	
	Public hearings
	Public Opinion Survey
	Consensus Conference
	Citizens’ Jury/Panel
	Focus Groups
	Televote
	Deliberative Poll
	Computer-assisted participation

Interactive www/e-conferencing



	Process Criteria
	
	
	

	Resource accessibility
	Low-moderate
	Low
	High
	High
	Low
	Moderate
	High
	Low-moderate

	Task definition
	Generally high
	Low
	Generally high
	Generally high
	Variable but may be high
	Generally high
	Generally high
	Potentially high

	Structured decision  making
	Low
	Low
	Moderate (influence of facilitator)
	Potentially high
	Low
	Potentially high
	Generally high
	Variable

	Cost-effectiveness
	Low
	Potentially high
	Moderate to high
	Moderate to high
	Potentially high
	Potentially high
	Moderate to high
	Variable, depending on technology used

	Deliberative/Inter-active
	Low
	Low
	High
	High
	Low
	Moderate
	High
	Variable

	Community focus
	Low
	Variable
	High
	High
	Low
	Potentially high
	Focus on individual decision-making
	Has potential due to interactivity and resources

	Citizen Participation
	Low
	Often low response rates
	High
	high
	Low
	Moderate
	High
	Relies on access to technology

	Statistical significance
	No
	Potentially high
	No, due to limited no. of participants
	No but potentially overcome with x’ple juries
	No
	Potentially high
	Yes, depending on sample size
	?

	Acceptance criteria
	
	
	

	Representativeness of participants
	Low
	Generally high
	Moderate (limited by small sample)
	Moderate (limited by small sample)
	Moderate (limited by small sample)
	High
	High
	Low

	Independence of the participants
	Generally low
	High
	High
	High
	High
	High
	High
	High

	Early involvement?
	Variable
	Potentially high
	Potentially high
	Potentially high
	Potentially high
	Potentially high
	Potentially high
	Potentially high

	Influence on final policy
	Moderate
	Indirect and difficult to determine
	Variable but not guaranteed
	Variable but not guaranteed
	Liable to be indirect
	Variable but not guaranteed
	Variable but not guaranteed
	Liable to be indirect

	Transparency of process to the public
	Moderate
	Moderate
	high
	Moderate
	Low
	Low
	High
	Low


Commentary:

Public Hearings: Perhaps the most widespread method of engaging the public, scores relatively low on both acceptance and process criteria. Public hearings often seem designed to contain and control public participation by allowing only limited choices on narrow, short-term questions at a late stage of the policy process.  Therefore they also score low on early involvement criteria.

Public Opinion Surveys and Focus Groups: Both do reasonably well on acceptance criteria but not on process criteria. Although these methods might gain a fair amount of credibility with the public, the quality of the decisions may not be high, and would therefore be of concern to a sponsor. Because opinion surveys and focus groups may serve as the basis for subsequent policy formation, they may be implemented at a fairly early stage of any decision-making process and hence score high on the criterion of early involvement. These approaches take little time and fewer resources than many other procedures and are ranked high on the criterion of cost-effectiveness.

On the negative side participants in public opinion surveys and focus groups have no structured access to resources to enable them to make good decisions, and as such their output may reflect biases and misunderstandings that have no opportunity for resolution. That is they score low on the criteria of resource accessibility and structured decision-making.

Both score low on the criterion of influence and transparency since they tend to be conducted behind closed doors. Their advantage lies in clarifying bases of agreement and disagreement and identifying values that underlie opinions, rather than setting a clear direction for policy makers. As such they may be regarded as exploratory methods for complementing other procedures. 

Citizens’ Jury and Consensus Conference:  Score reasonably well on both on both acceptance and process criteria, such as the early involvement and task identification. Extensive efforts are made in these approaches to provide participants with the appropriate resources to make good decisions, and hence score well on the resource accessibility criterion. Citizens’ Juries and Consensus Conferences rate similarly on the cost-effectiveness criteria. The criterion of influence will be determined greatly by the prevailing political climate and linkage to policy makers.
These approaches attempt to gain representative public samples, but only score moderately on this criterion, largely as a consequence of the small sample size they employ. 

The group-based mechanism underlying these approaches is a potential source of difficulty, in that group behavior has often been shown to be sub-optimal (e.g. dominant participants). The quality of any decision reached might be a result of group dynamics and social influence, more than the public participation approach itself. However these two techniques rate more highly than other approaches on the criterion of structured decision-making because the influence of a facilitator and the definition of rules and guidelines provided might help to overcome some of these difficulties. Providing support for both decision-making and group behavior is an important component of a wider concern for creating an appropriate environment to enable citizens to contribute effectively to complex and important policy issues. 

Televote:  Individual deliberation therefore decisions are more likely to be based on self-interest, modified through discussion with others which is encouraged. Aggregation of competing views, rather than finding common ground to move forward or reach consensus on an issue/s. Quantitative size is statistically significant.

Deliberative Poll:  Do not seek to achieve common ground or consensus, but the determination of informed individual public opinion on a topic. Expensive, due in part to the large numbers of individuals involved, and accommodating them all together over at least two days.

Focus Groups: In one study cited below focus groups were used to investigate the “Effect of discussion and deliberation on the public’s views of priority setting in health care: focus group study”.  Sixty randomly chosen patients (10 groups) were invited to attend two focus group meetings, a fortnight apart. This allowed comparisons to be made between people’s initial views at the start of the first meeting and their considered views at the end of the second meeting, when they had an opportunity to discuss and deliberate. The conclusions of the study stated “the public’s views about setting priorities in health care are systematically different when they have been given the opportunity to discuss the issues. If the considered opinions of the general public are required, surveys that do not allow respondents time or opportunity for reflection may be of doubtful value”. (Paul Dolan, Richard Cookson and Brian Ferguson. BMJ 1999;318;916-919). 

Focus groups generally rate low on representativeness, citizen participation, and community focus but this can be overcome with modifications as seen from the above study. Generally cost-effective and early involvement is potentially high.

Computer-assisted participation: Need access to the necessary technology. Not so good for complex, value-laden issues. Requires an on-line moderator to keep participants on track. 

Other Options:  Search Conferences and Charettes were not included in this assessment because they both target stakeholders. Additionally Charettes have an emphasis on specialist participation. Search conferences do not use experts, rely on the expertise and knowledge of the group, and tend to address a wide range of issues. 

Conclusion: The relative usefulness of public participation techniques is difficult to ascertain because systematic comparisons are rare. There is an absence of any optimal benchmark against which they might be compared and measured. The preliminary assessments presented above are based primarily on opinion should not be over-interpreted. At this time the most appropriate techniques for public participation are likely to be hybrids of the more traditional methods. One potentially effective approach to participation may be to complement one mechanism with another, which has been tried on a limited basis. 

(Source: The primary and substantial source of the above commentary sourced from: Gene Rowe; Lynn j. Frewer. Science, Technology, and Human Values, Vol.25, No1 (Winter, 2000). 3-29.)
APPENDIX 3- An Assessment of Public Participation Techniques According to a Variety of Evaluation Criteria.  
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