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Executive Summary

Birmingham City Council's "Shaping Birmingham's Future Together" (SBFT) initiative
represents an opportunity to transform how the city tackles inequality and maximises
inclusive growth opportunities through participatory governance. This report examines
how SBFT can support institutional culture change towards participatory policymaking,
drawing lessons from UK and international experiences but situating recommendations
within Birmingham's specific context and challenges.

The report argues that participatory policymaking must be deeply embedded within
governance structures to enable meaningful engagement, mobilise diverse
communities, and support mutual learning and transformative change. Achieving this
requires facilitative leadership and the cultivation of boundary-spanning roles that
bridge divides between government, civil society, and local communities. Advancing
inclusive participation also demands an intersectional approach that centres
marginalised voices to address systemic inequalities.

Key recommendations include:

- investin boundary spanner roles that can support collaboration across different
sectors and stakeholders;

- rebuild trust through transparent participatory processes, ensuring follow up on
citizen input;

- rethink participation not as disjointed events vulnerable to the political cycle,
but as coherent processes embedded into day-to-day policymaking;

- build on existing community assets and resources, recognising and supporting
their diverse roles and activities;

- incentivise alliances across diverse community, voluntary and grassroots
groups to strengthen synergies and collaboration, rather than engendering
competition over limited resources;

- adopt anintersectional approach to encourage inclusive participation that
centres marginalised voices and experiences.
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1. Introduction

Why This Report? Why Now?

Birmingham City Council (BCC) launched "Shaping Birmingham's Future Together"
(SBFT) in March 2024 as a collaborative initiative aimed at tackling inequality and
maximising opportunities across the city. Recognising that these complex challenges
require a coordinated effort, SBFT has been established as a platform for partnership
and collective action, bringing together partners from the public and private sectors,
education institutions, voluntary organisations, and community groups to implement a
shared vision for Birmingham.

Centralto this vision is the recognition that achieving these ambitious goals requires
more than traditional governance approaches. It demands that Birmingham City
Council (BCC) transforms into a participatory council that can effectively share power
with communities and partners, moving from top-down decision-making toward
collaborative and inclusive approaches.

While participatory events and consultations have their place, the real opportunity lies
in embedding participatory approaches across governance structures and
policymaking processes. This means moving beyond ad hoc engagement to create
sustained mechanisms for citizen input that are integrated into policy-making and
organisational modus operandi. In this respect, the challenge for Birmingham is not just
to introduce new participatory processes and innovative designs, but to drive the
culture change needed to make participation central to policy-making across the
organisation.

Understanding SBFT as a democratic innovation, as defined below, enables us to see
it not merely as a policy initiative, but as an exploration of novel democratic practice
that could reshape how power is shared between institutions and citizens. Democratic
innovations refer to a family of participatory processes that aims to deepen citizen
participation in political and policy decision-making, often by creating new spaces for
engagement that complement rather than replace existing representative institutions.
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Research Questions and Report Structure

This report addresses the central question: How can the SBFT partnership support
culture and institutional change towards participatory policymaking?

Specifically, we examine what we can learn from other contexts and how these lessons
can be applied considering local challenges and opportunities in Birmingham. Our
focusis on the practical steps needed to translate the SBFT vision into embedded
practice, with particular attention to the role that the SBFT partnership can play in
driving this transformation.

To address these questions, the report is structured as follows. After this introduction,
section 2 examines what democratic innovations are and why moving beyond tokenism
requires both embedded participation and intersectionally inclusive approaches.
Section 3 draws lessons from UK and international experiences, critically examining
how other places have tried to embed participatory governance and the factors that
contributed to their success or failure. Following, section 4 applies these insights to
Birmingham's specific context, drawing on interviews with SBFT stakeholders to identify
local challenges and opportunities for driving culture and institutional change toward
embedding a participatory governance within BCC. The report concludes with policy
recommendations that synthesise the key findings and provide actionable steps for
BCC and the SBFT partnership to realise their vision of participatory governance.
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2. Understanding Embedded
and Inclusive Participation

What Are Democratic Innovations?

Over the past two decades, governments at all levels, across the UK and

internationally, have increasingly experimented with new approaches to citizen

engagement in decision-making. This includes the institutionalisation of democratic

practices such as participatory budgeting processes or citizen assemblies, but also

grassroots and civil society-led initiatives, and digital democracy platforms (Elstub &
Escobar, 2019). This trend reflects the growing challenges facing traditional democratic

institutions and increasing pressures on public service delivery, which particularly

affect local government:

Declining trust: Public confidence in politicians and democratic institutions has
fallen significantly (Valgardsson et al., 2025; Uberoi & Johnston, 2021)

Limited engagement: Beyond voting, many residents feel disconnected from
local decision-making (Mycock and Tonge, 2012)

Complex challenges: Issues like climate change, housing, and economic crisis
require diverse perspectives and local knowledge that councils alone may not
possess (Ansell and Gash, 2007; Bryson et al., 2009)

Resource pressures: Local authorities face increasing demands for services

while operating under sustained budget constraints and taking on expanded
responsibilities through decentralisation, often without receiving adequate
funding or the necessary powers to fulfil these roles effectively. In the UK
context, recent Labour reforms perpetuate this "conditional localism" approach,
where central government maintains tight control over resources and decision-
making processes even as it transfers responsibilities to local councils (Bailey &
Hildreth, 2024).

Democratic innovations promise to help re-build trust and co-create more effective

polices that better respond to local needs, but they should not be understood as a
panacea. Innovative participatory designs only go so far and changing organisational

culture and day-to-day working practices are crucial to meaningfully embed citizens’
lived experience and expertise in policymaking.


https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook/edcoll/9781786433855/9781786433855.xml
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook/edcoll/9781786433855/9781786433855.xml
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/british-journal-of-political-science/article/crisis-of-political-trust-global-trends-in-institutional-trust-from-1958-to-2019/7EF4EDA709F27C691380CFC1BCECF6B8
https://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7501/CBP-7501.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/pa/article-abstract/65/1/138/1470045?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://academic.oup.com/jpart/article-abstract/18/4/543/1090370?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2006.00665.x
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21582041.2024.2443463
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/21582041.2024.2443463
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Beyond Tokenism: Embedded Participation

There is growing recognition that one-off participatory events have limited impact on
government decisions and that participatory democracy requires involving residents
consistently throughout the entire decision-making process - from identifying problems
and setting priorities, through developing policies and implementing them, to
evaluating how well they work (Reuchamps et al., 2023). This means making citizen
engagement an integral part of how councils operate day-to-day rather than treating
public input as something that happens separately from ‘real’ decision-making.

However, achieving this in practice proves far more difficult than simply creating new
participatory structures. Embedding participatory governance means making public
participation a regular and meaningful part of how decisions are made. It goes beyond
just creating formal processes; it involves building strong connections between formal
institutions, everyday practices, and community and grassroots work, so that
participation becomes a natural and effective part of governance (Bussu et al., 2022b).
Participation does not have to be confined to either agenda setting or coproduction of
public services, but it can also be embedded within oversight and scrutiny processes,
to rethink accountability systems.

Embedding requires culture change in policymaking more than novel participatory
designs. Indeed even when participatory processes are formally institutionalised, they
can continue to face serious challenges that prevent embedding:

Operating at the margins: They often remain peripheral to core decision-
making rather than becoming central to how councils govern (Baiocchi &
Ganuza, 2014).

Recommendations ignored or cherry-picked: Council decisions favour other
competing priorities, or selectively use citizen input only when it fits existing
political agendas, failing to challenge the status quo and at times entrenching
power imbalances (Font et al., 2018).

Vulnerable to changes in political leadership: Processes can be discontinued
or weakened when they produce results that challenge existing agendas or
power structures. Often if they are perceived to be closely linked to party
political agendas, they might be vulnerable to political cycles and changes in
government (Bussu etal., 2022b).

These challenges are particularly important because when councils formalise
participation without genuine commitment to citizen influence, it can undermine the
goals they're trying to achieve.

Overcoming these obstacles requires a clear understanding of what successful
embedding looks like in practice. First, participation must be sustained over time,
becoming routine rather than exceptional - embedded in regular budget cycles, policy
reviews, and service planning. Second, it must connect across different spaces,


https://library.oapen.org/handle/20.500.12657/63773
https://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.mmu.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2022-08/Understanding%20developments%20in%20participatory%20governance_Bussu%20et%20al-06-08-22_final.pdf
https://www.localgovernmentlawyer.co.uk/governance/396-governance-news/61923-centre-for-governance-and-scrutiny-warns-devolution-bill-needs-stronger-accountability-measures
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0032329213512978
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0032329213512978
https://ejpr.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1475-6765.12248
https://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.mmu.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2022-08/Understanding%20developments%20in%20participatory%20governance_Bussu%20et%20al-06-08-22_final.pdf
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creating clear links between citizen input and actual decision-making power. Third, it
must be supported by the right practices and culture changes within the
organisation, from frontline staff to senior leadership (Bussu et al., 2022a).

Achieving embeddedness requires attention to three key drivers that work together to
create the conditions for sustained participatory governance:

Facilitative Leadership

Research shows that leadership plays a crucial role in determining whether
participatory processes succeed or fail in practice. As Ansell and Gash (2012)
demonstrate, leadership is widely recognised as an important ingredient in successful
collaboration, with collaborative leaders typically playing a facilitative role, encouraging
and enabling stakeholders to work together.

Participatory governance requires a different style of leadership than traditional public
administration. In regular government operations, senior managers can direct staff to
implement decisions through clear chains of command. But participatory governance
involves citizens, community groups and external partners, and accountability lines can
be blurred (Bussu, 2019). While non state actors may formally choose whether to
participate, in practice, many lack the power to refuse or challenge participation
expectations and face significant barriers to meaningful involvement due to entrenched
power inequalities.

Collaboration ideally operates in a 'shared power' world where different stakeholders
control distinct resources and have their own bases of power and authority (Ansell and
Gash, 2012). However, power imbalances persist even in the most inclusively designed
spaces, making facilitative leadership essential for recognising and addressing these
inequalities rather than simply assuming equal participation.

