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ABSTRACT

This study explores the function of citizen participation in the redesign of
Alberta’s Children’s Services, which began in 1994. Interviews with five co-chairs of
the redesign Steering Committees, on-site observations, and an analysis of related
documentation provide the basis for this study. Findings indicate that although
citizens have been empowered, it is empowerment at a cost. Citizen participation has
been adopted as a technology to facilitate an attack on the welfare state rather than as
an organizational value integral to policy development. Participation is characterized
as mirroring technocratic decision-making processes, involving those least likely to be
directly affected, focusing on administrative implementation of department policy,
and downplaying critical reflection, questioning, and systemic analysis. Therefore
participation functions as an inexpensive, voluntary, non-critical, administrative
mechanism for the government’s attack on the welfare state. Participation has been
constructed to emulate good business strategies with the participant-citizens as the
business managers of public funds. Differences between individuals and groups are
depolitized and homogenized. Community voice has replaced citizen voice, while
democratic representation has taken a backseat to government-appointed
representation. The “integrated citizen” is the cornerstone of this participatory
process. The paradoxical impact of citizen participation on women is discussed.
Paradoxes of citizen participation are identified. Recommendations regarding further

areas of research and ethical guidelines for the implementation of citizen participatory

processes are outlined.
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CHAPTER 1.
THE CONTESTED NATURE OF CITIZEN PARTICIPATION

Democracy is stirring. The economic turmoil and political revolts of
the 70s and 80s, together with the globalization of world markets that
constitutes today, have brought renewal as well as disruption (Sabel,
2001, p. 121).

This study explores the discourse and function of citizen participation in
Alberta and its impact on women. Citizen participation is a paradoxically simple but
also a deceptively complex and contested concept. Citizen participation appears to be
a simple and familiar concept to most North Americans because it is embedded in the
concept of a democracy. “Community participation in decision-making has
traditionally been considered one of the pillars of democratic societies with benefits to
be gained at the national, community, interpersonal and individuals levels” (Butler,
Rissel and Khavarpour, 1999, p. 253). Further, Day (1997) concludes, “citizen
participation in public affairs such as the planning process is quite often seen as a
good in and of itself, and as part of the philosophical tradition. . . . It is viewed as a
cornerstone of democracy” (p. 421).

Despite this apparent familiarity, closer scrutiny reveals the complexity
inherent in the concept of citizen participation. Definitional and operational issues
abound. The contestable terrain of citizen participation is mapped with such
questions as: What constitutes citizen participation? Who is included in the
definition of citizen? Who is excluded? Who decided? Based upon what criteria?

Notwithstanding the lack of clarity regarding these issues, politicians of
various ideological positions, within municipal, provincial or state, and federal
governments across North America have advocated for the utilization of citizen
participation in health, social services, education, environmental, and justice planning.
These politicians and bureaucrats have been both praised and criticized by academics,
citizens, and public servants, who view these efforts as either the elixir or the
Achilles’ heel of progressive, effective, and democratic policy development.

This increased utilization of citizen participation has been correspondingly
reflected in an increase in the volume of academic literature. Publications on citizen

participation are extensive, as evidenced by Croft and Bereford’s (1992) observation
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that “a bibliography of public participation in Britain in 1979 included nearly 1400
entries” (p. 1). Unfortunately, this increase in the usage and documentation of citizen
participation has not led to a deeper understanding of the issues that surround it.
Rather, there appear to be limitations in the definitions, design, authorship, and
analysis of these studies, which hinders a meta-analysis of citizen participation. More
importantly, this literature has not contributed to an understanding of the contested
nature of citizen participation for two important reasons: the lack of citizens’
perspectives 1in either the authorship or in the focus of research, and the lack of critical
analysis.

