 
underpinned by the work of translation (Callon et al., 2009: 48-70). In the engagers’ 
world, translation entails transforming things experienced through certain ways of 
knowing, into inscriptions that can be recognised as meaningful by certain readers.  
In this sense, translation is generative, “an active process of the production of 
meaning” (Freeman, 2012: 17). 

8.3.1. The engager as ʻtranslatorʼ 

My interest in translation accentuated when Alison called herself a ‘translator’, and 
explained: 

…it’s absolutely crucial… being able to jump from… a formal Community 
Planning Board meeting and either having written a report… in that sort of 
structure and that sort of language, and that sort of justifications… you may 
leave that meeting and be in a community centre… and essentially you’re 
talking… about the same thing but in an entirely different way… that makes it 
real to them… And writing stuff that will hit right across that spectrum… and 
editing down what various people need to know.  

Accordingly, translation can be seen as “a communicative process in which actors 
inhabiting different social worlds (i) enter into relations with each other and (ii) 
begin to recast or reconstruct themselves, their interests and their worlds” 
(Freeman, 2009: 435-436). To enable that process, the engager/translator carves up 
an in-between space through knowledge-work. An official put this nicely: ‘with their 
knowledge of what communities are after and their knowledge of what the Council can 
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deliver they are... the fulcrum, balancing between the two’. This seems a powerful 
position, where the political import of translation becomes apparent –for it is the 
engagers who inscribe the forums, and it is through inscription that they are 
rendered consequential, or not. As Lorna explained to a citizen: ‘if people prioritises 
this and gets it on the Local Community Plan then it becomes a priority, and then… officials 
[need] to… try and source funding’. However, as Alison acknowledged, this is far from 
straightforward:  

…it was never the intention that the top five things… was going to be 
absolutely what we did … there was always going to be a level of… professional 
discretion… The people who were at that meeting and probably the broader 
network… will get … a newsletter update: … these are the things that came up 
from that discussion, these are the kind of things we are moving on… 

In an interview, the Council Leader argued that ‘there needs to be that level of 
discretion’ and that the engagers’ priority is to determine ‘what’s achievable and what’s 
not’. In doing so, Alison saw herself as 

…that interface… that translates communities aspirations into things that 
actually policy makers and departments delivering services can actually do 
something with… and vice versa… translating the sort of policy stuff… around 
say transport strategies or housing strategies or environmental strategy… 
down to a level that has… local meaning for people… 

Translation, therefore, entails conscious change and conscious choices: “translators 
must know what is right and for whom”, and are thus involved “in a political, and 
not merely technical process” (Freeman, 2009: 435). Translation decisions can imply 
that some forum voices never make it to decision-making tables. Furthermore, they 
can fuel disputes over what constitutes “legitimate knowledge” (Barnes, 2009: 37; 
Fischer, 2000) and “valid forms of evidence in the eyes of the policy-makers” 
(Smith-Merry, 2012: 140). A facilitator of service users forums explains this 
predicament: 

…people come… to the forums… and tell a story… about their lives… we need 
to translate those stories into something strategic, because planning groups are 
strategic bodies… so there was… difficulty because we would be saying: this 
person is experiencing this, and the planners would then say: yes, but that’s 
just one person, it’s not representative… so we can’t use that in the strategy, 
it’s too anecdotal… 

These forums went on to conduct action research and surveys to generate evidence 
in forms that decision-makers may recognise. Nonetheless, their work was ignored, 
showing that it’s not only about adequate translation, but also about the recognition 
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of the translator as a legitimate producer of knowledge. In other words, they were 
seen as ‘amateurs doing research’. Furthermore, decision-makers were uneasy about 
what they saw as unnecessary ‘activism’ within the forums, and ordered a review to 
consider closure. This demonstrates the pressures that translators can face, and 
echoes the findings from case studies in England, which highlight the “power of 
public officials… to decide what legitimacy to afford to different voices and 
different modes of expression; and… to decide whether or not to take account of the 
views expressed” (Barnes et al., 2007: 191-192). 

8.3.2. Metaphors of translation: funnelling, filtering and distilling 

During deliberative forums, inscription work proceeds in stages underpinned by 
different translation modes. Firstly, during facilitation, inscription happens live in 
the frontstage –i.e. engagers and/or participants scribble on flipcharts or cards 
(Picture-set 7). Then, those inscriptions travel to the backstage to be translated into 
reports of various kinds. Subsequently, these new inscriptions return to forums to 
inform deliberation that generates further inscriptions, or otherwise reach other 
policy workers who translate them into strategies, frameworks or 
recommendations. Finally, some form of refined inscription –which may or may not 
resemble its former lives– makes it to decision-making arenas where they can play 
various roles. The following sections analyse these different transitions and 
translations. 

Pictures-set  7. Frontstage inscriptions 

 

To conclude a forum, a councillor told participants that the engagers ‘will take all 
your points and include them in the report’. But was this possible? There had been, for 
instance, suggestions to boycott a private transport company, strong comments 
calling for the police to deal with homeless people, and arguments about young 
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women getting pregnant to get flats. None made it to the report. Instead, transport, 
homelessness and housing ‘challenges’ and ‘concerns’ were abstractly acknowledged. 
The engagers were not merely transmitting, but translating. Yet, the image of them 
as a ‘conduit’ was popular amongst senior managers: ‘it’s getting this information that 
is massive out there in to inform decisions to come back out again, so Community Planning 
Officers really are a conduit’. The ‘conduit’ metaphor erases the power and 
responsibility of the translator, glossing over the intricacies of navigating the in-
between of disparate social worlds. Therefore, I outline three alternative metaphors 
I encountered. 

Two engagers referred to the ‘process of funnelling all this information’. As a metaphor 
of translation, ‘funnelling’ suggests giving something a particular shape by 
channelling it to a particular container. While facilitating, the engagers can funnel 
participants’ contributions through artefacts that constrain writing space (e.g. Ketso, 
sticky notes) thus ensuring argument condensation. Other times, artefacts force a 
particular type of input –e.g. SWOT example in Chapter 7. Funnelling, as Alison 
explains, often entails rearticulating: 

… there is a debate that you are supposed to write things exactly from what 
people have said, which is one thing if you are brainstorming… possibilities, 
and it’s another thing [with] SWOT… where you are trying to build a 
picture… so it’s about bringing some of those ideas together so that they 
incorporate maybe slightly more than what that person has actually said, but 
that’s why you are talking it through… always up there [on flipchart] so it can 
be seen, its public…  

As Li (2007: 283) observes, facilitators have to “work hard to keep participants on 
task and to corral the outputs into acceptable formats”. After forums, I spent hours 
‘transcribing’28, but couldn’t do it alone. I was indecisive, perhaps unnecessarily 
preoccupied with changes and implications: ‘if I eliminate this exclamation mark the 
voice changes, right?’ Lorna: ‘I do change it so it makes sense and seems clear’. Alison: ‘we 
have to infer to produce a report that means something to those who read it’. When 
something was unclear –e.g. ‘new station at gas work cottages for new 900 houses’– I 
asked, and they added: ‘new train station needed in…’ This required local knowledge 
to ‘fill in’ the gaps, but also for appropriate interpretation. For instance, a Planning 
for Real premade card read ‘kerb crawling problem here’, depicting a car to signal 

1                                             

28 Interestingly, engagers called ‘transcribing’ to collating forum outputs for reports. The term suggests 
reproducing word-by-word, in contrast to inscribing as translating/rearticulating as illustrated here. 



 197 

prostitution issues. When the model toured the schools, children used it to signal 
annoyance with cars in the school area. Understanding the locality was thus crucial 
when turning cards into reports.  

A community councillor provided the second metaphor of translation: ‘issues can be 
filtered through us so that what comes out… had all the lumps taken out’. A basic form of 
filtering was when the engagers decided not to inscribe a meeting –asked why, they 
replied: ‘I don’t think we heard anything new’. That is, the engagers embodied the 
filter. Sometimes this was instructed by decision-makers –e.g. they were told to 
leave ‘health issues’ out of a forum because of conflict about a hospital to be tackled 
by other official groups. Accordingly, the engagers filtered out of Local Community 
Plans whatever was felt beyond their influence. When in doubt, filtering was left to 
councillors. Councillor Wilson explained: ‘Sometimes it’s an idea that would be nice… 
but we can’t for this reason and that reason, but many things… make sense… and we can 
push them forward’. Yet other times, the engagers sought to make filtering more 
transparent by inviting others into it.  

For instance, after a large forum –13 tables, 120 participants– they gathered ten 
facilitators from across the Partnership to help ‘transcribing’. They were asked to 
crosscheck each other’s doubts and ‘go with the interpretation that works’, and 
discussed how to ‘group the themes’ to produce a report useful to various 
organisations. They certainly couldn’t simply include the 700 statements generated 
–which would be displayed online. The engagers proposed that ‘we give ourselves 
room for interpretation’, ‘fill in the gaps’ and ‘pull out the themes that capture your table 
discussions’, so that several ‘one-pagers with bulleted points’ were ready for the report. 
Clearly, funnelling and filtering give translators considerable power. When this 
work happens backstage, that power is typically glossed over. However, in high-
stakes forums the engagers enrolled others to build in inscription accountability that 
may strengthen narratives about process integrity.  

The third translation metaphor pertains to this latter stage, and it entails –a 
Planning manager explained– ‘sifting through the huge number of comments… distilling 
them down’. Distilling transcends funnelling and filtering, completing the process of 
turning messy amalgam into coherent assemblage. As Fiona explains, ‘you find 
yourself trying to report this mess… because you get a mess of things from the conversation 
and then you try to turn it into something you can report’. To accomplish this, ‘you want 
to get a flavour, you want to get an essence, you want to capture in order to influence’. 
Through funnelling, filtering and distilling the engagers, in Lorna’s words,  ‘hope to 
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come out… with 20 things… so that after the forum people can see… the highlights… and 
from this there are these few things we could take forward’. The aim of these overlapping 
translation modes is thus to provide decision-makers with workable narratives. As a 
manager told Cabinet members: ‘[the engagers] will write a report with all of this … 
saying: this is what the public want, these are the issues, and this is what the Council can 
do’. Eventually the final document “somehow magically combines and reduces 
information from several different sources into one” (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 
161), and the documents that preceded it are buried in the backstage, alongside the 
elisions and translations that fuelled inscription work.  

8.3.3. Exemplar: from the forum to decision-making 

To illustrate how this comes together as inscriptions translate processes for decision-
making, I return to ACT’s deliberative forum and PFR project (Chapter 5). This long 
process summoned representatives, officials and residents to improve Arkyle’s 
town centre. Its story can be told as a succession of documents. During a Local Area 
Forum the issue was discussed and prioritised, going from flipchart sheets to the 
Local Community Plan. This was turned into an agenda and numerous emails to 
summon the new ACT forum. Its meetings generated various inscriptions, 
including the PFR model, which was used to invite citizens to map problems, ideas 
and preferences in cards and questionnaires. These inscriptions were translated into 
a report, which then informed the Town Centre Strategy. The Strategy was then 
translated into a public consultation paper, which elicited inscriptions used to revise 
the Strategy, which then reached the Cabinet for councillors to decide on previously 
inscribed Capital Plan budgets. In turn, this decision will derive a new documents 
chain, by the end of which ACT and PFR will be but a distant memory: inscriptions 
in VOiCE and Project Reports, shredded flipcharts and cards recycled into new 
paper, and tales shared by the engagers and some others.  

Figure 10. Key document transitions and translations in Arkyleʼs participatory 
process 
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The dotted lines in Figure 10 mark key transitions and translations in the documents 
sequence that underpinned the process. A key moment was when thousands of PFR 
statements where funnelled into themes. The engagers summoned ACT members to 
share the workload, but also for inscription accountability. I worked with that team 
over several weeks. We were instructed by the engagers to colour-code by policy 
themes (e.g. transport, amenities, business) and watch for ‘things that jump out’ as 
relevant for various departments and organisations. Once themed, similar 
statements were merged and tallied to indicate the ‘strength of feeling’ about each 
issue. This process was anything but mechanical. For instance, many PFR cards read 
‘Young people hanging around here’. What did this mean? Translating this entailed not 
only interpretation but also rearticulation (Freeman, 2009: 434-435). It carried the 
power to frame the issue by choosing to what theme –and thus to whom– it 
belonged: perhaps the police-chaired Community Safety Partnership? Council 
Social Services? Youth Work? Culture and Leisure? As Lorna put it: ‘a key skill in this 
job is to pass things on to whoever works on that issue and can do something’. However, 
this is not just about linking, there is politics in how things are connected. Besides 
interpretation, therefore, translation entails the articulation of relationships in the 
construction of policy worlds.  

Pictures-set  8. PFR prioritising  

 

The next step was for ACT to prioritise themes, issues and ideas. This filtering 
involved community representatives and officials deciding short, medium and long-
term priorities (Pictures-set 8). They also decided what was for the Town Centre 
Strategy and what for various departments and organisations. Throughout this 
phase, the engagers insisted on leaving an ‘audit trail’, so that issues could be 
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tracked from ACT decisions back to PFR inscriptions and their subsequent 
translations. In addition, community representatives offered ongoing scrutiny 
during meetings: ‘where are the points about traffic lights? I can’t find them in this 
report’. Or: ‘I’m afraid the proposals for pedestrian areas may slip out’. The engager 
replied: ‘if it slips out that’s why the Strategy will come here and we can put it back’. 
Followed by Ian, the Planning manager: ‘it won’t slip out, it won’t’.  

When this phase ended, the engager confided that Ian was ‘really happy’ with the 
‘narrative version’ of the report, which had turned thousands of statements into a few 
dozen paragraphs and graphics. He said that it was ‘perfect’ to present to the 
Council as ‘evidence’ for his Strategy proposal. The engagers’ work had produced an 
actionable inscription that this policy-maker could use to push policy forward. 
Accordingly, translation can be seen as “constructive” as it “reinvents the object that 
it translates”; “constitutive” insofar “it creates communities of writers and readers”; 
and “contingent to the degree that it is determined by its intelligibility and 
usefulness to the reader” (Freeman, 2009: 439). When the Strategy was ready, Ian –
involved in ACT throughout– presented it to the forum: ‘this is informed by what the 
public said but also by the conversations we had here’. He outlined how the Strategy 
responded to priorities, and highlighted the issues over which ‘the Council has no 
control’ (e.g. shops variety). Finally, he displayed a map with proposed changes 
(Pictures-set 9). ACT participants seemed ecstatic. The pedestrian area and new 
‘civic space’ for public events –e.g. concerts or farmers’ markets– particularly 
fascinated them. Everyone congratulated Ian, especially the community 
representatives: ‘It’s the first time I see the Council putting thought over our town centre’. 
Some councillors were less effusive, and worried about ‘losing parking space’. That 
would become an issue for Cabinet deliberation, for which Ian would marshal 
‘evidence’ from the participatory process.  

 

 

 

Pictures-set  9. Maps 
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I wondered what may have ‘slipped out’, but was nonetheless mesmerised by how 
the plans had translated myriad ideas into a few spatial features. These features 
were never directly proposed, and yet, they seemed to encapsulate the gist from 
ACT/PFR. Apart from issues inscribed separately for departments and 
organisations, how could thousands of statements become this slick Strategy and 
map proposal? This was ‘an essence’ derived through backstage ‘distillation’. For 
instance, Ian explained that the ‘civic space’ responded to demands for improving 
the ‘public realm’ and foster ‘community spirit’. He had translated amalgam into 
assemblage, both interpreting process outputs and rearticulating their meanings 
and relationships through new inscriptions. The engagers were relieved that the 
forum liked the proposals; otherwise, it could have been problematic. Alison 
confided bluntly: ‘ACT doesn’t get to decide priorities, Ian does because of his professional 
knowledge’.  

Accordingly, final distillation belonged to a realm beyond the forum. After all the 
funnelling and filtering by engagers and others, distillation was now the preserve of 
officials working in a backstage inaccessible to them. A backstage lacking the 
forum’s ‘audit trail’ of inscription work –although somewhat accountable through 
public consultation. This distillation phase, where recommendations are generated, 
is “a critical epistemological moment” in the transition from evidence to policy 
(Freeman, 2006: 61). Yet, we know little about it, “partly because it takes place in the 
closed world of the drafting process” (Ibid.).  

Fascinated by this, I interviewed officials involved in distillation. This was the 
moment when various knowledges (local, experiential, professional) were brought 
together through inscription. Piled up on Ian’s table were, therefore, not only ACT 
and PFR reports, but also surveys and briefs on transport, crime, environment, 
business and amenities solicited from other officials. Interestingly, Ian read and 
wrote not as a detached official who weights evidence, but as someone who was 
involved in ACT deliberations throughout, and had thus developed local 
knowledge. When I asked whether the Strategy would be any different if ACT 
hadn’t existed, he responded: 

…it would actually… I can write a Town Centre Strategy… in accordance 
with my training as town planner… what I can’t do is address problems that 
the public can bring to it, and that’s where [PFR] has been useful, because 
people can put their markers on the board saying… drugs problem here, or 
inadequate lighting, or I don’t feel safe here… I don’t know that, I don’t know 
where people don’t feel safe… 
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Ian was passionate about refuting arguments by those who separate inscription and 
action, and see the first as slowing the second: 

…you can almost see some people yawning when you mention the Strategy, but 
I know… it’s a focus for other people, the Councillors to take decisions to invest, 
and I know that it works… A lot of people want instant action…[which] is 
possible… if there is a pile of litter… but not if it’s a problem building or… the 
range of shops…  

Documents, therefore, direct attention and structure interaction. In this light, the 
document is not what follows from deliberative forums, but the continuation of 
deliberation by other means. Accordingly, reading and writing become 
indistinguishable from deliberating (Lezaun and Soneryd, 2007: 294; Brown and 
Duguid, 1996), for it entails decisions about what evidence is translated for decision-
makers –what knowledge gets codified in actionable inscriptions. Consequently, the 
translator occupies a privileged speaking position in the deliberative process. 
Distillation work is thus decision-making work insofar it determines the very object 
for decision-making. Here, that object is the Strategy proposal –Councillor Wilson, 
ACT’s political champion, explains the next steps: 

[the Cabinet] will expect to see… a Strategy… saying: we have worked with 
local people, this is what we came up with, we are now asking you collectively 
to endorse this. And the chances are that they will say: right… local people have 
been involved, it seems to be sensible, we will endorse it. 

Eventually, decision-makers get a document and a story about its development –in 
both, translation work remains invisible. The progression of “knowledge into 
action” and evidence into policy is “channelled through a document, a signal 
expression of findings and recommendations” that constitutes “a critical node in a 
complex network of processes and relationships” (Freeman, 2006: 52). Furthermore, 
that node can alter institutional practices. For instance, the Strategy elicited 
dilemmas for councillors and officials. Should the proposal go first to ACT or the 
Cabinet? Since it was prepared with ‘local people’, did it require standard public 
consultation? Barnett argued that this was unnecessary because ‘the point of ACT’ 
was precisely ‘to do things differently, bottom-up’. However, senior officials insisted on 
formal consultation procedures. They were perhaps mindful of the political import 
of their distillation work, and thus public scrutiny might counter lack of 
accountability during backstage translation. Anyhow, the example illustrates how 
the document embodied the rearticulation of relationships elicited by new ways of 
making policy in Wyndland. The document forced policy workers to puzzle over 
rationales and procedures, as they entered a territory where new narratives about 
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legitimacy and accountability had to be created. This highlights the importance of 
inscriptions in opening opportunities for institutional change. 

Of course, decision-makers could always ignore these inscriptions, although that 
entailed risks. The engagers shared stories about damaging ‘u-turns’ by councillors 
who ignored input from forums. Furthermore, officials like Ian built ‘evidence-based’ 
arguments that made forums difficult to ignore. Nevertheless, I also encountered 
officials who saw distillation as ‘technical’ work, separated from decision-making –
i.e. Transport manager:  

… the document has to be approved by the Councillors so it becomes the 
Council document so… ultimately I am putting the document together, but 
based on input and contributions from a range of people… and it will end up 
with Elected Members, they will have a look and see if it’s what they want it to 
say… 

A Policy manager expressed a different view: ‘obviously professionals… have a major 
influence in a lot of policies… [They] will make a recommendation… write a report based on 
their knowledge and experience and [hesitant] the views of the public…’ These 
officials/translators insisted on the importance of ‘numbers’, perhaps to downplay 
the judgement involved in translation. I asked what weight they gave to ‘evidence’ 
from forums as compared to other sources. Planning manager: ‘it depends inevitably 
on how many people are making those comments’. Transport manager: ‘you weight 
numbers of responses’. Although they emphasised numbers, what I observed was 
more nuanced. Large numbers clearly forced consideration, and engagers and 
officials always ensured their prominence through eye-catching graphics. However, 
sometimes an isolated idea could travel a long way in the inscription process if it 
reflected official priorities or inscriptions from other forums (e.g. surveys, street 
audits). This justified critiques of forum inscription –i.e. community councillor: 

… I was sitting with this girl [who works at] the local library and [the 
engagers] were… asking what does Arkyle need? You get two coloured post-its 
and you stick them on the board… and this girl... wrote we need a new local 
library in both of her post-its… At the presentation after… the slide that went 
up… was ‘Arkyle needs a new library’, and it was only one person… and it 
became a priority… and to me that’s… an issue… how you deal with the 
information… 

The story shows awareness about the politics of inscription, highlighting challenges 
of inscribing during facilitation, and the importance of post-forum backstage 
knowledge-work considering alternative sources. However, it also suggests an 
understanding of inscription as mechanical transcription –an illusion that some 
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engagers happily nurture in the frontstage. The promise that ‘nothing will be lost’, 
conceals the process of funnelling, filtering and distilling that characterises 
inscription. Equally, it obscures how backstage translation may bring together 
disparate knowledges in participatory policy-making. Consequently, the translator’s 
role seems imbued with both immense responsibility and striking invisibility.  

8.4. How documents make policy worlds 

Having analysed inscribing practices, this section considers the broader role of 
documents in the engagers’ institutional landscape. Inscribing takes a third of local 
engagers’ time, and two thirds of strategic level engagers. Indeed, my memories of 
the Policy Department –which hosted the latter– are punctuated by the rhythm of a 
symphony of keyboards. This was anything but solitary work, for between meeting 
and meeting, documents mediated between policy workers and others, both 
connecting them and coordinating their actions (Freeman, 2008: 15; Freeman and 
Maybin, 2011: 160). During an interview, an Environment officer explained her 
relationship with the engagers: 

…I was writing the Environment Strategy… driven through the Single 
Outcome Agreement… and then translated into the… Action Plan, and [the 
engagers] helped me with the consultation, but at the same time they were out 
doing… Local Community Plans… so they were supporting me but [also]… 
feeding into the Plans… the environmental aspirations of these communities… 

The fragment illustrates the document-mediated relationships between engagers 
and other policy workers, and the interlocking of their translation work. Moreover, 
it shows how policy communities are essentially communities of readers and 
writers (Freeman and Maybin, 2011: 163). The Policy manager put it bluntly: ‘when 
someone asks me what I do at work… I read, write and have meetings, that’s what I do’. 
Consequently, policy workers develop –in Alison’s words– ‘a consciousness of 
language’. During our focus group, NHS engagers expressed similar feelings of 
exposure: ‘you kind of always feel you are on show, I’m constantly checking so that no one 
can read anything wrong from whatever I do’; ‘I quadruple check emails, and notices for 
example’. The document not only connects backstage and frontstage, but also presses 
frontstage awareness onto backstage work. All in all, as the following exemplar 
illustrates, the engagers used documents not only to navigate the institutional 
landscape, but also to shape it.  
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8.4.1. Exemplar: how documents make the Partnership 

This is a story about the institution-making role of documents in the strategic 
engagers’ world. Wyndland’s Partnership can be seen as a network of organisations 
and individuals entangled through meetings and documents, which fulfil both 
collaborative policy-making and identity-building functions. Its major achievement 
is the Single Outcome Agreement (Appendix 2), a document that sets priorities, 
outcomes and indicators for the Partners (NHS, Council, third sector, etc), thus 
seeking to align their work across policy areas. Agreeing Wyndland’s SOA took 
years, and some criticise it as a ‘top-down document’. Indeed, like many other 
Community Planning Partnerships (see Audit Scotland, 2013), Wyndland’s is often 
criticised for lacking both ‘community’ and ‘partnership’: that is, citizen 
engagement and substantial collaboration amongst the Partners. This much is 
reflected in a Policy Department document (see Box 3). 

Box 3. Wyndlandʼs Partnership Risk Assessment  

(1) Risk description = SOA not yet embraced as the overarching plan for Wyndland.  

    +Risk control measures = Partnership Improvement Plan  

(2) Risk description = stakeholders at the edges and bottom of the Partnership hierarchy 
are not engaged with the top and viceversa, thus reducing effectiveness, clarity and 
communication.  

    +Risk control measures = Partnership Structure Diagram and remits illustrate 
relationships and responsibilities expanded by new reporting system. 

(3) Risk description: lack of meaningful opportunities for citizens to be effectively 
engaged/involved in decision-making. Communication within the Partnership and with 
the public is poor.  

     +Risk control measures: (a) Partnership groups include voluntary sector and 
community representatives. (b) Public Involvement Strategy and Action Plan. (c) 
Partnership reporting hierarchy and ready public access to information. (d) Governance 
Review to include involvement. (e) Produce Engagement Strategy linked to SOA. (f) 
Produce Communications Strategy and Plan.  

The Policy Department typically produced accounts of policy recasting the world in 
technocratic terms. Tasked with coordinating the Partnership, it faced two political 
challenges, namely: minimal citizen engagement, and lack of ‘buy-in’ by Partners 
who didn’t see the Partnership as a place for collaborative policy-making, and used 
it to –as a third sector representative argued– ‘rubberstamp’ decisions made 
elsewhere (i.e. Council and NHS). Interestingly, the Risk Assessment exemplifies 
how politics can be erased through translation. Indeed, it turned political issues into 
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management problems (e.g. miscommunication) to be resolved technocratically 
through new documents (e.g. strategies, plans, reviews) and new ways of inscribing 
(e.g. reporting systems). Unable, or unwilling, to deal with politics, these policy 
workers translated the problem into familiar terms.  

In this context, strategic engagers live a life of reading, writing, circulating, revising, 
and discussing documents. Consequently, their political work often takes inscribing 
form. They often expressed ‘frustration’ about the gap between ‘what people sign up to 
and what they actually do’ (i.e. SOA). Accordingly, they used documents as 
disciplinary artefacts to foster partnership work, which elicited strong reactions. An 
official explained: ‘sometimes… a report … comes back to me for the third time, you 
haven’t included this… and she is absolutely right but I am just like oh my God! I’ve got so 
many other things to do!’ On one occasion, a Service manager emailed incomplete 
monitoring reports for the Partnership Board. The engagers sent it back, alongside 
‘guidelines on agreed reporting procedures’, and other instructions: ‘I’ll add this as a 
bullet point because then she’ll have to pay attention to it... and she will give me a blasting 
but actually I don’t mind’. An email reply followed soon, but without addressing the 
points: ‘and they were bulleted! When I get bulleted points I address them line-by-line’, 
explained the engager agitated while writing back.  

This pull and push was recurrent, always mediated by documents (e.g. timetables, 
action plans, briefs). A compelling example was that of the posters for the Annual 
Partnership Forum. The engagers asked the Partners to create posters about their 
policy interventions in relation to SOA outcomes. This became an intense process by 
which the engagers tried to bring coherence to disparate ways of reporting across 
departments and organisations. Here is a conversation while revising draft posters: 

Engager: It’s clear that they can’t think in terms of the impact they are having, 
they find it very hard to write it down.  

Policy Officer: … they should know that from the top of their head, surely 
that’s the kind of thing they grapple with every day… 

Engager: … actually, that’s not the way we work, is it? We don’t think about 
the difference we are making, many departments just keep going in the same 
ways they always have done.  

Policy Officer: They need a little disruption...  

Engager: ... if they are not thinking about their impact how do they know how 
they are doing, and how do they know what they should do next?  
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For the engager, inscription did not merely follow action, but triggered it. In this 
light, inscribing is a way of knowing, a means of discovery for intervention. 
Creating the posters did become a ‘disruption’ that rippled across the Partnership, 
igniting dozens of email discussions. The format was designed to capture not the 
work of organisations, but that of the Theme Groups where they were supposed to 
work in partnership. The engager explained: ‘I want the groups to own the impacts 
collected in the posters, and to own their work as a group’. With this intervention the 
engagers disciplined disparate organisations and departments to think and write 
about their impact, and to present their work as aligned with the SOA. The result 
was 40 posters displayed at the Annual Forum. They conveyed common purpose, a 
coherent narrative that united diverse organisations, policies and achievements. 
Through inscription, this message was permanent and mobile, as the posters could 
subsequently travel communicating the Partnership’s impact.  