Building on this, Bussu and Bartels (2014) found that successful participatory
processes depend on facilitative leadership - not just individual leaders who act as
facilitators, but a relational process of sharing power and co-producing shared
outcomes. This involves practical skills like building trust between different groups,
creating safe spaces where citizens and diverse stakeholders feel comfortable sharing
views, helping translate between different perspectives, managing conflicts
constructively, and maintaining momentum when participation becomes challenging.

Facilitative leadership is not about having one charismatic leader who drives
everything. Instead, it's about developing collaborative skills and practices across the
organisation. Different people can take leadership roles on differentissues, and the
focusis on creating the right conditions for effective collaboration (Bussu, 2019).


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/19460171.2022.2053179
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mum032
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786433862.00012
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.12070
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781786433862.00012
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The Role of Boundary Spanners

Boundary spanners are individuals who operate at the critical interface between
organisations and communities, playing a crucialrole in enabling transformation of
governance practices (van Meerkerk & Edelenbos, 2018). They can be found at various
levels of organisations — from frontline staff to senior managers — and include both
dedicated boundary-spanning roles and those for whom cross-boundary working has
become an integral part of their mainstream job functions (Williams, 2013; Durose et
al., 2021).

This boundary-spanning function increasingly requires public professionals to move
beyond traditional institutional approaches, adopting more creative and informal
methods to facilitate citizen engagement through deep community embedding and
long-term relationship building based on trust and openness (Escobar, 2022). Effective

boundary spanning and the creation of collaborative advantage fundamentally involves
building and sustaining relationships of mutual trust, commitment and reciprocity
(Bartels & Turnbull, 2019) Van Hulst, Durose and Agger (2024) describe how urban
practitioners work as intermediaries in what they term "sociopolitical innovation" -
developing practices that reshape urban spaces through three key activities:
assembling innovations (identifying and employing local resources), extending
innovations (broadening scope and duration), and institutionalising innovations
(embedding them in more formalised structures).

In practice, boundary spanners can take various forms, including community leaders
who serve as translators and bridge-builders, leveraging their access to networks within
their own communities (Agger, 2012). In that sense, boundary spanners act as bridges
between different organisational worlds, intermediating between formal institutional
governance and informal, creative and subversive community practices (Bartles, 2021).
This involves: (i) filtering and channelling information flows between organisations and
communities, helping each side understand the other's perspectives, constraints, and
opportunities; (ii) investing significant time in developing and maintaining networks of
trust across organisations and communities; (iii) engaging in pragmatic improvisation,
finding innovative ways to connect community needs with organisational capabilities;
(iv) and helping different groups - with different professional backgrounds,
organisational cultures, and community experiences - understand each other's
different ways of thinking and operating (Williams, 2012).

These boundary-spanning characteristics align closely with emerging frameworks for
public sector roles. Recent research on the 21st Century Councillor has identified
similar competencies, including the ability to 'zoom in and zoom out' between different


https://www.elgaronline.com/monobook/9781786434166/9781786434166.xml
https://doi.org/10.1108/09513551311293417
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijc.1093
https://doi.org/10.5334/ijc.1093
https://doi.org/10.1080/19460171.2021.1993290
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1632921
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-2427.13246
https://doi.org/10.3828/tpr.2012.2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-29980-4_14
https://doi.org/10.1108/09513551311293417
https://21stcenturypublicservant.wordpress.com/the-21st-century-councillor-revisited/
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organisational levels, act as 'multi-level diplomats' building partnerships despite
limited formal authority, and function as 'hybrid connectors' who build relationships
both online and offline.

Working Closely with Civil Society, grassroots and voluntary organisations

Embedding a participatory approach in governance requires embracing the vital role of
civil society organisations and grassroots groups as partners in democratic decision
making. Instead of expecting these partners to fit into top-down participatory processes
and forcing them to adapt to bureaucratic language and ways of working, councils
should build their participatory policy-making around existing communities, assets,
and networks.

Effective collaboration with community organisations requires what Pera and Bussu
(2024) describe as sustained "relational work" - the often invisible efforts to build trust,
manage conflicts, and create shared understanding across different organisational
cultures. This relational dimension involves creating "buffer zones" (Bennett et al.,
2020), spaces where public officials and community representatives can work through
disagreements and build shared visions, with support from intermediary organisations
and boundary spanners.

Working with community anchor organisations offers a particularly valuable model for
doing so. These include community development trusts, community-controlled
housing associations, and other bodies that are deeply connected to their
neighbourhoods. According to Henderson et al. (2021), effective partnerships require
community organisations to maintain both independence from the state and a good
working relationship with it. This balance involves supporting organisations in becoming
self-sufficient, without burdening them with responsibilities they may lack the
resources or capacity to manage. It also requires allowing organisations to challenge
decisions. So rather than wanting groups that always agree, good participatory
governance needs community organisations that can speak up for local people and
question policy decisions when needed. Finally, itisimportant to realise the mutual
benefits that the councils and communities gain from working together well,
recognising that supporting capable community organisations makes local governance
and services stronger.

This approach can be strengthened by enhancing councils' role as anchor institutions
within broader networks of locally-rooted organisations. For instance community
wealth building, whereby public procurement benefits local economies by prioritising
local businesses and social enterprises, is an effective way for local authorities
working alongside other anchor institutions — e.g., housing associations, universities,

10


https://thecommonsjournal.org/articles/10.5334/ijc.1385
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1468794120965373
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1468794120965373
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2020.1787164
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and large social sector organisations - to retain wealth and opportunity within local
communities rather than allowing it to be extracted to distant shareholders (CLES,
2020).

While these partnerships offer significant potential for embedding a participatory
approach in governance, we must avoid romanticising community organisations and
the voluntary sector, as they may not always represent the full diversity of community
voices. For example, when councils open collaborative spaces, this can give more
power to groups that are already well-organised. Richardson et al. (2019) warn that this
risks 'capture by vested interests', meaning that established groups with existing power
and networks may dominate the process, while less organised community voices get
left out (ibid, p. 127).

Intersectionally Inclusive Participation: Centring
Marginalised Voices

Participation per se is not necessarily inclusive. Building effective partnerships with
communities requires particular attention to how marginalised groups can
meaningfully participate in governance. This means actively centring the voices and
experiences of those groups that have been historically excluded. When participatory
spaces are captured by the most resourceful citizens, participatory processes can
actually entrench inequality rather than address it (Richardson et al, 2019).

Intersectionality is a useful concept. Itis both a theoretical framework and an analytical
tool that can help examine how various aspects of a person's identity - such as class,
gender, race and ethnicity, age, and ability - interact to shape distinct experiences of
discrimination and privilege. Intersectionality enables us to understand and address
forms of discrimination not as isolated issues, but as interconnected and systemic. It
reveals how overlapping forms of oppression can intensify disadvantage, thereby
informing the design of more inclusive and equitable public policies.

Intersectionally inclusive participation thus recognises that systems of oppression
create overlapping forms of exclusion. Rather than simply adding up different
marginalised identities, intersectional analysis reveals how race, gender, class, age,
disability, immigration status, and other factors combine to create complex barriers to
meaningful participation (Collins, 2019; Yuval-Davis, 2016). For example, communities

facing multiple forms of disadvantage may encounter barriers related to time poverty
(precarious work schedules), a lack of material resources affecting access to transport
or childcare, institutional mistrust (due to historical exclusion), among others.
Marginalised communities face multiple, overlapping forms of exclusion that traditional

11


https://cles.org.uk/community-wealth-building/how-to-build-community-wealth/
https://cles.org.uk/community-wealth-building/how-to-build-community-wealth/
https://doi.org/10.1080/23812346.2019.1595912
https://doi.org/10.1080/23812346.2019.1595912
https://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.inspiredemocracy.eu/_files/ugd/e91d9a_32891a3fdef344cd8f94659a009dc1ea.pdf
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Intersectionality-as-Critical-Social-Theory-Collins/c4587dee04374cbe3eb4b6df6435b7b80190ef63
https://chrome-extension/efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https:/www.brunel.ac.uk/research/Documents/N.YuvalDavisintersectionality.pdf
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participatory approaches often fail to address. Participatory governance must
understand these intersecting forms of exclusion rather than treating identity
categories separately (Wojciechowska, 2019).

Intersectionality is not merely about identifying overlapping oppressions —itisa
transformative framework that interrogates how power structures shape lived
experiences. It is aimed at fostering social justice, not just descriptive analysis. Itis not
just a theory of identity, itis a critical lens on power (Cooper, 2015). It exposes how
dominant systems maintain inequality and offers tools to dismantle those systems. Its
enduring relevance lies in its ability to make power visible and challenge structures of
domination.

Crucially, intersectionally inclusive participation requires shifting power relations, not
justimproving access. Accessible venues, multiple engagement formats (such as arts-
based methods that can help overcome cultural, educational and language barriers)
and what we might describe as “ethical logistics” are all important. This requires the
active engagement of community organisations, faith and community leaders that have
access to and enjoys trust and legitimacy among marginalised groups.

But effective intersectionally inclusive participation goes beyond this. It means
ensuring that the experience and expertise of marginalised groups is given equal value
to professional expertise, by:

- opening space for different ways of knowing to participate in policy
development, from problem framing and agenda setting to policy
implementation;

- designing for flexibility and adaptability and creating multiple ways for people to
engage from light to heavy involvement, as participatory spaces evolve with
participants’ capacities and needs (Bussu et al. 2025);

- using arange of approaches and arts-based and creative methods to diversify
how knowledge is expressed and co-created.

The promises and shortcomings of Digital Participation

Within a project of embedded participatory governance, digital participation has
transformative potential. Civic technology (civic tech) or FLOSS technology (Free/ Libre
OpenSource Technology) refers to digital tools and platforms, such as Decidim or
Consul, explicitly designed to enhance democratic participation, public engagement,
and governance transparency. These platforms can facilitate inclusive, participatory
governance, enabling people to co-design and even lead a digital participatory process.