The lack of citizen voice in the research literature occurs in on two areas,
authorship and perceptions. In part, this paucity of citizen input reflects a preference
in the literature to focus on a theoretical discussion rather than on an analysis of
participation as it actually exists (Croft & Beresford, 1992; Langton, 1978). Croft &
Beresford (1992) suggest that the lack of citizen authorship can be attributed to time
limitations on the part of the volunteer citizens. In some cases the citizens involved
may lack the confidence in their ability to express their experiences in research
publications, resulting in local documentation being developed but not being available
for general circulation and analysis. This lack of citizen voice limits the richness of
analysis and learning that could be garnered if it were included.

As well, given the general hesitancy in the assimilation of a critical
perspective by researchers in North America (Ritzer, 1992), the field of citizen
participation has been limited by a dearth of critical analysis. Such analysis,
according to Croft and Beresford (1992) would stimulate and “enhance the debate
around exclusionary, oppressive, and discriminatory practices mirrored in typical
participatory schemes” (p. 3) as well as, “the role of the state and market” (p. 3)
influencing these processes.

A critical analysis of participation is not meant to label all participatory
activities as oppressive but rather to understand the political nature of such activities
and their potential for being both liberating and controlling. As Brodie (1996b) notes

French philosopher Michel Foucault once suggested that social
scientists begin their analysis with a basic assumption — namely, not
“that everything is evil but rather that everything is dangerous”. . . .
Foucault was not advocating a philosophy of extreme paranoia.
Instead, he was pointing out that the way we think about social
problems is profoundly political. Power and knowledge are intimately
related; within each historical period, they construct systems of
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domination and oppression, exclusion and silence, and perceptions of
self and other. (p. 2)

Midgley, Hall, Hardiman, and Narine (1986) make a similar observation in
relation to citizen participation. Although their research focuses on the participatory
developments in the Third World their observations have relevancy for recent
developments in North America and support the need for a critical analysis of citizen

participation. They note that

above all, the literature on the subject has not dealt adequately with the
issue of the role of state in community participation. . . . It is naive to
argue that the state involvement in social development is superfluous
and that local communities in the Third World can solve the serious
problems of poverty and deprivation wholly through their own efforts.
But it is equally naive to assume that a cosy relationship between the
centralized, bureaucratic state and the local community will emerge
and that political elites, professionals and administrators will readily
agree to the devolution of their authority to ordinary people. While
community participation is a desirable goal, the extensive involvement
of the state in social development complicates the issue and requires
further analysis. (p. vii)

PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY

The purpose of this study is to explore the contested nature of citizen
participation.. The study examines the hegemonic position of the state in defining the
discourse of citizen participation. Specifically, I am interested in exploring how the
concept of citizen participation has functioned in a state-initiated process. As well,
since social policy is not gender neutral (Bakker, 1996; Brodie, 1996a; Evans, 1996;
Evans & Wekerle, 1997; Fraser, 1989; Gordon, 1990; Orloff, 1993) the impact this
discourse has on the social construction of women is also considered.

The medium for this exploration is one of the numerous government-initiated
planning processes involving citizens utilized by the Government of Alberta.
Specifically, the redesign of Alberta’s Children’s Services that began in 1994 and was

reported to involve over 6,000 Albertans, is the focus of the study.

Research Question
In this study I explore how the concept of citizen participation has functioned in a
state-initiated process in Alberta. In order to address this question I examine the

ideological dominance, resistance, and contradictions that exist within the social
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structures, historical developments, and the power relationships that support them.
The discourse of state-initiated citizen participation will reflect these relationships.

The following sub-questions will be pursued:

1. What is the context that gave rise to direct citizen participation in a state-
Initiated social policy development process?

What is the discourse of citizen participation?

What are the contradictions and resistances to this discourse?

How is the discourse maintained?

Why has the development of citizen participation had an impact on women?

S

What impact does the discourse have on the social construction of women?

THEORETICAL RATIONALE

In this chapter I provide the theoretical rationale for this study. After
reviewing the definitions of citizen and participation and the typological schemes for
citizen participation 1 conclude that ideology, values, motivation, and the techniques
employed contributed to the contested nature of citizen participation. Similarly, the
current ideological challenge to liberal democracy, which I have depicted in a
modification of Bell’s (1976) model of the ideological and structural tension in a
capitalist society, significantly impacts the nature and discourse of citizen
participation. I also argue that the growth in state-initiated citizen participation is the
state’s response to a number of internal and external factors. I conclude that an
examination of the ideological context that gave rise to citizen participation is an
essential process in determining the function of citizen participation and the power
relationships that underpin it.

