
Sherry Arnstein's 1969 Ladder of Citizen Participation 

bluntly and simplistically addressed the 

"redistribution of power" for have-not citizens. It 

showed eight rungs from exclusion to true 

engagement. In this case, true engagement meant 

inclusion in political and economic processes that 

shaped citizen's futures. It provided a clear visual of 

ways disenfranchised citizens could "share in the 

benefits of an affluent society."  Arnstein noted there 

was a "crucial difference between . . . the empty ritual 

of participation . . . and . . . the real power needed to 

affect the outcome of the process." She also clearly 

identified the costs and benefits involved in 

supporting citizen and community control -- and just 

as clearly says that "neither can we take lightly the arguments of embittered advocates . . . that every 

other means of trying to end their cvictimization has failed." 

 

Fast forward two decades. Desmond M. Conner proposed A New Ladder of Citizen Participation. He 

opens the conversation by focusing on the price of citizen 

participation, its difficulties. He states that attempts to support 

citizen participation had not yet defined a "shared perspective 

for dealing with . . . strategic issues . . . in designing and 

managing public programs." Conner noted that Arnstein's 

ladder theory used too few rungs to represent the real "range 

of actual citizen involvement levels" and only "urban, black 

ghettos rather than a range of urban, suburban and rural 

situations." Additionally, it omitted "some significant road 

blocks . . . such as the racism, paternalism and resistance of 

some power holders and the ignorance and disorganization of 

many low-income communities."  While Conner has some valid 

points about the inherent complexities of supporting authentic 

citizen participation, his language points to a deficit framework 
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of citizen inclusion, reinforcing the very divide Arnstein addressed in her theory. He neatly divides the 

general public from the leaders, providing only token involvement rather than true citizen power. 

Conner's "ladder of citizen participation is designed to . . . prevent and resolve public controversy about 

various proposals." I would say Conner's approach neatly avoids the often messy process of authentic 

participation which can result in better products, policies, programs, and happy, healthier communities. 

 

Fast forward another two decades. Crispin Butteriss from Bang the Table mulls over the ladder theories 

and debates on citizen participation and makes a few key points (neatly paraphrased in bullet form for 

you, dear reader): 

 there is a strong bias against consultation as illegitimate and in favor of delegated citizen control 

 framing the debate as one between participatory democracy and representative democracy 

creates a false dichotomy 

 the balance between political “leadership” and “openness” is contextual and changeable 

 

In a nutshell, he views the citizen participation process as one that can ". . . improve project or policy 

outcomes and reduce project risks" and that his role was to listen to the citizen and "advocate" rational 

suggestions or criticisms to be included in the planning and development process.  He also takes what he 

calls a " . . . pragmatic view that radical change is hard and unlikely to receive support whereas 

incremental change is much less threatening and much more likely."  From black and white ladders, we 

now have a colorful pinwheel, The Engagement Continuum to visually show the dynamic nature of 

citizen participation. I wonder what we will see two decades down the road?  
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