However, some argued that much work on display would have happened 
regardless of the Partnership. That is, it was the work of various organisations 
narrated retrospectively as pertaining to the SOA. Although most had not been 
done in partnership, it was nonetheless presented as the Partnership’s work. 
Accordingly, inscription can be “a means by which influence is established and 
exerted, such that the production of the document may be thought of as a process of 
underwriting as much as writing” (Freeman, 2006: 53). The posters did not seek to 
capture what the Partnership does, but to actually construct the Partnership as such. 
By nudging Partners to think about impact stories and fit them within the SOA, the 
posters assembled disparate policy projects under one umbrella, thus publicly 
performing the Partnership. An advantage of inscribing the world is that then it can 
be edited. One can see that the engagers hoped to edit the world by editing the 
document (Czarniawska, 2008b: 44). 

8.4.2. Walls made of documents  

The corollary of the pre-eminence of documents in the engagers’ world was that 
they seemed to complicate citizen participation in policy-making. NHS engagers 
were particularly concerned: ‘we’re document rich, which can be a barrier to involve 
normal people’. They outlined seven governmental sources of policy documents, 
explaining that ‘it’s hard to work out what is relevant to public involvement… taking that 
stuff and making it real for people, is that bridging role’. As I shadowed one, their 
predicament became apparent: reading 11 documents (380 pages) for a single NHS 
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headquarters meeting could take two days. Citizens involved in Health Forums 
(PPFs), and subgroups of the Community Planning Partnership (CPP) or the 
Community Health Partnership (CHP), were equally –as one put it– ‘bombarded with 
paper’. Consequently, sometimes they barely intervened during such meetings 
because they felt ‘unprepared’. As a result, the documents’ discourse and content 
often went unchallenged, and NHS or Council officials dominated the meetings.  

Leaving NHS regional headquarters, I confessed my struggle to follow the meeting. 
The engager replied: ‘You are not the only one who got lost half way, I did too, and the 
woman in front felt asleep… I don’t even know what we agreed to’. We spoke about the 
burden placed on PPF volunteers by document overload. It somehow felt as the 
price to pay for access to this policy world. PPF delegates sometimes joked about it: 
‘…and I wanted peace and quiet when I retire’. There seem to always be a new NHS 
review or strategy. Often, engagers doubted their purpose, and whether it was a 
distraction that kept PPF members unable to focus on issues they cared about. A 
typical example was the 80 pages ‘Ensuring Public Value’ framework, discussed 
between regional NHS managers, engagers and PPF delegates. Afterwards, a PPF 
delegate explained his frustration: 

…that paper was written for the… management team… I am sure it went on 
the agenda, [the senior manager] would’ve given a bit of a talk, everybody 
would have nodded… and adopted it. I do not believe that if you took a group of 
highly trained managers and got them each to read it they would be able to say 
uniformly what it said, it was just mince, a waste of time… it’s a bureaucracy 
and that’s what bureaucracies do! … creating stuff to support themselves… I 
didn’t really understand this... before I joined the NHS, before I saw it in 
action…  

The issues were not only length and purpose, PPF members repeatedly complained 
about the jargon: ‘translation is needed to understand the NHS language’. As I collected 
hundreds of NHS documents produced by regional headquarters and Wyndland’s 
CHP, I began to visualise the institution as an enormous wall of documents. 
Citizens seemed invited into the citadel, but to navigate it they had to strive to 
decipher its runes. The engager felt uneasy about this, but she seemed equally 
trapped by that wall that erected, maintained and protected the institution. 
Therefore, through inscription, some of the most engaged citizens were entangled 
into a policy world that they struggled to understand and shape. As Freeman and 
Maybin (2011: 164) argue, reading, like writing, is “a function of power relations”. 
Often this is expressed in terms of restriction of access to documents, but in this case 
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it seems precisely the opposite: untargeted access may hinder the scrutiny it intends 
to foster.   

Of course, inscription can be also used subversively. Over time, citizens can learn 
how to work through the citadel and elicit change. For instance, during another 
NHS regional meeting, the new Head of Communications mentioned casually that 
PPF members can speak to the media. For years, the policy had been otherwise, 
much to PPFs’ frustration. Sensing the opportunity window, delegates immediately 
asked for this ‘in black and white’:  

It would be good to have it in written that, as I understood it… a PPF member 
cannot talk on behalf of the NHS, but can talk on behalf of PPF if he has the 
backing and it’s been agreed… This is a refreshing change of policy… 

What had been a casual comment was transformed, through inscription, into new 
policy. Another domain of struggle over inscription were the minutes from 
meetings. A PPF delegate explained that at CHP management meetings ‘every time 
someone makes a critique or presents opposition… never gets minuted, it always goes 
unrecorded’. Consequently, her PPF agreed to carefully scrutinise those minutes. The 
engager understood their frustration, but typically advocated caution –she was 
mindful that neighbouring PPFs had been shut down for being too ‘activist’.  

Editing minutes, as a means of editing the world, was also common at internal 
Council meetings. Accordingly, certain ideas circulated orally, perhaps to avoid 
exposure though Freedom of Information Requests, or because they were not 
deemed inscription-worthy. One example concerned a meeting about the 
forthcoming Scottish Government’s Community Empowerment Bill, which 
supports transferring public assets to communities. During the meeting, a manager 
stated: ‘this is not for the minutes, but this is the direction things are going to go, because 
we cannot keep and maintain all our assets’. He didn’t want to minute that the Council’s 
‘empowerment agenda’ included transferring derelict or unprofitable assets. Clearly, 
subversion to the power of inscription also pertains to the officials’ domain. As 
another manager put it, ‘the need to be accountable and transparent’ is forcing them to 
‘put everything in paper’. In this light, inscription can be seen as embodying a new 
politics of visibility, and preventing or securing inscription become conspicuous 
political acts. Nevertheless, inscription doesn’t guarantee visibility –as suggested by 
the metaphor of the wall of documents.  



 210 

8.5. Conclusions: Documents, transitions and translations  

This chapter illustrates how documents not only reflect policy worlds, but also 
construct and maintain them. Studying the engagers as readers and writers 
provided insight on subtle, often overlooked, dimensions of their political work. 
Analysis of inscription practices is, however, absent from most literature on 
participation (but see Escobar, 2011a: 55; Smith-Merry, 2012), which typically 
renders translation as invisible work. In contrast, I have placed inscribing at the core 
of the engagers’ trade, and explored the role of translation in not only “constructing 
and communicating meaning” but also “defining and redefining the relationships 
between parties to that communication” (Freeman, 2009: 437). Consequently, I 
highlighted the generative qualities of translation, and how the transformation it 
entails has substantial political implications (Freeman, 2009: 434). 

The chapter illustrates how inscribing underpins the other three transformative 
practices in this proposed grammar of engagement work (Figure 11). Accordingly, I 
have argued that public-making, scripting and facilitating are inextricable from 
inscribing. For publics to be summoned and legitimated, they must be known, and 
that knowledge-work is mediated by documents. For process scripts to transcend 
their performance, and become policy-making stories, they must be recodified 
according to the prevalent inscription currency. For forum facilitation to become 
consequential, it must encompass the translation of frontstage inscriptions into 
materials for backstage policy work.  

Figure 11. Key transitions and translations in engagement work 
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The purpose of this heuristic slice of engagement work is twofold. Firstly, to 
emphasise that its practices are mutually nurturing, and overlap like a score: 
ongoing scripting entails various public-making episodes, containing various 
facilitation instances, and punctuated by moments of inscription. Secondly, the 
heuristic directs attention to transition points where key translations take place (i.e. 
zigzag lines). Transitions are points in time and space, while translations are the 
transformations that render transitions consequential. Separating them has 
analytical value. It draws focus to key nodes in the process of participatory policy-
making –e.g. the transition from abstract to knowable publics; from messy scripted 
performances to slick process stories; from the forum flipchart to the strategy or 
Cabinet report. Arguably, locating key transitions directs attention to critical nodes 
in power dynamics. Since translation is ongoing work, and there is perhaps no 
“translation itself” (Freeman, 2009: 441), awareness of transitions may help to 
foreground and scrutinise key translation moves and their consequences. In other 
words, locating the where and when, allows perhaps to better question the what 
and how.  

Typically, transitions and translations are often black-boxed in accounts of public 
engagement, which tend to highlight more apparent inclusion/exclusion dynamics. 
However, after grasping the political thrust of inscription, it becomes important to 
analyse 

those points of transition and translation between meetings, between 
documents and between meetings and documents. We need to know 
what was said, agreed, contested, puzzled over, or simply passed over… 
and then how that was invoked in the next meeting or document. For 
power lies in the capacity to direct these movements one way rather 
than another, to control the mechanics of talking and writing: to 
determine who attends and who speaks, who records and who writes. 
(Freeman, 2012: 19) 

I have offered examples of how that black box can be partly opened. That was the 
case in ACT, where engagers and participants shared funnelling and filtering work. 
By making it an intersubjective endeavour, the engagers sought to ensure 
transparency and forum control over that transition and its translations. This 
unusual shared stewardship of materials offers interesting possibilities for building 
accountability into inscription work. As materials cross transition points, 
reincarnated through translation, shared stewardship may ensure that 
transformations remain open to public deliberation and challenge. Through 
inscription, engagers and officials translate the world for policy-making. 
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Consequently, translation raises the political and ethical questions that surround the 
challenge of representation, and thus translation decisions “should be revealed for 
what they are, by making them open, explicit and subject to debate” (Freeman, 2009: 
440). Inscription and translation should not be seen as what follows from 
deliberative forums, but as a key dimension of deliberative processes.  

Nonetheless, even in ACT, final distilling work remained in the hands of engagers 
and officials, who had a privileged voice in shaping inscriptions before they entered 
decision-making arenas. In part, this is made possible by the seemingly widespread 
view that this is technical rather than political work. Accordingly, the chapter has 
illustrated how technocratic aspirations and language permeate the policy world of 
the engagers, somewhat obscuring the political nature of their trade.  

The engagers rank low in organisational hierarchies, and have limited formal power 
to compel others. Perhaps that’s why the document represents such a multifaceted 
political artefact in their toolbox. As shown, the engagers use documents, and 
inscribing, as disciplinary tools.  By the same token, I illustrated how others use 
inscription to discipline the engagers, and exert control over what engagement 
means and does. Analysing inscribing work has thus offered insight into the 
engagers’ policy work and the organisational contexts where it takes place. It is 
precisely to that broader context that the final empirical chapter returns.  
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Chapter 9. The engagers and the ecology of participation 

In this final chapter, I zoom-out to analyse the context for engagement work. Firstly, 
I introduce the complex ecology of meanings that shapes that context. Secondly, I 
explore tensions elicited by the engagers’ work. Thirdly, I argue that those tensions 
are constitutive of a contested ‘culture change’ project front-lined by the engagers. 
Finally, I illustrate how they negotiate those tensions and how that endeavour 
affects them.  

9.1. The ecology of meanings 

This chapter revisits key dimensions in the engagers’ world, namely: the contested 
meanings of partnership and participation, the cultural milieu that enfolds 
engagement practice, the relationship between engagers, officials, citizens and 
politicians, and the engagers’ motivations and emotions. This complements my 
analysis of transformative practices by sketching the dynamic backdrop that shapes, 
and is shaped, by them –thus contextualising the engagers’ struggles, political work 
and disciplinary impetus. The purpose is to study what Dewey might have called 
Wyndland’s “practical ecology” of participation (Wagenaar and Cook, 2003: 167), 
thus providing an account of participatory policy-making as a “continuous process 
of contestation across a political space” (Wright and Reinhold, 2011: 86). 

This evolving ecology of participation is fuelled by a dynamic ecology of meanings, 
where conflicting notions of public engagement collide into assemblages forming 
new political and cultural milieus. Here, culture is not merely “cults and customs, 
but the structures of meaning” through which people “give shape to their 
experience”; and “politics is not coups and constitutions, but one of the principal 
arenas in which such structures publicly unfold” (Geertz, 1973: 312; van Hulst, 
2008). The engagers carve up liminal spaces (Chapter 4) where that ecology of 
meanings is negotiated through practices that recast the “interface between state 
and society” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 139). As Cornwall and Coelho (2007: 2) 
argue, these are  

… spaces of contestation as well as collaboration, into which 
heterogeneous participants bring diverse interpretations of participation 
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and democracy and divergent agendas. As such, they are crucibles for a 
new politics of public policy. 

The engagers work on very diverse processes, with distinct dynamics and scope. 
These include traditional consultations, local –temporary or ongoing– deliberative 
forums, and Partnership stakeholder forums (Chapter 5). Although Community 
Planning is the overarching policy framework, I analyse participatory governance in 
Wyndland not as an official structure but as a complex ecology of meanings shaped 
by an evolving network of relationships. This comprises a changing cultural domain 
where participation and partnership are contingently defined, contested, negotiated 
and performed. On paper, most local and strategic forums started from similar 
premises. Despite their conceptual isomorphism, however, each new assemblage 
evolved uniquely. My contention here is that this greatly depended on the evolving 
ecology of meanings and relationships negotiated through practice.  

Although I reviewed relevant literature, my research did not start from formal 
definitions of participation or partnership. Instead, during fieldwork, I explored the 
diverse meanings that they take in specific processes where different 
understandings materialised and evolved. Therefore, I encountered Council and 
NHS officials who thought about the Partnership in terms of ‘public sector efficiency’, 
‘coordination’, ‘strategic direction’, ‘co-production’, ‘integrated services’, and ‘added value’ 
–while other Council and NHS officials thought of it as ‘an imposition’, ‘a waste of 
time’ or merely ‘sharing information’. Equally, I met third sector and community 
representatives who saw the Partnership as a ‘discursive forum… to be heard’ –a place 
for ‘working together’, ‘collaborating’ and ‘sharing resources’– while some of their peers 
described it as ‘top-down governance’ and ‘rubberstamping decisions made elsewhere’. Yet 
again, some politicians understood it as ‘joined-up thinking’, ‘bringing together key 
agencies to solve problems’, and ‘pooling budgets’, whereas others saw it as a lesser 
arena for ‘Council leadership’.  

Similarly, participation also functioned as an “empty signifier” (Laclau, 2007: 36-45) 
substantiated through meaning-making practices where different understandings 
collide. Accordingly, Council and NHS officials, third sector and community 
representatives, and politicians and citizens shared diverse and crosscutting 
understandings of participation. Some saw it as ‘research techniques’ for ‘collecting 
local intelligence’, ‘detect gaps and problems’ or ‘sound out public opinion to make better 
decisions’. For others, it meant ‘involving people in decision-making and service planning’, 
‘giving people a voice’ and ‘co-producing policies’ through ‘deliberation’. Yet for others, it 
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was about ‘empowering communities’ by ‘building capacity’ and ‘devolving budgets and 
services’. Somewhat more cynically, others saw it as a way of pre-empting and 
placating ‘objections’ to policies, ‘ticking boxes’ in a ‘tokenistic exercise’, or as an 
‘abdication of responsibility by decision makers’. An NHS engager summed it up: ‘what I 
might say is participation and what a member of the public might say or… our Chief 
Executive says… may be slightly different things’. 

This confluence of diverse, often-conflicting, meanings has been noted in case 
studies in England (Lowndes et al., 2006a; Lowndes and Sullivan, 2008; Sullivan, 
2009; Durose and Richardson, 2009; Durose and Lowndes, 2010). My research adds 
further insight by emphasising the crosscutting nature of these different 
understandings. Indeed, when I tried to map the meanings above onto particular 
groups a clear pattern emerged: there was no clear pattern. They were spread across 
the spectrum in ways that wouldn’t warrant ascribing certain narratives to certain 
groups. Accordingly, some officials welcomed participatory processes as sources of 
‘knowledge’ and ‘legitimacy’, while other officials considered it a ‘burden’. Some 
community activists embraced the ethos of the forum, while others saw it as a space 
for co-option. Amongst politicians, while one advocated devolving budgets to local 
forums, a party colleague resented them, and offered an alternative: ‘If people want to 
put their suggestions in a piece of paper in a box that’s fine’. Therefore, I couldn’t make 
sense through traditional categories (e.g. officials vs. citizens), and began to see the 
engagers’ world as one of intimate antagonisms and unlikely alliances –a liminal 
space for shifting relationships. 

The complexity of this ecology seemed both a blessing and a curse –it enabled the 
engagers to carry out their work, but it also made it particularly challenging. That is, 
the ambiguity of the empty signifiers ‘partnership’ and ‘participation’ allowed them to 
summon people with different understandings, thus opening a space for 
renegotiation. On the other hand, that ambiguity could also hinder collaboration 
when conflicting meanings were exposed as incommensurable. Accordingly, the 
forums were not only the means of partnership and participation, but also the very 
spaces where their meanings and impact were often negotiated. That is not to say 
that the forums were open to anything, but that their dynamics were more complex 
than any dichotomist analysis of engagement as either “incorporation” or 
“empowerment” may suggest (see Newman and Clarke, 2009: 139; Barnes et al., 
2007; Barnes, 2009). Accordingly, the engagers’ work is central in shaping what 
partnership and participation may mean in specific processes –and brokering that 
meaning-making liminal space can be challenging.  
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9.2. Being wanted and unwanted 

During early fieldwork an engager confided that she often felt ‘unwanted’. I used 
this as a heuristic (Abbott, 2004) and, inspired by Becker’s (1993; 1998) ethnographic 
way of unravelling a single word, I sought to learn about the engagers through their 
‘unwanted-ness’. Initially this was puzzling, since rarely a day passed without the 
engagers being asked to organise yet another process. Indeed, their expertise 
seemed in good currency. 

9.2.1. Wanted 

Some officials (i.e. Council, NHS) appreciate the engagers assisting them in 
complying with frameworks that mandate public engagement. This highlights the 
policy drive behind the current institutionalisation of local participatory governance 
in Scotland (Sinclair, 2008; Matthews, 2012). It also suggests that some officials 
valued the engagers’ expertise and networks. Several praised their ability to work 
across organisational boundaries –‘they are not siloed and they see the bigger picture’– 
and appreciated that they ‘are getting well known in the communities’. One explained: 
‘they are actually doers and enablers… I am more of a policy person, I am not the kind of 
getting my hands dirty’. Others, like this Service manager, welcomed forum 
opportunities: 

… if I am visible… you can often just nip things in the bud, so attending these 
evening meetings, speaking to so and so out in the car park … there is so much 
business that can get done instead of allowing things to fester and… become a 
problem… 

A second group seeking engagers’ assistance includes councillors trying to make 
participation work for their electoral agendas. As a manager explained, the engagers 
‘can get pulled in several directions… and because… they are good and are engaging lots 
and lots of people… many councillors want a slice of that’. Finally, there are citizens and 
community representatives who welcome the engagers as mediators. A third sector 
executive noted the increasing value of the engagers’ work since the financial crisis:  

… we have been challenged by the global economic situation… prior to that… 
none of us had to really work together… so the change from 2008… has also 
meant that we have actually had to get around tables and have proper 
conversations that actually involve partnership… 
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Similarly, a Coastal Forum citizen (Chapter 5) was enthusiastic about this process, 
and stressed that the engagers made ‘a huge difference’ compared to her previous 
participation experiences:  

…where there are Community Planning Officers things work much better. 
They move you forward… look after the group and make sure that egos don’t 
get in the way. They also have a direct link to councillors and the Council… 
that can be very advantageous... You can’t do away with the professionals, you 
need them, because they can galvanise the volunteers. And I am not a great 
believer in the Big Society… community groups can be problematic, there are 
factions… it can be very messy… And I am happy to give time … but I still 
want the support. I don’t want volunteers to replace the officers… 

The high demand often made the engagers feel ‘overwhelmed’ and ‘stretched’, or 
‘dragged into meaningless processes’ (i.e. ‘tokenistic consultations’) instead of focussing 
on those they believed in (i.e. deliberative forums). Arguably, the practical ecology 
of participation in Wyndland favours quantity over quality. Therefore, somewhat 
paradoxically, as the engagers become popular, their interventions can feel self-
defeating –i.e. less time for careful public-making, scripting, facilitating and 
inscribing.  

9.2.2. Unwanted 

Before becoming an engager, one worked for the Council’s Social Exclusion 
Division: ‘Everyone wanted you there, and here is so frustrating… because you’re being 
attacked and belittled’. Many research participants spoke of widespread ‘hostility’ 
against the engagers –Councillor Sullivan: ‘the really sad thing is… the amount of 
people that come up against [them] for just doing their job… so the abuse that they have had 
from certain quarters…’ The engagers often spoke about ‘resistance’ by officials who 
feel overburdened by participatory processes. A third sector worker explained: 
‘every other department within the Local Authority fights Community Planning, and does 
not believe in it… They do it because the government has told them … [The engager] does it 
because she believes in it’. That commitment, however, elicits strong reactions –
Council official: ‘There is no one person in the Council that’s not got a problem with her 
and it’s a shame because she totally believes in what she is doing but she sees it as more 

important than anybody else’s work’.  

Many complained about the engagers ‘nagging’ them, and resented the disciplinary 
efforts illustrated in previous chapters. For a sympathetic official, much was 
explained by ‘the nature of the job… it arrived overnight, another thing for Council officers 
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to do on top of the workload and… people just haven’t bought into it’. A key dimension –
to which I later return– is that some officials feel uncomfortable with participatory 
processes that challenge their authority and expertise. Consequently, some 
deployed a repertoire of micro-resistances (De Certeau, 1988) –i.e. not reporting, 
ignoring emails, missing deadlines, abandoning meetings, or not addressing forum 
requests. These minutiae, aggregated, seemed to the engagers an anti-disciplinary 
net –a conspiracy of little things that, in sum, meant more than the parts.  

Regarding councillors, some saw the engagers’ processes as tampering with their 
influence. A Cabinet member explained that some colleagues ’still find it difficult to 
accept that they are not the only show in town… an elected member may have a particular 
interest and… if they feel pushed aside or their role is being eroded…’ An extreme case 
was a Cabinet councillor who was ‘really abusive’ with the engagers. Once he tried to 
stop a forum and they received a distressing phone call: ‘I don't want any of this in my 
turf!’ Opposition politicians were not necessarily supportive either, and sometimes 
accused the engagers of being political instruments of the current Administration.  

The engagers also felt unwanted by some third sector and community 
representatives. Sometimes this related to the demands that myriad forums placed 
on them –third sector manager:  ‘what pisses me off is… the amount of stuff she wants us 
to do… a total lack of realistic expectation’. Furthermore, some saw the engagers as 
interloping in their community engagement and leadership. Accordingly, 
Community Councils were often described as ‘defensive’, ‘unwilling to participate’ and 
‘protectionist’. A community councillor argued against citizen forums: ‘you cannae 
give power when there is decision-making… to people who, no disrespect, who are 
ignorants… you have to know about it, you have to be visionary’. Consequently, the 
engagers struggled to operate in areas where they would rather not intervene: 

Lorna: …because they don't need us, the communities are organised and there 
are strong civic groups capable of voicing things and mobilising resources…  

Alison: yeah, places like Greenshire, with an affluent middle class and 
organised communities. They don't need us, there is no much we can offer. In 
other places we can sometimes mobilise resources, and help them organise and 
get involved… 

Lorna explained that some community groups see them as ‘invaders rather than 
supporters’, and endured situations ‘where this people could come and rip up your 
professional practice and… you’d basically just had to sit and take it’ in order to ‘try and 
sort of negotiate or allay some fears with these groups’. Seemingly, the engagers are 
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wanted because they know how to script processes, and unwanted because not 
everyone likes their role in the script –which also suggests a rejection, and perhaps a 
lack of understanding, of new policies on public participation. However, another 
engager added nuance to the wanted/unwanted distinction by exemplifying her 
relationship with a Cabinet councillor: 

…[he was] disliking me, disliking everything I was doing… I was causing him 
problems apparently…  he virtually threatened me… but now… he is lovely to 
me because he is trying to run in the area where we are doing Local Community 
Planning and I have a lot more connections than he does…  

Accordingly, she concluded, it’s not simply that ‘nobody wants you. No, everyone 
wants you to be a little bit of a pawn, and if it will help them then they will like you’. 

9.2.3. Making converts 

Despite the challenges, the engagers seemed optimistic. ‘We are making converts’, 
said one, as we drove to the ACT forum. She gave the example of a Council official 
who is ‘becoming completely fascinated with this… and because he is actually really quite 
senior this is feeding through his department and right into other departments’. In contrast, 
another official involved in ACT ‘never wants to speak to the community… really sees 
them as an obstacle… But she is there!’ The engager emphasised this. They can make 
more ‘converts’ insofar they keep them engaged. A senior NHS official added to this 
metaphor of ‘conversion’ talking about his peers: ‘you can see the light goes on in folks’ 
eyes when they do the community engagement stuff… and actually realise that… folk are 
really sensible’. Over time, the engagers’ work can turn critics into allies –e.g. Health 
Forum citizen: ‘I wondered if it was just lip-service… to democratic participation… but 
more recently I am persuaded that it is a genuine effort to involve the public in the work of 
the Health Service’. Conversions highlighted the possibilities of the forum as a 
“contact zone” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 62) where liminality may generate 
unforeseen collaboration. 

Consequently, new relationships sometimes emerged from the ashes of animosity. 
Like the evening when a community councillor asked: ‘ok, how can we work together?’ 
The engager was delighted: ‘I felt for the first time that he treated me as an individual 
who may know something, rather than as this official with a job title that he hates 
profoundly’. Similar things happened with politicians –an engager explained: ‘I begin 
to realise more and more that it’s not really parties, it’s the personalities, so it depends on… 
how you get on with them and how they value you and it’s about that relationship.’ Indeed, 
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most of my interviewees placed emphasis on ‘mindsets’, ‘personalities’ and 
‘relationships’, which foregrounds the potential of a “relational political sociology” of 
participatory governance (Baiocchi, 2005: 18). For the engagers, few things seemed 
more important than the relational capital they channelled towards, and developed 
through, the forums. As Turner (1969) argued, a liminal space is first and foremost a 
creative relational space . 

Yet, despite the emphasis on ‘mindsets’, ‘relationships’ and ‘culture’, reform 
throughout Wyndland’s Partnership typically concerned ‘structures’. From the 
strategic to the local level, and from Council to NHS, participatory arrangements 
were constantly rearticulated. Governance reforms, locally and nationally, typically 
targeted ‘structures’ with the hope of reshaping ‘ways of working’ –e.g. the Scottish 
Government’s double agenda of public service reform following the Christie 
Commission29, and health and social care integration in each Local Authority Area30. 
Structures, unlike ‘personalities’ or ‘culture’, can be designed and reassembled. They 
offer a visible target when compared to the milieu of mindsets and interaction 
patterns that make up the cultural ecology of participation. Of course, structures do 
shape processes, but it is through processes that forum participants render 
structures meaningful. Therefore, participatory assemblages represent cultural 
crucibles –understanding culture as “a set of material practices that constitute the 
meanings, values, and identities of a social order” (Fischer, 2000: 120). While 
making sense of the wanted/unwanted spectrum, I began to understand the 
engagers as culture change agents, and used this to learn about their institutional 
landscape. 

9.3. The ʻculture changeʼ project 

Often characterised as a “congested and confused policy space” (Durose and 
Lowndes, 2010: 342; Skelcher, 2000; Lowndes and Sullivan, 2008), the local 
crossroads of partnership and participation assembled through Community 
Planning has been nurtured by successive Scottish governments “adding to but not 

1                                             

29 See www.scotland.gov.uk/About/Review/publicservicescommission [Accessed 20 September 
2013]. 

30 See www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Health/Policy/Adult-Health-SocialCare-Integration [Accessed 20 
September 2013]. 
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wholly displacing pre-existing governing arrangements –thus creating further 
complexity” (Cowell, 2004: 497). As Lowndes (2005: 297) observes:  

… local authorities have been encouraged and then required, to change 
their arrangements for political leadership and decision-making. But 
they have for the most part insisted on driving the new vehicle down 
the old path –whatever the discomfort involved! 

The engagers work at the vortices where that discomfort unfolds. These difficulties 
have been recurrent since Community Planning started, when Abram and Cowell 
(2004: 213) noted ongoing “fundamental disputes” about its purpose “and the 
beliefs and power relations that could hold it together”. The dominance by the 
largest partners (i.e. Council and NHS), the ambiguous possibilities for the third 
and community sectors, and the new roles for councillors, officials and citizens, 
made Community Planning a space where “different operational cultures are held 
in suspension” (Abram and Cowell, 2004: 216; Newman, 2001: 121-126). Although 
such liminal spaces can open roles and relationships to renegotiation, they also 
present considerable challenges: 

…existing arrangements of local governance… are deeply embedded 
through informal norms and conventions. When reformers attempt to 
introduce new institutional frameworks… they are faced with the 
equally important, but rarely recognised, task of de-institutionalising 
old ways of working… Those who benefit from existing arrangements 
are likely to defend the status quo; when formal change becomes 
inevitable, they may seek to incorporate old ways of working into new 
partnership structures. (Sullivan and Lowndes, 2004: 67) 

This cultural milieu is hardly exclusive to Wyndland, which seems to offer an 
archetype of broader trends in Community Planning across Scotland –judging by 
official reviews (Barr and Christie, 2012; Audit Scotland, 2013). In June 2013, BBC 
Scotland published the headline “Scottish public bodies ‘resisting change’”, while 
the Herald Scotland read “Damming report condemns pace of public sector 
reform”31. Both were reporting on a Scottish Parliament’s cross-party Local 
Government Committee inquiry. MSPs reviewed, among other things, Community 
Planning and public sector reform following the Christie Commission –where 
partnership and participation were prominent (see Christie, 2011).  The Committee’s 

1                                             

31 See http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-23060029 and 
http://www.heraldscotland.com/mobile/news/home-news/damning-report-condemns-pace-of-
public-sector-reform.21448322?_=669b40d84b4dbfa5d557c8b4c95b1ea7427b09ed [Accessed 11 
September 2013] 
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verdict seemed unequivocal: "It is clear to us that Community Planning 
Partnerships are simply not delivering. There is a lack of leadership and poor 
communications and many are disconnected from the people they serve”. The 
spokesperson continued: “We uncovered some very deep seated attitudes and 
behaviours that will take time to change.” And criticised “those who are resistant to 
making change and resistant to working together to bring real change into the 
hearts of communities across Scotland”. One year after finishing fieldwork, these 
reports sounded strikingly familiar –the echo of a hundred conversations in 
Wyndland. 

