
 

Allocated time: 40 minutes

Method:

1.  Split participants into two groups, ensuring that there is a good mix of sectors in each group (if 
you have larger numbers you may want to consider splitting into 3 or 4 groups).

2.  Place all the word sheets from the ladder of participation on the floor; not in the order that they 
actually go in.

3.  Ask each group to place the words in an order that they think would demonstrate a spectrum 
of community engagement. 

4.  Give each group about 5 minutes to do this.

5.  Ask each group to review the other’s ladder and then to move back into their own group.  

6.  Give out the ladder handout (page 28) and the definitions  (page 29 and 30) and give each 
group 10 minutes to read the definitions and discuss. 

7.  Facilitate a brief discussion on the main points that came out of each group and flipchart. 

8.  Place A3 ladder on the wall and ask each individual to mark, with a blue dot, where on the 
ladder they think the group is currently in terms of fully engaged communities.  

9.  Ask each individual to mark, with a red dot, where on the ladder they think the group should be 
(ideal world) in terms of community engagement. 

10.  View the difference and facilitate a discussion around the difference between where it is and 
where they think it should be.  Agree one level where they would like to be by this time next year.

11.  In small groups again ask each individual to consider 3 ideas that will get them to the stage 
on the ladder where they would like to be.  Share with others in the group and agree 3 steps to 
share with the full group.

12.  Feedback in large group.  Flipchart ideas, group ideas and then agree three overarching 
steps that will get participants where they want to be in a year’s time.
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c. Ladder of Participation

Purpose: To introduce the Ladder of Participation and to encourage 
participants to explore the spectrum of participation, where they think 
the group sits on the ladder and in an ideal world where they would like 
to be.

Resources: Ladder of Participation (page 28) words printed on 
separate sheets; populated ladder of participation; definitions (page 29 
and 30), flip chart paper, blue and red sticky dots, pens and flip chart 
pens.



28



This exercise is based on Arnstein’s Ladder of Citizen Participation, Originally published as 
Arnstein, Sherry R. "A Ladder of Citizen Participation," JAIP, Vol. 35,No. 4, July 1969, pp. 216-
224.  However, it also borrows from the UNDP Guidance on Participation.

Manipulation: People aren’t actively involved – their participation and actions are steered by 
the organisation, who manipulate them into decisions and actions.  They may not be given all of 
the information the organisations and agencies have, and they may not have appropriate support 
to encourage them to ask the questions that will give them the full picture.

Information: When stakeholders are informed about their rights responsibilities and options, 
the first important step towards genuine participation take place.  The main drawback at this stage 
is that emphasis is placed on one-way communication, with neither channel for feedback nor 
power for negotiation.

People are given the information they need to hear, but have no way of influencing what is 
happening.  The organisation or group makes sure people know what’s going on, but are not 
interested in getting any feedback or suggestions on how it could be done better.  When 
communities do ask questions, answers that are full of jargon or highly technical can discourage 
any further questioning.

Consultation:  This level involves two-way communication, where stakeholders have the 
opportunity to express suggestions and concerns, but there is no guarantee that what they say 
will be acted on – communities can feel they are consulted constantly, but nothing changes.  
Examples of this are chaired meetings where stakeholders do not contribute to the agenda, public 
hearings and surveys.

Placation: Here, community reps are often outnumbered by agencies and organisations who 
have an idea of how they want things to go, or who are unable or unwilling to change the 
traditional ways in which they operate.  The reps have some degree of influence and people are 
happy that there is community involvement, but unless resources and supports are invested, they 
are only representative of specific sections of the community.

Consensus building:  Here stakeholders interact in order to understand each other and arrive 
at negotiated positions which are tolerable to the entire group.  A common drawback is that 
vulnerable individuals and groups tend to remain silent or passively acquiesce.

In this situation, stakeholders all explain their position and put their ideas forward before trying to 
come to a general agreement about how things should move forward.  In principle, this works 
well, but anyone who is less confident or gets lost e.g. in the “jargon jungle” can end up not taking 
an active part in the discussions and just going along with the flow – not necessarily what they 
think is best.

Decision-making: When consensus is acted upon through collective decisions this marks the 
initiation of shared responsibilities for outcomes that may result.  Negotiations at this stage reflect 
different degrees of leverage exercised by individuals and groups.

29



Once a general consensus has been reached, the group start to take decisions on how things will 
happen and share responsibility for tasks.  Again, unless someone is keeping an eye on the group 
dynamics and making sure everyone understands and gets an opportunity to participate in the 
decision making, some groups might have more power than others.

Partnership: This relationship entails exchange among equals working towards a mutual goal.  
Note that equal as applied here is not in terms of form, structure, or function but in terms of 
balance of respect.  Since partnership builds upon the preceding levels, it assumes mutual 
responsibility and risk sharing.

Here, everyone’s contribution is equally important - there isn’t a hierarchy and no one thinks their 
contribution is more valuable than someone else’s.  Everyone’s working together to achieve a 
common aim and feel part of the work - no-one is sitting around the table feeling they are not 
doing things right - everyone accepts that if they’re around the table, they’re just as responsible 
as everyone else for what needs to be done.

Fully Engaged Communities: Co-production is the production of public services through 
the equal and reciprocal contribution of service users, communities and professionals, making 
use of their pooled resources, expertise and willingness to improve service processes and 
outcomes.

Here, everyone is involved at all levels and every stage of the process, right from the 
development of the idea, how it will be carried out, what skills and resources they can contribute, 
sharing tasks and responsibilities etc., and everyone feels a collective responsibility.
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