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Citizens’ Engagement and Governance 
 
As part of the Atlantic Regional Panel, citizens’ engagement and governance is defined 
broadly as the involvement of diverse members of the public in making decisions that 
affect their lives. This theme focuses on the role of citizens in public policy development. 
However, questions related to the engagement of people in communities in setting and 
conducting individual and shared research agendas are also important.  
 
At a recent forum hosted by the New Brunswick Social Policy Research Network (June, 
2012), 100 people from across sectors came together to discuss current issues, research, 
and research gaps related to citizens’ engagement. Some issues identified included trust 
(between citizens, between citizens and governments), resources (availability of time and 
money to facilitate engagement initiatives), and engagement ability (citizens’ sense of 
self-worth, literacy, and knowledge of engagement principles and practices). 
 
A core question about citizens’ engagement in policy is, “who decides on policy agendas, 
and on the policy and infrastructure needs for our communities, provinces, and region”? 
As well, some academic researchers ask questions about who does/should decide on 
research questions? Tied to these questions are a number of related elements: 
 
Power – In the face of growing inequalities, changing demographics, and changing 
responses to authority, how power is defined, shared, and used is important to this 
discussion. Related are questions about social movements, community organizing, and 
citizens’ involvement in local, regional, and global decisions. 
 
Definition of citizen – The definition of citizen includes more than an individual’s 
relationship to the state. Individuals living in the Atlantic Provinces who have not been 
granted official citizenship status by Canada still belong in conversations about citizens’ 
engagement. We need new ways to describe and understand citizens so that inclusion and 
diversity become features of engagement. When the definition of ‘citizen’ is diverse, we 
can do a better job of considering the participation of diverse members of the public in 
policy development. The knowledge of immigrant women living in rural NL, for 
example, is essential to creating a policy that affects rural areas, or immigrant women.   
 
Democracies in transition – Even though the demand for citizens’ engagement in policy 
development is growing, our political structure is still based on representative democracy. 
Inside government institutions, there is limited capacity to respond to citizen-initiated 
engagement, and a limited understanding of what ‘counts’ as valid knowledge. 
Relationships between levels of government are also changing. Pressures on federalism, 
the role of municipalities, and the relationship between Canadian democratic institutions 
and self-governing First Nations, Inuit, and Métis populations affect, and are affected by, 
our political structure.    
 
Information – access to information is a defining feature of democracy. Technology is 
rapidly changing how information is produced, shared, and evaluated. Understanding and 
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defining the role of media in creating and distributing information, and in reporting on 
citizens’ engagement initiatives and efforts, is important.  
 
Impact – to understand the benefits and challenges associated with citizens’ engagement, 
we need to do a better job of evaluating the processes and outcomes of citizen 
engagement. How do we know that citizen engagement is giving us what we want? How 
do we account for changes in citizens’ needs, after their initial engagement?  All of these 
questions are useful for us to think about in terms of citizen participation with 
government(s).  
 
 
 
 