9.3.1. What culture? What change? 

The “rarely recognised” task of “de-institutionalising old ways of working” 
(Sullivan and Lowndes, 2004: 67) was implicit in the transformative practices 
analysed earlier. While previous chapters illustrated what the engagers do, here I 
explore what they try to undo. They called it ‘the political culture’, and explained: ‘our 
organisations work in particular ways and partnership work is not the natural thing for 
them. But I think that’s what the Scottish Government wants, to foster culture change’. 
They also shared certain convictions: ‘we know this is the way to go, partnership work 
and joined-up governance, there is no other way for the next decades with all the challenges 
we face’. Moreover, they argued that ‘a lot of people in public service are very cynical… 
they don’t really believe that Community Planning and engagement can work or is worth 
the effort, and so they will be resistant to it, specially when it affects their patch.’ In 
contrast, others –like this senior NHS official– had a more optimistic outlook: ‘you 
need to change your processes and procedures and the culture gradually spreads, gets 
inculcated’.  

In this context, ‘culture’ represents another empty signifier capable of encapsulating 
diverse concerns and aspirations across Wyndland’s ecology of participation. 
Understanding the wanted/unwanted quality of the engagers’ work thus offers 
insight into the institutional culture that enfolds, and evolves with, the forums. 
Here, institutions are not the same as organisations. They are “stable, valued and 
recurring patterns of behaviour” that constitute “the rules of the game” 
(Huntington, 1968; quoted in Lowndes, 2005). Informal rules can be as influential 
“as official codes of conduct and written constitutions in determining opportunities 
and constraints for participation” (Lowndes et al., 2006a: 546). Furthermore, Ostrom 
(1999: 37-38) has argued that the most powerful institutions are “invisible”, and 
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coined the concept “rules-in-use” to understand them. Following Lowndes et al. 
(2006a: 542),  rules-in-use here refer to the particular combination of “formal and 
informal institutions that influences participation in a locality, through shaping the 
behaviour of politicians, public managers, community leaders and citizens 
themselves”.  

The engagers described their ‘culture change’ work as ‘reshaping ways of working’ –
that is, reshaping the institutional ecology of rules-in-use. In this, they were 
supported by those, like Councillor Wilson, who criticised ‘the old days when the 
politicians and the officers knew best’, and insisted that ‘you’ve got to throw old protocols 
out of the window’. The next sections explore those two key domains in the policy 
world of invited participation –the officers and the politicians. This addresses an 
important gap. Most research focuses on “citizens, users, and publics who are to be 
engaged, coerced, empowered and made responsible through participatory 
initiatives” but often overlooks how “public officials negotiate their roles and 
identities” within them (Barnes, 2009: 34). 

9.3.2. Engagers and officials: Changing public sector governance  

For the past two decades the UK public sector has undergone various 
“modernisation” agendas often linked to improving managerial dimensions (Clarke 
and Newman, 1997). Along the way, particularly since the 1997 New Labour UK 
government and the first devolved Scottish government in 1999, partnership and 
participation have become prominent in that agenda (Newman, 2001; Sullivan, 2001; 
Orr and McAteer, 2004; Mayo et al., 2007). To be sure, the emphasis on efficiency 
and performance remains, but “overlaid on it” are “new demands that public 
services should empower citizens and communities, develop partnerships, 
collaborate with ‘civil society’ groups, and foster ‘co-production’ arrangements with 
service users” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 6). In this context, engagers find 
themselves –as an NHS one explained– ‘trying to encourage and cajole staff to be able to 
engage well with the public’. Public sector officials face new roles and dilemmas (Goss, 
2001) and sometimes “refuse to ‘know their place’” in these new assemblages 
(Newman and Clarke, 2009: 60), which means that the “joining-up” can be “strongly 
resisted” (Newman, 2012: Location 3215).  

The engagers interpreted that ‘resistance’ in terms of ‘control’, ‘expertise’, and ‘ways of 
working’. Although they are inextricable, I take them in turn to understand the 
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relationship between engagers and officials, and key dimensions renegotiated 
through participatory processes.  

Control 

An engager suggested that some officials fear the forums because they ‘worry that if 
we evidence too much need things will have to change, so there is that tension that they’d 
lose control’, and argued: 

I have seen people who have worked in voluntary sector and as soon as they’ve 
moved to the statutory sector they have a different way of thinking, they really 
lose ability… of challenging stuff, because… you are not allowed to challenge in 
the system… you are there to deliver within budget. 

Another engager lamented that ‘something that on paper is quite revolutionary’ is 
undermined by how different players act. She gave the example of the Partnership 
Board, often used by key actors for sharing decisions made offstage, rather than as a 
frontstage for inclusive policy-making. A third sector representative explained: 
‘…it’s not in their interest to make it diverse because that dilutes their power and their 
ability to make decisions… certain decisions are always made… outside of the room… in 
secret… in the areas with largest budgets’. This referred to Council and NHS senior 
officials. When I interviewed them, it seemed apparent that these were accepted 
rules-in-use –e.g. NHS executive: ‘it’s the same for any decision-making process, 
consensus-building goes on outside the meeting and… it’s really important that it is aired at 
the meeting… but… you would obviously want to talk to people before’. In this way, the 
inner workings at the Partnership’s strategic level were often negotiated offstage, 
that is, beyond the backstages and frontstages where the engagers have room for 
manoeuvre.  

Consequently, much of the engagers’ work entailed a politics of exposure: trying to 
‘drag’ people and issues into more visible liminal spaces. It helped that, as Alison 
explained, ‘officially all Council officers are supposed to engage with Community 
Planning’. However, she added, ‘it so depends on individual managers, whether they 
recognise that's something that people should be doing’, or whether they think that ‘this is 
their area, there is no need for other people to get involved’. For Lisa, this came down to ‘a 
lack of imagination’ and ‘partnership ethos’, and unwillingness to share policy-making 
jurisdiction: ‘they are trapped in this box, they can’t see beyond the Council. Why don’t 
they enable the voluntary sector to work with them closely and with communities in basic 
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problem-solving processes?’ A third sector representative referred to control and 
territoriality: 

… politicians come and go, civil servants are forever… they will buy their time 
if they don’t agree with the politics of it until they can make change that suits 
them… and [the engager] is working with the power play of all these individual 
departments… and [if] the wider community contributes… that doesn’t always 
meet the need of an individual department, who wants to hold on to its 
workers… 

Alison sums it up and introduces the next section: ‘there is a reluctance to give up 
control, which is understandable… professionals in a whole range of things do have 
expertise, that’s why they are there!’  

Expertise 

Fischer (2000: 259, 1990, 2009) has shown how certain governance discourses have 
given way to “an increasingly technocratic form of public decision making”. 
Renegotiating the existing politics of expertise constitutes a key dimension in 
engagement practice. Claiming expertise is a way of asserting professional 
jurisdiction over a social domain (Abbott, 1988). In Wyndland, politicians and 
officials have traditionally claimed jurisdiction over policy-making. Even engagers’ 
allies recognise that forum success often depends on officials ‘not feeling threatened’ 
by new configurations of knowledge/power (Foucault, 1980), and emphasise the 
difficulty of changing rules-in-use –e.g. NHS official: ‘I sit around some of my 
colleagues… and I find myself in that position as well going: it’s easier just to do it 
ourselves, we know best’.  

Consequently, the allocation of roles implicit in how engagers script and facilitate 
participatory processes is sometimes unwelcomed by officials who see them as 
encroaching on their expertise and domain. This seems typical in transitions from 
technocratic to collaborative policy-making (Innes and Booher, 2010). Officials are 
being asked to relinquish some of the power afforded by their authority and 
expertise, and develop new kinds of contact with citizens and various 
representatives. Engagement work pushes new forms of evidence and knowledge 
(local, experiential) into decision-making processes. As argued earlier, the engagers 
believe that, as long as these officials are around the table, they can make converts, 
expose them to various others (ideas, people) and somehow nudge them into 
collaboration. In this process, previously unquestioned technocratic expertise can be 
exposed to new deliberative scrutiny.  
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Ways of working 

The engagers talked constantly about ‘reshaping ways of working’ in order to change 
‘mindsets’. This materialised in myriad backstage negotiations with officials. For 
instance, persuading them to use forums as deliberative spaces rather than only to 
circulate information –e.g. ‘it’s Community Planning and we can’t just have bullets on a 
slide’–, or trying to stop ‘tokenistic’ consultations –e.g. ‘the decision had been made, 
although of course we didn't say that in the announcement for the event’. A Council 
official argued: ‘it’s definitely a cultural thing… the problem is that things have been done 
in such a way for a long time and the mindset is we don’t like change’. Talking about 
‘culture’ was also typical in the NHS context –which has it’s own difficult 
relationship with participatory practices (see Parkinson, 2004; Davies et al., 2006; 
Mockford et al., 2012). During my focus group, two NHS engagers explained:  

… we try and enable our communities to… influence what is delivered, 
especially in Scotland because we have a very paternalistic health service that 
tends to tell you what’s good for you...   

… in Scotland, generally we tend to be left of centre… I therefore think it was a 
genuine desire to involve people… coming from… the politicians, unfortunately 
my experience is the people… within the management side of the Health Service 
havennae really bought this… 

When external consultants came to NHS headquarters to report on reviews, they 
often spoke about the need to open ‘honest conversations’: ‘we won’t be able to deal with 
the reforms and agendas that we are facing without dealing with the culture issue’. Most 
engagers shared a sense of the NHS as a complicated assemblage where ‘all sorts of 
decisions are taken all over the place in all sorts of ways and there is no dimension of 
democratic politics at all’. Nonetheless, despite the ‘huge culture shift’ needed, they 
often remarked that things ‘are better now than 20 years ago’. For others, however, 
these challenges had less to do with culture than with accountability structures –e.g. 
Council Policy manager: 

… the biggest barrier is accountability… at the individual level is somebody 
being accountable to a manager…  In terms of local councillors being 
accountable to an electorate, the NHS being accountable to the Board and … the 
Ministers, and in between there is… organisations…  which are not 
accountable with anybody else, the voluntary sector, the business sector… 
Different accountabilities create problems in terms of sharing budgets, sharing 
staff and sharing working practices, changing working practices…  

Most research participants acknowledged these difficulties –also reflected in the 
literature (e.g. Sullivan and Skelcher, 2002; Sullivan, 2003). However, some engagers 
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argued that ‘that doesn’t stop the Council from deciding in partnership, even though it may 
be then submitted to review and due process, and they may even be able to reverse decisions 
if needed’. Furthermore, they insisted that the problem was not only with formal 
rules, but also with rules-in-use –e.g. car conversation: 

Strategic engager: …the thing that holds us back and can make the biggest 
difference is our own thoughts and behaviours, but no one will say this. It’s 
about how we work, our mindsets.  

Local engager: I just wonder how the Chief Exec feels about all of this, you 
know, does he think that the Partnership is working and everything is just 
dandy? 

Strategic engager: …he thinks everything is about structures, and simplifying 
structures and avoiding duplication, but it’s not, it’s about mindsets and ways 
of working… 

Perhaps the engagers’ struggles reflect the absence of incentives for collaborative 
governance. Innes and Booher (2010) argue that “interdependence” is crucial for 
partnerships to succeed. If certain players don’t feel that they need others in order to 
do what they do, why would they collaborate? If that’s the case, perhaps the current 
Scottish Government’s health and social care integration agenda32 will go some way 
towards fostering interdependence. Nonetheless, the engagers’ reflections also 
suggest that participatory assemblages not only reflect existing public sector 
cultures, but are performative of them –that is, actors “constantly construct an 
organization through their actions and their interpretations of what they themselves 
and the others are doing” (Czarniawska, 2008b: 7). In this sense, the forums can be 
spaces for implicitly reshaping rules-in-use. By insisting on ‘mindsets’ and ‘culture’, 
the engagers seem to foreground the power of agency to overcome problems of 
‘accountability’ and ‘structure’ –as if trying to reclaim the notion that things could 
always be made otherwise.  

9.3.3. Engagers and politicians: Participatory and representative 

democracy 

Although related issues are recurrent in the literature (e.g. Sullivan, 2009; Hoppe, 
2011b), my point of departure here is Lisa’s reflections:  

1                                             

32 See www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Health/Policy/Adult-Health-SocialCare-Integration [Accessed 20 
September 2013]. 
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… councillors and community councillors see themselves as elected 
representatives… yet our approach to community engagement [is]… to involve 
the wider… communities who… are not mediated through [them]… and so it’s 
that tension between, you know, participatory democracy and representative 
democracy. 

Engagers and councillors need each other, but their relationship embodies the very 
frictions between the distinct practices of democracy that they mediate. Although 
these frictions have been noted in Scotland (e.g. Orr and McAteer, 2004; Sinclair, 
2008), we still know little about how they are negotiated. This section, therefore, 
addresses the role of politicians, their relationship with the engagers, and the impact 
of electoral dynamics on participatory processes.  

The role of politicians  

Partnership and participation –or “governance-driven democratization”– can be 
seen as “supplementary to electoral democracy, shoring up its functional 
weaknesses” to generate legitimacy locally, “issue by issue, policy by policy, and 
constituency by constituency” (Warren, 2009: 8). Participatory assemblages are often 
ambiguously appended to representative mechanisms, and many councillors 
struggle to “develop different, more interactive ways of governing with, rather than 
on behalf of, the public” (Sullivan, 2009: 52; Martin, 1997; Abram and Cowell, 2004). 

In this thesis, I haven’t specified what party runs Wyndland’s Council to protect the 
engagers’ anonymity. However, Wyndland’s party-political landscape resembles 
Scotland’s at both local and national level: a fierce competition between Labour and 
SNP (Scottish National Party), who alternate in power either as majority parties or 
in coalition; a small Conservative presence; a diminishing Liberal Democrat party; 
and a few independent politicians. Labour introduced Community Planning (CP) 
nationally in 2003 and the SNP developed it further since 2007. Therefore, both 
parties partially own the framework and its evolution, which takes diverse forms in 
each LAA –including varying degrees of involvement by councillors in each 
Partnership (Audit Scotland, 2013; Barr and Christie, 2012). In Wyndland, when the 
2007 elections came, the outgoing Administration had barely managed to outline 
Partnership plans and initiate some Local Forums. Arguably, CP had not been core 
to their agenda.  

The new Administration brought new impetus, and by 2010 the Partnership was a 
full-blown assemblage including a Board, numerous Theme Groups and the Local 
Forums. Then, a new Administration took over in 2012, and once again reassembled 
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the Partnership. Typically, successive Administrations have looked at previous 
forums with suspicion, and often started their own –sometimes shutting down 
others or reviewing previously committed budgets. Nonetheless, both SNP and 
Labour Administrations have kept similar discourses about CP, and their ranks 
include both enthusiasts and detractors. During interviews, members of both 
Administrations recognised that they ‘didn’t take it far enough’. Ten years have 
passed since initial CP legislation, and Wyndland resembles other LAAs –it’s still 
‘early days’ for the ‘culture change’ project.  

Few councillors engaged substantially at the strategic level of Wyndland’s 
Partnership –e.g. the Council Leader chaired the Board. Their most prominent role 
was in Local Forums. Cross-party enthusiasts of participation saw themselves as ‘a 
new breed of politician’ whose job is ‘to put into action what local communities want to 
achieve’. Whereas others had a more critical stand: ‘we’ll listen to what people say, but 
they don’t know anything about the budgets, they don’t know the issues in other parts… 
they’re not in a position to make a judgement’. Many feared ‘ignorant’ and self-serving 
publics: ‘if you give the public purse out to the public… they will spend it their way! … 
then there would be no room for us’. Yet, other councillors saw forums as secondary 
and only made appearances when scripted by the engagers. This varied ecology of 
meanings, once again, cut across and within party-political divides. Accordingly, 
support for CP depended on individual ‘political champions’. Councillor Wilson, the 
proverbial “facilitative leader” celebrated in the literature (Bussu and Bartels, 2013), 
describes his Cabinet struggles: 

Some politicians find it difficult… to let go… some politicians don’t trust local 
people… and there was lots of debate about… how we could do it… how we 
could fund it… So a lot of my time was spent on persuading my colleagues.  

The intensification of CP in Wyndland from 2007 coincided with the first results of 
the new multi-member ward STV system for local elections in Scotland33. Now each 
ward featured elected representatives from diverse parties, and thus Local Forums 
often included both ruling and opposition councillors. Actually, the first forums 
became spaces for negotiating this new form of local representation. Indeed, they 
became crucibles where councillors had to learn not only new ways of deliberating 
with citizens, but also of sharing constituency representation. For the engagers, this 

1                                             

33 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Government/Elections/guidance/VotingSystems2 [Accessed 
8 September 2013] 
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became problematic as new forums were initially dominated by traditional party 
politics. Councillor Wilson illustrates this: 

…local councillors… were dominating and starting to argue amongst 
themselves… and local people are thinking… if they wanna argue they can do 
so at the Council Chamber… we are wasting our time… if that lot are just 
gonna be talking amongst themselves and deciding. And [the engagers] through 
me and through their own… persuaded other councillors that if they are gonna 
be involved it really has to be a step back… not just carrying on as if they are 
running the show.  

The engagers were instrumental in negotiating the councillors’ role. Initially, it was 
a matter of preventing forums from becoming –in Lorna’s words– party-political 
‘stumping grounds’ or ‘shouting matches’. Once certain councillors relaxed the premise 
‘I’ve got to stamp my authority on this place’, they focussed more on policy 
deliberation. Over the years, they undertook various forum roles, often negotiated 
ad hoc with engagers and participants. 

Nonetheless, some councillors still regard CP –a Cabinet officer explained– as a way 
of ‘abdicating their responsibility to make decisions… instead of… manning up and taking 
them themselves’. This language was not unusual in a world of mostly male 
politicians –some of whom despised collaborative policy-making as ‘soft’, 
considered the Community Services portfolio as secondary, and referred to the 
engagers as ‘the girls’. Some opposition politicians and community councillors were 
particularly critical of current CP: ‘this Administration… has done more consultations 
with the public than I’ve ever seen in my life before… they can’t move unless they consult!’ 
However, as the engagers noted, the diffusion of responsibility also entails a 
diffusion of ‘credit’. When forums achieved outcomes (e.g. town centre investment, 
new services), ruling councillors had to share credit with other participants and 
politicians. Accordingly, some councillors kept distance from the forums –they did 
not understand their purpose or struggled to find ways of doing, and speaking 
about, participatory politics.  

Engagers and councillors 

Building relationships with councillors is critical for the engagers. Although they 
seek to strike crosscutting alliances, they work most closely with ruling councillors –
who are instrumental for the forums’ influence on decision-making. For the 
engagers’ manager, theirs is ‘an unstructured relationship and they are blurring around 
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the edges… and elected members should not be directing staff’s work’. However, as Alison 
explained:  

…in theory councillors cannot tell us what to do, but… they do it all the time… 
Now there are 12 of them wanting to be part of the ongoing processes and… 
there are some who want nothing to do with it and will use it… as an 
Administration-bashing football… it comes down to individual personality… 

Engagers from other LAAs also spoke about the ‘double-edged sword of working with 
councillors’: ‘we’re pulled off in all sorts of directions, but on the flipside, we also have their 
ear’.  Indeed, this was not a unidirectional relationship –‘we use them and they use us’, 
explained Lorna. In that trade, however, the engagers risk losing relational capital 
(‘trust’, ‘face’, ‘reputation’), as some councillors try to open forums for electoral 
reasons (e.g. being seeing to channel resources to their ward). Nonetheless, the 
engagers could hardly script many forums without them: 

… we use them as well…  there is the legitimacy stuff… We write all the 
briefing stuff that they stand up and say at the beginning, we frame everything 
to fit the way we want it to be, we use them to get access to information, to get 
things onto an agenda, we use them when other departments are not playing 
ball… 

Often, after a forum meeting, engagers and ally councillors would find a quiet 
corridor to ‘plot’ moves –e.g. how to reframe forum issues to tap into existing 
budgets, how to mobilise departmental resources to service a forum, or how to 
bring in officials who weren’t ‘playing ball’. Accordingly, the engagers did 
considerable backstage work to get support –or at least acquiescence– from 
councillors. One engager found this ‘kind of entertaining… it’s what makes it 
interesting… and it’s about working up people and playing people, and working out who… I 
can work with and who I can ignore’. The engagers typically scripted three councillor 
roles: completely engaged, engaged at some stage, or kept ‘at arms-length’. The three 
entail risks and opportunities that the engagers must calibrate. For instance, having 
Cabinet councillors completely engaged can ‘give clout’ to a forum –a clear link to 
the Administration and departmental resources. The downside is that when those 
councillors lose elections, entire processes can be in jeopardy.  

Elections and forums 

Pre-electoral time creates ‘a lot of flurry’ in the engagers’ world –said their manager– 
and they must ‘watch’ that forums are not arenas for ‘grandstanding’. An engager 
explained: ‘election time is just exhausting... most councillors want to talk to you, the 
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amount of councillors I’ve spoken to in the last 2 weeks is unbelievable… they just want 
to… see if some things can get done’. It was not unusual that ruling councillors would 
announce large budgets towards the aims of certain forums just before an election. 
The opposition leader was furious: ‘things are being manufactured at this late stage and 
this budget… in February… to manipulate the electorate in May’. As a result, the 
ongoing ‘bad feelings’ between SNP and Labour councillors were accentuated during 
such periods. Their otherwise similar CP discourse was then performed as 
incommensurable. An engager illustrates:  

…they all say ‘yes, of course we want to listen to our communities’, [and then] 
it gets into ridiculous in-fights and bullying tactics between councillors… and 
it’s much more divided… much more antagonistic, and… things get bumped… 
because it was supported by the previous Administration… 

Elections 2007: War stories 

Many recurrent stories across Wyndland’s participatory worlds concerned the 
impact of the 2007 elections on pre-existent forums. The new Administration shut 
them down and opened new ones elsewhere. ‘They just abolished them… the 
community was shattered’, said the then opposition leader. In contrast, a Cabinet 
councillor argued that ‘what the opposition mean by that is that we took the ability for 
them to control a budget away’, and criticised them for seizing the forums ‘as an 
opportunity to gain some of the power’ that they had lost electorally. I heard multiple 
versions of this story, which acquired almost canonical status in the engagers’ 
imaginary, thus informing the scripting of subsequent forums. Here is an engager’s 
account: 

…it got nasty… [ruling councillors] were getting viciously… personal attack, 
nastiness, unpleasantness… all the time…  by [opposition] members… so other 
community people were getting fed up as well, [ruling councillors] were … 
pissed off, but also… just worn down… it finally blew up in a meeting which 
was deeply horrible… and… the Cabinet just went:… it doesn’t work in that 
area, it needs to be stopped. So it was all put on hold suddenly… just [when] we 
were starting to develop stuff …  

Subsequently, the Administration changed Local Community Planning policy, and 
the ruling party even changed its manifesto for 2012, no longer talking about 
‘devolving budgets’ to Local Forums. As Councillor Wilson explains: ‘it backfired on us’ 
because it gave the opposition an ‘incentive’ to take over those processes. As a result, 
they now pleaded to be ‘guided by local people’ but retain ‘control of expenditure’. 
Consequently, the opposition criticised them as ‘control freaks’ and pleaded budget 



 233 

devolution if they won in 2012. The engagers were sceptical: ‘why didn’t they do it 
when they were in power?’ Fascinated by the engagers’ 2007 post-electoral “war 
stories” (Orr, 1996), I extended my fieldwork to encompass the 2012 elections.  

Elections 2012: Back to the future? 

The change of Administration in May 2012 turned the engagers’ world upside 
down. It was particularly difficult for those who experienced the 2007 ‘fiascos’. 
Tears, uncertainty and frantic office days ensued –Alison: ‘everything is chaos at the 
moment… and I’ve got this hysterical laughter’. Suddenly, meticulously scripted 
processes, carefully facilitated forums, and painstakingly built relational capital 
were in jeopardy. Some officials no longer returned phone calls, and the engagers 
had no longer full access to the forums’ backstages that had been their turf. After a 
week, their managers got provisional answers from the new Administration: some 
forum meetings were suspended, others could continue but without commitments. 
This infuriated the engagers: ‘they are asking us to waste our time in a process that may 
go nowhere’; ‘this forum is now a complete farce’. Unable to script, without backstage 
leeway, frontstage performances risked becoming farces.  

They kept anticipating scenarios and reflecting. Could they have scripted better 
forum protection? Alison: ‘we have… involved officials from the outset… the Leader of the 
Council, the councillors…  we had the political support of both sides… everything to make 
sure that we were not putting ourselves in this position’. Amongst the officials I met 
during post-election weeks –CDOs, policy officers, managers– the engagers seemed 
the most visibly affected. Myriad conversations ensued: 

Engager 1: … maybe they will actually respect the practice and the community 
engagement that went into it… maybe they will appreciate that these processes 
are quite robust… This shows you how vulnerable these things are… 

Engager 2: … [The new Administration] will likely… pull out of the areas 
where we are working now, and take it back to… where it was initially… I was 
working there... it was all closed down so badly… so I don’t have credibility 
there… and I hate … having to go there and start it all again... I might as well 
just quit… people has this image of community workers as… sticking with their 
community and advocating their interests, and obviously that’s not how Local 
Community Planning works, if the Council stops a process and moves me 
elsewhere there is not much I can do...  

Trainee engager: ... so many people have worked so hard for years … brought 
so many groups together… got people passionate… and now… that meeting is 
cancelled, this meeting is cancelled, no idea what’s going on here, we could be 
completely pulled out of that area… 
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Engager 2: …in this job, you work closer to policy and politicians that you 
would do in a traditional CDO position.  

CDO: Your job sucks [everyone laughs]. 

Indeed, processes supported by outgoing councillors became ‘under review’. As the 
outgoing Cabinet had stopped forums in 2007, the engagers expected a repeat of 
this retaliatory approach. Therefore, Wyndland seems caught in a vicious circle in 
which partisan and electoral dynamics trump participatory politics and deliberative 
processes (see Cooper and Smith, 2012). Even forums like ACT (Chapter 5), where 
the engagers were about to pull the curtain down, were at risk: ‘my fear is that they 
will say the money didn’t exist and will use the excuse of financial responsibility to stop 
many things’ –said an engager, before joking that I no longer have ‘even one success 
story’ to tell in my thesis. The Glenness and Coastal forums (Chapters 5, 7) faced 
similar uncertainty –only those like Transition Town seemed safe. The engager had 
consciously kept councillors away, and even ‘made them feel not too comfortable’ when 
they attended. This forum’s strategy was to first organise activity-driven 
environmental projects (e.g. planting, cycling) to build a network before becoming 
‘political players’. The pace was slower, and the resources smaller, but the forum 
stood still after the elections and will soon become independently constituted.   

To salvage other forums, the engagers tried to regain leeway in the (new) backstage. 
Firstly, they investigated who would lead their department –‘we used to have a 
champion in Cabinet… we need someone like that’. The problem was that now ‘some of 
the people who have been most vocal about our work… are part of the Administration’. 
Then, they scripted moves for forums that still had ‘momentum’ and facilitated 
meetings where participants could question ruling councillors about intentions and 
budgets. Indeed, citizens and new opposition councillors, kept pressing on. The 
engager spoke tactically at the forums: ‘hearing [ruling councillors] saying that this is 
going ahead is heartening for everyone here. The timing may be different… but it’s 
reassuring to have this conversation…’ Limited in backstage room for manoeuvre, the 
engagers made the most of the frontstage –using it to influence inaccessible 
backstage domains. The ‘frustration’ of not being privy to spaces where things were 
being worked out eventually turned into a renewed sense of agency. 

