
PARTICIPATION 
 
 

A critical idea in the thinking and practice of community work is that of genuine 

participation. Participation is more than just involvement  - to move beyond this, 

participation needs to be based around the ability of people to influence activities in 

ways that contribute positively to their well-being and the well-being of others.1 

 

Community work by its nature involves working often with people who are particularly 

vulnerable, and may have experienced ongoing and severe disadvantage. Very often it is 

people with which many community agencies find it hard to engage with, who miss out 

on genuine participation in planning and decision-making, and decisions are so often 

made on their behalf.  

 

Encouraging genuine participation means being aware not only of general principles 

about the concept, but being aware of other issues that may be quite complex. For 

example, families who have recently arrived in a country as refugees are not just in need 

of a place to stay or other material requirements, but may have needs related to the 

traumas that they have experienced and the dislocation they may feel. People who have 

escaped from certain regimes may be particularly fearful of those in authority or 

uniform, or have deep prejudices against a particular religious group. When a worker 

becomes involved with a group that is different to them, the lack of shared history is a 

factor to be acutely aware of, and there are even more barriers than there is for others 

in facilitating involvement in participatory processes. 

 

A recent story is a useful reminder. A city council was involved in trying to provide 

services to a group of women recently arrived from East Africa. One strategy which 

was employed by local community workers was to try and run a walking group for the 

women, so that they could keep healthy, get to know their new place of residence, and 

form new networks with each other and hopefully others. Plans were made, funding 

sought, and promotion done. The problem was, nobody came. When the situation 

were investigated, the reasons became much clearer. These women were refugees – 

they had been walking all their lives. After years of trauma and travelling to escape 

violence, the last thing they needed or wanted was to walk some more. 

 



Community workers must guard against assuming what people need, particularly those 

who are culturally different or of a different age or background. This is one reason why 

genuine participation in decision-making processes that are relevant to people’s lives is 

so important. 

 

There are a number of conditions that can play an important part in encouraging 

authentic participation. This includes giving practical support and accessibility to 

participation - taking into account factors like transport, location, and timing, particularly 

for those people who’s voices are heard less often, and giving credence to various 

forms of participation.2 For example, some people are more able to participate in a 

local school by being on committees and councils while others may be more able to be 

involved in classroom work, outside projects with students or in helping link the school 

with other community agencies. It is also important that structures and processes aren’t 

alienating, and perhaps the most important factor is that people need to believe in an 

issue or activity themselves – believe that it is important and that their participation will 

actually make a difference.3 It also helps if people are given opportunities to use their 

own skills, and have been invited to participate by people they know and trust.4  

 

People don’t usually enter community life through doors labelled “civic responsibility”, 

or “community participation”, but because of being involved in specific issues and 

realising the need for change or engagement on a wider level.5 It is evident therefore 

that motivation for participation can be a key issue, and that community workers need 

to consider carefully what really matters to various people within their community.  

 

It is tempting to accept that participation is always a good thing – after all it sounds 

good and ideas associated with the concept seem so central to what community 

development should be about. However, participation can mean different things to 

different people, organisations and authorities. For example it is unwise to believe that 

just because an organisation, perhaps a local council or a school, names participation as 

a focus and a practice, that the practice in genuine and allows for accessibility and 

justice. A study of participation and well-being in disadvantaged areas in the UK found 

that while for some people participation resulted in new skills and opportunities, many 

others were left disappointed by the process and less likely to support future 



participatory initiatives, harming the well-being of individuals, and the broader 

community.6  

 

Government strategy, at whatever level, disguised as participation is particularly 

destructive. Participatory opportunities that are simply given to legitimise an already 

decided strategy or to make a government look consultative are not only a waste of 

time, but undermine future genuine attempts for engagement.7 

 

Unfortunately, collective decision-making processes can be dominated by certain people 

with more power, confidence or talent with words. Some people may see a particular 

process as a joke and so won’t participate.8 This may be because the process is faulty or 

sometimes because of the assumptions prevalent in society which are so focussed on 

individualistic goals. One of the challenges to participatory processes in modern 

Australia is that as a concept is contrary to the dominant themes of an individualistic, 

consumer driven society.9 

 

It is clear then that participation is a key to genuine community development 

endeavours, but also that it can be misunderstood or used in a token or cynical way. 

 

For these very reasons, finding ways to foster real participation is an essential task of 

people involved I community work. Hearing the voice of those who are the subject of 

community projects and social policy, particularly those who are most vulnerable, 

alienated and less able to make their voice heard, should be a guiding principle of 

community work that seeks to be just and ethical.10 
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