12
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Civic tech thus contributes to democratic goods (Smith, 2019), including:

Inclusiveness: enabling participation from diverse and traditionally excluded
groups.

Popular control: allowing citizens to shape decisions and monitor
implementation.

Considered judgement: supporting deliberative processes.

Transparency: making decision-making processes visible and accountable.

One of the mostinnovative uses of civic tech is its role in participatory scrutiny or
collective oversight (Bussu et al., 2024). This can shift power dynamics, allowing
citizens to hold institutions accountable and sustain pressure for change.

Civic tech platforms can serve to integrate digital and in-person participation,
enhancing accessibility and flexibility. Decidim, for example, allows uploading
outcomes from face-to-face events, enabling asynchronous engagement and broader
reach (Mello, 2021). This hybrid model supports participation for those unable to attend
physical meetings due to geographic, economic, or social barriers.

Civic tech is often community-led, emerging from grassroots movements rather than
institutional mandates. It can support ecosystems of democratic innovation (Boni et
al., 2019), where communities co-create solutions, share knowledge, and build
capacity for sustained engagement. These platforms can also help facilitate economic
democratisation. Through tools like participatory budgeting and civic crowdfunding
(e.g., Goteo), communities can influence resource allocation and support local
initiatives. This aligns with broader goals of community wealth building, where civic
tech facilitates partnerships between anchor institutions and local cooperatives.

While its promise lies in the ability to scale up deliberative processes and support
bottom-up innovation, digital participation also faces significant shortcomings. Despite
inclusive rhetoric, digital platforms can reproduce existing inequalities. The digital
divide - manifested in unequal access to technology, broadband, and digital literacy -
excludes many from meaningful participation (Francis & Weller, 2022; Lythreatis et al.,
2022). Assumptions that young people are “digital natives”, for instance, overlook
disparities in skills and access, particularly along class, race, and gender lines
(Pawluczuk et al., 2020; Bussu et al., 2025).

Moreover, although civic tech tries to address this, digital participation overall tends to
privilege individual engagement over collective deliberation, risking superficial or
tokenistic involvement. As Dean (2023) notes, digital platforms often resemble “civic
online shopping,” sacrificing community mobilisation. Another limitation is the lack of
institutional capacity to process and respond to citizen input. As participatory
platforms scale up, public officials often struggle to manage the volume of proposals,
leading to delays and limited feedback (Bussu et al., 2022b; Strandberg & Gronlund,
2013). This undermines trust and discourages sustained engagement.
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Digital democracy can also be technocratically driven, with platforms designed and
controlled by a narrow demographic - often white, male, and middle-class. Without
participatory co-design and ethical data governance, digital tools risk becoming
extractive rather than empowering (Smith & Martin, 2021; Russon-Gilman and Peixoto,
2019).

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is emerging as a powerful tool in participatory and deliberative
democracy, offering new ways to enhance citizen engagement and streamline
participatory processes. Al can analyse large volumes of data to identify trends and
sentiments, providing valuable insights into public opinion. This can help policymakers
understand the needs and preferences of citizens more accurately and respond more
effectively.

Al-powered platforms can also facilitate more inclusive participation by providing real-
time translation services, making it easier for non-native speakers to engage in
discussions. Al facilitators in experiments run by Professor James Fishkin and his team
at Stanford have proved helpful in identifying and mitigating biases in participatory
processes, ensuring that all voices are heard and considered. For example, Al-driven
sentiment analysis can be used to gauge public reaction to policy proposals, allowing
for more responsive and adaptive governance. Al can also support the design of more
effective participatory processes by analysing past participation data to identify what
works best in different contexts. The so called Habermas’ machine, although raising
many eyebrows among deliberative democrats, might help groups reach consensus.

However, the use of Al in participatory democracy also raises important ethical
considerations. Issues of data privacy, algorithmic bias, and transparency must be
carefully managed to ensure that Al enhances rather than undermines democratic
processes. It is crucial to involve citizens in discussions about how Al is used in
governance to build trust and ensure accountability.

To sum up, to deliver on its transformative potential, digital participation must be
critically reimagined. This requires centring marginalised voices, embedding digital
tools within broader participatory ecosystems, and ensuring institutional
responsiveness.
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3. What Does a Participatory
Council Look Like?

Democratic innovations have emerged across diverse contexts worldwide at local,
regional, national and global tiers of governance (see the recent Global Assembly on
the Climate crisis). This section examines five cases at local and regional level that
demonstrate different approaches at deepening democratic participation beyond
traditional electoral systems. While each context presents unique challenges and
opportunities, examining these experiences provides valuable insights for
understanding how a local authority such as Birmingham can move beyond ad hoc
consultation toward embedded participatory governance.

As outlined in our theoretical framework, successful embedding requires sustained
participation that becomes routinised rather than exceptional, clear connections
between citizen input and actual decision-making power, and organisational culture
change (Bussu et al., 2022a). Two key considerations emerge before delving into these
cases. First, institutionalising participation does not automatically meanitis
embedded, and these cases need to be examined critically for this distinction. Second,
there is no single solution for councils seeking to change their strategy and culture -
successful approaches must be tailored to local contexts, histories, and political
moments. These principles are illustrated across the case studies, where policy actors
- despite sharing the common goal of driving change through power-sharing - face a
range of challenges. These challenges provide valuable insights into how participatory
democracy can be embedded through effective leadership, the role of boundary
spanners, close collaboration with civil society, and, crucially, by centring marginalised
voices to achieve intersectional equity.

The detailed descriptions of each case can be found in Annex 1, while the following
section focuses on some of the key lessons and insights for embedding intersectionally
inclusive participatory governance.

Lessons for Embedding Participatory Governance

Participatory governance requires sharing genuine decision-making power and the
capacity to bridge citizen demands into institutional processes.

Porto Alegre exemplifies this commitment to power-sharing exceptionally well through
its unprecedented transfer of budgetary authority to local communities - over USD $300
per inhabitant annually - through participatory budgeting. The community movements
had a central role in promoting participatory budgeting, but without the decisive
contribution of the Workers Party administration, the implementation of PB would not
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have been possible. Rebecca Abers (1998) conducted a study on Extremo Sul, a very
poor districtin Porto Alegre that priorto 1989 only had few neighbourhood
associations, largely dominated by better off residents with ties to political parties. Her
research shows how the participatory budget furthered mobilisation, discouraged
corruption and promoted the emergence of local participatory groups, which in the
process also learnt to collaborate with other neighbourhoods to pursue broader goals.
Solidarity emerged through the deliberative process, where confrontation between
local concerns and concerns of others forced participants to change their opinion, and
those from better-off areas recognised poorer neighbourhoods’ greater needs and
voted to transfer more money to them.

The Porto Alegre model of participatory budgeting (PBPA) is a celebrated case where
citizens were theoretically in control. However, itis important to recognise that
bureaucrats assessed proposals for technical feasibility and collaborated with
neighbourhood delegates in developing viable policies (Smith, 2009). The PBPA stands
out from among most other participatory processes because it is the earliest example
of participatory system, including different spaces of participation (i.e. open
assemblies in each neighbourhood and delegate meetings across different
neighbourhoods) at different points in a process embedded in the city’s budget
approval cycle. Overall, the merits of PBPA lie in its outcomes in terms of wealth and
power redistribution. The pro-poor rule sets were specifically designed to promote
social justice and wealth redistribution (Wampler and Touchton 2019). Many PB
programmes in Brazil, which developed on the back of PAPB, use a ‘Quality of Life
Index’, which mandates resource distribution based on neighbourhood poverty rates,
encouraging poorer citizens to participate. However, as the PB process abstracts from
the results of initial participation and begins to connect these with decision making at
higher levels, elite actors might have more power to shape policies, limiting some of the
gains made by PB in empowering marginalised sectors of the population (Smith, 2009).

Furthermore, the literature tracing the diffusion and globalisation participatory
budgeting (Baiocchi and Ganuza 2014) coalesces loosely around the finding that as PB
travelled the globe it dropped its critical edge, diminishing its focus on distributive
justice in favour of “good governance”.

Barcelona offers another example of embeddedness, where Ada Colau's leadership
between 2015 and 2023 was crucial for widening the scope and radical ambitions of the
historical participatory infrastructure in the city. Back in 2011, the Indignados
movement sparked a wave of political innovation in Spain, leading to the rise of new
parties like Barcelona en Comu (BeC) and Podemos, which brought grassroots activism
into institutional politics. Ada Colau brought to government a coalition of activists and
progressive politicians that were able to bridge between the instances of community
activists and the practical challenges citizens face when engaging with formal
institutions. BeC, after winning municipal elections in 2015 and 2019, maintained
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strong ties with civil society, embedding participatory governance into its agenda
through initiatives like the open-source platform Decidim. This platform enabled
citizens to co-create policies via online and offline engagement, shaping major
decisions such as the 2016-2019 Municipal Action Plan, which allocated 40% of the
city’s budget. BeC also pursued bold reforms, including re-municipalising services,
promoting cooperative economies, and reclaiming digital infrastructure from corporate
control. These efforts positioned Barcelona as a global leader in democratic innovation,
inspiring cities worldwide and anchoring the international “Fearless Cities” network
(Bua and Bussu, 2021; Russell 2019).

While institutionalisation of participatory processes provides important stability and
protection against political changes, it doesn't automatically ensure that participation
becomes truly embedded in governance practices. The experience of Barcelona and
Porto Alegre illustrate this challenge. Despite being one of the world's most celebrated
examples of participatory democracy, PAPB had a significant decline following
leadership changes after 2004, with citizens' control dropping from 100% of the capital
investment budget to just 9.6% by 2008 and further to 5.4% by 2016. Similarly, in
Barcelona, Colau’s charismatic leadership, as former spokesperson of an anti-eviction
movement that gained much visibility during the anti-austerity protests, had been
extremely important to the success of BeC in driving a process of democratic renewal.
However, reliance on personality politics can expose these projects to risks of co-
optation and makes them more vulnerable to changes in government.