They began to mobilise relational capital and strike new alliances –sometimes 
unexpectedly. Like the evening when a new Cabinet councillor confided bitter 
disagreements within his party: ‘I’ve been taking drugs to cope with this shit since the 
election… I shouldn’t probably say this, but fuck it!’ The engager replied: ‘with time 
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you’ll know me and you’ll find that I’m a very discreet person’. One forum was in his 
town, and he assured the engager that ‘this will fucking happen… or they will be in for a 
rough ride’. He insisted that ‘the town comes before the party’ and that he will become 
independent if necessary. This was unexpected insight for the engager: ‘I shouldn’t 
be hearing this, I’m a Council officer’. The Councillor laughed: ‘that’s what your manager 
always says’. Such sensitive information was extremely valuable, as the engagers 
worked the foundations of a new backstage. Potential new allies emerged; new 
windows of opportunity opened. The engagers’ political nose tracked new trails, 
carving up a new backstage from where to try and salvage some forums. For those 
at risk of becoming ‘farces’, they scripted senior managers giving public assurance, 
so that they would have a face-saving interest in negotiating backstage with the new 
Administration.  

Eventually, the engagers acknowledged the positive side. They could now help to 
reformulate and improve CP –i.e. focussing on places where they are ‘wanted’. As 
for how to shield participatory processes from electoral politics, their experience 
suggests some options: keeping forums away from councillors –but risk losing 
influence and legitimacy; forging cross-party alliances –a considerable challenge; or 
keeping forum lifecycles within the legislature’s timeline –which requires 
impeccable scripting. It’s now September 2013, and most forums are still ongoing, 
albeit considerably delayed and pending Cabinet decisions. The engagers’ work has 
been to emphasise the participatory, rather than party-political, quality of the 
forums, in order to claim legitimate public-making. Arguably, in Wyndland’s 
ecology of participation, participatory democracy remains subservient to 
representative institutions.  

9.4. Administrative and activist engagers 

Hired to implement CP, few engagers knew that meant negotiating, through 
practice, what CP might mean. They were tasked with engaging people in policy 
forums; but no one mentioned that would entail fostering ‘culture change’ in a 
contested ecology of participation. This explains the bewilderment some felt about 
the political nature of their job. In this section, I explore their agency and its 
emotional import.  

I begin with a distinction that helped me to explore diverse approaches to 
engagement work –namely, the administrative and the activist engager. The former 



 236 

adopts a fairly bureaucratic role, working within parameters set by others. The 
latter develops ongoing political work to reshape policy worlds and push in 
particular directions. The administrative engager accepts existing cultures, whereas 
the activist becomes a culture change agent. The former adapts to existing rules-in-
use, whereas the latter seeks to create new ones. While the administrative engager 
closes the office for the day, the activist strikes a tactical conversation in the car 
park. To be sure, I am not describing specific engagers, but two basic ways of being 
an engager. Indeed, the ones I met fluctuated between these ideal types depending 
on various dimensions –including the nature of the participatory process at hand, 
their experiences and feelings about the job, and the unfolding ecology of 
participation. In some cases, time and challenges forged the activist engager, yet in 
others, they made way for more administrative approaches.  

9.4.1. Intrapreneurship   

In this thesis, I illustrated the engagers’ internal activism through their struggles to 
foster deliberative engagement. That activism doesn’t focus necessarily on 
substantial issues, but on the form that policy processes take to deal with them. I 
have explored how this politics of process transpires through backstage and 
frontstage work –public-making, scripting, facilitating and inscribing– and how the 
‘culture change’ project fuels that endeavour. This activism seeks change by creating 
liminal spaces pregnant with possibility –a “dialogic” in-between where 
participants may reshape each others’ perspectives and actions (Escobar, 2011a: 20). 
Turner (1967, 1969) argued that liminal spaces –characterised by ambiguity, 
disorientation and emergence– can foster deviation and creativity. This makes the 
engagers’ job both challenging and possible, as they can exploit liminality to 
generate change. 

Thinking about the engagers as internal activists challenges the “stereotypical 
distinctions between activist outsides and incorporated insides” (Newman, 2012: 
Loc 4551). It seems “too simplistic to associate subversion solely with action outside 
the official sphere of participation” (Barnes and Prior, 2009a: 10; Barnes et al., 2007; 
Taylor, 2003). As Goss (2001: 5) argues: 

... working in the space between bureaucratic, market and network 
cultures, creates space for innovation. People working in these spaces 
learn extraordinary skills... The constant collision of different 
assumptions and traditions offers scope to challenge on all sides. The 
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very messiness begins to break down old systems and procedures... 
New [entrepreneurial] skills and capabilities are needed. 

The engager can be understood as an “institutional entrepreneur” (DiMaggio 1988; 
Lowndes, 2005), a “policy entrepreneur” (Roberts and King, 1991) or a “civic 
entrepreneur” (Durose, 2011). As activist insiders, engagers deploy relational capital 
and micro-political know-how seeking “to balance multiple competing 
constituencies” and “induce co-operation” thus “forging new coalitions” (Freeman 
and Peck, 2007: 925; Fligstein 1997). To understand this work, Lowndes (2005: 306) 
calls for research into “the role of power relationships in driving and constraining 
processes of institutional entrepreneurship” and “the role of ideas in influencing the 
direction of entrepreneurship”. This section considers some of these issues by 
focussing on the engagers’ insider activism, or “intrapreneurship” (Newman, 2012: 
Loc 2420). A strategic engager reflected on this: 

… we are all so caught up in the bureaucracy that we don’t get things done...  I 
put my head above the parapet too often, but… I care and because I’m bolshie 
sometimes I get things done while others don’t and… I could get into trouble… 

‘It’s amazing how much it depends on your personal politics’, she continued, ‘some are 
quite happy to let things take their own course’. However, she argued, ‘this is far too 
important’ to let it become an ‘administrative task’ with no scope for ‘reshaping 
governance’. Accordingly, the engagers spoke about ‘putting my bit in for the world’, 
‘values of justice and equality’, and ‘people’s rights to participate in decision-making’. This 
materialised not only through forums, but also backstage work trying to redress 
imbalances –i.e. supporting ‘community action forcing the Council to come around’, or 
contesting the ‘anti-third-sector’ attitudes that hindered inclusion in the Partnership. 
Their motivation stemmed from previous experience in social movements or 
working in the community and third sectors, and understanding ‘their struggles’. 
However, this insider activism, ‘can feel very uncomfortable because… we are employees’ 
–which reflects how CP can form “contradictory points of alignment between 
emerging governing rationalities” and the engagers’ political work (Newman, 2012: 
Loc 1389). Navigating this depends, an engager argued, on ‘whether you feel you have 
some sort of ideology and principles around the way you practice to try and negotiate those 
difficulties’. 

Their intrapreneurship does not depend on formal power –they actually work from 
the bottom of their organisational hierarchies. This can be challenging: ‘I can’t call a 
Head of Service into account‘; ‘I don’t have power over any area, so the negotiation depends 
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on interpersonal relations’. Nonetheless, one argued that ‘maybe this is an advantage… I 
am not a senior manager… so I can raise questions and do things that others can’t’, ‘I do 
have the power to bring things to the table’. Perhaps their lack of formal power has 
honed the micro-political know-how illustrated in previous chapters. The capacity 
to work the backstage, build relational capital, and assemble disciplinary processes 
thus becomes crucial for “spotting opportunities to pursue forum objectives that 
were unlikely to be achieved through official channels” (Barnes, 2009: 45). As one 
put it, ‘we must use whatever resources are available’. Another added: ‘this is not different 
from how wars are fought, it’s strategy’. 

This takes exhausting subtlety: ‘acknowledging sensitivities and being very careful that 
you don’t upset certain people… takes a lot of energy in Community Planning’. It requires 
patience: ‘sometimes spend months thinking about… tactics… to get around certain person 
or group’. It needs perseverance: ‘I work and work and tweak my way until finally I get 
what I need’. It also entails political knowledge to ‘play on existing interests’, and find 
the right time for ‘rattling cages at the Council’ or ‘rocking the boat with our colleagues’. 
Finally, it also involves ‘twisting peoples’ arms’ when the engagers feel ‘forced to have 
to go around pushing people to work in certain ways’.  

Despite mixed feelings about the thornier side of ‘culture change’ work, the engagers 
relished the “pleasures of agency” (Newman, 2012: Loc 231). One explained: ‘I like 
finding the way through the maze… I enjoy… the conflict bits, the bits that are 
frustrating… and how you’ve got to sort of manage through people’. References to the 
pleasures of agency were more common amongst Council engagers than NHS 
counterparts –perhaps because, as argued before, they have more room for 
manoeuvre. The NHS context seemed to encourage well-rehearsed caution –a more 
administrative approach to engagement work. In contrast, Council engagers seemed 
often more proactive –‘making converts’, forging alliances through subversive 
narratives (e.g. ‘they are comfortable in their traditional ways’), and mobilising 
resources for backstage tactics and frontstage performances.  

9.4.2. Emotion work 

Implicit throughout this thesis is a sense of the intensity of the engagers’ world –an 
undercurrent of passion and frustration that springs into myriad actions, trials and 
tribulations. In Chapters 4-7, I depicted the engagers as border workers carving up 
liminal spaces by blurring boundaries and assembling interaction orders. In her 
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study of women “working the spaces of power”, Newman (2012: Loc 3661) argues 
that:  

border work has [to] be understood as political rather than geographical: 
the ‘inside’, ‘outside’, ‘edges’, ‘middles’ and so on referred to by 
[research] participants were less concerned with defined places as with 
political possibilities. They were spaces of agency, of power: but also 
spaces of ambiguity, discomfort and emotion work. 

It is regarding emotion work that the engagers’ backstage most closely resembles 
Goffman’s (1971) depiction of the generic backstages of social interaction. Put 
simply, the engagers’ backstage was the domain of unrestrained and shared 
emotionality, while the frontstage remained characterised by “emotional labour” –
the work of developing context-appropriate emotional responses (Hochschild, 
1983). To say that backstage and frontstage featured distinct emotional dynamics is 
not to reduce emotion work to emotional expressivity, nor to establish a separation 
between emotion and reason. Indeed, contemporary and classic debates 
problematise that separation, warranting instead an understanding of reason as 
inextricable from emotion (Escobar, 2011b: 110; Hume, 1739; Nussbaum, 2001). That 
is, emotion work makes engagement practice possible by nurturing the engagers’ 
commitment, sagacity and intrapreneurship. 

They accepted that, in their job, the track from elation to despair was a one-stop 
journey. They often savoured their relational milieu: ‘there is a lot of shit in this job, 
but there is a lot of good people’. Occasionally, they shared the ecstasy of the forum 
aftermath. For instance, after a large Partnership forum –following months of 
scripting– the atmosphere was so electrifying that the buzz carried on and they 
could barely sleep. Even deskwork time was often intense –while writing emails or 
policy documents, their body language revealed mounting tension punctuated by 
sudden outbursts of ‘frustration’ or laughter. In times of turmoil –e.g. post-elections– 
the texture of their emotional palette would thicken, turning frustration into despair 
and stories into tears. This unfolded in the backstage of their backstage –the toilet, 
the car. The frontstage remained the domain of emotional labour: 

Alison: …you are always performing in this job. 

Lorna: Yes, the other day… my face was hurting from smiling so much… 
keeping this level of enthusiasm and cheeriness is quite exhausting. 

I understood both the joy and the frustration. I shared the elation of forum 
aftermaths, and the reflective refuge of the backstage on ‘bad days’. Of course, I was 
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not as invested in unfolding events, but felt exhaustion and frustration as fieldwork 
days became longer and strained my personal life. The engagers were incredibly 
supportive, and I did my best to support them. It was particularly difficult to 
witness the ‘burnout’ that they felt as time passed in the job: ‘I don’t see myself doing 
this for too long’, ‘I just don’t know if I can carry on for much longer’. They often felt 
‘overwhelmed and overstretched’, and talked about being ‘scarred’ by certain 
experiences. There were also moments of self-questioning: ‘I’m going through a period 
in which I think my work is shit and doesn’t mean anything’. This ‘burnout’ was not lost 
to their colleagues –some of whom answered quite dramatically when asked if they 
would take that job: 

Council official: …if we didn’t have [the engager] driving Community 
Planning… it would just… be a shambles… I don’t envy her, I think she’s got 
possibly one of the worst jobs in the Council, and she’s made a lot of enemies… 

Third sector representative: … she is between a rock and a hard place… she 
sees injustice… people who stop things from happening… and this is the deal 
about power play within a Local Authority. 

NHS official: I could not physically do it… 

Council service manager: … I would commit suicide within six months. 

Such strong expressions underline the intensity of the engagers’ work. Perhaps 
there was some warning in the story of a predecessor who, after some forums 
collapsed, went on ‘stress leave’ and never returned. An engager said that ‘it gets 
easier as you get a bit of life under your belt’. But time kindled its own dilemmas: ‘I 
know where all the bodies are buried’. The toll of intense political work –assembling 
processes, driving ‘culture change’– was difficult to ignore. However, they could be 
quite humorous about it. This was a conversation where Councillor Wilson 
explained difficulties recruiting political candidates: 

Councillor: … why would they want a job in which they’ll have to work 
endless hours, for a modest salary and being attacked from all quarters? 

 Engager [laughing]: … just like Community Planning Officers… 

Over time, the fire of some activist engagers would steadily dim. The prospect of 
‘unfair’ forum closures would then become a more resigned affair: ‘do I want to fight 
to the bitter end? ... to go down all guns blazing, I don’t know, because it’s not worth it’.  In 
such cases, I got a sense of how the frustrations, dilemmas and struggles of the 
activist engager could become catalysers for more administrative approaches. 
Engagement work can wear you down; the ups and downs can be too convoluted 
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even for those who enjoy ‘finding the way through the maze’. Moreover, the pressures 
of being wanted and unwanted can steadily add fuel to the ‘burnout’. Arguably, 
Wyndland’s ecology of participation provides a more hospitable environment for 
the administrative engager, and somewhat nudges the activist engager to weigh the 
pressures and pleasures of agency. This much was suggested when I met the 
engagers for thesis feedback in August 2013. They recognised this research narrative 
about turning activists into administrative engagers. Then, they delved into the 
‘burnout’ theme in a candid conversation that rekindled memories of fieldwork time.   

9.5. Conclusions: Unsettling and reassembling local democracy 

The findings in this chapter echo some studies I have quoted. However, the distinct 
feature here has been to flesh those findings out through the engagers’ work. As 
Davies (2011: 11-13) argues, participatory governance is often hailed as a fait 
accompli –a move from government to governance– that assumes that that’s how 
things work, thus rendering the work it takes invisible. Accordingly, “partnership” 
is often portrayed as a fact, a move willed by public administrations, rather than an 
ongoing political project that must be performed through myriad everyday 
practices. Here, I have shown participatory governance not as an accomplishment, 
but as a contested, fragile, and evolving assemblage that takes constant work. 
Consequently, I have tried to render that political work visible. 

Analysing Wyndland’s ecology of participation suggests that there is more scope for 
manoeuvre –by officials, politicians and citizens– than is often assumed. As 
Lowndes et al. (2006a: 559) argue, institutions are malleable: there is “a degree of 
path dependence but actors can shape and bend institutional forces in new 
directions”. These authors also show that institutional rules-in-use can be more 
determinant of meaningful participation than the socioeconomic status or social 
capital of a locality. In other words, Local Authorities that open rules-in-use to 
renegotiation through engagement processes can foster substantial participation 
despite scoring low on those other factors (Lowndes et al., 2006a, 2006b; Baiocchi, 
2005). Of course, that entails painstaking struggle to reshape rules-in-use as 
illustrated here, and the potential burnout of engagers and others is not to be 
underestimated. Equally, this also highlights how much the engagers can influence 
the ecology of local participatory democracy.  
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Studying the wanted/unwanted tension illustrated how local actors react to 
Community Planning by developing a multifaceted politics of adopting, adapting, 
abiding, avoiding or evading. As such, these reactions warrant appending the 
adjective ‘transformative’ to the practices analysed in previous chapters. An overall 
picture emerges from this account of the engagers’ world, featuring a crosscutting 
tension between tradition and change. New participatory practices seem to clash 
with established ways of working amongst public sector officials, politicians, and 
community representatives. Some see their traditional roles challenged by the new 
participatory gospel, backed by national frameworks, and practiced locally by the 
engagers. In this account, the engagers appear as political workers advancing a 
culture change project ripe with tensions, ambiguities and power struggles: a project 
embraced and despised by people across the spectrum of official and public 
spheres. In that sense, the engagers’ agency forces negotiation amongst the diverse 
understandings of local democracy and public service that coalesce in new 
participatory processes.  

As Sullivan (2009: 65) argues, participatory governance policies “are themselves 
subversive acts, designed with the express purpose of unsettling the established 
relationships of politicians, the public and professionals in the pursuit of new ones”. 
Consequently, Community Planning can be seen as a disruptive intervention that 
problematises local policy worlds. An intervention where the engagers’ practices –
public-making, scripting, facilitating and inscribing– are rendered transformative by 
the evolving ecology of participation that shapes, and is shaped, by them. The very 
ecology that forges the activist engager, or fosters more administrative approaches 
through puzzlement, disappointment or exhaustion. An ecology where engagers 
learn the trade through conversations with others and the situations at hand.  

In case studies of partnership and participation in England, Barnes et al. (2007: 184) 
note that “institutional, policy and cultural” contexts are essential for understanding 
participatory assemblages and deliberative projects. This leads them to be 
“relatively pessimistic about the potential of new initiatives to overcome entrenched 
institutional or political forms of power”. While this reading might also suit 
Wyndland, my experience with the engagers has dissuaded me from “totalizing 
narratives that foreclose the possibilities of political agency” (Newman, 2012: Loc 
485).  
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Chapter 10. Transformative practices: Public engagement as 

political work 

In this concluding chapter, I first revisit the research questions and their relevance. 
Then, I address the two core dimensions of my findings, namely, transformative 
practices and the politics of process. Finally, I share reflections on research and 
policy, before summarising key contributions of this thesis. 

10.1. The ʻHow?ʼ question 

These core questions have guided my research: What do official public engagers do? 
How do they engage publics in participatory policy-making? What kind of work 
does this entail? What does this work generate? To answer, I conducted an 
ethnography of the everyday work of Wyndland’s cadre of official engagers, whose 
job is to organise the type of deliberative forums –for stakeholder partnership and 
community engagement– that increasingly populate local governance in Scotland 
and beyond. Accordingly, my analytical strategy has been to zoom-in and zoom-out 
(Nicolini, 2009a, 2009b) on engagement work, thus analysing the micro-politics of 
performing participatory processes. The study has sought depth rather than breath: 
the point was to learn from these engagers in their context, and relate it to existing 
research, thus exploring how their work shapes, and is shaped by, emerging 
practices of collaborative governance and deliberative democracy.  

Research on officially invited participation often asks: Does it work? In contrast, I 
have asked: How does it work? The reason was to avoid well-trodden paths and try 
to open new lines of inquiry. It seemed that the question ‘does it work?’ is loaded 
with a priori normative assumptions and typically leads to an unfulfilling answer: it 
depends. It depends on the unfolding qualities of each process, its dynamics and 
interactions, and the evaluative criteria used. Therefore, during fieldwork, I felt that 
that question was unhelpful to understand the nature of what the engagers do. I 
didn’t want to measure it against pre-established criteria, but rather learn about 
their practices through ethnographic grounded theory. Accordingly, it made sense 
to focus precisely on understanding the constitutive practices that underpinned 
processes. In this light, it is by studying process work that one might learn 
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something different about power dynamics, beyond dichotomist narratives of 
participatory ‘empowerment’ or ‘incorporation’. Hence, inspired by studies which 
transcend such dichotomies (e.g. Newman, 2001; Barnes et al., 2007; Newman and 
Clarke, 2009; Barnes and Prior, 2009b; Newman, 2012), I sought to analyse 
engagement work through the practice-oriented and open-ended ‘How?’ question.  

Consequently, my aim was not to identify whether a process was ‘authentic’ or 
‘tokenistic’, or ‘inclusive’ or ‘exclusionary’ –if anything, I was interested in how they 
were rendered as such in the eyes of the actors involved (i.e. what made a public 
seem ‘legitimate’). The engagers’ policy worlds, at the interface of official and public 
spheres, are complex and evolving, and I had no intention of rendering them static 
and unequivocal. Instead, I have analysed that interface as a political space –
characterised by ambiguity, contestation and realignment– and thus as a space of 
possibility where agency matters. During fieldwork, I witnessed manipulation, 
deception, antagonism, cooperation, creativity… and often within the same process. 
However, I could never tell whether the process entailed ‘authentic’ or ‘tokenistic’ 
engagement, because such an evaluative approach overlooks that those qualities are 
not necessarily intrinsic to the processes at their outset, but emerge or evolve during 
contested performances.  

Accordingly, the engagers saw well-meaning consultations turn into tokenistic 
exercises, and controversial forums spur ambitious initiatives where citizens 
directly influenced policy and public expenditure. Equally, while some Partnership 
forums were spaces for meaningful collaboration, others were rendered 
inconsequential by the unwillingness of certain actors (i.e. some Council and NHS 
officials) to make it a place for open deliberation with less powerful players (i.e. 
third sector and community representatives). This all happened within the same 
Local Authority Area. Therefore, blanket statements about the nature of officially 
invited participation seem unwarranted. Each process becomes a unique 
assemblage that not only reflects, but also renegotiates, the evolving ecology of 
participation where it unfolds. Failing to appreciate this implies assuming that 
engagers and forum participants lack agency and political capacity, and that has not 
been my experience.  

As Goss (2001: 201; original emphasis) argues, “the new system of local governance 
is not either failing or working –it is being worked by the men and women within it”. 
Therefore, I have illustrated how participatory policy-making is performed and the 
dynamics that shape it –how actors shape processes, how processes shape actors. 
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Accordingly, I have shown how the engagers work to involve not only citizens, but 
also officials, representatives and various contingently defined stakeholders. Public 
engagement work is thus not something that flows outwards –from official to public 
spheres– but is multidirectional, contingent and crosscutting. Indeed, a key finding 
here is that engagers have to put as much effort on involving officials and 
representatives, as citizens.  

Practices not only define what participation comes to mean in a particular process, 
but also the network of relationships that sustain and develop that meaning. As 
such, they reveal the affordances and constraints of the contexts that animate them –
whatever seems possible and conceivable. In this sense, the meaning of participation 
is constantly negotiated in unfolding practices. Engagers seek to manage space, time 
and contact –or, in Goffman’s terms (1983), interaction orders– at the critical 
junctures where that negotiation takes place. In this light, officially invited 
participation emerges not as a set of standardised processes but as a political 
domain where those processes are constituted. It is not as much a model that is 
being tested, as it is a cultural milieu undergoing intense definition and 
contestation. The ongoing institutionalisation of engagement work can thus be seen 
as an attempt to organise this emerging domain and give it meaning. 

What do, then, official public engagers do? What kind of work does this entail? 
What does this work generate? As substantiated throughout this thesis, the 
engagers assemble interaction orders, working on the purposeful (re)organisation of 
various policy worlds through transformative practices that embody, and seek to 
bring about, a new politics of process. It is to those transformative practices (the 
work that engagement entails) and new politics of process (what that work 
generates) that I now turn to.  

10.2. Transformative practices 

My data analysis has thrown into relief four core practices: public-making, scripting, 
facilitating and inscribing. There are many ways of studying participation processes 
but, to my knowledge, there is no practice-based framework to analyse engagement 
work of the type proposed in this thesis. A key contribution of this research is, 
therefore, this schemata of practices abducted from fieldwork through grounded 
theorising. The framework has two analytical strengths. Firstly, it highlights 
dimensions that are often obscured in research where the engagers’ role is largely 
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ignored. Consequently, it renders their agency visible and enables the 
problematisation of engagement work. Secondly, it offers a heuristic to analyse the 
micro-politics of participatory processes by focusing on how publics are made and 
performed, how processes are scripted, how meetings are facilitated and how 
inscribing takes place. Taking both dimensions together, agency and micro-politics, 
the framework opens alternative ways of thinking about, scrutinising and informing 
engagement practice. 

 I have argued that engagement work entails the deployment of a particular kind of 
discipline through these four practices. As such, they are animated by a micro-
politics of ordering, enabling and constraining. In this sense, the engagers’ job is to 
transform pre-existing interaction orders by blurring boundaries and fostering new 
relationships that may turn the emerging forums into liminal spaces for 
consequential deliberation. Importantly, the engagers’ disciplinary work is not 
simply an imposition of certain interaction orders upon previously unregulated 
domains. Their experience is that if they don’t intervene, or their interventions are 
unfruitful, pre-existent interaction orders will prevail. From that perspective, this 
can have undesirable consequences because no interaction order is innocuous –they 
all shape dynamics in particular ways.  

For instance, as shown in Chapters 5-6, without careful public-making and 
scripting, certain participants may dominate both in terms of established roles (e.g. 
officials, representatives) and citizen demography (e.g. middle class, educated), and 
certain relationships may continue (e.g. community councillors who oppose 
involving other citizens; officials who despise forums for intruding in their policy 
domains). Equally, as shown in Chapter 7, without careful facilitation, certain voices 
may be privileged (e.g. the articulate) and certain communication patterns (e.g. 
monologuing, confrontation) and frames (e.g. bargaining for private interests, rather 
than deliberating on public goods) may prevail. These and related issues have been 
recognised in the literature (e.g. Beresford, 2013; Hastings and Matthews, 2011; Ryfe 
and Stalsburg, 2012; Smith, 2009: 162-169; Young, 2000; Phillips, 1995). The 
discipline that the engagers try to impose through these practices seeks, therefore, to 
displace or alter other equally disciplinary interaction orders. This is one of the 
reasons I have appended the adjective ‘transformative’ to these core practices of 
engagement work.   

In this light, engagers seeking to advance new forms of deliberative democracy and 
collaborative governance assemble interaction orders arranged to dislocate, engulf 
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and transform their predecessors and alternatives. Whether the new discipline 
imposed by participatory policy-making processes is better than that of the regimes 
it seeks to alter or complement (i.e. technocratic policy-making, electoral politics) is 
a normative question widely addressed and contested (e.g. Fung, 2004; Fung, 2008; 
Cooke and Kothari, 2001; Baiocchi, 2005; Cornwall and Coelho, 2007; Warren, 2009; 
Smith, 2009). My point, instead, has been to highlight that participatory and 
deliberative practices embody new power regimes and dynamics (e.g. questioning 
knowledge hierarchies and technocracy; fostering and placating certain 
communication patterns; making publics in particular ways), and it is important to 
study the micro-politics of these forms and spaces of power as such. This 
recognition of the evolving nature of disciplinary governmental regimes is in line 
with Foucault’s understanding of the state not as “an unchangeable entity but as a 
shifting ensemble of institutions, practices, and knowledge” (Buchstein and Jörke, 
2012: Loc 5597). From this perspective, the transformative practices mapped in this 
thesis are animated by a disciplinary impetus that seems to respond to broader 
socio-political trends. As Goss (2001: 5) argues, in local governance 

old ways of doing things are becoming obsolete before new ways are 
fully established. This means that the immediate experience for many of 
those participating is that of muddle and mess... it is precisely because 
the old ways of doing things can’t work now, and can’t be made to 
work, that new ways are opening up. 

Accordingly, through these transformative practices, the engagers seek to turn mess 
into coherent assemblages –thus rendering it governable. This entails not only 
assembling new interaction orders, but also crafting their ensuing new narratives –
as illustrated through ‘storifying’ work in Chapters 5-8. At the centre of this work is 
the engagers’ agency. As Schatzki (2002: 189) explains, “agency is the central motor 
of a constant becoming… through which the mesh of practices and orders is 
continuously taking place and frequently mutating”. That constant state of 
becoming –the muddled transition between obsolete and new ways of working– 
characterises the in-between or liminal space that, as I have argued, engagers 
inhabit and carve up (Chapters 4 and 9). Liminality, as theorists of “threshold 
concepts” argue, represents “a transformative state that engages existing certainties 
and renders them problematic, and fluid” (Land, 2012: minute 5). To operate in that 
policy-making space –which is no longer what it was, and not yet what it may 
become– the engagers develop transformative practices that seek to shape the 
transition.  
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What is, then, being transformed? As shown in Chapters 5-8, public-making turns 
the abstract, amorphous public into knowable and performable publics. Scripting 
turns myriad agendas, actors, interactions, spaces and materials into manageable, 
generative assemblages. Facilitation turns diverse communication patterns into 
aligned and public-spirited dialogue and deliberation. And inscribing turns 
multiple knowledges, utterances and documents into workable translations. My use 
of the term ‘transformative’ is, therefore, analytical rather than normative. At its 
most basic level, it refers to turning some-things into something else –but there is no 
normative import as to the direction of that transformation. That is, transformation 
here alludes to the generation of something ‘different’, rather than necessarily 
‘better’. This distinction is important to preserve the heuristic potential of this 
framework for other contexts. As Barnes (2009: 48) argues: 

… it is not possible to characterise public participation per se as a 
process of either creating self-governing subjects, or as generating 
oppositional consciousness. Such spaces contain both conservative and 
subversive potentials. 