I then review studies that critically analyze state-initiated citizen participation.
I identify a number of themes and concerns regarding the difficulties in implementing
citizen participation. I conclude that an examination of the participatory process
employed, the nature of the task, the players and the organizational and community
climate in which the process occurs shed light on the function of citizen participation.
I then examine a number of studies that focus on the nature of resistance to the
dominant discourse. I determine that resistance to a dominant ideology requires well-

organized, trained and supported, resource-rich groups who can critically reflect upon
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the dominant discourse. Finally, I review the literature related to the paradoxical
relationship of women, participation, and the state. I begin this chapter with a
personal context that outlines the genesis of my interest in this topic and my
commitment to citizen participation in enhancing social policy development

especially for those individuals historically marginalized from the process.
Personal Context

Three significant experiences with citizen participation have influenced my
interest, values, and the focus of this study. Each provided a unique experience and
perspective since my role in each was different. Each contributed to my initial
questioning of the contested nature of citizen participation. |

My first experience with direct citizen participation in policy formation
occurred just before I decided to apply to graduate school. The experience that
contributed to my final decision to quit my job after seven years as an executive
director of a social service agency and return to school left me both excited and wary.

I was excited because citizen participation, especially for dissmpowered
groups like the disabled men and women and their families with whom I worked,
seemed like a dream come true. For these people having a voice, at a table from
which historically they had been excluded, was exhilarating for me. These people and
those working with them were being asked to identify the values and the services they
thought were important in their community. Based on these discussions, government
budget allocations for service provision were to be made. This type of opportunity
had not been available before this time.

At first, discussions were hesitant and the process seemed to be awkward and
formal. Then, as we met more often with the threat of government budget cuts and
looming timelines, the group seemed to come together and people started voicing
their opinions more readily. In retrospect, I now realize that what I was experiencing
was a clash of cultures, of values, and of worldviews. The possibilities and
implications of this new way of doing business were liberating.

My wariness was rooted in my underlying mistrust of those in official
positions of power. It seemed that from time to time the committee was being asked
to do things that might be considered busy-work, rather than addressing what

appeared to be more important issues. As well, with a change of a senior government
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administrator, Iess and less information was being given to the committee. Although
there was official praise for the committee’s efforts, as a committee member 1 started
feeling that we were serving another purpose.

A form of “committee-member schizophrenia” developed. Although this is
not a term found in Diagnostic Statistical Manual-IV, many who have been involved
in such committees are aware of this syndrome. The afflicted develop a passionate
“Pollyannish” belief in the need for this consultative and partnership process, while
harboring a jaded and cynical suspicion that questioned whether anything would
actually change. I decided that it was time to research citizen participation as a policy
strategy.

The second experience, which proved to be a major contribution to the
formation of the research question, was the opportunity to observe the Commissioner
of Services for Children and Families’ attempts to involve approximately 6,000
Albertans in a province- wide restructuring and redesign of Children and Family
Services. This involvement of citizens was unique because of the magnitude and
scope of the project and also because of the reported partnership between Albertans
and the Provincial government. Typical participatory schemes reported in the
literature tended to be consultative, time-limited, linear, and uni-directional. The
Corﬁmissioner’s goal was to create an ongoing partnership between the Government
of Alberta and its citizens to plan progressive and effective strategies for the delivery
of Children and Family Services.

As indicated in the November 1994 report, Reshaping Child Welfare, the
Government of Alberta committed to “provide leadership in the process of creating a
new approach to children’s services” (Commissioner of Services for Children and
Families, 1994, p. 9). A news release issued at the time of this report described the
creation of the Commissioner’s Office as an attempt to “coordinate community,
government departments, and Alberta families” (Alberta Government, 1994, p. 27)
and redesign Children’s Services so “parents and extended families are more
accountable and responsible” (p. 27). This announcement followed a number of
reviews of Children’s Services over the years, the most recent of which were two
reviews conducted by the Children’s Advocate and the Ombudsman’s Office.