Iceland offers another interesting example. Following the 2008 financial crisis, this
country experienced a profound legitimacy crisis that catalysed democratic
experimentation. In Reykjavik, this led to the creation of two digital platforms - Better
Reykjavik and Better Neighbourhoods - designed to crowdsource citizen ideas and
implement participatory budgeting. These platforms, developed by the grassroots NGO
Citizens Foundation, were initially embraced as innovative tools to rebuild trust
between citizens and institutions. Better Reykjavik allowed residents to submit, debate,
and vote on policy proposals, while Better Neighbourhoods enabled participatory
budgeting for localimprovements, allocating around €2 million annually. Within four
years, over 70,000 users submitted more than 1,800 proposals, with nearly 350
implemented or under consideration. The open-source nature of the software and rapid
iteration cycles facilitated grassroots engagement with minimal investment (Lackaff,
2016).

However, Reykjavik’s experience also illustrates the limits of digital participation when
not embedded within a broader institutional framework. Over time, participation
declined, and the platforms struggled to maintain its relevance. Although citizen-
generated content was formally connected to policy processes, the platforms
themselves remained peripheral, treated as temporary projects rather than
institutionalised mechanisms. This institutional ambiguity created tensions and what
Adenskog (2018) terms “deliberative ambiguity,” where actors avoided confronting the
platforms’ shortcomings, fearing political backlash or reputational damage. The
ambition to embed a participatory governance in Reykjavik was linked to the rise of the
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populist Best Party. Best Party emerged during the 2008 financial crisis, campaigning
on transparency and citizen engagement; once the party was no longer in power the
platforms stagnated (Gnarr, 2014).

The Ostbelgien Model, established in 2019 by the Parliament of the German-speaking
region of Belgium, is another example worth noting as it represents a pioneering effort
to institutionalise citizen deliberation within a parliamentary framework. It is the first
permanent deliberative system directly linked to a legislative body, consisting of a
Citizens’ Council agreeing the policy agenda and recurring Citizens’ Assemblies with
randomly selected members from the local population to deliberate on the issues
agreed by the Council. This model was not the result of grassroots mobilisation but
rather a top-down initiative led by political elites and supported by the G1000
organisation, which provided design expertise and facilitation (Macqg & Jacquet, 2023).

One of the model’s key strengths lies in its legal anchoring as it created accountability
mechanisms. The Citizen Assemblies’ recommendations must be formally considered
by parliament and the minister in charge, with public justification required for any
rejection (Niessen & Reuchamps, 2020; Macq & Jacquet, 2023). Another factor of
success was the separation of powers between the Citizens’ Council, the Citizens’
Assemblies, and the Permanent Secretariat —which handles administrative and
organisational aspects of the process. This structure created mechanisms of checks
and balances that mitigated elite capture. For instance, while the Permanent
Secretariat plays a central role in organising deliberations, it is monitored by both the
Citizens’ Council and parliament (Junius, 2025).

The involvement of G1000, a civil society-led organisation dedicated to democratic
participation, was instrumental in building cross-party consensus and designing a
process perceived as credible and non-partisan. Their role helped overcome initial
scepticism among opposition parties and facilitated a unanimous parliamentary vote in
favour of the model’s creation (Macq & Jacquet, 2023). However, Ostbelgien's top-
down design, while enabling rapid institutional establishment, has struggled with
deeper community ownership precisely because it was conceived without citizen
participation in the initial design phase, highlighting the tension between institutional
efficiency and genuine democratic co-creation (Macq and Jacquet, 2023).

A UK case study that stands outis Camden’s Citizens’ Assembly Model, which
emerged as a municipal-level deliberative innovation through the institutionalisation of
recurring citizen’s assemblies. Since 2017, Camden has held assemblies on planning,
climate change, and health and care, positioning them as tools for civic empowerment
to co-create alternatives to austerity through deliberation. The Camden Model s
integrated with representative governance and assemblies are commissioned by
council boards, which commit to formally considering recommendations and providing
public justification if rejected. This procedural commitment echoes Ostbelgien’s legal
accountability mechanisms, though Camden’s assemblies remain consultative.
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The 2019 Climate Assembly had noticeable policy impact. All 17 recommendations
were endorsed and incorporated into Camden’s Climate Action Plan 2020-2025, with
the plan referencing the assembly 29 times. Participant satisfaction ranged from 75—
100%, and support for final recommendations reached 75-90%. However, it is worth
noting that this assembly also faced several challenges. First, the limited duration of
the process (just 12 hours), restricted participants’ ability to engage meaningfully with
the complexity of climate issues. Second, the participants had uneven levels of
knowledge and confidence which led to some voices dominating discussions. Third,
there was confusion around the participants’ roles in the generation of ideas which
created frustration. Finally, many recommendations extended beyond the council’s
remit, underscoring the limitations of local deliberation in addressing broader systemic
challenges (Cain and Moore, 2019).

Lessons on Digital Democracy: Design, Scale and
Institutional Limits

As mentioned above, digital democracy has increasingly become a central feature of
participatory governance, offering new possibilities for scaling citizen engagement,
enhancing transparency, and broadening inclusion. Platforms like Better Reykjavik and
Barcelona’s Decidim have pioneered innovative models that include online and offline
participation, enabling citizens to co-create policies and shape public decision-making.
These experiences offer valuable insights into the design, scale and limitations of digital
participation.

There are features worth noting in both platforms. On one hand, Better Reykjavik’s Your
Priorities platform encourages constructive dialogue by separating “for” and “against”
arguments, reducing direct rebuttals and fostering collaborative deliberation (Simon et
al., 2017). On the other, Decidim was able to integrate participatory budgeting,
consultations, and citizen proposals into a unified digital infrastructure (Smith & Martin,
2021).

Furthermore, as was described in the previous section, the scale of participation
enabled by these platforms is significant. Decidim facilitated input from over 40,000
citizens into Barcelona’s 2016-2019 Municipal Action Plan (Bua & Bussu, 2021) and
Better Reykjavik processed 1,800 proposals, with nearly 350 implemented or under
consideration within four years (Lackaff, 2016). The open-source architecture of these
platforms has contributed to their replication across Europe, reinforcing their role as
democratic infrastructure; allowing grassroots implementation with minimal initial
investment; and demonstrating how technology can lower barriers to participatory
innovation.
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Yet, as Bussu et al. (2022b) caution, while digital tools can expand access, they do not
automatically scale the institutional capacity required to process and implement
citizen input. Without adequate resources, political will, and cultural change within
institutions, digital participation risks becoming tokenistic. Embedding participation in
governance needs more than technology - it requires sustained commitment and the
redistribution of decision-making power.

The Challenge of Intersectional Inclusion

Achieving intersectional inclusion remains a challenge across participatory governance
initiatives. The cases explored reveal both attempts to implement inclusive designs but
also persistent limitations in how structural barriers continue to shape whose voices
are heard.

Porto Alegre's participatory budgeting (1989-1997) demonstrates both the potential and
limitations of inclusive governance. The process achieved remarkable participation
rates among women, low-income residents, racially minoritised groups, and people
with disabilities - delivering tangible improvements including expanded water access,
sanitation, and increased health spending (Wampler, 2007). However, significant gaps
persisted among the extremely poor and youth (World Bank, 2008). The exclusion of the
extremely poor, despite high participation from low-income groups, particularly
highlights how even within economically disadvantaged communities, the most
marginalised may face additional barriers to participation.

The recruitment strategies employed in Ostbelgien and Camden further illustrates this
challenge. Ostbelgien used sortition with demographic stratification - arandom
selection process that ensures representation across categories like age, gender, and
education level. However, as Junius (2025) documents, the actual participants skewed
toward older, highly educated men, particularly in follow-up sessions and leadership
roles. This reveals how formal inclusion mechanisms can be undermined by differential
availability, confidence, and resources that enable sustained participation. Sortition
has been argued to be a fair and inclusive method of selecting participants. However,
both practice and arguments on the inclusiveness of sortition can be identity-blind,
ignoring the contextual and dynamic nature of the democratic exclusions and
oppression experienced by different groups in society. Sortition claims to provide every
citizen with an equal chance of being invited but this is debatable as not everyone can
be reached through the usual methods for random selection —homeless; immigrants;
many young people; people in transit are often excluded. Most of these processes
consider remuneration of participants, but there is a host of other factors that alienate
some groups before they even have a chance to join the process (e.g., a sense of self-
inefficacy, distrust of institutions, time poverty). Thus, the self-selection bias remains
huge and privileges more resourceful groups in society.
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Camden adopted a different approach, using community researchers to over-recruit
through face-to-face interactions, then selecting participants to achieve demographic
balance. While this method successfully reached underrepresented groups -
particularly Black and minority ethnic residents often missed by traditional recruitment
- the evaluation revealed that participants with lower prior knowledge of climate issues
found themselves struggling to keep pace with the deliberation and the information
provided. This created a confidence gap where those already familiar with technical
concepts dominated conversations, while others became increasingly reluctant to
contribute their perspectives (Cain and Moore, 2019). This underscores the critical
importance of facilitation approaches that actively address power imbalances during
deliberation, ensuring that diverse recruitment translates into genuinely inclusive
participation where all voices can meaningfully shape outcomes.

Barcelona's hybrid democracy model offers one response to these challenges. By
combining digital platforms (Decidim) with face-to-face assemblies, they created
multiple pathways for participation that accommodated different levels of confidence
and knowledge, communication styles, and time constraints. However, this approach
introduces new complexities as digital platforms risk excluding those with limited
technology access or digital literacy.

For this reason, itisimportant to view different participatory methods not as
alternatives but as complementary approaches that, when combined strategically, can
address the limitations inherent in any single format. This recognition has also led to
growing interest in arts-based methods, which can transcend traditional barriers to
participation and create spaces where marginalised voices can emerge through
alternative forms of expression. A recent scopingreview, as part of the Inspire project
funded by Horizon Europe and led by the University of Birmingham, highlights how
methods like Photovoice, participatory theatre, and digital storytelling can help reshape
power dynamics within participatory spaces by enabling multiple forms of engagement:
they allow embodied and sensory expression that bypasses verbal communication
barriers; they resonate culturally by drawing on communities' own expressive traditions
rather than imposing formal political discourse; and they introduce elements of
playfulness and joy that sustain engagement and build confidence among those who
might feel overwhelmed by traditional deliberative settings.