Accordingly, studying public-making, scripting, facilitating and inscribing enables 
the researcher to get an analytical handle on the micro-political practices that seek to 
enable and constrain specific developments within particular processes. In this 
sense, the framework is evaluative, as it unpicks the work that it takes to perform 
engagement, as well as what that work does to established ways of making policy 
and doing politics. However, it’s not normative in the sense of implying a diagnosis 
on whether that work and its outcomes make for better local democracy. That is a 
normative question that this research wasn’t designed to answer. What seems 
warranted from my findings is that those practices represent powerful interventions 
that seek to reshape the policy worlds where they unfold –as demonstrated by the 
strong ambivalent reactions documented through the wanted/unwanted heuristic 
(Chapter 9).  

Furthermore, it seems also plausible that, in Wyndland, new understandings and 
enactments of democracy are making way and seeking to transform local 
governance culture. As new ways of working develop steadily, the changes they 
bring do not seem easy to undo. For instance, there are increased expectations by 
citizens and activists to have influence through local forums. Some officials are 
becoming ‘converts’ who now see participation and partnership as part of policy-
making, and are prepared to undertake new deliberative roles –albeit this may 
entail relinquishing some of the privileges afforded by their previously 
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unquestioned technocratic expertise. Even officials who vehemently oppose such 
developments find themselves in new spaces where they are exposed to people and 
ideas that sometimes make them reconsider. Politicians, in turn, are learning to 
accommodate and use the forums, thus sometimes rendering them as new spaces 
for politics and policy-making. It is in this sense that the practices that assemble the 
forums can be considered transformative. To be sure, that transformation refers here 
only to the policy process –this research was not designed to answer whether that 
also translates into a transformation of policy outcomes. Nonetheless, there is no 
shortage of studies that have coupled both (see Baiocchi, 2005; Fischer, 2000, 2003, 
2009; Fung, 2004; De Souza Briggs, 2008; Innes and Booher, 2010; Dryzek, 2010; 
Nabatchi et al., 2012). 

As Cornwall (2002: 7) argues, “new ways in old spaces can transform their 
possibilities, just as old ways in new spaces can perpetuate the status quo”. 
Transformative practices are a means for practitioners to negotiate that tension, and 
thus analysing them gives insight into what is an essentially contested domain of 
action and interaction. Scrutinising the junctures where process transitions and 
translations take place (Chapter 8) offers a way of cutting analytically into the 
Gordian knots of the micro-political –e.g. by studying how the public is turned into 
a public (or an ‘illegitimate’ public into a ‘legitimate’ one), how disparate actors and 
agendas are scripted into processes, how varied communication patterns are 
aligned into deliberation, or how multiple utterances and documents are turned into 
consequential inscriptions. Analysing the transitions and translations that punctuate 
the flow of transformative practices, therefore, exposes the nodal points where key 
power dynamics converge –e.g. who is made into a public, who earns what role in 
the script, what’s within bounds for deliberation, what makes its way into official 
inscriptions. Consequently, the framework may help engagers to pinpoint critical 
junctures in engagement work. By the same token, it may help forum participants to 
scrutinise and disrupt the disciplinary thrust of these transformative practices when 
they are deemed to generate unwanted interaction orders.  

As argued in Chapter 5, engagers can only claim to have engaged ‘a public’, never 
‘the public’, and that public’s legitimacy is subject to ongoing negotiation. 
Therefore, it can be analytically fruitful to map this argumentative terrain. Taking 
cues from Bacchi’s scheme (2009) for unpacking policy problems by asking “what’s 
the problem represented to be?”, I propose that invited policy publics might be 
similarly unpacked by asking questions such as: 
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• What is the public represented to be? (e.g. its ontology: individuals, groups, 
organisations, geographical areas, hybrids)  

• How is it summoned, convened and assembled? (e.g. proactively: targeted 
invitation; reactively: controversial issues; self-selected? randomly selected?)  
With what consequences? 

• Who is scripted in and out? How? With what consequences?  

• How is it performed, facilitated and inscribed? What are the public-making 
mediums? (e.g. face to face; at distance: online, documents, surveys) With 
what consequences?  

• What kind of public are participants invited to be? What roles are they 
offered? (e.g. listen and react; learn and deliberate) How do these roles 
evolve? With what consequences?  

• What is considered a legitimate public? By whom? How is the story of 
legitimacy told? With what consequences?  

The transformative practices framework also highlights the importance of key 
transitions and translations in the chain of documents that generate, and are 
generated by, participatory processes. It is perhaps regarding inscription that the 
privileged position of translators –whether engagers or other officials– becomes less 
visible but more consequential. Complex processes featuring careful scripting, 
ambitious public-making, and inclusive facilitation eventually rest in the hands of 
powerful translators as the process moves from frontstage deliberation, to backstage 
policy work. As illustrated in Chapter 8, this warrants recasting inscribing work not 
as an add-on to deliberation, but as an essential part of the deliberative process. As 
such, this draws attention to the work of funnelling, filtering and distilling forum 
deliberations into actionable policy documents –thus providing strong arguments to 
support what I have called inscription accountability.   

The custodianship of such transitions and translations by the engagers perhaps 
explains the heightened responsibility and pressures that they feel, and emphasises 
how much is at stake in such transformative practices. For instance, they must strive 
to assemble ‘legitimate publics’ (whatever that may mean in each process; Chapter 5) 
to ensure that forums influence policy-making. Accordingly, these transformative 
practices highlight the argumentative nature of policy-making (Fischer and Forester, 
1993; Fischer and Gottweis, 2012). Indeed, the engagers carry out relentless 
storifying and storytelling work, seeking to turn publics and processes into 
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persuasive arguments that may shape decision-making. The importance of such 
process stories in Wyndland can be perhaps interpreted as a result of the 
subservient role of participatory democracy with respect to representative 
institutions and technocratic policy-making. In other words, this new politics of the 
policy process is yet to narrate its way into the realm of what are widely deemed as 
legitimate ways of governing the local. 

10.3. A new politics of process? Public engagement as political work 

The engagers’ work reveals the “landscapes of antagonism” where “emergent 
practices and alternative rationalities encounter dominant ruling relations” 
(Newman, 2012: Loc 485). By fostering liminality, the engagers hope that such 
encounters may generate new assemblages and rationalities. A criticism of officially 
invited spaces (as opposed to invented/grassroots spaces) is that authorities retain 
control. However, invited spaces are not static: they evolve through participants’ 
interactions resulting in space -making, -shaping or –taking (Cornwall, 2002). Such 
dynamics can subvert initial agendas, thus creating new possibilities (Barnes, 2009). 
When fostering liminality (e.g. unsettling traditional roles, inviting new 
communication patterns), the engagers are working towards space-sharing –crafting 
a tensional, productive in-between space that, albeit not unofficially invented, is no 
longer just invited. In doing so, they imagine, and act upon, a more complex 
relational field of shifting identities and alliances, exploiting that in-between to blur 
boundaries (Chapter 4).  

I have shown how forums can be summoned and performed, but also shut down –
both in Council and NHS contexts. It is to the credit of some engagers, and their 
allies, that certain forums survived attacks by certain managers, politicians and 
community councillors. It takes a delicate balance to keep everyone on board 
through careful scripting. If the forum is seen as tokenistic or controlled, non-
officials may abandon ship. If it is perceived as too ‘activist’, some officials and 
representatives can put it under siege. Often, only when engagers manage to turn 
the forum into an in-between space, which can no longer be seen as owned by one 
side, the forum stands a chance of progressing. Hence the importance of their work 
in creating “boundary experiences” (Feldman et al., 2006: 94). This entails a new 
deliberative politics of exposure to people and ideas, which turns the contact zones 
between official and public spheres into spaces of possibility. Ultimately, of course, 
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it is up to participants to capitalise on such liminality and to break through the 
game of mutual expectations that sustained previous rules-in-use (Chapter 9). 

In turn, this requires new ways of talking and thus, arguably, facilitators capable of 
fostering certain communication patterns while curtailing others. As Newman 
(2012: Loc 223) explains, engagers not only promote public conversations through 
“relational labour (brokering between different power bases and actors but also 
generating new discursive repertoires within which such conversations could be 
conducted”. The recognition of the need for facilitators perhaps responds to 
increased awareness of how social inequalities can be surreptitiously reproduced 
through communication dynamics in deliberative forums (Young, 2000; Mansbridge 
et al., 2006; Escobar, 2011a). The engagers face the challenge of facilitating in ways 
that allow for disagreement without hindering the capacity of the forums to achieve 
outcomes. The key paradoxical tension is to enable discursive interaction that deals 
with conflict through non-confrontational patterns (Chapter 7). For the engagers, 
this seemed more feasible in Council rather than NHS forums. To be sure, there 
were plenty of confrontational patterns in the former, but skilful facilitation could 
sometimes turn them into productive deliberation (see Forester, 2009). In contrast, 
efforts to avoid conflict by some NHS engagers and officials –as illustrated in cases 
of forum closures– typically generated frustration and disengagement by 
participants.  

An important finding has been to document the stubbornly emergent nature of 
participatory processes –hardly susceptible to prognosis by practitioners, let alone 
researchers. This counters the accepted wisdom that the qualities and purposes of 
such processes can be stipulated from the outset (e.g. IAP2, 2006). Instead, my data 
disputes this, suggesting that decision-making power can be earned and lost 
through the process. For instance, forums may start as symbolic exercises but 
generate publics that earn influence through public-making and deliberation; or 
perhaps start as substantial processes but fail to summon legitimate publics and 
thus be rendered tokenistic. This is why, in contrast to the rationalised ‘participation 
cycle’ proposed in instruments such as VOiCE (Chapter 8), I have proposed the 
notion of the evolving ‘participation script’ (Chapter 6). While it still expresses 
intentionality, strategy and planning, it is a more flexible concept that embraces the 
messy, serpentine and contingent nature of engagement work. As such, it 
foregrounds political craft –rather than managerial rationality– while emphasising 
the importance of practitioners’ reflection-in-action as they negotiate the generative 
distance between plans and performances. 
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The engagers could rarely know at the beginning of a process whether it would 
entail informing, involving, collaborating or delegating –to use IAP2’s influential 
typology34. That was actually to be negotiated during the process. Often, only when 
backstage and frontstage work began to bear fruit –i.e. a forum was perceived as 
diverse and legitimate, and persuasively narrated and inscribed– could the engagers 
say: this is what this forum was about. That is perhaps why they actually ignored a 
priori typologies and management tools (i.e. VOiCE). Interestingly, classifying a 
process from the outset was not only difficult, but it could actually become a trap 
that hinders the very political process through which the scope and influence of a 
forum was to be negotiated. Such tools and typologies seemed to respond to a 
disciplining logic that seeks to rationally lay out the scope of a process –a rather 
managerial understanding of participation planning. Initial clarity of purpose, as 
predicated by IAP2 trainers for instance, may have the paradoxical effect of 
constraining a forum’s capacity to evolve and gain influence.  

In contrast, the engagers seemed to often embrace a state of play that I have called 
‘strategic ambiguity’ (Chapters 4, 6, and pages 163-164). This approach enables them 
to work backstage and frontstage in dialectic fashion, seeking to be responsive to the 
horizon of possibilities of a new process –e.g. it may be boycotted, contested, 
overtaken, stalled, embraced, supported, resourced, etc. To deal with this, they must 
play with the ambiguity of their role –e.g. an insider amongst insiders, an outsider 
amongst outsiders (see Vignette 2)–, and the liminality of the forums, in order to 
entangle multiple players in micro-disciplinary assemblages. Arguably, this labour 
–blurring boundaries, performing transformative practices, deploying strategic 
ambiguity– embodies a new politics of process, and thus the engagers’ work can be 
seen as unequivocally political. This seems an obvious point, but it’s not. Chapter 
after chapter I have insisted on illustrating what they do as political work precisely 
because the predominant narratives I encountered during fieldwork pointed 
otherwise. Indeed, although the engagers acknowledged the political nature of their 
work, they often had to translate it into managerial accounts for the consumption of 
others (Chapter 8). Pressures to turn the political into technical seemed thus 
prevalent in their ecology of participation. As an NHS engager put it: ‘collective 
action mentality has given way to managerial models’. 

1                                             

34 This is what IAP2 trainers call “the promise to your publics”, as I learned during their course for 
participation practitioners. 
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This is hardly exclusive to Wyndland. Some argue that the “consensus within 
government” is not “so much about neighbourhood democracy as about 
neighbourhood management” (Craig et al., 2011: 14). Therefore, “the emphasis on 
performance… depoliticises partnerships, mainstreaming participation as technical 
rather than political” (Taylor, 2007a: 301). In Scotland, some observe, Community 
Planning “is becoming more firmly attuned to improving service delivery than 
democratization” (Abram and Cowell, 2004: 218; McAteer and Orr, 2006). The 
result, argues Shaw (2011b: 130), is “a version of democratic politics which 
simultaneously acts to de-politicize democracy and to de-democratize politics”; that 
is, “democracy is reduced to a managerial procedure, whilst politics is something to 
be publicly consumed rather than produced”. During fieldwork, I was struck by the 
use of the term democracy to refer chiefly to representative institutions and the 
imaginary of traditional party politics. This was spatially and ideationally 
embedded, for instance, through departmental divisions –with the Policy and 
Community Development departments of the Council clearly separated from 
Democratic Services. The latter was staffed by administrators who supported 
councillors in what was considered the official realm of democratic politics. The 
former housed strategic and local engagers, and was depicted as a realm of policy 
performance and service delivery –as some officials and politicians put it, ‘nothing to 
do with politics’. 

Newman and Clarke (2009: 67) argue that “de-politisation” entails “restating 
political questions as matters of technique” thus “closing down debate about how 
and what to govern and the distributive effects of particular arrangements by 
reference to expertise”. In this context, they continue, “the dominant tendency is 
towards rendering participation as a technical and procedural matter”. A key tenet 
of symbolic interactionism is that “human beings act towards things on the basis of 
the meanings that the things have for them” (Blumer, 1969: 2-3). In this sense, 
struggles over the framing of engagement work are consequential. Shutting down 
NHS forums for becoming ‘too political’, ‘conflictive’ or ‘activist’ can make sense from 
some managerial perspectives in ways that wouldn’t from certain democratic 
standpoints. Accordingly, there are clear differences between thinking about 
partnership and participation in terms of local government management, and 
thinking in terms of democratic policy-making. The former is a realm for the 
administrative engager, the latter, for the activist. This is crucial for how 
engagement work is performed (Chapter 9), for even “the work of making some 
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things technical rather than political is political work” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 
25). 

Insofar as the emphasis is on policy performance and service delivery, deliberation 
can be dominated by managerial talk. If it is about management, why involve 
anyone but managers? However, if deliberations are about values, collective action 
and so on, then democracy comes to the fore. In trying to suppress politics, 
“managerialism” (Newman and Clarke, 2009: 109) fosters the prevalence of certain 
regimes of expertise, thus rendering deliberation on public values unnecessary. 
Managerialism, of course, entails its own contested values (e.g. hierarchical control, 
efficiency), but presents them as technical necessities. Alternative values and 
considerations can therefore be excluded from often narrowly framed deliberations. 
This was often my experience in NHS forums, where managerial logics and 
depoliticised understandings of engagement work seemed to prevail. Despite the 
troublesome nature of Council forums, they seemed more open to value-driven 
deliberation, conflict and participatory politics. 

Ongoing battles over meanings and practices of partnership and participation 
foreground the importance of understanding how micro-political practices shape 
ecologies of participation (Chapter 9). As Cruikshank (1999: 124, 5) notes, politics “is 
also down there, in the strategic field of small things”, and “the political itself is 
continually transformed and reconstituted at the micro-levels of everyday life”. 
Many research participants referred to ‘politics with a small p and politics with a big P’, 
to mark the lesser importance of participatory politics (p), with respect to party 
politics (P). Consequently, my analysis of the engagers’ transformative practices, 
and the new politics of process they seek to usher, suggests that for forums to 
become influential, they must be recognised as political domains for deliberation, 
contestation and collective action –rather than managerial add-ons. In Wyndland, as 
elsewhere, this often depends on how representative and participatory democracy 
coalesce or collide –which, in turn, hinges on the engagers’ political work and the 
broader reception of this new politics of process. 

In this thesis, I have analysed power as “a ubiquitous relational effect” (Law, 1994: 
107)  that is “productive insofar as it constitutes the order of things” (Buchstein and 
Jörke, 2012: Loc 5522). In this light, engagement processes emerge as invariably 
political –even when animated by managerial impetus. Emphasising this can 
problematise prevailing understandings of the political –and its locations– thus 
recasting the meanings and practices of  'engagement' as sites of contestation where 
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different rationalities and mindsets can be open to negotiation. Understanding 
engagement work as managerial can perpetuate the political as the preserve of few, 
while understanding it as political work foregrounds the assembling of interaction 
orders that may open new possibilities and imaginaries. 

10.4. Reflections on research and policy 

Previous sections have addressed my core research questions on practice. Here, I 
outline other reflections relating to research and policy.  

On research 

Although my account of the engagers’ ambiguous institutional and professional 
status (Chapter 4) may seem local, member-checking35 across other LAAs and policy 
domains has persuaded me that it is not unique. Official engagers and participation 
practitioners often struggle with the dilemmas and tensions embodied in their still 
emerging policy roles (e.g. Scott, 2012; Pieczka and Escobar, 2013; Escobar, 2013). 
This thesis has illustrated how those challenges are materialised and negotiated 
given a particular ecology of participation. Similarly, although my findings on the 
‘culture change’ project are context-dependent, Chapter 9 showed how Wyndland 
represents a local manifestation of broader trends, clashes and realignments. In that 
sense, my findings fleshed out key situated dynamics of the participatory culture 
change undergoing definition and contestation across various policy domains. 

Nonetheless, my aim has not been to offer a generalisable depiction of the engagers, 
but to carry out the ethnography of a cadre and tease out what may be learned from 
it. To do this, I was guided by research criteria in interpretive political ethnography 
(Chapter 3), namely: demonstrating plausibility by sharing extensive relevant data 
to warrant arguments, thus seeking to offer trustworthy narratives through 
systematic grounded theorising; contextualising data generation and interpretation 
through reflexivity; and seeking to gauge relatability (resonance and transferability) 
and conceptual innovation through inter-subjectivity and member-checking. 
Although Wyndland resembles the broader Scottish polity in significant ways (see 

1                                             

35 This took place through events, conferences and networks throughout Scotland, as outlined in 
Chapter 3, pp. 45-46. 
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footnote 4, p. 22), my guiding consideration was not whether the findings could be 
generalised to other contexts, but how do they relate to them. In this sense, my 
claims about the engagers as new policy workers are context-specific, but allow 
relatability by comparison to other studies quoted in this thesis, as well as to future 
inquiries that may take Wyndland, or these engagers, as emblematic cases.  

My chief focus, nonetheless, has been to understand core practices in engagement 
work. Zooming-in so closely on practices has allowed me to map out analytical 
categories of broader import. Arguably, therefore, the transformative practices 
framework may be used to analyse engagement work in other contexts. I base this 
on member-checking opportunities so far, my experience with public engagement in 
the science and technology world (Pieczka and Escobar, 2013; Escobar, 2013), and 
my reading of accounts of officially invited and unofficially invited forums (e.g. 
Fung, 2004; Innes and Booher, 2003, 2010; Gastil and Levine, 2005; Baiocchi, 2005; 
Castells, 2012). My claim is that public-making, scripting, facilitating and inscribing 
are typically at play in engagement work, and studying them offers insight into the 
micro-politics of participation processes. This is not an argument about 
generalisation as much as it is about heuristic power. Of course, whether the 
framework may be useful to analysts and practitioners is to be seen, but now it’s 
ready for discussing, refining or discarding. 

Another contribution has been to demonstrate the centrality of the engagers’ 
agency. I’d therefore argue that studies that render their work as invisible or 
secondary risk overlooking the micro-politics that animate participatory processes. 
In this sense, the backstage/frontstage heuristic can be particularly fruitful –both in 
structuring research designs (Chapter 3) and generating narratives about 
engagement work. Accordingly, I have depicted backstage and frontstage not 
merely as physical spaces, but as relational domains where interactions, materials 
and practices are dialectically assembled. If the frontstage typically features “bright-
eyed, bushy-tailed performances”, the backstage features “all the effort that goes 
into mounting those performances” (Law, 1994: 176). However, in the engagers’ 
world, the backstage is much more than a realm where appropriate or expected 
behaviours can be safely bracketed. Studying it throws into relief the “invisible, 
quiet, and discrete work of building relationships with potential participants from 
all sides… away from the spotlight” (Corry, 2012: 60). This is a domain where 
intensive political work is carried out: negotiating, nudging, nagging, cajoling, 
pressing, persuading, reframing, aligning, trapping, enticing, enthusing, concealing, 
disclosing, connecting, pandering… This domain, often invisible to most forum 
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participants, is like a black box that may explain intriguing dynamics unfolding in 
the frontstage. Accordingly, the frontstage is only the tip of the participatory 
process iceberg.    

In methodological terms, this thesis emphasises the value of combining shadowing 
with interviewing. Both generated distinct heuristics. For example, the tension 
wanted/unwanted became a “sensitising” lens (Blumer, 1969: 147-152) in traditional 
grounded theorising fashion (Charmaz, 2006): it emerged early from practitioners’ 
experience and discourse. In contrast, the sensitising concept of the ‘script’ was not 
developed from their accounts but from my interpretation of their practices. Both 
illustrate the distinct role that interviews and participant observation play in 
generating different types of data, as well as how they can offer further insight at 
the stage of theoretical integration –e.g. the engagers are wanted because they know 
how to script processes, and unwanted because not everyone likes what the script 
does with them (Chapter 9). These heuristics exemplify how my ethnographic 
account was constructed, and how sensitising concepts can be powerful tools for 
discovery during fieldwork and afterwards.  

Shadowing engagers across myriad domains forced me to reconsider boundaries 
and categories that I took for granted before fieldwork. They do not simply mediate 
between officials, citizens, and representatives, but also between officials and 
officials, citizens and citizens, representatives and representatives, and so on. The 
point is that, rather than seeing the engagers as working between clearly separated 
entities and players –and their allegedly self-evident, preformed interests–, I saw 
them as brokering between different individuals and groups –belonging to 
overlapping communities of place, practice and interest– and brought into 
contingent alliances where boundaries could sometimes be blurred. Accordingly, I 
found established divisions, for example, state/society, authorities/community, 
analytically unhelpful insofar as they precluded the necessary nuance to account for 
emerging relationships.  

Indeed, supporters and detractors of deliberative forums could be found in all 
quarters (Chapter 9), and so this was a world of unlikely alliances and unexpected 
oppositions. This is crucial to understand the puzzling dynamics of many 
participatory processes, which are sometimes obscured when it is assumed that 
certain players will behave in certain ways by virtue of their position in the 
institutional landscape. The state has been talked about for so long that sometimes it 
is uncritically invoked as a unified entity –thus ignoring its Foucauldian depiction 
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as a shifting ensemble of people, materials and practices. During my placements 
within official domains, all I saw were individuals, groups and tribes trying to 
navigate evolving domains of contestation and collaboration. Instead of the state or 
the local authority, I saw the mesh of practices of state and authority –making. An 
emphasis on practices throws agency into relief, and analysing agency suggests that 
things could have always been otherwise. This realisation tempered the pessimism 
that had shaped my political views in the past decade (see Preface). I suppose that’s 
the luxury of ethnographic immersion, which grants you permission to disrobe 
from assumptions and try to learn ways of seeing things anew.  

By the same token, one of the most rewarding dimensions of this project has been 
the quality of research contact that ethnography affords. Over two years, the 
engagers and I developed a working relationship that, as noted in Chapter 3, was 
mutually enriching. They helped me to navigate their world, and taught me how to 
be an engager. In turn, they welcomed the opportunities for reflection prompted by 
my presence, and shared in the sustained puzzling that nurtured the inquiry. Their 
overall positive evaluation of my shadowing was a relief, particularly since this 
method places potentially strenuous demands on research participants. A key 
lesson has therefore been the importance of taking the time to build relationships 
capable of enduring the challenges of shadowing. Equally, it was also essential to 
leave enough time after fieldwork to take critical distance for analysis –as explained 
in Chapter 3.  

On policy 

As Orr (1996: 155) notes, examining practice “reveals a complexity that… constrains 
how the work can be done and therefore has crucial implications for those making 
policy about work”. This section comprises reflections on both policy regarding the 
engagers and policy regarding participation. 

Institutionalising public engagement 

Policy makers deciding on capacity building for public engagement face important 
choices. Many scholars argue that public authorities can and should become 
enablers of participatory policy-making (e.g. Sirianni, 2009; Smith, 2009; Fung, 2004; 
Dryzek, 2010). In that light, the choice is between building in-house capacity and 
subcontracting services in the market. Cooper and Smith (2012: 22) note the distress 
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of external participation consultants hired ad hoc by public authorities. They 
complain about lack of impact, a failure by officials to “understand the demands of 
participation”, and “impediments caused by the broader structure and culture of 
public authorities”. Wyndland’s engagers share similar frustrations, but they can do 
something about it precisely because they are insiders.  

Of course, institutionalising engagement expertise can also foster tokenism and the 
proliferation of administrative approaches to the job. However, buying that 
expertise externally establishes participation as an add-on, thus turning 
participatory practices into market commodities that can be sold as technical rather 
than political processes (see Hendriks and Carson, 2008; Lee, 2011). Building in-
house capacity, in contrast, brings new policy workers who might dislocate rules-in-
use. Consultants face the challenge of developing engagement practices without 
trumping their commercial bottom-line (Cooper and Smith, 2012: 29; Hendriks and 
Carson, 2008), and they are powerless after handing the results in. In contrast, 
official engagers enjoy public sector security, and can invest time building internal 
and external alliances. Kadlec and Friedman (2007) argue that forums must be 
followed by an activist phase in which practitioners try to make the process count. 
In Wyndland, that activism is not for the aftermath, but structured into the 
everyday work of the engager.  

As Colebatch observes, “a body of expertise is a way of recognizing problems as 
well as a way of addressing them” (2009: 32). If participation practitioners are the 
solution, what is the problem? If the point is, for instance, to improve market 
research on policy products, then ad hoc external consultancy, or internal 
administrative engagers, may seem suitable. If the problem is, however, developing 
participatory practices that change policy-making culture, then internal activists 
may seem the way. Anyhow, partnership and participation remain empty signifiers 
rendered meaningful by their political ecology. Engagement is thus a contested 
domain of practice where agency, and its location, matters. This emphasises the 
value of researching what participatory practices do to the institutions that host 
them.  

In this light, the critique that officially invited spaces are prone to co-option can be 
countered with the argument that, precisely because of their official nature, they can 
be well placed to link participation to decision-making and foster culture change. Of 
course, this depends on summoning participants who may question official agendas 
and engage in critical deliberation, as well as on having engagers capable of 
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scripting processes where that may happen. There are also questions about whether 
engagers, being officials, can actually act as mediators between official and public 
spheres. In my experience, this depends greatly on their personal politics and 
loyalties, and their approach to the job. Nevertheless, it also depends on their 
particular ecology of participation. Indeed, during fieldwork I noticed interesting 
contrasts between NHS and Council contexts, especially in terms of the engagers’ 
room for political manoeuvre, the forums’ room for conflict, disagreement and 
critical deliberation, and the forums’ impact on policy-making and public 
expenditure.  

In NHS contexts there seemed to be more fear of losing control over the forums, and 
thus the approach to public engagement seemed more managerial. Its public 
involvement agenda was a tight operational framework: the focus seemed on 
shaping services through market research, rather than on the participatory 
governance of health policy. In contrast, Council processes seemed more open to 
participatory politics and activism. This had significant impact on how the engagers 
approached their job. The NHS seemed more hospitable to administrative engagers, 
whereas the Council offered also leeway to activist engagers.  

Participation policy 

Community Planning policy in Scotland is opening strategic and local policy-
making to new players and dynamics through partnership and community forums. 
In Wyndland, as elsewhere in Scotland (Chapter 9), strategic engagers face the 
challenge of turning the Partnership into something more than “a façade for the 
same old practices” and “usual suspects” (Gilchrist, 2003: 39). Encouraging some 
players from the largest partners (i.e. Council and NHS) to share decision-making 
power with representatives from the voluntary and community sectors is a 
fundamental struggle for the engagers. In this context, fostering collaboration 
entails the risk of “bracketing social, political and organisational inequalities” which 
“tends to work to the advantage of dominant groups and larger organisations, and 
to privilege certain forms of expertise, language and claims to legitimacy” (Newman 
and Clarke, 2009: 60; Barnes, 2009: 36). Too often, in Wyndland as elsewhere in the 
UK (see Newman, 2001; Sterling, 2005), Partnership forums seemed more prone to 
reproduce such inequalities rather than question them, and thus managerialism and 
technocratic power plays usually trumped critical deliberation. Much to the 
engagers’ frustration, ritualised engagement often prevented the contestation of 
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purposes and meanings that could problematise apparent consensus and bring 
latent conflicts into the open (see Chapter 7). Nonetheless, strategic engagers 
persevered and, despite considerable dissapointments, still thought that progress 
was being made.  