The newly appointed Commissioner consulted “more than 3,300 Albertans”
(Commissioner of Services for Children and Families, 1994, p. 11), the results of

which contributed to the development of two documents entitled Finding a Better
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Way and Focus on Children. These documents became the basis for the creation of
the redesign initiative. The number of individuals involved, the multitude of issues,
the levels and diversity of government departments participating, all contributed to the
ambitious and somewhat daunting nature of the mandate of the Commissioner’s
office.

In order to address this task, the Commissioner created seventeen regions with
an eighteenth added after the review was well under way. These initial seventeen
regions roughly corresponded to the Regional Health Authorities’ boundaries, while
the eighteen represented Metis throughout Alberta. Each of these regions is
responsible for facilitating the planning of services for children in its region. Steering
Committees were established through a process of volunteer application and
government selection. Steering Committee members were selected, by the
Commissioner of Services for Children and Families’ staff and community
volunteers, based on the following criteria: residing in the region, not a government
employee, and, not employed by an organization contracted by Alberta Children’s
Services. Within their regions, Steering Committees struck a number of working and
focus groups to facilitate community planning.

These observations provided me with a rich learning experience. I observed -
community groups in their struggles to be understood, and to understand. I heard the
fears, concerns, and anticipation of service recipients, public and private service
providers, public administrators, and political officials. I witnessed the ebbs and
flows of the energy of those involved. I listened and observed. Iread the
documentation. I watched a theatre troupe of young street kids graphically tell their

_ story and witnessed a politician’s surprise that these children and their plight existed
in his community.

My third experience with the process of citizen participation was as Vice-chair
of the Calgary Region Persons with Developmental Disabilities Board for two and
one half years. These Regional Boards, established approximately at the same time as
the Children’s Authorities, were also voluntary nominated and appointed by the
Minister of Social Services. Their role was similar to the Children’s Services
although their focus was on the resources and policies related to addressing the needs
of adults with developmental disabilities. Their overall structure was different from

the Children’s Authorities, in that there was a Provincial Board, which consisted of
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representatives from the regional boards as well as additional appointed members.
Regional Boards reported to the minister through this Provincial Board.

During the first year there was a fair amount of excitement and some anxiety
regarding this new strategy for planning and involving community members.
Considerable attention was paid to the development of governing structures and by-
laws, and to the general education of the board members regarding the financial and
operational aspects of the regional office. Regional board monthly meetings were -
open to the public. Usually three to five service providers took the opportunity to
attend.

Things changed when the annual budget began to be negotiated. The province
informed the regions that there would be a significant shortfall in funding and the
regional boards were asked to determine where the funding cuts should be made. The
board on which I was Vice-chair decided to have a community meeting to inform
them of the shortfall and to seek their recommendations and support in deciding
where to make the necessary budget cuts. This was not looked on favorably by the
Minister, who met with me, the Chair of the Board, and the Executive Director to
advise us that this type of activity was not community participation but rather an
attempt to incite the community.

Around this time, it was also evident that the Provincial Board had decided for
various reasons, to become more directive and controlling of the regional boards.
Although there was some resistance to this style of leadership and a movement to
realign the board process with more community input, I decided to terminate my
involvement on the board.

This experience did not dampen my enthusiasm for community participation,
but it did heighten my awareness of the importance of the skills and values of the
players and of the types of structures necessary to facilitate the process. Italso -
sensitized me to the fragile nature of citizen participation. The whim of a minister,
the incompetence or mis-directedness of one key player or a number of players, and
the mistrustfulness of a community can all reek havoc on its existence. Although it
may still have the trappings of a participatory process, the essential value of listening

to the people is lost and a new bureaucracy, albeit a kinder-faced bureaucracy; is

created.
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