However, these methods also present challenges - they can create vulnerability with
sensitive topics, require skilled facilitation attuned to power dynamics, and their open-
ended nature may overwhelm some participants. The key insight is that arts-based
methods work best as part of a diverse methodological toolkit, allowing different people
to engage in ways that align with their strengths and cultural backgrounds rather than
replacing other participatory approaches entirely.
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Implications for Local Contexts

These international experiences demonstrate that while there is no universal template
for participatory governance, certain principles consistently emerge as important for
successful embedding. They also show that context matters. For example, Reykjavik's
digital platforms emerged from a specific crisis moment that created unusual
openness to democratic experimentation. Barcelona built on decades of social
movement activism and a particular political moment, the mobilisation against EU-
imposed austerity measures following the 2008 financial crisis, which brought
movement leaders into formal governance roles. Porto Alegre's success reflected
specific Brazilian political dynamics and local organising traditions.

For Birmingham and the SBFT partnership, these lessons suggest that successful
transformation will require understanding local contexts, building on existing
community relationships, and developing an approach that fits Birmingham's particular
context rather than simply importing models from elsewhere. In Porto Alegre,
participatory budgeting was introduced in 1989, following the end of a military
dictatorship, through a coalition between a fairly new party, the Workers’ Party, eager to
build a wider support base and active neighbourhood associations enjoying high levels
of legitimacy among the local population. Collaboration from municipal departments
(particularly GAPLAN - Departments of Planning and Budgeting, and CRC - Community
Relations Coordination) was crucial to the success of PB but there was initial
resistance from professionals in the public administration. Skilled political leadership,
the support of civil society and increasing uptake of the PB programme among the
poorest areas eventually helped drive a shift in the way the public administration
worked. Similarly in Barcelona close alliances between political leadership and social
and grassroots movements, which continued to act as critical allies when BeC won the
elections, were key in encouraging important reforms. Pera and Bussu (2024) examine
how creating structures such as a dedicated office for Participation, Active Democracy,
helped nurture buffer zones between public administration sectors and the local
commons.

A key consideration is that while Birmingham has various place-based community
organisations and city-wide networks, it currently lacks the kind of broad social
movement for democratic participation that helped drive transformation in cities like
Barcelona. Whether such a movement could be cultivated - and whether it represents a
necessary foundation for genuine participatory governance - remains an important
guestion. The next section identifies specific opportunities and challenges for
Birmingham, before providing recommendations informed by these insights.
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4. Supporting Birmingham to
Become a Participatory Council

To understand the practical pathways for achieving Birmingham's vision towards a
governance model that can foster embedded and inclusive participation and support
better policymaking, we conducted semi-structured interviews with diverse
stakeholders and engaged in additional activities including a Birmingham Voluntary
Sector Council (BVSC) event and co-facilitation of a Voluntary, Community, Faith and
Social Enterprise (VCFSE) Locality Partnership meeting.

Based on a thematic analysis of these interviews, we identified opportunities that
Birmingham can build upon, as well as challenges that must be addressed to realise
genuine participatory governance. This analysis must be understood within
Birmingham's unique context as one of Europe's most diverse and youngest cities. With
51.4% of the population identifying as non-white, Birmingham is one of the first 'super-
diverse' cities in the UK, making intersectionality crucial to meaningful engagement.
The city's diversity represents both its greatest strength and a complex challenge for
participatory governance. As a council participant explained, this diversity "means that
we've got a real responsibility to engage meaningfully and also to be dynamic enough to
keep up with the shifting patterns of what's happening in the city as well."

With young people making up a large proportion of Birmingham's population, engaging
them in decision-making becomes both a democratic necessity and a practical
opportunity for shaping the city's future. However, these demographic strengths exist

alongside profound inequalities. Action for Children found that Birmingham topped the
UK for child poverty rates in 2022/2023, with nearly half of all children in the city living in
poverty.

Opportunities

Interviews revealed significant opportunities that BCC can build upon to develop
embedded and inclusive participatory structures and practices. These opportunities
fallinto several key areas that demonstrate the city's existing capacity for
transformative governance approaches.
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Existing Good Practice and Innovation

There are already examples of meaningful participatory governance that provide
models for scaling across the organisation. The Vulnerable Adult's Citizen Panel
emerged as a standout example of sustained engagement that moves beyond
tokenistic consultation. Two interviewees highlighted this initiative as demonstrating
genuine co-design in practice. One explained how the panel was established:

"20 years ago, we set up a vulnerable adults citizens panel... we brought together
people of a range of vulnerabilities from mental health, learning disabilities,
adults with care experience, people coming out of prison, older people, people
with physical disabilities, and we went on a journey with them... We invested
heavily in their learning and their journey. We invested heavily to make sure that
they had the right support packages wrapped around them so that they would
stay engaged because these are vulnerable people.” - Council officer.

The approach has created sustained impact, with panel members now participating
directly in governance:

"They've worked with us in terms of the governance and the decision making, so
they now have their own panel... we make reference to them in the Cabinet
reports that get approved. So we'll say we've been there. This is what they said.
This is their feedback." - Council officer.

The panel's effectiveness was recoghised nationally when it won the King's Award for
Voluntary Service, demonstrating that long-term investment in participatory
governance can create both genuine influence and community building.

Another example of effective participatory practice is the development of the City
Vision process, which shows the council's capacity to convene diverse voices as co-
authors rather than mere consultees. The City Vision for 2035 represents Birmingham's
long-term strategic framework, developed in response to the stark contrasts within the
city - where economic growth and development in central areas coexist with persistent
deprivation and limited opportunities in many neighbourhoods. Rather than creating
this framework through traditional top-down planning, the council adopted a
collaborative methodology that positioned partners, citizens and communities as
genuine co-designers of the city's future priorities and aspirations.

"We were the conveners of the conversation, but the words in the City Vision
document were absolutely the words of the people around the table." - Council
representative.
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Digital Engagement Opportunities

Birmingham City Council has already implemented several digital engagement
practices that, while primarily consultative, provide valuable foundation for advancing
more participatory practices. Platforms like Be Heard, the Council’s online
consultation tool, allow residents to contribute feedback on policies, services, and
local developments. While its reach and accessibility can be limited, it provides a
scalable mechanism for gathering public input.

Additionally, the Council has experimented with Teams-based virtual consultations,
especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic, which enabled broader
participation from working residents and those unable to attend in-person meetings.

"A completely different set of people turned up to online meetings... people too
busy to come in person joined digitally." — Council representative

However, the participants also emphasised that digital engagement must complement
rather than replace face-to-face dialogue, particularly given existing digital divides that
could further marginalise already excluded communities. Any expansion of digital tools
and use of Al-supported platforms must be carefully implemented to ensure they
enhance community engagement, rather than entrench old divides and raise new
ethical dilemmas.

Network and Partnership Infrastructure

Birmingham City Council has an extensive network of community organisations and
civic assets that provide important infrastructure for embedded participation. For
example, the city's warm welcome spaces and food banks offer built-in platforms for

engagement and service delivery that could be leveraged for broader participatory
governance initiatives. Existing initiatives such as VCFSE Locality Partnerships, the
Neighbourhood Network Scheme, and Integrated Neighbourhood Teams show that
collaboration between the VCFSE sector and communities is already taking place.
These structures offer valuable opportunities to embed citizen participation within
existing systems, helping to strengthen and sustain inclusive governance.

The Shaping Birmingham’s Future Together (SBFT) partnership and Birmingham City

Partnership are promising platforms for transformation as they bring together
stakeholders from across sectors to co-create a shared vision for the city. However, the
potential of these partnerships lies not just in convening meetings, but in becoming a
space for ongoing collaboration to decentralise power and foster a culture of co-
ownership.
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“There’s a lot of networking going on and a lot of learning about other
organisations... the more that we learn about each other’s organisations and the
more that we can kind of share what other people are doing, it starts to change
how we think about ourselves and what else we need to do.” — SBFT Partner

So there are people in the community who are very competent and able to lead
on things, and | think Birmingham needs to spend some time to again have that
debate to say, ‘Ok, this is the areas that will focus and lead on because this is
what we can do’ and then let others take control. But there's a bit of a
paternalistic [attitude] about, you know, being a Council, ‘we need to be in
control’ and I think they need to let go if I'm honest in some areas.” — SBFT
Partner

Crisis as a Catalyst for Collaboration

A common theme that emerged across interviews was the role of crisis - particularly the
COVID-19 pandemic - as a catalyst for collaboration and participatory governance in
Birmingham. During the pandemic, traditional bureaucratic barriers were temporarily
lifted, enabling rapid, responsive, and inclusive decision-making across sectors.
Organisations that had previously struggled to coordinate found themselves working
side by side, driven by a shared urgency and a clear, collective goal. Resources were
repurposed swiftly, and community needs were prioritised without the usual
procedural delays. While under pressure the system was capable of remarkable
flexibility and cooperation.

"After 8-9 years of attempting to do that, everybody was in within six weeks." -
SBFT partner

“The great thing about the city is that it's at its best when it's collaborative. We
saw that during COVID - it's kind of great marshalling of all of the civic assets of
the city.”" - Council representative

“Everyone knew what had to be done... and everyone was working toward that
same vision. It happened.” — Council officer

This moment of alignment - between leadership, frontline services, and communities -
offers a blueprint for how participatory governance can function beyond crisis.
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Challenges

While Birmingham’s context offers significant opportunities for embedding
participatory and inclusive governance, interviews revealed persistent structural
challenges that must be addressed to achieve meaningful culture change. These
challenges, raised repeatedly by communities and partners, reflect systemic issues
that require coordinated responses. Voluntary sector representatives are frequently
consulted too late in the policy process, funding mechanisms remain unfair and
inaccessible, and accountability systems place disproportionate burdens on small
organisations. Without tackling these barriers, the ambition of SBFT risks falling short.