Sometimes the lack of space for critical deliberation –no matter how hard engagers 
worked the backstage– made many of the strategic forums gloss over problems and 
differences, thus frustrating disadvantaged participants. Critique was not always an 
acceptable way of engaging, and it could jeopardise certain actors’ position in the 
Partnership –as I have illustrated with the case of voluntary sector organisations. 
Arguably, Partnership forums could perhaps be better evaluated not in function of 
collaboration through apparent consensus, but by how much critical deliberation 
they elicit. In this light, a strategic forum would be as good as the level of 
disagreement it manages to reflect and work through. Partnership collaboration, 
therefore, would come to signify co-production of policies through deliberation on 
conflicting agendas and worldviews (e.g. Innes and Booher, 2003, 2010). The 
counterintuitive suggestion here, therefore, is that collaboration may be difficult 
without disagreement. 

My research offers more reason for optimism regarding deliberative local forums, 
precisely because they are messier, less tightened than NHS and Partnership 
arrangements, and thus more open to the challenge of established assumptions and 
ways of working. However, as significant as local deliberative forums were in 
Wyndland, most departments still conducted most of their business through 
standard consultations. Arguably, partly due to statutory requirements, 
Wyndland’s ecology of participation favoured quantity over quality. Local engagers 
were enthusiastic about deliberative forums, and critical of traditional one-off 
consultations. The latter often felt like a waste of resources since they often resulted 
in public-making failures. In Chapter 5, I argued that this might have something to 
do with the kind publics that citizens were invited to become. In contrast, ongoing 
deliberative forums often generated vibrant and diverse publics.  

Nonetheless, as illustrated in Chapter 9, a vicious circle drawn by electoral and 
partisan politics could sometimes jeopardise deliberative forums. Those that started 
as invited and then became independent often stood a better chance during the 
post-electoral scramble. On the downside, they had less resources and policy 
impact. Unsurprisingly, Wyndland offers compelling examples of how participatory 
democracy remains subservient to representative institutions. While national 
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politicians –from both Labour and SNP– have for a decade developed Community 
Planning policy, their local counterparts seem uneasy about its local implications. 
Facing puzzles around the ‘culture change’ project, I often felt that some important 
conversations between MSPs and councillors seem to have never taken place. As a 
result, the frictions between participatory and deliberative democracy are often left 
for the engagers to negotiate.  

This also concerns the role of community councils. As illustrated throughout this 
thesis, many community councillors strongly oppose Community Planning, local 
forums and the work of the engagers. Furthermore, I was struck by their critique of 
efforts to involve the very citizens they claimed to represent. Some of the problems 
they face –lack of resources, low electoral turnout, lack of diversity– are widely 
recognised, and there are currently efforts by the Scottish Government to asses their 
prospects (e.g. Community Council Short Life Working Group, 2012). In Chapter 5, I 
interpreted their clash with the engagers as an ongoing battle over what constitutes 
legitimate public-making. Judging by my experience in Wyndland, the acrimonious 
relationship between these different public-makers can hinder the potential of the 
forums to become spaces that attract new voices to engage in local politics.  

Given the constant concerns about legitimate public-making that engagers, 
councillors and community councillors share, perhaps they may want to consider 
alternative public-making mechanisms capable of redefining their respective roles 
in local democracy. For instance, it might be worthwhile exploring how democratic 
innovations such as participatory budgeting or deliberative mini-publics (Sintomer 
et al., 2008; Baiocchi, 2005; Goodin, 2008; Smith, 2009) may contribute to Community 
Planning in Scotland. Such innovations may summon new publics and open new 
deliberative spaces, thus dislocating entrenched patterns of interaction. In 
Wyndland, such patterns seemed to often channel the efforts of community 
councillors and engagers more towards negotiating their relational frictions than to 
dealing with public issues and disputes. 

Chapter 9 illustrated how frictions between councillors, community councillors and 
engagers can generate an inhospitable ecology for participatory practices. This can 
confront engagers with personal and professional dilemmas about the pressures 
and pleasures of agency. Over time, considerable burnout is likely, and activist 
engagers sometimes settle for administrative approaches –which in turn can 
increase public cynicism to the further detriment of participatory forums. The 
potential for changing policy-making culture can thus be hindered when those who 
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drive processes and forums suffer burnout, and this seems an important warning 
for managers overseeing public engagement work. A vibrant ecology of 
participation, arguably, requires activist engagers who can navigate and leverage 
the opportunities and contradictions of emerging participatory spaces. 

At the beginning of this research, it was tempting to locate the engagers within 
existing “communities of practice” (Wenger, 1998). Experiences in Wyndland 
persuaded me otherwise. Their feeling of lack of belonging turned my attention to 
how they understand their role, and how this unsettles existing arrangements –i.e. 
how their focus on policy as process can clash with prevalent conceptions of policy 
as delivery (Chapter 4). This made them feel misunderstood and misrepresented. 
When turning policy frameworks into practices, the engagers understood 
partnership and participation work as process work, and thus tried to carve up their 
distinct function, while resisting co-option into existing professional traditions 
(Chapter 4). Given the political nature of what they do –seeking to recast policy-
making in participatory terms– it seems likely that their role will remain a contested 
and open-ended project.  

10.5. Key contributions of this thesis 

This thesis has provided an ethnographic account of the everyday work, and policy 
worlds, of a cadre of official public engagers tasked with turning participatory and 
collaborative ideals into situated practices. I have thus illustrated the contested role 
of the engager as a new type of policy worker, and how she exploits that tension 
and ambiguity to open new possibilities for agency. Consequently, I have shown the 
centrality of the engagers, thus arguing that participation studies shouldn’t 
overlook the agents behind the processes, as rendering their work invisible may 
preclude a thorough understanding of participatory politics. I have therefore 
offered an account of engagement work as both a frontstage and backstage 
phenomenon, illustrating how exploring the dialectics between those relational 
domains can offer insight into the micro-political milieus of public engagement 
practice.  

I have also argued that there are different ways of being an engager, and that the 
administrative/activist heuristic helps to investigate their approaches, beliefs, 
attitudes and emotions, and how these shape, and are shaped by, their emerging 
ecology of participation. Equally, I have illustrated the creative tension between the 
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pressures and pleasures of agency, and how engagement work, when carried out 
from a personal commitment to culture change, can generate considerable burnout. 
Furthermore, I have shown how, despite attempts to render it technocratic, 
engagement work remains unequivocally political. 

The research has generated a practice-based framework that enables in-depth 
analysis of the transformative practices that, arguably, constitute the basic grammar 
of engagement work. By the same token, I have shown the importance of the myriad 
artefacts that mediate public-making, scripting, facilitating and inscribing, thus 
demonstrating their micro-political thrust in policy-making processes. My core 
findings have also substantiated the claim that the engagers’ political work is of a 
peculiar kind: seeking to assemble new interaction orders by carrying out 
transformative practices that embody a new politics of process. Consequently, I 
have argued that engagement work, in the context of Community Planning, is about 
carving up liminal spaces –between official and public spheres– and working to blur 
the boundaries.  

The thesis has also illustrated how established and emerging policy-making cultures 
collide and/or coalesce, in a steady process of renegotiation of governance 
rationalities and rules-in-use. Accordingly, I have documented how representative 
institutions can often subsume participatory and deliberative processes in order to 
render then as subservient, rather than as political spaces in their own right. I have 
also argued that traditional analytical divisions (e.g. state/civil society; 
authorities/communities; officials/citizens) are not always helpful to understand 
the dynamics and prospects of new participatory assemblages. In doing so, I have 
emphasised the complexity and fluidity of partnership and participation worlds, not 
always easily captured through polarising narratives about empowerment or 
incorporation. In sum, I have tried to offer research narratives that foreground 
agency, and thus eschew discourses that foreclose the possibility of negotiating 
alternative futures. 

 

       Edinburgh, 15 November 2013. 
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Appendix 1. Anonimysed list of interviewees 

 Type of position Dates Duration and 
transcript pages 
(Font 12, spacing 
1.5) 

1.  Local engager, Community 
Planning Partnership (Council 
based) 

2 interviews: 
-17 December 2010 
-22 December 2011 

 
-70 mins (27 pages) 
-146 mis (58 pages) 

2.  Strategic engager, Community 
Planning Partnership (Council 
based) 

2 interviews: 
-15 December 2010 
-9 December 2011 

 
-63 mins (32 pages) 
-119 mins (56 
pages) 

3.  Local and strategic engager, 
Community Planning Partnership 
(Council and NHS based) 

2 interviews: 
-13 December 2010 
-13 January 2012 

 
-70 mins (33 pages) 
-82 mins (36 pages) 

4.  Local engager, Community 
Planning Partnership (Council 
based) 

19 December 2012 87 mins (35 pages) 

5.  Strategic engager at a neighbouring 
Community Planning Partnership 
(Council based) 

23 January 2012 79 mins (33 pages) 

6.  Council officer and occasional 
participation practitioner 

27 June 2012 40 mins (13 pages) 

7.  Consultant participation 
practitioner  

15 February 2012 61 minutes (20 
pages) 

8.  Council based participation 
practitioner specialised on service 
users’ forums 

26 June 2012 49 minutes (18 
pages) 

9.  Council participation practitioner 
specialised on youth work 

16 December 2012 74 mins (24 pages) 

Partial Transcripts 

10.  Trainee local engager 10 May 2012 41 mins (11 pages) 

11.  Council manager, local engagers’ 
supervisor 

16 December 2011 72 mins (22 pages) 

12.  Senior Council manager, local 
engagers’ supervisor 

16 December 2011 51 mins (11 pages) 

13.  Policy manager, strategic engagers’ -23 February 2012  -61 mins 
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supervisor -31 May 2012 -12 mins 
(28 pages) 

14.  Senior Council manager, planning 20 January 2012 61 mins (18 ages) 

15.  Council manager, community work 20 December 2011 63 mins (14 pages) 

16.  Senior Council manager, land and 
natural resources 

20 January 2012 54 mins (17 pages) 

17.  Senior Council manager, economic 
development  

22 February 2012 47 mins (18 pages) 

18.  Council officer, sustainability  7 March 2012 59 mins (19 pages) 

19.  Council officer, policy 7 December 2011 37 mins (11 pages) 

20.  Council officer, Community 
Councils Liaison and democratic 
services 

9 December 2011 104 mins (21 pages) 

21.  Council officer, transport 7 March 2012 48 mins (13 pages) 

22.  Council officer, community 
development 

21 November 2011 56 mins (13 pages) 

23.  Councillor, opposition 28 March 2012 49 mins (14 pages) 

24.  Councillor, opposition 28 March 2012 85 mins (19 pages) 

25.  Councillor, opposition leader 21 February 2012 52 mins (16 pages) 

26.  Councillor, government 31 January 2012 55 mins (12 pages) 

27.  Councillor, government leader 16 January 2012 63 mins (19 pages) 

28.  Councillor, government 31 January 2012 61 mins (14 pages) 

29.  Councillor, government 2 inter views: 
-13 December 2010 
-16 January 2012 

-73 minutes (13 
pages) 
-100 minutes (23 
pages) 

30.  Community Councillor and local 
activist 

14 December 2010 138 minutes (18 
pages) 

31.  Community Councillor and local 
activist 

25 November 2011 115 minutes (19 
pages) 

32.  Community Councillor, Chair of 
Community Councils Association  

7 March 2012 47 mins (16 pages) 

33.  Community activist, Tenants and 
Residents Association, PPF 
member, former Community 
Councillor 

2 February 2012 43 minutes (10 
pages) 
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34.  Director of third sector network 1 May 2012 71 minutes (20 
pages) 

35.  Strategic engager and participation 
advisor, National Health Service  

30 January 2012 64 mins (13 pages) 

36.  Strategic manager for Community 
Planning, NHS   

7 June 2012 63 mins (20 pages) 

37.  Senior manager, Community Health 
Partnership and Community 
Planning, NHS 

27 July 2012 47 minutes (16 
pages) 

38.  Local participation practitioner, 
Community Health Partnership, 
NHS 

13 January 2012 49 minutes (12 
pages) 

39.  Public Partnership Forum member  27 January 2012 53 minutes (12 
pages) 

40.  Public Partnership Forum member 
and Chair 

25 January 2012 84 minutes (20 
pages) 
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Appendix 2. Community Planning in Scotland 

Source: The Scottish Government 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Government/PublicServiceReform/CP 
[Accessed 11 September 2013]  

What is Community Planning? 

Community Planning is a process which helps public agencies to work together 
with the community to plan and deliver better services which make a real 
difference to people's lives. 

The aims of Community Planning in Scotland are: 

• making sure people and communities are genuinely engaged in the 
decisions made on public services which affect them; allied to 

• a commitment from organisations to work together, not apart, in 
providing better public services. 

There are two further key principles in addition to the two main aims outlined 
above: 

• Community Planning as the key over-arching partnership framework 
helping to co-ordinate other initiatives and partnerships and where 
necessary acting to rationalise and simplify a cluttered landscape; 

• the ability of Community Planning to improve the connection between 
national priorities and those at regional, local and neighbourhood levels. 

Single Outcome Agreement 

Each CPP enters into a Single Outcome Agreement (SOA) with the Scottish 
Government, setting out the local outcomes that the CPP aims to deliver.  The 
CPP has flexibility to choose those local outcomes according to local needs and 
priorities, but is expected to show how those local outcomes are aligned to the 
National Outcomes set out in the National Performance Framework. 

While Local Government has the facilitation role in Community Planning, all 
partners have an important part to play and, as a minimum, statutory partners 
and other public bodies in the CPP must sign the SOA. 

 

Source: The Scottish Government 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Government/PublicServiceReform/CP/H
owCPWorks [Accessed 11 September 2013]  
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How Community Planning works? 

The statutory framework for Community Planning is set out in the Local 
Government in Scotland Act 2003. The Act places duties on: 

• Local authorities - to initiate, facilitate and maintain Community Planning, 
including consulting and cooperating with communities; 

• Core partners - Health Boards, the Enterprise Networks, Police, Fire and 
Regional Transport Partnerships - to participate in Community Planning; 
and 

• Scottish Ministers - to promote and encourage Community Planning. 

Community Planning is delivered by local Community Planning Partnerships 
(CPPs). There are 32 CPPs, one for each local authority area. As well as the 
statutory partners a wide range of other organisations such as Jobcentre Plus, 
Further and Higher Education institutions and Scottish Natural Heritage are 
involved in CPPs, as are the third and private sectors. Third sector participation in 
CPPs is delivered through the third sector interfaces that have been established in 
each local authority area. 

Community Engagement 

Effective engagement with communities is at the heart of Community Planning. 
There is no restriction on the type of community to be consulted, they can be 
linked to a place or can be a community of interest, for example young people. 
Information from engagement feeds in to the planning and delivery of public 
services, making them more responsive to the needs of users and communities. 
Partnerships should work together to coordinate community engagement activity 
and the information gathered. They can draw information on community views 
from a number of sources for example, the experience of service users, specific 
consultations, visioning exercises etc. Many Partnerships use the National 
Standards for Community Engagement to inform their work. 

 



 271 

References 

Abbott, A. (1988) The system of professions: An essay on the division of expert labour, Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press. 

Abbott, A. (2004) Methods of discovery: Heuristics for the social sciences, New York and London: 
W. W. Norton. 

Abram, S. & Cowell, R. (2004) Learning policy - The contextual curtain and conceptual 
barriers. European Planning Studies, 12(2), 209-228. 

Ackerman, B. A. & Fishkin, J. S. (2005) Deliberation Day, New Haven & London: Yale 
University Press. 

Agar, M. H. (1996) The professional stranger: an informal introduction to ethnography, San Diego; 
London: Academic Press. 

Amelung, N. (2012) The emergence of citizen panels as a de facto standard. QUADERNI, 79, 
13-28. 

Andersson, E., McLean, S., Parlak, M. & Melvin, G. (2013) From fairy tale to reality. 
Dispelling the myths around citizen engagement. London: Involve and RSA. 

Ansell, C. & Gash, A. (2008) Collaborative governance in theory and practice. Journal of 
Public Administration Research and Theory, 18(4), 543-571. 

Argyris, C., Putnam, R. & Smith, D. M. L. (1985) Action Science: Concepts, methods and skills for 
Research and Intervention, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Argyris, C. & Schon, D. A. (1976) Theory in practice. Increasing professional effectiveness, 
London: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

Arnstein, S. R. (1969) Ladder of citizen participation. Journal of the American Institute of 
Planners, 35(4), 216-224. 

Audit Scotland (2013) Improving Community Planning in Scotland. Edinburgh: Audit 
Scotland. 

Austin, J. L. (1962) How to do things with words, Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
Bacchi, C. (2009) Analysing Policy: What’s the problem represented to be?, Frenchs Forest, 

N.S.W.: Pearson Education Australia. 
Baiocchi, G. (2005) Militants and citizens. The politics of participatory democracy in Porto Alegre, 

Stanford: Stanford University Press. 
Bakhtin, M. (1984) Problems of Dostoevsky's poetics, Manchester: Manchester University Press. 
Bakhtin, M. M. & Holquist, M. (1981) The dialogic imagination, Austin: University of Texas 

Press. 
Bang, H. P. (2005) Among everyday makers and expert citizens. In: NEWMAN, J. (ed.) 

Remaking governance: People, politics and the public sphere. Bristol: Policy Press. 
Bang, H. P. & Sørensen, E. (1999) The everyday maker: A new challenge to democratic 

governance. Administrative Theory & Praxis, 21(33), 325-341. 
Barber, B. R. (2003) Strong democracy. Participatory politics for a new age, London: University of 

California Press. 
Barley, S. R. (1996) Foreword. In: ORR, J. E. (ed.) Talking about machines: An ethnography of a 

modern job. Ithaca; London: ILR Press. 
Barnes, M. (2009) Alliances, contention and oppossitional consciousness: can public 

participation generate subversion? In: BARNES, M. & PRIOR, D. (eds.) Subversive 
citizens: Power, agency and resistance in public services. Bristol: Policy Press. 



 272 

Barnes, M., Knops, A., Newman, J. & Sullivan, H. (2004) The micro-politics of deliberation: 
Case studies in public participation. Contemporary Politics, 10(2), 93-110. 

Barnes, M., Newman, J., Knops, A. & Sullivan, H. (2003) Constituting ‘the public’ in public 
participation. Public Administration, 81(2), 379-399. 

Barnes, M., Newman, J. & Sullivan, H. (2007) Power, participation and political renewal: case 
studies in public participation, Bristol: The Policy Press. 

Barnes, M. & Prior, D. (2009a) Examining the idea of 'subversion' in public services. In: 
BARNES, M. & PRIOR, D. (eds.) Subversive citizens: Power, agency and resistance in 
public services. Bristol: Policy Press. 

Barnes, M. & Prior, D. (2009b) Subversive citizens: Power, agency and resistance in public services, 
Bristol: Policy Press. 

Barnes, M., Skelcher, C., Beirens, H., Dalziel, R., Jeffares, S. & Wilson, L. (2008) Designing 
citizen-centered governance, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

Barnett, C. (2008) Convening publics: The parasitical spaces of public action. In: COX, K. R., 
LOW, M. & ROBINSON, J. (eds.) The SAGE handbook of political geography. London: 
Sage Publications. 

Barr, D. & Christie, B. 2012. Survey of Community Planning Partnership structures and 
arrangements 2012. Edinburgh: Improvement Service. Available: 
http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/news-2012/may-2012/community-
planning-survey-results-published/ [Accessed 15 August 2013]. 

Bartels, K. P. R. (2013a) Communicative Capacity: The Added Value of Public Encounters for 
Participatory Democracy. The American Review of Public Administration. Advance 
access, doi: 10.1177/0275074013478152. 

Bartels, K. P. R. (2013b) Public encounters: The history and future of face-to-face contact 
between public professionals and citizens. Public Administration, 91(2), 469-483. 

Bason, C. (2011) Leading public sector innovation: Co-creating for a better society, Bristol: Policy 
Press. 

Batten, T. R. & Batten, M. (1967) The non-directive approach in group and community work, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Becker, H. S. (1993) How I learned what a crock was. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 
22(1), 28-35. 

Becker, H. S. (1996) The epistemology of qualitative research. In: JESSOR, R., COLBY, A. & 
SHWEDER, R. A. (eds.) Ethnography and Human Development - Context and Meaning in 
Social Inquiry. Chicago: Univ Chicago Press. 

Becker, H. S. (1998) Tricks of the trade: How to think about your research while you're doing it, 
Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press. 

Beech, N., Hibbert, P., MacIntosh, R. & McInnes, P. (2009) 'But I thought we were friends?' 
Life cycles and research relationships. In: YBEMA, S., YANOW, D., WELS, H. & 
KAMSTEEQ, F. (eds.) Organizational ethnography: Studying the complexity of everyday 
life. London: Sage Publications. 

Beresford, P. (2013) Beyond the usual suspects. Towards inclusive user involvement. 
London: Shaping Our Lives. 

Bernstein, R. J. (2010) The pragmatic turn, Cambridge: John Wiley & Sons. 
Bevir, M. (2010) Democratic governance, Princeton, N.J.; Oxford: Princeton University Press. 
Bevir, M. & Rhodes, R. A. W. (2003) Interpreting British governance, London: Routledge. 
Bevir, M. & Rhodes, R. A. W. (2006a) Defending Interpretation. European Political Science, 

5(1), 69-83. 
Bevir, M. & Rhodes, R. A. W. (2006b) Governance stories, London: Routledge. 



 273 

Bevir, M., Rhodes, R. A. W. & Weller, P. (2003) Traditions of governance: Interpreting the 
changing role of the public sector. Public Administration, 81(1), 1-17. 

Blaikie, N. W. H. (1991) A critique of the use of triangulation in social research. Quality & 
Quantity, 25(2), 115-136. 

Blaikie, N. W. H. (2007) Approaches to social enquiry. Advancing knowledge, Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 

Blaikie, N. W. H. (2009) Designing social research. The logic of anticipation, Cambridge, UK ; 
Malden, MA: Polity. 

Blake, G., Diamond, J., Foot, J., Gidley, B., Mayo, M., Shukra, K. & Yarnit, M. (2008) 
Community engagement and community cohesion. York: Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation. 

Blazeley, P. (2007) Qualitative Data Analysis with NVivo, London: Sage. 
Blumer, H. (1969) Symbolic interactionism: perspective and method, Englewood Cliffs, N.J: 

Prentice-Hall. 
Bohman, J. (1996) Public deliberation: Pluralism, complexity, and democracy, Cambridge; 

London: MIT Press. 
Bohman, J. (1998) The coming of age of deliberative democracy. Journal of Political Philosophy, 

6(4), 400-425. 
Bohman, J. & Rehg, W. (1997) Deliberative democracy: Essays on reason and politics, Cambridge, 

MA: MIT. 
Bondi, L. (2005) The place of emotions in research: from partitioning emotion and reason to 

the emotional dynamics of research relationships. In: DAVIDSON, J., BONDI, L. & 
SMITH, M. (eds.) Emotional Geographies Aldershot: Ashgate. 

Bort, E., McAlpine, R. & Morgan, G. (2012) The silent crisis: Failure and revival in local 
democracy in Scotland. Biggar: The Jimmy Reid Foundation. 

Bourdieu, P. (1977) Outline of a Theory of Practice, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Bourdieu, P. (2003) Participant objectivation. Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 9(2), 

281-294. 
Brodie, E., Cowling, E., Nissen, N., Paine, A. E., Jochum, V. & Warburton, D. 2009. 

Understanding participation: A literature review. Institute for Volunteering Research, 
Involve and NCVO. Available: 
http://pathwaysthroughparticipation.org.uk/resources/literaturereview/ 
[Accessed 1 March 2010]. 

Brodie, E., Hughes, T., Jochum, V., Miller, S., Ockenden, N. & Warburton, D. 2011. Pathways 
through participation: What creates and sustains active citizenship? : Institute for 
Volunteering Research, Involve and NCVO. Available: 
http://pathwaysthroughparticipation.org.uk/resources/finalreport [Accessed 28 
September 2011]. 

Brown, J. S. & Duguid, P. (1996) The social life of documents. First Monday, 1(1), 
http://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/466/387 [Accessed 10 
July 2013]. 

Bryant, B. & Bryant, R. (1982) Change and conflict :a study of community work in Glasgow, 
Aberdeen :: Aberdeen University Press,. 

Bryman, A. (2008) Social research methods, Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press. 
Bryson, J. M., Quick, K. S., Slotterback, C. S. & Crosby, B. C. (2013) Designing public 

participation processes. Public Administration Review, 73(1), 23-34. 
Buchstein, H. & Jörke, D. (2012) The argumentative turn toward deliberative democracy. In: 

FISCHER, F. & GOTTWEIS, H. (eds.) The argumentative turn revisited: Public policy as 
communicative practice. Durham & London: Duke University Press. 



 274 

Burall, S. & Carr-West, J. 2009. Citizen power in recession? The case for public engagement in local 
government. Local Government Information Unit, Involve, and Department for 
Communities and Local Government. Available: 
http://www.involve.org.uk/citizen-power-in-recession-the-case-for-public-
engagement-in-local-government/ [Accessed 1 April 2011]. 

Burchell, K., Franklin, S. & Holden, K. 2009. Public culture as professional science: final report of 
the ScoPE project – Scientists on public engagement: from communication to deliberation? 
London: BIOS, London School of Economics and Political Science. Available: 
http://www.lse.ac.uk/collections/BIOS/scope/scope.htm [Accessed 1 March 
2010]. 

Bussu, S. & Bartels, K. P. R. (2013) Facilitative Leadership and the Challenge of Renewing 
Local Democracy in Italy. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research. 
Advance access doi: 10.1111/1468-2427.12070. 

Butcher, H., Glen, A., Henderson, P. & Smith, J. (eds.) (1993) Community and public policy, 
London: Pluto Press. 

Calhoun, C. (1997) Nationalism and the public sphere. In: WEINTRAUB, J. A. & KUMAR, K. 
(eds.) Public and private in thought and practice. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Callon, M. (1980) Struggles and negotiations to define what is problematic and what is not: 
the socio-logic of translation. In: KNORR, K. D., KRON, R. & WHITLEY, R. (eds.) 
The social process of scientific investigation. Dordrecht, Netherlands: Reidel. 

Callon, M., Lascoumes, P. & Barthe, Y. (2009) Acting in an uncertain world. An essay on 
technical democracy, Cambridge; London: MIT Press. 

Campbell, M. L. & Gregor, F. M. (2002) Mapping social relations: a primer in doing institutional 
ethnography, Aurora, Ont.: Garamond Press. 

Carley, M. (2006) Partnership and statutory local governance in a devolved Scotland. 
International Journal of Public Sector Management, 19(3), 250-260. 

Castells, M. (2012) Networks of outrage and hope: Social movements in the internet age, 
Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Cerwonka, A. & Malkki, L. H. (2007) Improvising theory: Process and temporality in ethnographic 
fieldwork, Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Chambers, S. (2003) Deliberative democratic theory. Annual Review of Political Science, 6, 307-
326. 

Chambers, S. & Kopstein, J. (2008) Civil society and the state. In: DRYZEK, J. S., HONIG, B. 
& PHILLIPS, A. (eds.) The Oxford handbook of political theory. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Charmaz, K. (2006) Constructing grounded theory : a practical guide through qualitative analysis, 
London: Sage. 

Charmaz, K. & Bryant, A. (eds.) (2007) The Sage handbook of grounded theory, Los Angeles; 
London: Sage. 

Charmaz, K. & Mitchell, R. G. (2007) Grounded theory in ethnography. In: ATKINSON, P., 
COFFEY, A., DELAMONT, S., LOFLAND, J. & LOFLAND, L. (eds.) Handbook of 
ethnography. London: Sage. 

Chilvers, J. (2008) Deliberating competence - Theoretical and practitioner perspectives on 
effective participatory appraisal practice. Science Technology & Human Values, 33(2), 
155-185. 

Christie, C. (2011) Commission on the future delivery of public services. Edinburgh: Scottish 
Government. 

Clarke, J. (2010) Enrolling ordinary people: governmental strategies and the avoidance of 
politics? Citizenship Studies, 14(6), 637-650. 



 275 

Clarke, J. & Newman, J. (1997) The managerial state : power, politics and ideology in the remaking 
of social welfare, London: Sage. 

Clarke, J., Newman, J., Smith, N., Vidler, E. & Westmarland, L. (2007) Creating citizen-
consumers: changing publics & changing public services, London: Sage. 

Clarke, R. (2002) New democratic processes. Better decisions, stronger democracy, London: 
Institute for Public Policy Research / EMPHASIS. 

Cohen, J. (1997) Deliberation and democratic legitimacy. In: BOHMAN, J. & REHG, W. (eds.) 
Deliberative democracy: Essays on reason and politics. Cambridge, MA: MIT. 

Colebatch, H. (2005a) Policy, models, and the construction of governing. In: COLEBATCH, 
H. (ed.) The work of policy. An international survey. Oxford: Lexington Books. 

Colebatch, H. K. (2005b) Policy analysis, policy practice and political science. Australian 
Journal of Public Administration, 64(3), 14-23. 