Broken Trust and Community Fatigue

Arecurring theme across the interviews was the erosion of trust between BCC and
many of its communities, particularly those who have historically been marginalised.
Participants described a pattern of repeated consultations and engagement exercises
that did not result in visible change, leaving residents feeling unheard and frustrated.
Interviewees and attendees at the BVSC events described a growing sense of
“consultation fatigue”. This stems from being repeatedly asked for input without seeing
meaningful change, and from being consulted only after decisions have already been
made. Such practices undermine trust and reinforce scepticism, highlighting the urgent
need to involve communities and partners from the outset of policy development and
ensure their contributions shape outcomes.

The lack of feedback loops and tangible impact has intensified this fatigue, with some
communities expressing frustration at being asked the same questions multiple times
by different departments or initiatives.

“We’ve told you what the problem is. We’ve told you what the challenges are.
And you do nothing about it.” — Community leader

"They come in, they tick a box, they leave. Nothing changes." — Community
leader

This sentiment underscores the need for the Council to move beyond performative
engagement and toward a model that prioritises transparency, responsiveness, and
accountability.

Leadership Challenges and Institutional Culture

One of the main barriers to embedding participatory governance in BCC identified
across the interviews is the entrenched culture of hierarchical, top-down leadership.
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Several interviewees described a system where decision-making remains centralised,
with limited space for facilitative leadership. This traditional model not only limits
innovation and responsiveness but also reinforces the perception that the Council is
unwilling to share power - an issue that directly contributes to the broken trust and
community fatigue.

The Council’s leadership approach was described as overly managerial. The absence of
senior leadership from key partnership meetings was also noted. One SBFT partner
observed how, when engagement is delegated down the hierarchy, it undermines the
perceived importance of participatory initiatives to the council.

“It’s not about chairing the meeting - it’s about chairing the process.”- SBFT
Partner

Moreover, the institutional culture within the Council has been slow to adapt to the
realities of partnerships-based approach to policymaking. This manifests in risk
aversion, rigid procedures, and a reluctance to let go of control which constrain
opportunities for meaningful participation.

“The days of the Council knows best are over... | just repeat constantly
because... others might just be starting to hear it." — Council officer

Structural Silos and Resource Constraints

Another significant challenge identified by interviewees is the persistence of structural
silos within BCC and between the council and its wider governance ecosystem.
Participants with experience working with or within the council explained that despite
the commitment to collaborative working, departments often operate in isolation, with
limited cross-communication and shared understanding of strategic priorities. This
fragmentation is especially evident in areas like housing, health, planning, and social
care, where different teams may be working on overlapping issues without coordinated
approaches.

“Because the Council is the largest single local authority, it has lots and lots and
lots of different parts, and sometimes | am introducing those parts to each other
because they don’t know each other.” — Partner participant

One of the council participants that we interviewed explained how this problem is
intensified by external pressures, particularly central government funding regimes that
restrict flexibility and enforce narrow statutory responsibilities. Departments are often
forced to focus on compliance rather than collaboration, leading to multiple
disconnected commissioning processes.
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“We end up with multiple, multiple commissioning processes... with Rolls Royce
ambitions, but maybe only Mini money.” — Council officer

This mismatch between ambition and capacity creates an environment where
innovation and co-creation are deprioritised, and where participatory practices are
seen as luxuries rather than necessities.

"Our workforce dropped in numbers, we've seen the amount of money that we've
had to spend on services, and you know, engagement projects and things like
that also reduced because of the stereotype (...) because we've got very serious
statutory duties, of course, that always has the first call on resource. You can't
underfund adult social care or, you know, children safeguarding. Which
inevitably means some of what you see as the nice to have stuffis the first thing
that's been... shrunk or cut." — Council representative

"(People are) forced into these silos and I think that's part of the challenge. So,
it's not just about the way the council operates. It's the way that central
government operates because it's very siloed and comes with different funding
regimes to all different parts, and then all different expectations... makes things
very complicated." - SBFT partner

This also affects collaboration with VCFSE organisations, where funding mechanisms
often lack fairness and accessibility, failing to recognise the full value of the services
these community partners provide.

Accountability

Finally, a challenge that came up in the interviews was the lack of clear accountability
mechanisms within its partnership and governance structures. While many initiatives
and strategies - such as the SBFT partnership - are launched with strong intentions,
interviewees expressed concern that these efforts often lack the follow-through needed
to ensure real impact. As one of them mentioned, without systems in place to track
progress, evaluate outcomes, and hold stakeholders accountable, there is a risk that
participatory processes become symbolic.

“It’s great that people turn up to a board meeting... but does that mean you’re
committed to making the changes?” — SBFT partner

Interviewees also mentioned that the council often avoids direct accountability to
communities, which manifests in engagement processes that fail to respond
meaningfully to community input, with procedural approaches becoming ways of
avoiding direct engagement with those most affected by decisions.
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"They won't come to the community centre and face us. They hide behind
processes” — Community leader participant

At the same time, VCFSE organisations involved in service commissioning are
overburdened with multiple, complex and demanding data collection and
accountability processes.

The Role of the Shaping Birmingham Future Together
partnership

Interviewees widely recognised the SBFT partnership as a promising platform for driving
BCC’s transformation toward participatory governance. This participatory ambition is
explicitly articulated in the Council’s Vision for Birmingham, which commits to “putting
Brummies at the heart of what we do” and listening to residents, acting on what they
say, and being accountable.

SBFT was seen as a potential bridge between the Council and communities, offering a
space to align diverse stakeholders around shared priorities and foster more inclusive
decision-making. Its convening power, rooted in the Council’s democratic mandate,
was highlighted as a unique asset that could be leveraged to address longstanding
coordination challenges and support systemic change.

"Part of the reason why | wanted Shaping Birmingham's Future Together to
happen is because we need to find a different way of working. So that's about
how we collaborate in communities themselves but also how we work with other
partners." - Council representative

However, interviewees stressed that SBFT’s transformative potential depends on how it
is enacted. It must move beyond symbolic gestures and become a mechanism for
ongoing collaboration, shared accountability, and distributed leadership.

“We’re not asking to be asked. We’re asking to lead.”- Community leader

This quote reflects a broader desire for communities to be co-creators of change, not
passive participants in consultation exercises.

SBFT was also seen as an opportunity to shift the Council’s culture toward more asset-
based approaches, which recognise the strengths and contributions of communities
rather than framing them through deficit models.

“If you see individuals and communities as assets, as opposed to ‘here’s a
bunch of people with problems,’ then that participatory engagement can be far
more powerful.”- Council officer
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Some stakeholders envisioned SBFT evolving into a standing platform for ongoing
engagement, embedded in Council operations and capable of sustaining both digital
and face-to-face participation. Others hoped it could become self-organising, truly
owned by the partnership and the people of Birmingham.

To fulfil this potential, the participant reflected on how the SBFT must show flexibility
and act as a convener and facilitator rather than a controller. It must also embed
mechanisms for accountability, ensuring that power is genuinely shared and that
intersectional inequalities are actively addressed. While concerns remain about the
risk of SBFT becoming tokenistic, it was also described as an opportunity to
demonstrate that genuine participatory governance is possible.
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Conclusion

This report has examined how Birmingham City Council can transform into a
participatory council through the SBFT partnership, drawing lessons from other UK
international experiences and interviews with SBFT stakeholders. The analysis reveals
that while there is no universal template for participatory governance, the varied
experiences of different contexts offer valuable lessons for embedding participation in
governance structures and policymaking processes. Overall, the key learning is that
creating participatory processes without embedding them into everyday governance
risks making participation superficial and unsustainable, reinforcing scepticism rather
than driving meaningful change.

The five cases presented in this report introduced new approaches to citizen
engagement in decision-making. Their experience demonstrates that meaningful
participatory governance requires more than innovative designs; it needs sustained
political commitment, embedding in day-to-day policymaking, and commitment to
genuine power-sharing. Porto Alegre's decline after leadership change highlights the
vulnerability of participatory processes to political transitions. Barcelona’s case shows
the importance of alliances with the local commons and social movements and the
risks of relying excessively on charismatic personalities, as what is required is day-to-
day facilitative leadership. Ostbelgien's innovative participatory design, although in
many ways inspiring, demonstrates how structural barriers undermine inclusive design;
older, highly educated men were consistently overrepresented despite the introduction
of formalinclusion mechanisms. Reykjavik's struggle to maintain citizen engagement
after the crisis moment that had acted as catalyst illustrates the difficulty of sustaining
participatory processes, particularly when outcomes are not visible and feedback loops
are notin place. Camden's experience shows a lack of confidence among sectors of
the population affected the inclusivity of the deliberations. This highlights how
recruitment approaches, even when geared towards ensuring diversity, do not
automatically translate into equitable participation.

All of these experiences offer important lessons that Birmingham must considerin
designing its own approach to participatory governance. Furthermore, they align closely
with the opportunities and challenges identified through our stakeholder interviews in
Birmingham. The COVID-19 response, where traditional barriers were temporarily
lifted, and existing practices like the Vulnerable Adults Citizens Panel and the
collaborative City Vision process demonstrate the city's capacity for collaborative
governance. However, BCC also faces challenges of broken trust, consultation fatigue,
hierarchical leadership cultures, and structural silos that require careful attention.

Drawing on the theoretical framework that structures this report, the analysis reveals
two critical insights that should guide Birmingham's transformation.
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First, embedding participation requires moving beyond ad hoc engagement to create
sustained mechanisms across governance structures. This requires strengthening
facilitative leadership across institutional, third and private sector and other local
stakeholders to ensure shared responsibilities but also shared ownership of
Birmingham’s transformation process; empowering boundary spanners who can bridge
institutions and communities and nurture buffer zones of critical dialogue; and working
closely with civil society organisations as genuine partners rather than consultees.

Second, intersectionalinclusion cannot be achieved through top-down design but
requires attention to how overlapping systems of oppression create barriers to
meaningful participation. This means addressing the structural inequalities that shape
whose voices are heard and valued and actively centre marginalised voices in decision-
making processes. This is particularly important in the context of Birmingham as a
young and diverse city.

The recommendations that follow provide practical steps to support Birmingham's
transformation towards a participatory council.
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Policy Recommendations for
Birmingham City Council

To become a participatory council, BCC must embed participatory governance across
its institutional structures, leadership practices, and community relationships.
Furthermore, this transformation must be grounded in an intersectionally inclusive
approach that centres marginalised voices and addresses systemic inequalities.
Drawing on lessons from UK and international experiences, and insights from the SBFT
stakeholders and other local actors who participated in this study, we propose the
following recommendations to help translate the SBFT vision into embedded practice.

1.

Rebuild Trust Through Transparent Communication and Visible Follow-Through

Actions:

Establish clear feedback loops, communicating what has been done in response
to community input, what hasn’t, and why — e.g., press releases distributed
through community groups or participatory processes organisers; milestones
agreed and tracked through dedicated online platforms or official websites.
Establish a clear timeline for follow up before even starting a participatory
process.

Increase visibility of participatory initiatives through proactive outreach,
including in-person engagement in local communities, with a focus on groups
that experience intersectional exclusions and are hardly reached.

Strengthen marginalised groups, including within scrutiny committees to foster
“participatory scrutiny”. To do so, BCC could make strategic use of online
participatory platforms and establish citizen panels that can shadow scrutiny
committees.

Consider partnerships with neutral conveners (e.g., G1000-style organisations)
to support inclusive and trusted engagement.

Draw out lessons from how Birmingham responded to the COVID-19 crisis (e.g.,
map existing evidence; commission study; organise coproduction workshops
with some of the stakeholders most active during Covid to reflect on the
experience) to manage the new financial crisis the city is facing and use it as
catalyst for bringing stakeholders together around the SBFT missions.

2. Embed Participation in day-to-day policymaking

Actions:

Build on and strengthen existing participatory structures (e.g., BCC Youth
groups, Vulnerable Adults Citizens Panel) through capacity-building and
inclusive practices.
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Develop a participatory infrastructure (e.g., a civic tech platform like Decidim) to
support continuity, transparency, and hybrid engagement, building on existing
work to support the SBFT Community.

Establish formal structures for participation that are embedded in core
functions like budgeting, service design, and policy development —e.g.,
participatory budgeting; citizen-led scrutiny committees; citizen panels on
specific policy agendas; youth boards etc.

Build organisational capacity and culture change, by integrating training on
participation within structured training and development; ensuring recognition
and career progression incentives for staff who champion participatory
practices.

Create Internal Champions across departments to foster cross-sectoral learning
and accountability on participatory policymaking, building on ongoing work
under SBFT.

Treat citizen participation as a necessity, not a luxury. Build on work under SBFT
partnership to agree and establish standards for community engagement that
incentivise the flexibility and responsiveness demonstrated during COVID-19.
Recognise and invest in public participation roles and support them more and
better to act as effective boundary spanners.

3. Foster Facilitative Leadership and cross-sectoral collaboration

Actions:

Promote training on leadership models that enable collaboration and power
sharing, and foster participatory values across all levels of the Council, working
in partnership with the University of Birmingham —e.g., The 21st century public
servant - University of Birmingham and The 21st Century Councillor — Revisited —
21st Century Public Servant .

Support the flexibility that BCC already demonstrated during the COVID-19
response to help create an environment where experimentation is encouraged,
and frontline staff are shielded from the fear of failure — e.g., reviewing
management training, focusing on specific service areas as pilots.

Establish cross-departmental working groups around the five SBFT missions

(Growth and Prosperity, Knowledge and Opportunity, Health, Equity and
Inclusion, Safety and Sustainability, and Connected Birmingham), with
recognition and incentives for cross-departmental roles that can help address
silo-working and establish and nurture cross-sectoral networks with external
stakeholders.

Create formal mechanisms for cross-departmental collaboration.

Align resources to avoid duplication and enable innovation and co-creation (e.g.,
identify overlapping activities, create shared budgets).
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4. Working better with Communities to Promote Co-Creation of Solutions
Actions:

- Leverage Birmingham's extensive network of warm welcome spaces, food
banks, and community organisations as built-in platforms for broader
participatory governance initiatives.
- Support and Amplify Community-led Initiatives by establishing new and/ or
strengthening existing funding streams and technical assistance programmes
specifically aimed to community-led projects;
- Engage fully with the Civil Society Covenant process to strengthen partnerships
between the Council and civil society organisations, explicitly linking this to the
Birmingham Promise and aligning with government initiatives.
- Collaborate with BVSC on strengthening relationships with the service-providing
voluntary sector:
= ensure voluntary sector representatives are involved from the outset of
policy development;

= create fair and accessible funding mechanisms that reflect the true value of
community services;

= co-develop with VSC partners streamlined data collection and accountability
systems that don't overburden small organisations.

- Coordinate public sector initiatives with established community practices to
reduce redundancy and strengthen collaborative outcomes; for example, by
integrating local volunteer networks into emergency response planning, aligning
health outreach programmes with existing community groups and charities, or
supporting grassroots environmental efforts through municipal sustainability
agendas.

- Develop and implement a strategic framework that delineates the council’s
leadership role in specific policy domains, while identifying and enabling areas
where community-led approaches should be prioritised. This could be
integrated into the Birmingham Promise or inform a hew Neighbourhood
Charter.

- Develop and adopt a community engagement charter outlining principles of
respect, transparency, and shared power, as part of the Birmingham Promise.

- Review and strengthen staff training in cultural competency and collaborative
working to build trust and long-term relationships.

- Build on existing community wealth building initiatives, including the Anchor
Network supported by CLES, to further support the local economy by prioritising
community and social businesses and enabling them to bid successfully for
council contracts.
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5. Design for Intersectional Inclusion

Actions:

Train staff in understanding how systems of oppression create overlapping
forms of exclusion that must be actively addressed.

Develop specific outreach strategies to go beyond working only with established
community organisations; ensure you reach those often left out — e.g., Camden
examples of recruitment for citizen assemblies.

Address practical barriers in participatory processes (e.g., time poverty,
transport, childcare, digital access, accessibility) and create safe spaces
specifically for groups who face multiple forms of discrimination.

Diversify engagement formats, including arts-based, multilingual, and hybrid
methods.

Embed ethical logistics - practical, procedural, and relational arrangements that
ensure the greatest access to participatory spaces, ensuring participation is not
only inclusive and effective, but also ethically grounded. This is about designing
and managing participatory processes in ways that uphold values such equity,
transparency, care, and accountability.

Value lived experience as legitimate expertise (see the Inspire policy brief on
intersectionally inclusive participation for reference).

6. Strengthen the SBFT Partnership

Actions:

Transition the SBFT partnership from a convening forum into a structured,
action-oriented collaboration space. This should include co-designed
workstreams, shared governance models, and resource pooling to decentralise
power and foster genuine co-ownership among stakeholders.

Embed Collaborative Practice in the City Partnership Board by formalising
working groups around priority areas (e.g., youth employment and skills
development). Provide these groups with dedicated facilitation support and
shared data access, and identify joint funding opportunities to enable effective
cross-sector delivery.

Clarify Governance Structures, define and document clear roles,
responsibilities, and decision-making protocols within the partnership. This
should include terms of reference, escalation routes, and mechanisms for
rotating leadership to ensure inclusive participation.

Implement Robust Accountability and Monitoring Systems through transparent
tracking mechanisms such as publicly accessible dashboards, regular progress
reports, and shared success metrics. Integrate these with the State of the City
report to ensure alignment and visibility of partnership outcomes.

Launch an Annual City Summit as a flagship event for reviewing progress,
celebrating achievements, and co-setting future priorities. Ensure diverse
representation and use participatory formats to strengthen accountability and
shared ownership.
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Create Deliberative Spaces for Constructive Challenge online and in person
where partners and communities can openly question decisions, raise
concerns, and propose alternatives. This aligns with the Council’s commitment
to transparency and democratic accountability.

Strengthen Community Engagement Through Embedded Practice, through
regular, face-to-face engagement sessions in community settings. Equip council
leaders and officers with training in participatory methods and ensure follow-up
mechanisms are in place to demonstrate responsiveness and build trust.
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Annex 1 - Examples of
Democratic Innovations

Ostbelgien (Belgium) - Regional Level

Population: 77,000
Democratic Innovation: Permanent Citizens' Council with constitutional embedding
Established: 2019

The German-speaking region of Belgium created the world's first permanent
deliberative system directly linked to a legislative body, consisting of a 24-member
Citizens' Council setting policy agendas and recurring Citizens' Assemblies with 25-
50 randomly selected members. The model's strength lies in legal anchoring—
Citizens' Assemblies' recommendations must be formally considered by parliament
with public justification required for any rejection. The separation of powers between
Citizens' Council, Citizens' Assemblies, and Permanent Secretariat created checks
and balances mitigating elite capture. The involvement of G1000 helped build cross-
party consensus and design credibility. However, the top-down design without citizen
participation in the initial phase struggled with deeper community ownership.
Despite formal demographic stratification, participants skewed toward older, highly
educated men, revealing how formal inclusion mechanisms can be undermined by
differential availability and resources.

For more information see: Niessen and Reuchamps (2020), Macq and Jacquet (2023),
Junius (2025)

Barcelona (Spain) - Metropolitan Level

Population: 1.6 million

Democratic Innovation: Transition from technocratic to movement-led participatory
governance

Established: 2015

Under Ada Colau's leadership (2015-2023), Barcelona transformed from governance-
driven to democracy-driven participation (Bua and Bussu, 2021), building on the 2011
Indignados movement and grassroots activism. The movement party Barcelona en
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Comu (BeC) won elections in 2015 and embedded participatory governance
throughout policy processes, strengthening links with grassroots, commons and
social movements. The open-source digital platform Decidim enabled over 40,000
citizens to co-create 70% of proposals for the 2016-2019 Municipal Action Plan,
allocating 40% of the city's budget. This process successfully combined online and
offline engagement. Decidim is now used by 31 cities, 13 regions, and 23
organisations globally. BeC also pursued bold reforms including re-municipalising
services and promoting cooperative economies, positioning Barcelona as a global
leader in democratic innovation and an anchor of the international "Fearless Cities"

network. However, reliance on charismatic leadership exposed the project to risks of
co-optation and vulnerability to government changes.