Colebatch, H. K. (ed.) (2005c) The Work of Policy: An International Survey, Oxford: Lexington 
Books. 

Colebatch, H. K. (2009) Policy, Maidenhead: Open University Press. 
Community Council Short Life Working Group (2012) Report and recomendations. 

Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 
Cooke, B. & Kothari, U. (eds.) (2001) Participation. The new tyranny?, London: Zed Books. 
Cooper, E. & Smith, G. (2012) Organizing Deliberation: The Perspectives of Professional 

Participation Practitioners in Britain and Germany. Journal of Public Deliberation, 8(1), 
Article 3. 

Cooperrider, D. L. & Whitney, D. K. (2005) Appreciative inquiry: a positive revolution in change, 
San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler. 

Cornwall, A. (2002) Making spaces, changing spaces: situating participation in development. 
IDS Working Paper, 170, 43. 

Cornwall, A. (2004) New democratic spaces? The politics and dynamics of institutionalised 
participation. IDS Bulletin 35(2), 1-10. 

Cornwall, A. (2008) Democratising engagement. What the UK can learn from international 
experience. London: DEMOS. 

Cornwall, A. & Coelho, V. S. P. (2007) Spaces for change? The politics of citizen participation in 
new democratic arenas, London: Zed. 

Corry, G. (2012) Political dialogue workshops: Deepening the peace process in Northern 
Ireland. Conflict Resolution Quarterly, 30(1), 53-80. 

COSLA. 2013. Local matters: COSLA's vision for stronger local democracy in Scotland. 
Convention of Scottish Local Authorities. Available: 
http://www.cosla.gov.uk/about/scotland-needs-stronger-local-democracy 
[Accessed 16 September 2013]. 

Cowell, R. (2004) Community planning: Fostering participation in the congested state? Local 
Government Studies, 30(4), 497-518. 

Craig, G. & Mayo, M. (1995) Community empowerment: a reader in participation and development, 
London: Zed Books. 

Craig, G., Mayo, M., Popple, K., Shaw, M. & Taylor, M. (eds.) (2011) The community 
development reader: History, themes and issues, Bristol: Policy Press. 

Crowther, J., Martin, I. & Shaw, M. (1999) Popular education and social movements in Scotland 
today, Leicester: National Institute of Adult Continuing Education. 

Cruikshank, B. (1999) The will to empower: Democratic citizens and other subjects, Ithaca, N.Y.; 
London: Cornell University Press. 



 276 

Czarniawska, B. (2008a) Shadowing and other techniques for doing fieldwork in modern societies, 
Malmö: Liber and Copenhagen Business School Press. 

Czarniawska, B. (2008b) A theory of organizing, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 
Dalton, R. (2004) Democratic choices, democratic challenges : The erosion of political support in 

advanced industrial democracies, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Davies, C., Wetherell, M. & Barnett, E. (2006) Citizens at the centre: Deliberative participation in 

healthcare decisions, Bristol: Policy Press. 
Davies, J. S. (2011) Challenging governance theory: From networks to hegemony, Bristol: Policy 

Press. 
De Certeau, M. (1988) The practice of everyday life, Berkeley, CA; London: University of 

California Press. 
De Souza Briggs, X. (2008) Democracy as problem solving. Civic capacity in communities accross 

the globe, Cambridge and London: The MIT Press. 
Della Porta, D. & Diani, M. (2006) Social movements: An introduction, Malden, Mass.; Oxford: 

Blackwell. 
Dewey, J. (1927) The public and its problems, Denver: A. Swallow. 
DiMaggio , P. (1988) Interest and Agency in Institutional Theory. In: ZUCKER, L. (ed.) 

Institutional Patterns and Organization. Cambridge, MA: Ballinger Press. 
Doucet, A. (2008) “From her side of the gossamer wall(s)”: Reflexivity and relational 

knowing. Qualitative Sociology 31(1), 73-87  
Dryzek, J. S. (1990) Discursive democracy: Politics, policy, and political science, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
Dryzek, J. S. (2002) Deliberative democracy and beyond liberals, critics, contestations. Oxford 

political theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Dryzek, J. S. (2010) Foundations and frontiers of deliberative democracy, Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 
Dryzek, J. S. & Hendriks, C. (2012) Fostering deliberation in the forum and beyond. In: 

FISCHER, F. & GOTTWEIS, H. (eds.) The argumentative turn revisited: Public policy as 
communicative practice. Durham & London: Duke University Press. 

Dryzek, J. S. & Niemeyer, S. (2010) Representation. In: DRYZEK, J. S. (ed.) Foundations and 
frontiers of deliberative democracy. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Durose, C. (2007) Beyond 'street level bureaucrats': Re-interpreting the role of front line 
public sector workers. Critical Policy Studies, 1(2), 217 - 234. 

Durose, C. (2009) Front-line workers and 'local knowledge': Neighbourhood stories in 
contemporary UK local governance. Public Administration, 87(1), 35-49. 

Durose, C. (2011) Revisiting Lipsky: Front-Line Work in UK Local Governance. Political 
Studies, 59(4), 978-995. 

Durose, C., Greasley, S. & Richardson, L. (eds.) (2009) Changing Local Governance, Changing 
Citizens, Bristol: Policy Press. 

Durose, C. & Lowndes, V. (2010) Neighbourhood governance: Contested rationales within a 
multi-level setting-A study of Manchester. Local Government Studies, 36(3), 341-359. 

Durose, C. & Richardson, L. (2009) ‘Neighbourhood’: a site for policy action, governance . . . 
and empowerment? In: DUROSE, C., GREASLEY, S. & RICHARDSON, L. (eds.) 
Changing Local Governance, Changing Citizens. Bristol: Policy Press. 

Edelman, M. J. (1985) The symbolic uses of politics, Urbana: University of Illinois Press. 
Edelman, M. J. (1988) Constructing the political spectacle, Chicago; London: University of 

Chicago Press. 



 277 

Edwards, M. & Gaventa, J. (2001) Global citizen action, London: Earthscan. 
Eliasoph, N. (1998) Avoiding politics. How Americans produce apathy in everyday life, 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Elliott, N. & Jordan, J. (2010) Practical strategies to avoid the pitfalls in grounded theory 

research. Nurse researcher, 17(4), 29-40. 
Elster, J. (1997) The market and the forum: Three varieties of political theory. In: GOODIN, 

R. E. & PETTIT, P. (eds.) Contemporary political philosophy: An anthology. Oxford: 
Blackwell. 

Elster, J. (1998) Deliberative democracy, Cambridge, U.K.; New York: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Elstub, S. (2010) The Third Generation of Deliberative Democracy. Political Studies Review, 
8(3), 291-307. 

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I. & Shaw, L. L. (1995) Writing ethnographic fieldnotes, Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press. 

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I. & Shaw, L. L. (2007) Participant observation and fieldnotes. In: 
ATKINSON, P., COFFEY, A., DELAMONT, S., LOFLAND, J. & LOFLAND, L. (eds.) 
Handbook of ethnography. London: Sage. 

Ercan, S. A. & Hendriks, C. M. (2013) The democratic challenges and potential of localism: 
insights from deliberative democracy. Policy Studies, 34(4), 422-440. 

Escobar, O. (2009) The dialogic turn: dialogue for deliberation. In-Spire Journal of Law, Politics 
and Societies, 4(2), 42-70. 

Escobar, O. 2011a. Public dialogue and deliberation: A communication perspective for public 
engagement practitioners. Edinburgh: Edinburgh Beltane -UK Beacons for Public 
Engagement. Available: www.beltanenetwork.org/resources/beltane-publications 
[Accessed 13 December 2012]. 

Escobar, O. (2011b) Suspending disbelief: Obama and the role of emotions in political 
communication. In: ENGELKEN-JORGE, M., IBARRA GÜELL, P. & MORENO DEL 
RÍO, C. (eds.) Politics and Emotions: The Obama Phenomenon. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag. 

Escobar, O. (2013) Upstream public engagement, downstream policy-making? The Brain 
Imaging Dialogue as a community of inquiry. Science and Public Policy. Advance 
access doi: 10.1093/scipol/sct073. 

Etherington, K. (2007) Ethical research in reflexive relationships. Qualitative Inquiry 13(5), 
599-616. 

Feldman, M. S., Khademian, A. M., Ingram, H. & Schneider, A. S. (2006) Ways of knowing 
and inclusive management practices. Public Administration Review, 66, 89-99. 

Felt, U. & Fochler, M. (2010) Machineries for Making Publics: Inscribing and De-scribing 
Publics in Public Engagement. Minerva, 48(3), 219-238. 

Fenno JR., R. F. (1990) Watching politicians: Essays on participant observation, Berkeley: 
University of California. 

Fine, G. A. (1993) Ten lies of ethnography -Moral dilemmas of field-research. Journal of 
Contemporary Ethnography, 22(3), 267-294. 

Fine, G. A. & Shulman, D. (2009) Lies from the field: Ethical issues in organizational 
ethnography. In: YBEMA, S., YANOW, D., WELS, H. & KAMSTEEQ, F. (eds.) 
Organizational ethnography: Studying the complexity of everyday life. London: Sage 
Publications. 

Finlay, L. (2002) "Outing" the Researcher: The Provenance, Process, and Practice of 
Reflexivity. Qualitative Health Research, 12(4), 531-545. 

Finlay, L. (2003) The reflexive journey: mapping multiple routes. In: FINLAY, L. & GOUGH, 
B. (eds.) Reflexivity. A Practical Guide for Researchers in Health and Social Sciences 
Oxford: Blackwell. 



 278 

Finlay, L. & Gough, B. (2003) Reflexivity: a practical guide for researchers in health and social 
sciences, Oxford: Blackwell Science. 

Fischer, F. (1990) Technocracy and the politics of expertise, Newbury Park; London: Sage. 
Fischer, F. (2000) Citizens, experts, and the environment: the politics of local knowledge, Durham 

[N.C.] ; London: Duke University Press. 
Fischer, F. (2003) Reframing public policy: discursive politics and deliberative practices, Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 
Fischer, F. (2009) Democracy and expertise: reorienting policy inquiry, Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
Fischer, F. & Forester, J. (eds.) (1993) The argumentative turn in policy analysis and planning, 

Durham; London: Duke University Press. 
Fischer, F. & Gottweis, H. (2012) The argumentative turn revisited: Public policy as 

communicative practice, Durham & London: Duke University Press. 
Fishkin, J. S. & Laslett, P. (2003) Debating deliberative democracy, Malden, Mass.: Blackwell. 
Flick, U. W. E. (1992) Triangulation revisited: Strategy of validation or alternative? Journal for 

the Theory of Social Behaviour, 22(2), 175-197. 
Fligstein , N. (1997) Social skill and institutional theory. American Behavioral Scientist, 40, 397-

405. 
Flyvbjerg, B. (1998) Rationality and power: Democracy in practice, Chicago ; London: University 

of Chicago Press. 
Flyvbjerg, B. (2001) Making social science matter. Why social inquiry fails and how it can succeed 

again, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Flyvbjerg, B. (2004) Five misunderstandings about case-study research. In: SEALE, C., 

GOBO, G., GUBRIUM, J. F. & SILVERMAN, D. (eds.) Qualitative Research Practice. 
London and Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006) A perestroikan straw man answers back: David Laitin and phronetic 
political science. In: SCHRAM, S. F. & CATERINO, B. (eds.) Making Political Science 
Matter: Debating Knowledge, Research, and Method. New York: New York University 
Press. 

Foot, J. (2009) Citizen involvement in local governance. Round-up: Reviewing the evidence. 
York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

Forester, J. (1981) What do planning analysts do? Planning and policy analysis as organizing. 
Policy Studies Journal, 9, 595-604. 

Forester, J. (1988) Planning in the Face of Power, California: University Presses of California, 
Columbia and Princeton. 

Forester, J. (1993) Practice stories: The priority of practical judgement. In: FISCHER, F. & 
FORESTER, J. (eds.) The argumentative turn in policy analysis and planning. First ed. 
Durham and London: Duke University Press. 

Forester, J. (1999) The deliberative practitioner. Encouraging participatory planning processes, 
Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press. 

Forester, J. (2009) Dealing with differences: dramas of mediating public disputes, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Foucault, M. (1979) On governmentality. Ideology & Consciousness, (6), 5-21. 
Foucault, M. (1980) Power/Knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings 1972-77, New York: 

Pantheon. 
Foucault, M. (1982) The subject and power. In: DREYFUS, H. L. & RABINOW, P. (eds.) 

Beyond structuralism and hermeneutics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



 279 

Fraser, N. (1990) Rethinking the public sphere: A contribution to the critique of actually 
existing democracy. Social Text, 25/26, 56-80. 

Freeman, R. (2006) The work the document does: Research, policy, and equity in health. 
Journal of Health Politics Policy and Law, 31(1), 51-70. 

Freeman, R. (2008) Learning by meeting. Critical Policy Studies, 2(1), 1 - 24. 
Freeman, R. (2009) What is 'translation'? Evidence & Policy: A Journal of Research, Debate and 

Practice, 5, 429-447. 
Freeman, R. (2012) Reverb: policy making in wave form. Environment and Planning A, 44(1), 

13-20. 
Freeman, R., Griggs, S. & Boaz, A. (2011) The practice of policy making. Evidence and Policy, 

7(2). 
Freeman, R. & Maybin, J. (2011) Documents, practices and policy. Evidence and Policy, 7(2). 
Freeman, R. & Sturdy, S. (2012) Knowledge in policy: embodied, inscribed, enacted. 

Unpublished chapter / personal communication. 
Freeman, T. & Peck, E. (2007) Performing governance: A partnership board dramaturgy. 

Public Administration, 85(4), 907-929. 
Fung, A. (2003) Recipes for public spheres: Eight institutional design choices and their 

consequences. Journal of Political Philosophy, 11(3), 338-367. 
Fung, A. (2004) Empowered participation: reinventing urban democracy, Princeton, [N.J.] ; 

Oxford: Princeton University Press. 
Fung, A. (2008) Democratizing the policy process. In: MORAN, M., REIN, M. & GOODIN, R. 

E. (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Fung, A. & Wright, E. O. (2003a) Deepening democracy: Institutional innovations in empowered 

participatory governance, London; New York: Verso. 
Fung, A. & Wright, E. O. (2003b) Thinking about empowered participatory governance. In: 

FUNG, A. & WRIGHT, E. O. (eds.) Deepening democracy: Institutional innovations in 
empowered participatory governance. London; New York: Verso. 

Gadamer, H.-G. (1982) Truth and method, New York: Crossroad. 
Gastil, J. (2000) By popular demand : revitalizing representative democracy through deliberative 

elections, Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Gastil, J. & Levine, P. (2005) The deliberative democracy handbook: Strategies for effective civic 

engagement in the twenty-first century, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Gastil, J. W. (1993) Democracy in small groups: participation, decision making, and communication, 

Philadelphia: New Society. 
Gaventa, J. (2006) Finding the spaces for change: A power analysis. Ids Bulletin-Institute of 

Development Studies, 37(6), 23-33. 
Gaventa, J. (2007) Foreword. In: CORNWALL, A. & COELHO, V. S. P. (eds.) Spaces for 

change? The politics of citizen participation in new democratic arenas. London & New 
York: Zed Books. 

Geertz, C. (1973) The interpretation of cultures: Selected essays, New York: Basic Books. 
Gibbs, G. R., Friese, S. & Mangabeira, W. C. (2002) The use of new technology in qualitative 

research. Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 3(2). 
Giddens, A. (1984) The constitution of society : outline of the theory of structuration, Cambridge: 

Polity Press in association with Basil Blackwell, Oxford. 
Gilchrist, A. (2003) Linking partnerships and networks. In: BANKS, S. (ed.) Managing 

community practice: Principles, policies and programmes. Bristol: Policy Press. 



 280 

Glaser, B. G. (1978) Theoretical sensitivity: Advances in the methodology of grounded theory, Mill 
Valley, Calif.: Sociology Press. 

Glaser, B. G. & Strauss, A. L. (1967) The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative 
research, Chicago; New York: Aldine Pub. Co. 

Goffman, E. (1966) Behavior in public places: Notes on the social organization of gatherings, New 
York: The Free Press. 

Goffman, E. (1971) The presentation of self in everyday life, Middlesex: Pelican Books. 
Goffman, E. (1983) The interaction order. American Sociological Review, 48(1), 1-17. 
Goffman, E. (1989) On fieldwork. Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, 18(2), 123-132. 
Goodin, R. E. (2008) Innovating democracy: Democratic theory and practice after the 

deliberative turn. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Goodwin, J. & Jasper, J. M. (2003) The social movements reader: cases and concepts, Malden, 

Mass. ; Oxford: Blackwell. 
Goodwin, J., Jasper, J. M. & Polletta, F. (2001) Passionate politics: Emotions and social 

movements, Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press. 
Goss, S. (2001) Making local governance work: Networks, relationships, and the management of 

change, Basingstoke: Palgrave. 
Gray, B. (2008) Putting emotion and reflexivity to work in researching migration. Sociology 

42(5), 935-952  
Griffin, L. (2010) Fishing for the public interest: making and representing publics in North 

Sea fisheries governance reform. In: MAHONY, N., NEWMAN, J. & BARNETT, C. 
(eds.) Rethinking the public: Innovations and research, theory and politics. Bristol: The 
Policy Press. 

Guillemin, M. & Gillam, L. (2004) Reflexivity and “ethically important moments in research. 
Qualitative Inquiry 10, 261-280. 

Gutmann, A. & Thompson, D. (2004) Why deliberative democracy?, Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press. 

Habermas, J. (1975) Legitimation crisis, Cambridge, MA: Beacon Press. 
Habermas, J. (1989) The structural transformation of the public sphere: An inquiry into a category 

of bourgeois society, Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Habermas, J. (1996) Between facts and norms: Contributions to a discourse theory of law and 

democracy, Cambridge: Polity Press. 
Hajer, M. A. (2005) Setting the stage - A dramaturgy of policy deliberation. Administration & 

Society, 36(6), 624-647. 
Hajer, M. A. & Wagenaar, H. (2003a) Deliberative policy analysis understanding governance 

in the network society. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Hajer, M. A. & Wagenaar, H. (eds.) (2003b) Deliberative Policy Analysis: Understanding 

Governance in the Network Society, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Hammersley, M. & Atkinson, P. (2007) Ethnography: Principles in practice, London: Routledge. 
Hancke, B. (2009) Intelligent Research Design : A Guide for Beginning Researchers in the Social 

Sciences, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Hansard Society (2012) Audit of political engagement 9. The 2012 report: Part one. London: 

Hansard Society. 
Harrison, S. & Mort, M. (1998) Which champions, which people? Public and user 

involvement in health care as a technology of legitimation. Social Policy & 
Administration, 32(1), 60-70. 



 281 

Hastings, A. & Matthews, P. (2011) Connectivity and conflict in periods of austerity: what do 
we know about middle class political activism and its effects on public services? : 
AHRC / Connected Communities. 

Healey, P. (2006) Collaborative planning: shaping places in fragmented societies, Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

Hendriks, C. M. (2002) Institutions of deliberative democratic processes and interest groups: 
Roles, tensions and incentives. Australian Journal of Public Administration, 61(1), 64-75. 

Hendriks, C. M. (2006) When the forum meets interest politics: Strategic uses of public 
deliberation. Politics & Society, 34(4), 571-602. 

Hendriks, C. M. (2011) The politics of public deliberation: citizen engagement and interest advocacy, 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Hendriks, C. M. & Carson, L. (2008) Can the market help the forum? Negotiating the 
commercialization of deliberative democracy. Policy Sciences, 41(4), 293-313. 

Hendriks, C. M., Dryzek, J. S. & Hunold, C. (2007) Turning up the heat: Partisanship in 
deliberative innovation. Political Studies, 55(2), 362-383. 

Hendriks, F. & Tops, P. (2005) Everyday fixers as local heroes: A case study of vital 
interaction in urban governance. Local Government Studies, 31(4), 475-490. 

Hesse-Biber, S. N. (2007) Teaching grounded theory. In: CHARMAZ, K. & BRYANT, A. 
(eds.) The Sage handbook of grounded theory. Los Angeles; London: Sage. 

Hibbing, J. R. & Theiss-Morse, E. (2002) Stealth democracy: Americans' beliefs about how 
government should work, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Hickey, S. & Mohan, G. (2004) Participation: from tyranny to transformation? Exploring new 
approaches to participation in development, London: Zed. 

Hochschild, A. R. (1983) The managed heart: Commercialization of human feeling, Berkeley, Calif. 
; London: University of California Press. 

Holton, J. A. (2007) The coding process and its challenges. In: CHARMAZ, K. & BRYANT, A. 
(eds.) The Sage handbook of grounded theory. Los Angeles; London: Sage. 

Hoppe, R. (1999) Policy analysis, science and politics: from 'speaking truth to power' to 
'making sense together'. Science and Public Policy, 26(3), 201-210. 

Hoppe, R. (2011a) The governance of problems: Puzzling, powering and participation, Bristol: The 
Policy Press. 

Hoppe, R. (2011b) Institutional constraints and practical problems in deliberative and 
participatory policy making. Policy & Politics, 39(2), 163-186. 

Hoppe, R. & Jeliazkova, M. (2005) How policy workers define their job: A Netherlands case 
study. In: COLEBATCH, H. (ed.) The work of participation. An international survey. 
Oxford: Lexington Books. 

House of Commons, P. A. S. C. (2013) Public engagement in policy-making. Second Report 
of Session 2012-14. London: House of Commons. 

Hume, D. (1739) A treatise of human nature, London: Printed for John Noon. 
Huntington, S. (1968) Political order in changing societies, New Haven, CT: Yale University 

Press. 
IAP2 (2006) Planning for effective participation. Student manual. International Association 

for Public Participation. 
Innes, J. E. & Booher, D. E. (2003) Collaborative policymaking: governance through dialogue. 

In: HAJER, M. A. & WAGENAAR, H. (eds.) Deliberative Policy Analysis: 
Understanding Governance in the Network Society. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Innes, J. E. & Booher, D. E. (2010) Planning with complexity: an introduction to collaborative 
rationality for public policy, Abingdon; New York: Routledge. 



 282 

Involve. 2005. People & participation. How to put citizens at the heart of decision-making. London: 
Involve. Available: http://www.involve.org.uk/ [Accessed 1 March 2010]. 

Jenkins, P., Kirk, K. & Smith, H. 2002. Getting involved in planning: perceptions of wider public. 
Edinburgh: Scottish Executive Social Research. Available: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2002/10/15632/12118 [Accessed 4 June 
2010]. 

Jenkins, T. (1994) Fieldwork and the perception of everyday life. Man, 29(2), 433-455. 
Jourde, C. (2009) The ethnographic sensibility: Overlooked authoritarian dynamics and 

Islamic ambivalences in West Africa. In: SCHATZ, E. (ed.) Political ethnography: What 
immersion contributes to the study of politics. Chicago and London: Chicago University 
Press. 

Kadlec, A. (2007) Dewey's critical pragmatism, Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 
Kadlec, A. & Friedman, W. (2007) Deliberative Democracy and the Problem of Power. 

Journal of Public Deliberation, 3(1), Article 8. 
Keating, M. (2010) The government of Scotland : public policy making after devolution, Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press. 
Krantz, R. S. (2003) Cycles of reform in Porto Alegre and Madison. In: FUNG, A. & 

WRIGHT, E. O. (eds.) Deepening democracy: Institutional innovations in empowered 
participatory governance. London and New York: Verso. 

Kubik, J. (2009) Ethnography of politics: Foundations, applications and prospects. In: 
SCHATZ, E. (ed.) Political ethnography: What immersion contributes to the study of 
politics. Chicago and London: Chicago University Press. 

Laclau, E. (2007) Emancipation(s), London; New York: Verso. 
Laclau, E. & Mouffe, C. (2001) Hegemony and socialist strategy. Towards a radical democratic 

politics, London and New York: Verso. 
Land, R. 2012. A closer look at liminality: Incorrigibles and threshold capital. Online video of 

Keynote Presentation, Fourth Bienniel Conference on Threshold Concepts: From 
personal practice to communities of practice, Trinity College, Dublin, 28-29 June 
2012. Available: 
http://www.nairtl.ie/index.php?pageID=627&PHPSESSID=3977846af865678a7fa99
cd4598810be [Accessed 9 November 2013 2013]. 

Larner, W. & Craig, D. (2005) After neoliberalism? Community activism and local 
partnerships in Aotearoa New Zealand. Antipode, 37(3), 402-424. 

Latour, B. (2003) What if we talked politics a little? Contemporary Political Theory, 2(2), 143-
164. 

Latour, B. (2005) Reassembling the social: An introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991) Situated learning: legitimate peripheral participation, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Law, J. (1994) Organizing modernity, Oxford: Blackwell. 
Law, J. (1999) After ANT: complexity, naming and topology. In: LAW, J. & HASSARD, J. 

(eds.) Actor network theory and after. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Law, J. 2003. Making a mess with method. Lancaster: Centre for Science Studies, Lancaster 

University. Available: http://www.comp.lancs.ac.uk/sociology/papers/Law-
Making-a-Mess-with-Method.pdf [Accessed 28 June 2011]. 

Law, J. (2004) After method: Mess in social science research, London: Routledge. 
Laws, D. & Forester, J. (2007) Learning in practice: Public policy mediation. Critical Policy 

Studies, 1(4), 342 - 370. 



 283 

Laws, D. & Hajer, M. A. (2008) Policy in practice. In: MORAN, M., REIN, M. & GOODIN, R. 
E. (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Leadbeater, C. (1997) The Rise of the Social Entrepreneur. London: Demos. 
Leadbeater, C. & Goss, S. (1998) Civic entrepreneurship. In: DEMOS (ed.). London: Demos. 
Ledwith, M. (2005) Community development: A critical approach, Bristol: The Policy Press. 
Lee, C. W. (2011) Five Assumptions Academics Make About Public Deliberation, And Why 

They Deserve Rethinking. Journal of Public Deliberation, 7(1), Article 7. 
Leighninger, M. (2006) The Next Form of Democracy, Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press. 
Leighninger, M. (2012) Mapping deliberative civic engagement: Pictures from a revolution. 

In: NABATCHI, T., GASTIL, J., WEIKSNER, G. M. & LEIGHNINGER, M. (eds.) 
Democracy in motion: Evaluating the practice and impact of deliberative civic engagement. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 

Lempert, L. B. (2007) Asking questions of the data: Memo writing in the Grounded Theory 
tradition. In: CHARMAZ, K. & BRYANT, A. (eds.) The Sage handbook of grounded 
theory. Los Angeles; London: Sage. 

Lezaun, J. & Soneryd, L. (2007) Consulting citizens: technologies of elicitation and the 
mobility of publics. Public Understanding of Science, 16(3), 279-297. 

Li, T. M. (2007) Practices of assemblage and community forest management. Economy and 
Society, 36(2), 263-293. 

Lipsky, M. (1971) Street-level bureaucracy and the analysis of urban reform. Urban Affairs 
Quarterly, 6(4), 391-409. 

Lipsky, M. (1976) Towards a theory of street-level bureaucracy. In: HAWLEY, W. D. & 
LIPSKY, M. (eds.) Theoretical perspectives on urban policy. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice-Hall. 

Lipsky, M. (1980) Street level bureaucracy, New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Lowndes, V. (2005) Something old, something new, something borrowed... How institutions 

change (and stay the same) in local governance. Public Policy and Administration, 
12(2), 291-309. 

Lowndes, V., Pratchett, L. & Stoker, G. (2006a) Local political participation: The impact of 
rules-in-use. Public Administration, 84(3), 539-561. 

Lowndes, V., Pratchett, L. & Stoker, G. (2006b) Locality matters: making participation count 
in local politics. London: Institute for Public Policy Research. 

Lowndes, V. & Sullivan, H. (2008) How low can you go? Rationales and challenges for 
neighbourhood governance. Public Administration, 86(1), 53-74. 

Macedo, S. (ed.) (1999) Deliberative politics: Essays on democracy and disagreement, New York ; 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Mahendran, K. & Cook, D. 2007. Participation and engagement in politics and policy making. 
Scottish Executive Social Research. Available: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2007/01/23145406/0 [Accessed 12 
January 2010]. 

Mahony, N. (2008) Spectacular political experiments: the constitution, mediation and performance 
of large-scale public participation exercises. Doctoral Thesis. The Open University. 

Mahony, N., Newman, J. & Barnett, C. (2010) Rethinking the public: Innovations and research, 
theory and politics, Bristol: The Policy Press. 

Mansbridge, J. (1999) Everyday talk in the deliberative system. In: MACEDO, S. (ed.) 
Deliberative politics: Essays on democracy and disagreement. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 



 284 

Mansbridge, J., Bohman, J., Chambers, S., Estlund, D., Follesdal, A., Fung, A., Lafont, C., 
Manin, B. & Marti, J. L. (2010) The Place of self-Interest and the role of power in 
deliberative democracy. Journal of Political Philosophy, 18(1), 64-100. 

Mansbridge, J., Hartz-Karp, J., Amengual, M. & Gastil, J. (2006) Norms of deliberation: An 
inductive study. Journal of Public Deliberation, 2(1), 1-47. 