For more information see: Bua and Bussu (2021), Russell (2019), Smith and Martin
(2021)
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Camden (London, UK) - Municipal Level

Population: 270,000

Democratic Innovation: "Camden Model" of recurring citizens' assemblies
integrated with representative governance

Established: 2017

Camden institutionalised citizens' assemblies as regular tools for major policy
development, running assemblies on planning, climate change, and health and
social care. The model integrates citizen assemblies with representative governance
through council board commissioning and formal commitment to consider
recommendations with public justification if rejected. The 2019 Climate Assembly
demonstrated tangible policy impact —all 17 recommendations were endorsed and
incorporated into Camden's Climate Action Plan 2020-2025. Camden used
community researchers for face-to-face over-recruitment of the assemblies to
achieve demographic representation of wider communities. This helped the
organisers successfully reach historically underrepresented groups, and in particular
racially minoritised groups. However, challenges included limited duration of the
citizen assembly, uneven participant knowledge levels leading to confidence gaps,
and confusion around participants' roles. Many recommendations extended beyond
council remit, highlighting limitations of local deliberation in addressing broader
systemic challenges.

For more information see: Cain and Moore (2019) and King and Scully (2020)
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Porto Alegre (Brazil) - Municipal Level
Population: 1.3 million

Democratic Innovation: Participatory Budgeting
Established: 1989

Porto Alegre pioneered participatory budgeting, transferring unprecedented
budgetary authority to local communities — over USD $300 per inhabitant annually-
through neighbourhood assemblies and delegate meetings. Citizens controlled 100%
of the capital investment budget, creating strong participation incentives, particularly
among poorer districts. The process delivered measurable improvements: sewer and
water connections increased from 75% to 98% of households, schools more than
quadrupled, and health and education spending increased from 13% to nearly 40% of
total budget. The pro-poor rule sets specifically promoted social justice and wealth
redistribution through a 'Quality of Life Index' mandating resource distribution based
on neighbourhood poverty rates. However, the process declined significantly after
leadership changes in 2004, with citizens' control dropping to just 5.4% by 2016,
highlighting vulnerability to political change.

For more information see: Abers (1998), Smith (2009), Wampler and Touchton (2019),
Calisto Friant (2019), Schugurensky and Mook (2024)

Reykjavik (lceland) - Municipal Level

Population: 130,000
Democratic Innovation: Digital-physical hybrid participation
Established: 2010

Following Iceland's 2008 financial crisis, Reykjavik created two digital platforms:
Better Reykjavik and Better Neighbourhoods - both developed by the grassroots NGO
Citizens Foundation to crowdsource citizen ideas and implement participatory
budgeting. Within four years, over 70,000 users submitted more than 1,800
proposals, with nearly 350 implemented or under consideration, allocating around €2
million annually. The open-source platform facilitated grassroots engagement with
minimal investment. However, the platforms struggled to maintain relevance beyond
the crisis moment, experiencing declining participation over time. They remained
peripheral to policy processes, treated as temporary projects rather than embedded
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mechanisms in policymaking. The attempt to embed participatory governance was
closely tied to the populist Best Party, and when the party was no longer in power the
platforms stagnated, illustrating the limits of digital participation without broader
institutional embedding.

For more information see: Lackaff (2016), Adenskog (2018), Gnarr (2014)
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Annex 2 - Methodology

This report combines a desk-based literature review of democratic innovations, with a
focus on exemplary cases, and primary qualitative research conducted in Birmingham.
The methodology was designed to examine how participatory governance can be
embedded within local authorities, reflecting on the specific opportunities and
challenges of the Birmingham context.

Literature review

To understand different approaches to embedding participatory governance, we carried
out a narrative review of recent literature on democratic innovations, with a focus of five
cases that demonstrate varied experiences in developing participatory approaches
across diverse geographic and policy contexts. The cases were selected toillustrate
different pathways toward embedding participation at different tiers of government.

The case analysis focused on examining how these initiatives moved beyond ad hoc
consultation toward embedded participation, identifying the enabling factors and
challenges encountered in different contexts.

Interviews with Stakeholders

Between June and July 2025, we conducted seven semi-structured, six 1:1 interviews
and one group interview (2 people). Allinterviews took place in Birmingham and
involved stakeholders in the Shaping Birmingham Future Together partnership. Overall,
eight participants were interviewed, including a balanced mix of different stakeholders:
Council Officers, Councillors, Strategic Partners and Community Leaders.

The interviews were designed to gain a deeper understanding of local perceptions of
participatory processes, experiences with community engagement, and barriers and
enablers to embedding more participatory policymaking approaches within
Birmingham City Council. The questions that guide the interviews were tailored for each
participant and explored six key thematic areas: Role and experience with participatory
processes, Challenges, Support Needs and Leadership, Democratic Context, Learning
and role of the SBFT Partnership in supporting participatory governance.
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Table 1. Interview topic guide

Role and
experience
with
participatory
processes

Challenges

Support
Needs and
Leadership

Council Officers

Could you tell me
about your role at
Birmingham City
Council?

In your role, what has
been your
experience with
public engagement?

Probe - Have you
been involved in
partnership working
with other
organisations or
community groups?
(If not) Have there
been situations
where you think
greater community
involvement could
have improved
outcomes?

What do you think
are the main
challenges for
council officers trying
to involve community
members or service
users in policy
decisions?

What are the main
barriers to public
engagement in your
organisation/day-to-
day work?

Probe - Do you think
that the targets you
and your wider
organisation are
asked to deliver
could be barriers or
levers for more
participation?

From where you sit,
what would help BCC
to engage more

Councillors

Could you tell me
about your role as a
councillor at
Birmingham City
Council?

In your role, what has
been your experience
with public
engagement?

Probe - Have you
been involved in
partnership working
with other
organisations or
community groups?
(If no) Have there
been situations where
you think greater
community
involvement could
have improved
outcomes?

What do you think are
the main challenges
for council officers
trying to involve
community members
or service users in
policy decisions?

What are the main
barriers to public
engagement in your
organisation/day-to-
day work?

Probe - Do you think
that the targets you
and your wider
organisation are asked
to deliver could be
barriers or levers for
more participation?

From where you sit,
what would help BCC
to engage more
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Strategic Partners

Could you tell me about your

role and your organisation's

relationship with Birmingham

City Council?

In your role, what has been
your experience with public
engagement?

Probe - Have you been
involved in partnership
working with other
organisations or community
groups?

(If no) Do you think your
work/organisation could
have benefited from more
public engagement?

What has been your
experience of working with
Birmingham City Council as
a partner?

Probe - what worked/ didn’t/
challenges

What are the main barriers
to public engagement in

your organisation/day-to-day

work?

Probe - Do you think that the

targets you and your wider
organisation are asked to
deliver could be barriers or
levers for more
participation?

From where you sit, what
would help BCC to engage

Community leaders/groups

Could you tell me about
your organisation? What
does your group/charity
do?

Prob - What communities
do you work with, and what
are your main activities?

How do you currently
collaborate with
Birmingham City Council?
How has your experience
been?

What challenges do you
face when trying to involve
policymakers (e.g.,
councillors) in community
action?

What are the main barriers
to public engagement in
your organisation/day-to-
day work?

Probe - Do you think that
the targets you and your
wider organisation are
asked to deliver could be
barriers or levers for more
participation?

How responsive have
policymakers been to
community input in your
experience?

What support do you need
from councillors to engage
local communities more
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Democratic
Context

SBFT
partnership

effectively in
participatory
governance?

Probe - Which
resources (time, staff,
budget, skills, etc.) do
you think would be
most important?

What kind of
leadership approach
would best drive a
more participatory
culture in your
organisation?

Have you had any
experience with
digital engagement
platforms? What
worked well or didn't
work? Do you think
they could help
address some
resource constraints,
or might they create
different
complications?

How do you think
participatory
approaches work
with representative
democracy? Do you
see tensions, or can
they complement
each other in your
opinion?

effectively in
participatory
governance?

Probe - Which
resources (time, staff,
budget, skills, etc.) do
you think would be
most important?

What kind of
leadership approach
would best drive a
more participatory
culture in your
organisation?

Have you had any
experience with digital
engagement
platforms? What
worked well or didn't
work? Do you think
they could help
address some
resource constraints,
or might they create
different
complications?

How do you see
participatory
approaches sitting
alongside traditional
representative
democracy? Do you
think they might
complement each
other, or could there
be tensions?

Probe - What role do
you think councillors
should play in
participatory
processes?

more effectively in
participatory governance?

Probe - Which resources
(time, staff, budget, skills,
efc.) do you think would be
most important?

What kind of leadership
approach would best drive a
more participatory culture in
your organisation?

Have you had any
experience with digital
engagement platforms?
What worked well or didn't
work? Do you think they
could help address some
resource constraints, or
might they create different
complications?

effectively in policy
decisions?

How could your input be
better recognised in policy
development?

Are you familiar with the SBFT partnership? If yes, what role do you think the SBFT partnership could/should
play in driving greater community engagement and collaboration?

Probe - What do you think are the main challenges and opportunities for this partnership?

Probe - What support can anchor institutions, such as the university, provide to improve participatory

governance?
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All interviews were conducted in accordance with an ethics protocol approved by the
University of Birmingham. Participants received detailed information sheets explaining
the research aims, interview process, and data handling procedures, and we obtained
signhed informed consent from all participants.

We conducted thematic analysis of the interview transcripts to identify patterns across
different stakeholder perspectives. The analysis focused on understanding how
different stakeholders conceptualise participatory governance, what they see as the
main opportunities and barriers, and how the SBFT partnership could support
institutional culture change.

We also attended an event organised by Birmingham Voluntary Sector Council (BVSC)
in May 2025 and co-facilitated a Voluntary, Community, Faith and Social Enterprise
(VCFSE) Locality Partnership meeting in July 2025. These engagements provided
additional insights into partnership dynamics and community perspectives that
informed our recommendations.
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