Marres, N. (2007) The issues deserve more credit: Pragmatist contributions to the study of 
public involvement in controversy. Social Studies of Science, 37(5), 759-780. 

Marris, P. (1982) Community planning and conceptions of change: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
Martin, S. (1997) Leadership, learning and local democracy: political dimensions of the 

strategic management of change. International Journal of Public Sector Management, 
10(7), 534-546. 

Matthews, P. (2012) From area-based initiatives to strategic partnerships: have we lost the 
meaning of regeneration? Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 30(1), 
147-161. 

Mauthner, N. & Doucet, A. (2003) Reflexive accounts and accounts of reflexivity in 
qualitative data analysis. Sociology 37, 413-431. 

Maynard-Moody, S. & Kelly, M. (1993) Stories managers tell about elected officials: Making 
sense of the politics-administration dichotomy. In: BOZEMAN, B. (ed.) Public 
Management: The State ofthe Art. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Maynard-Moody, S. & Musheno, M. C. (2000) State agent or citizen agent: Two narratives of 
discretion. Journal of Public Administration Research & Theory, 10(2), 329-358. 

Maynard-Moody, S. & Musheno, M. C. (2003) Cops, teachers, counselors :stories from the front 
lines of public service, Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan Press,. 

Mayo, M., Haggett, P. & Miller, C. (2007) Navigating the contradictions of public service 
modernisation: the case of community engagement professionals. Policy and Politics, 
35(4), 667-681. 

McAteer, M. & Orr, K. (2006) Public participation in Scottish local government: Strategic and 
corporate confusions. Public Money & Management, 26(2), 131-138. 

McGrow, G. & Greenaway, L. (2013) Evaluating participation. A guide and toolkit for health 
and social care practitioners. Edinburgh: Health Improvement Scotland and Scottish 
Health Council. 

Mead, G. H. (1934) Mind, self and society, Chicago; London: The University of Chicago Press. 
Michael, M. (2009) Publics performing publics: of PiGs, PiPs and politics. Public 

Understanding of Science, 18(5), 617-631. 
Miller, P. & Rose, N. (2008) Governing the present: Administering economic, social and personal 

life, Cambridge: Polity. 
Miraftab, F. (2004) Invited and invented spaces of participation: Neoliberal citizenship and 

feminist's expanded notion of politics. Wagadu, 1 (Spring), 1-7. 
Mockford, C., Staniszewska, S., Griffiths, F. & Herron-Marx, S. (2012) The impact of patient 

and public involvement on UK NHS health care: a systematic review. International 
Journal for Quality in Health Care, 24(1), 28-38. 

Moeran, B. (2009) From participant observation to observant participation. In: YBEMA, S., 
YANOW, D., WELS, H. & KAMSTEEQ, F. (eds.) Organizational ethnography: Studying 
the complexity of everyday life. London: Sage Publications. 

Moore, A. (2012) Following from the front: theorizing deliberative facilitation. Critical Policy 
Studies, 6(2), 146-162. 

Moran, M., Rein, M. & Goodin, R. E. (2008) The Oxford handbook of public policy, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 



 285 

Moran-Ellis, J., Alexander, V. D., Cronin, A., Dickinson, M., Fielding, J., Sleney, J. & Thomas, 
H. (2006) Triangulation and integration: processes, claims and implications. 
Qualitative Research, 6(1), 45-59. 

Morley, L. (2006) Hidden transcripts: The micropolitics of gender in Commonwealth 
universities. Womens Studies International Forum, 29(6), 543-551. 

Morrell, M. E. (2010) Empathy and democracy : feeling, thinking, and deliberation, University 
Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press. 

Morse, J. M. (2007) Sampling in grounded theory. In: CHARMAZ, K. & BRYANT, A. (eds.) 
The Sage handbook of grounded theory. Los Angeles; London: Sage. 

Moser, S. (2008) Personality: A new positionality? . Area 40(3), 383-39. 
Müller, B. (2011) The elephant in the room: Multistakeholder dialogue on agricultural 

biotechnology in the Food and Agriculture Organization. In: SHORE, C., WRIGHT, 
S. & PERÒ, D. (eds.) Policy worlds. Anthropology and the analysis of contemporary power. 
New York; Oxford: Berghahn Books. 

Munro, A., Holly, L., Rainbird, H. & Leisten, R. (2004) Power at work: Reflections on the 
research process. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 7, 289-304. 

Mutz, D. C. (2006) Hearing the other side: deliberative versus participatory democracy, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Nabatchi, T. (2012) An introduction to deliberative citizen engagement. In: NABATCHI, T., 
GASTIL, J., WEIKSNER, G. M. & LEIGHNINGER, M. (eds.) Democracy in motion: 
Evaluating the practice and impact of deliberative civic engagement. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Nabatchi, T., Gastil, J., Weiksner, G. M. & Leighninger, M. (2012) Democracy in motion: 
Evaluating the practice and impact of deliberative civic engagement, New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Neblo, M. A., Esterling, K. M., Kennedy, R. P., Lazer, D. M. J. & Sokhey, A. E. (2010) Who 
wants to deliberate -And why? American Political Science Review, 104(3), 1-18. 

Nedlund, A.-C. (2012) Designing for legitimacy. Policy work and the art of juggling when setting 
limits in health care. PhD, Linko ̈ping University. 

NEF (1998) Participation works! 21 techniques of community participation for the 21st 
century. London: New Economics Foundation. 

Newman, J. (2001) Modernising governance: New Labour, policy and society, London: Sage. 
Newman, J. (2011) Public leadership as public-making. Public Money & Management, 31(5), 

315-322. 
Newman, J. (2012) Working the spaces of power: Activism, neoliberalism and gendered labour, 

London and New York: Boomsbury Academic. 
Newman, J. & Clarke, J. (2009) Publics, politics and power: remaking the public in public services, 

Los Angeles; London: Sage. 
Nicholson, L. 2005. Civic participation in public policymaking: a literature review. Edinburgh: 

Scottish Executive Social Research. Available: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2005/09/16120247/03114 [Accessed 6 
June 2010]. 

Nicolini, D. (2009a) Zooming in and out: Studying practices by switching theoretical lenses 
and trailing connections. Organization Studies, 30(12), 1391-1418. 

Nicolini, D. (2009b) Zooming in and zooming out: A package of method and theory to study 
work practices. In: YBEMA, S., YANOW, D., WELS, H. & KAMSTEEG, F. H. (eds.) 
Organizational ethnography. Studying the complexities of everyday life. London: Sage. 

Noordegraaf, M. (2007) Men at work: How public policy managers cope. In: RHODES, R. A. 
W., HART, P. T. & NOORDEGRAAF, M. (eds.) Observing government elites: Up close 
and personal. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 



 286 

Norris, P. (2002) Democratic phoenix: Reinventing political activism, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Nussbaum, M. C. (2001) Upheavals of thought: The intelligence of emotions, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

ODS (2013) Future requirements and possibilities for public involvement in health and social 
care: Summary of key findings. Glasgow: Heatlhcare Improvement Scotland. 

Offe, C. (2009) Governance: an ‘empty signifier’. Constellations, 16(4), 550-562. 
Orr, J. E. (1996) Talking about machines: An ethnography of a modern job, Ithaca; London: ILR 

Press. 
Orr, K. & McAteer, M. (2004) The modernisation of local decision making: Public 

participation and Scottish local government. Local Government Studies, 30(2), 131-155. 
Osborne, S. P. (ed.) (2010) The new public governance? Emerging perspectives on the theory and 

practice of public governance, London and New York: Routledge. 
Ostrom, E. (1999) Institutional rational choice: An assessment of the Institutional Analysis 

and Development Framework. In: SABATIER, P. A. (ed.) Theories of the policy process. 
Boulder, CO.: Westview Pres. 

Pachirat, T. (2009) The political in political ethonography: Dispatches from the kill floor. In: 
SCHATZ, E. (ed.) Political ethnography: What immersion contributes to the study of 
politics. Chicago and London: Chicago University Press. 

Pachirat, T. (2011) Every twelve seconds: Industrialized slaughter and the politics of sight, New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press. 

Parkinson, J. (2004) Why deliberate? The encounter between deliberation and new public 
managers. Public Administration, 82(2), 377-395. 

Parkinson, J. (2006) Deliberating in the real world: Problems of legitimacy in deliberative 
democracy. Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press. 

Parkinson, J. & Mansbridge, J. (2012) Deliberative systems: Deliberative democracy at the large 
scale, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Pateman, C. (1970) Participation and democratic theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press. 

Pearce, K. A. (2002) Making better social worlds: Engaging in and facilitating dialogic 
communication, Redwood City, CA: Pearce Associates. 

Pearce, W. B. (2007) Making social worlds, Malden, MA: Blackwell. 
Penman, R. (2000) Reconstructing communicating: Looking to a future, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates. 
Phillips, A. (1995) The politics of presence, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Pieczka, M. & Escobar, O. (2013) Dialogue and science: Innovation in policy-making and the 

discourse of public engagement in the UK. Science and Public Policy, 40(1), 113-126. 
Pillow, W. (2003) Confession, catharsis, or cure? Rethinking the uses of reflexivity as 

methodological power in qualitative research. International Journal of Qualitative 
Studies in Education, 16(2), 175-196. 

Pincock, H. (2012) Does deliberation make better citizens? In: NABATCHI, T., GASTIL, J., 
WEIKSNER, G. M. & LEIGHNINGER, M. (eds.) Democracy in motion: Evaluating the 
practice and impact of deliberative civic engagement. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Pitkin, H. F. (1967) The concept of representation, Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Popple, K. (1995) Analysing community work: Its theory and practice, Buckingham: Open 

University Press. 



 287 

POWER. 2006. Power to the people. The report of Power: An independent inquiry into Britain’s 
democracy. York: The POWER Inquiry Available: 
http://www.powerinquiry.org/report/index.php [Accessed 24 April 2010]. 

Putnam, R. D. (2000) Bowling alone: the collapse and revival of American community, New York; 
London: Simon & Schuster. 

Putnam, R. D. (ed.) (2002) Democracies in flux: The evolution of social capital in contemporary 
society, New York: Oxford University Press. 

Reason, P. & Bradbury, H. (2001) Handbook of action research : participative inquiry and practice, 
London; Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Rein, M. (1983) From policy to practice, Basigstoke: The MacMillan Press. 
Reinharz, S. (1997) Who am I? The need for a variety of selves in the field. In: HERTZ, R. 

(ed.) Reflexivity and Voice London: Sage. 
Rhodes, R. A. W. (1996) The new governance: Governing without government. Political 

Studies, 44(4), 652-667. 
Rhodes, R. A. W. (1997) Understanding governance: Policy networks, governance, reflexivity and 

accountability, Buckingham: Open University Press. 
Richards, L. (2005) Handling qualitative data: A practical guide, London: Sage. 
Richards, L. & Morse, J. M. (2002) Readme first for a user's guide to qualitative methods, London: 

Sage. 
Roberts, N. C. & King, P. J. (1991) Policy entrepreneurs: Their activity structure and function 

in the policy process. Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory, 1(2), 147-
175. 

Rogers, B. 2004. Lonely citizens. Report on the working party on active citizenship. Institute for 
Public Policy Research. Available: 
http://www.ippr.org.uk/publicationsandreports/publication.asp?id=225 
[Accessed 1 February 2011]. 

Rorty, R. (1989) Contingency, irony, and solidarity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Rorty, R. (1999) Philosophy and social hope, New York: Penguin Books. 
Rose, N. (1999) Powers of freedom: Reframing political thought, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 
Ryfe, D. & Stalsburg, B. (2012) The participation and recruitment challenge. In: NABATCHI, 

T., GASTIL, J., WEIKSNER, G. M. & LEIGHNINGER, M. (eds.) Democracy in motion: 
Evaluating the practice and impact of deliberative civic engagement. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Ryfe, D. M. (2002) The practice of deliberative democracy: a study of 16 deliberative 
organizations. Political Communication, 19, 359-377. 

Sandercock, L. & Attili, G. (2012) Multimedia and urban narratives in the planning process. 
In: FISCHER, F. & GOTTWEIS, H. (eds.) The argumentative turn revisited: Public policy 
as communicative practice. Durham & London: Duke University Press. 

Sanjek, R. (1990) Fieldnotes: The makings of anthropology, Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
Saward, M. (2000) Democratic innovation: Deliberation, representation, and association, London: 

Routledge. 
Saward, M. (2006) The representative claim. Contemporary Political Theory, 5(3), 297-318. 
Schatzki, T. R. (2002) The site of the social: A philosophical account of the constitution of social life 

and change, University Park, Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press. 
Schatzki, T. R., Knorr-Cetina, K. & Savigny, E. v. (2000) The practice turn in contemporary 

theory, New York; London: Routledge. 



 288 

Schofield, B. (2002) Partners in power: Governing the self-sustaining community. Sociology, 
36(3), 663-683. 

Schon, D. & Rein, M. (1994) Frame Reflection. Toward the resolution of intractable policy 
controversies, New York: Basic Books. 

Schon, D. A. (1983) The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action, Aldershot: 
Ashgate. 

Schorr, A. L. (1985) Professional practice as policy. Social Service Review, 59, 178. 
Schwartz-Shea, P. (2006) Judging quality. Evaluative criteria and epistemic communities. In: 

YANOW, D. & SCHWARTZ-SHEA, P. (eds.) Interpretation and method. Empirical 
research methods and the interpretive turn. Armonk, NY; London: M.E. Sharpe. 

Schwartz-Shea, P. & Yanow, D. (2009) Reading and writing as method: In search of 
trustworthy texts. In: YBEMA, S., YANOW, D., WELS, H. & KAMSTEEQ, F. (eds.) 
Organizational ethnography: Studying the complexity of everyday life. London: Sage 
Publications. 

Scott, J. C. (1990) Domination and the arts of resistance: hidden transcripts, New Haven; London: 
Yale University Press. 

Scott, J. C. (1998) Seeing like a state: How certain schemes to improve the human condition have 
failed, New Haven, Conn. ; London: Yale University Press. 

Scott, K. (2012) Community planning in Scotland: Dilemmas of reconciling policy and 
practice in community development work. CONCEPT, Journal of Contemporary 
Community Education Practice Theory, 3(1), 1-10. 

Scottish Executive. 2003. Working and learning together to build stronger communities: 
Community learning and development Working draft guidance. Available: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2003/01/16208/17075 [Accessed 3 
November 2011]. 

Scottish Executive (2004) Working and learning together to build stronger communities. 
Scottish Executive Guidance for Community Learning and Development. 
Edinburgh: Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Executive. 2005. National standards for community engagement. Scottish Executive and 
COSLA. Available: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Built-
Environment/regeneration/engage/standards [Accessed 1 March 2010]. 

Scottish Government. 2009. Community. Scottish community empowerment action plan. 
Edinburgh: Scottish Government. Available: 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/03/20155113/16 [Accessed 25 
March 2009]. 

Scottish Government (2012) Strategic guidance for Community Planning Partnerships: 
Community Learning and Development. Edinburgh: Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government (2013) Consultation on the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill. 
In: PLANNING, L. G. A. (ed.). Edinburgh: The Scotish Government  

Scottish Government & COSLA (2012) Review of Community Planning and Single Outcome 
Agreements. Statement of Ambition. Edinburgh. 

Scottish Health Council. 2010. The Participation Toolkit. Supporting Patient Focus and Public 
Involvement in NHS Sctoland. Scottish Health Council. Available: 
http://www.scottishhealthcouncil.org/shc/pfpi/toolkit/Participation_Toolkit 
[Accessed 1 August 2011]. 

Scottish Office (1999) Report of the Commission on Local Government and the Scottish 
Parliament. Edinburgh: Scottish Office. 

Shapiro, I. (1999) Enough of deliberation: Politics is about interests and power. In: 
MACEDO, S. (ed.) Deliberative Politics: Essays on Democracy and Disagreement. New 
York: Oxford University Press. 



 289 

Shaw, M. (2008) Community development and the politics of community. Community 
Development Journal, 43(1), 24-36. 

Shaw, M. (2011a) The big society - what's the big idea? CONCEPT, The Journal of 
Contemporary Community Education Practice Theory, 2(2). 

Shaw, M. (2011b) Stuck in the middle? Community development, community engagement 
and the dangerous business of learning for democracy. Community Development 
Journal, 46, 128-146. 

Shields, P. M. (2003) The community of inquiry - Classical pragmatism and public 
administration. Administration & Society, 35(5), 510-538. 

Shore, C. (2007) European integration in anthropological perspective: Studying the culture of 
the EU civil service. In: RHODES, R. A. W., HART, P. T. & NOORDEGRAAF, M. 
(eds.) Observing government elites: Up close and personal. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan. 

Shore, C. & Wright, S. (1997) Anthropology of policy: Critical perspectives on governance and 
power, London: Routledge. 

Shore, C. & Wright, S. (2011) Conceptualising policy: Technologies of governance and the 
politics of visibility. In: SHORE, C., WRIGHT, S. & PERÒ, D. (eds.) Policy worlds. 
Anthropology and the analysis of contemporary power. New York; Oxford: Berghahn 
Books. 

Shore, C., Wright, S. & Però, D. (eds.) (2011) Policy worlds. Anthropology and the analysis of 
contemporary power, New York; Oxford: Berghahn Books. 

Sinclair, S. (2008) Dilemmas of Community Planning: Lessons From Scotland. Public Policy 
and Administration, 23(4), 373-390. 

Sintomer, Y., Herzberg, C. & Rocke, A. (2008) Participatory budgeting in Europe: Potentials 
and challenges. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 32(1), 164-178. 

Sirianni, C. (2009) Investing in democracy: engaging citizens in collaborative governance, 
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press. 

Skelcher, C. (2000) Changing images of the state: Overloaded, hollowed-out, congested. 
Public Policy and Administration, 15(3), 3-19. 

Smith, D. E. (ed.) (2006) Institutional ethnography as practice, Lanham and Oxford: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers. 

Smith, G. 2005. Beyond the ballot. 57 Democratic innovations from around the world. London: The 
POWER Inquiry. Available: http://www.powerinquiry.org/ [Accessed 22 
September 2010]. 

Smith, G. (2009) Democratic innovations: Designing institutions for citizen participation, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Smith, V. (2007) Ethnographies of work and the work of ethnographers. In: ATKINSON, P., 
COFFEY, A., DELAMONT, S., LOFLAND, J. & LOFLAND, L. (eds.) Handbook of 
ethnography. London: Sage. 

Smith-Merry, J. (2012) Experiential knowledge in action: Consulting practitioners for policy 
change. Policy and Society, 31(2), 131-143. 

Sterling, R. (2005) Promoting democratic governance through partnerships? In: NEWMAN, 
J. (ed.) Remaking governance: Peoples, politics and the public sphere. Bristol: Policy Press. 

Stern, P. N. (2007) On solid ground: Essential properties for growing grounded theory. In: 
CHARMAZ, K. & BRYANT, A. (eds.) The Sage handbook of grounded theory. Los 
Angeles; London: Sage. 

Stevenson, R., Gibson, P., Lardner, C. & Lardner, C. 2004. Evaluation of people’s panels and 
juries in social inclusion partnerships. Edinburgh: Scottish Executive Social Research. 
Available: http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2004/04/19229/35737 
[Accessed 1 October 2008]. 



 290 

Stewart, E. A. (2012) Governance, participation and avoidance: Everyday public involvement in the 
Scottish NHS. Doctoral Thesis. University of Edinburgh. 

Stiefel, M. & Wolfe, M. (1994) A voice for the excluded: Popular participation in development, 
utopia or necessity?, London: Zed Books and UNRISD. 

Stoker, G. (2004) Transforming local governance : from Thatcherism to New Labour, Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

Stoker, G. (2006) Why politics matters: Making democracy work, Basingstoke: Palgrave. 
Stoker, G. & Hay, C. (2013) Comparing folk theories of democratic politics: Stealth and 

sunshine. PSA (UK) Annual Conference. Belfast.  
Stone, D. (1997) Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making, New York: W W Norton & 

Co. 
Strauss, A. L. & Corbin, J. M. (1990) Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures 

and techniques, Newbury Park, Calif.; London: Sage Publications. 
Stromer-Galley, J. (2007) Measuring deliberation’s content: A coding scheme. Journal of public 

deliberation, 3(1), 1-35. 
Stronach, I., Garratt, D., Pearce, C. & Piper, H. (2007) Reflexivity, the picturing of selves, the 

forging of method. Qualitative Inquiry 13(2), 179-203  
Sullivan, H. (2001) Modernisation, democratisation and community governance. Local 

Government Studies, 27(3), 1-24. 
Sullivan, H. (2003) New forms of local accountability: coming to terms with 'many hands'? 

Policy and Politics, 31(3), 353-369. 
Sullivan, H. (2009) Subversive spheres: neighbourhoods, citizens and the 'new governance'. 

In: BARNES, M. & PRIOR, D. (eds.) Subversive citizens: Power, agency and resistance in 
public services. Bristol: Policy PRess. 

Sullivan, H. & Lowndes, V. (2004) Like a horse and carriage or a fish on a bicycle: How well 
do local partnerships and public participation go together? Local Government Studies, 
30(1), 51-73. 

Sullivan, H. & Skelcher, C. (2002) Working across boundaries: Collaboration in public services, 
Basingstoke: Palgrave. 

Sunstein, C. R. (2006) Infotopia: How many minds produce knowledge, New York; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

Sunstein, C. R. (2009) Going to extremes: How like minds unite and divide, New York; Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 

Taylor, C. & Gibbs, G. R. 2010. How and what to code. Online QDA Web Site. Available: 
onlineqda.hud.ac.uk/Intro_QDA/how_what_to_code.php [Accessed 17 February 
2012]. 

Taylor, M. (1995) Community work and the state: The changing context of UK practice. In: 
MAYO, G. C. A. M. (ed.) Community Empowerment: A reader in participation and 
development. London: Zed Books. 

Taylor, M. (2003) Public policy in the community, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Taylor, M. (2007a) Community participation in the real world: Opportunities and pitfalls in 

new governance spaces. Urban Studies, 44(2), 297-317. 
Taylor, M. (2007b) Realities of community participation, London: ESRC/NCVO. 
Thayer, H. S. (ed.) (1982) Pragmatism. The classic writings, Indianapolis and Cambridge: 

Hackett Publishing Company. 
Thomassen, B. (2009) The uses and meanings of liminality. International Political 

Anthropology, 2(1), 5-27. 



 291 

Thomson, B., Mawdsley, G. & Payne, A. (2012) Renewing local government. Edinburgh: 
Reform Scotland. 

Tracy, K. (2010) Challenges of ordinary democracy, University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press. 

Turner, V. W. (1967) The forest of symbols: Aspects of Ndembu ritual, Ithaca, N.Y. ; London: 
Cornell University Press. 

Turner, V. W. (1969) The ritual process: Structure and anti-structure, London: Routledge & K. 
Paul. 

Turner, V. W. (1987) The anthropology of performance, New York: PAJ Publications. 
Urfalino, P. (2010) Deciding as bringing deliberation to a close. Social Science Information Sur 

Les Sciences Sociales, 49(1), 111-140. 
van Hulst, M. J. (2008) Town hall tales: Culture as storytelling in local government, Delft: Eburon. 
van Hulst, M. J., de Graaf, L. & van den Brink, G. (2012) The work of exemplary practitioners 

in neighborhood governance. Critical Policy Studies, 6(4), 434-451. 
van Hulst, M. J., de Graaf, L., van den Brink, G., van der Pennen, T. & van de Wijdeven, T. 

(2009) Where is Winston Wolf? Looking for people who make a difference in 
neighbourhood governance. 4th International Conference in Interpretive Policy Analysis. 
University of Kassel, Germany. 

Van Maanen, J. (1988) Tales of the field: On writing ethnography, Chicago; London: University 
of Chicago Press. 

Van Maanen, J. (1995) Representation in ethnography, Thousand Oaks; London: Sage. 
Van Maanen, J. (1996) Commentary: On the matter of voice. Journal of Management Inquiry, 5, 

375-381. 
Wagenaar, H. (2004) "Knowing" the rules: Administrative work as practice. Public 

Administration Review, 64(6), 643-655. 
Wagenaar, H. (2011) Meaning in action: Interpretation and dialogue in policy analysis, New York; 

London: M.E. Sharpe. 
Wagenaar, H. & Cook, S. D. N. (2003) Understanding Policy Practices: Action, Dialectic and 

Deliberation in Policy Analysis. In: HAJER, M. A. & WAGENAAR, H. (eds.) 
Deliberative Policy Analysis. Understanding Governance in the Network Society. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Warburton, D., Colbourne, L., Gavelin, K., Wilson, R. & Noun, A. (2008) Deliberative public 
engagement. In: COUNCIL, N. C. (ed.). London: National Consumer Council and 
Involve. 

Warburton, D., Wilson, R. & Rainbow, E. 2006. Making a difference: A guide to evaluating public 
participation in central government. Department of Constitutional Affairs and Involve. 
Available: www.involve.org.uk/evaluation [Accessed 22 December 2009]. 

Warner, M. (2002) Publics and counterpublics, New York: Zone Books. 
Warren, M. (2008) Citizen representatives. In: WARREN, M. E. & PEARSE, H. (eds.) 

Designing Deliberative Democracy. The British Columbia Citizens' Assembly. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Warren, M. (2009) Governance-driven democratization. Critical Policy Studies, 3(1), 3 - 13. 
Warren, M. E. & Pearse, H. (eds.) (2008) Designing deliberative democracy. The British Columbia 

Citizens' Assembly, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Weber, M. (1968) Economy and society: An outline of interpretive sociology, New York: 

Bedminster Press. 
Weiss, R. S. (1994) Learning from strangers. The art and method of qualitative interview studies, 

New York: The Free Press. 



 292 

Wenger, E. (1998) Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity, Cambridge, 
England: Cambridge University Press. 

Wilks-Heeg, S., Blick, A. & Crone, S. (2012a) How Democratic is the UK? The 2012 Audit, 
Liverpool: Democratic Audit. 

Wilks-Heeg, S., Blick, A. & Crone, S. 2012b. How democratic is the UK? The 2012 Audit. 
Liverpool: Democratic Audit. Available: 
http://www.democraticaudit.com/?page_id=130 [Accessed 17 January 2013]. 

Williams, P. (2002) The competent boundary spanner. Public Administration, 80(1), 103-124. 
Williams, P. (2012) Collaboration in public policy and practice: Perspectives on boundary spanners, 

Bristol: The Policy Press. 
Winner, L. (1980) Do artifacts have politics? Daedalus, 109(1), 121-136. 
Wittgenstein, L. (1953) Philosophical investigations, Oxford: B. Blackwell. 
Wolcott, H. F. (1984) Man in the principal's office: An ethnography, Waveland: Waveland Press. 
Wolcott, H. F. (1999) Ethnography: A way of seeing, Walnut Creek, Calif.: AltaMira Press. 
Wright, S. & Reinhold, S. (2011) 'Studying through': A strategy for studying political 

transformation. In: SHORE, C., WRIGHT, S. & PERÒ, D. (eds.) Policy worlds. 
Anthropology and the analysis of contemporary power. New York; Oxford: Berghahn 
Books. 

Yanow, D. (1996) How Does a Policy Mean?: Interpreting Policy and Organizational Actions, 
Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press. 

Yanow, D. (1999) Conducting Interpretive Policy Analysis, Thousand Oaks: Sage. 
Yanow, D. (2006) Neither rigorous nor objective? Interrogating criteria for knowledge claims 

in interpretive science. In: YANOW, D. & SCHWARTZ-SHEA, P. (eds.) Interpretation 
and method. Empirical research methods and the interpretive turn. Armonk, NY; London: 
M.E. Sharpe. 

Yanow, D. (2009) Dear author, dear reader: The third hermeneutic in writing and reviewing 
ethnography. In: SCHATZ, E. (ed.) Political ethnography: What immersion brings to the 
study of power. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Yanow, D. & Schwartz-Shea, P. (eds.) (2006) Interpretation and method. Empirical research 
methods and the interpretive turn, Armonk, NY; London: M.E. Sharpe. 

Yanow, D. & Schwartz-Shea, P. (2012) Interpretive approaches to research design: Concepts 
and processes. New York: Routledge. 

Ybema, S., Yanow, D., Wels, H. & Kamsteeq, F. (2009) Studying everyday organizational life. 
In: YBEMA, S., YANOW, D., WELS, H. & KAMSTEEQ, F. (eds.) Organizational 
ethnography: Studying the complexity of everyday life. London: Sage. 

Young, I. M. (2000) Inclusion and democracy, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Zirakzadeh, C. E. (2009) When nationalists are not separatists: Discarding and recovering 

academic theories while doing fieldwork in the Basque region of Spain. In: 
SCHATZ, E. (ed.) Political ethnography: What immersion contributes to the study of 
politics. Chicago and London: Chicago University Press. 

Zundel, A. (1995) Policy frames and ethical traditions: The case of homeownership for the 
poor. Policy Studies Journal, 23(3), 423-434. 

 


	PhD coversheet April 2012
	PhD OEscobar 2014

