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If cities are to 
be inclusive, safe, 
and sustainable, 
policy must start 
with the places 
that have been 
left behind 

OneCity  I  Study Two OneCity  I  Study TwoOneCity  I  Study Two OneCity  I  Study Two 2



his report explores how pub-
lic participation functions 
within Jamaica’s urban gov-
ernance landscape. Jamaica’s 

governance landscape features an 
impressive array of mechanisms for 
public participation, from community 
meetings and surveys to digital plat-
forms and youth councils. Yet despite 
this abundance, citizens—especially 
young people—frequently report feel-
ing unheard, with participation often 
occurring without clear pathways to 
implementation: citizens are invited to 
speak, but rarely see or experience if or 
how their input shapes decisions. 

Building on the Right to the City (RTTC) 
framework utilised in Who Gets What?, 
Who Gets Heard? shifts the focus from 
access to services toward access to 
decision-making. It draws on ecosys-
tem mapping, elite and institutional 
interviews, youth-led focus groups, 
stakeholder workshops, and service 
evaluations to provide a systems-level 
analysis of Jamaica’s public participa-
tion architecture. It maps over 30 en-
gagement channels across community, 
municipal, parish, and national levels, 
classifies them by execution structure, 
capital ownership, institutional perma-
nence, and level of influence, and eval-
uates how well they meet citizen needs, 
particularly but not limited to those of 
young people.

The findings reveal a participatory 
ecosystem characterized by abundant 
channels for participation, but lacking 
the coordination or coherence need-

ed for them to function as a connected 
system. Instead, Jamaica’s public partic-
ipation system is defined by fragmen-
tation resulting in consultation without 
impact, dialogue without feedback, and 
engagement without empowerment. 

These structural issues result in a per-
sistent paradox: Jamaica’s participation 
ecosystem is extensive in form but lim-
ited in function, with the problem not 
the absence of participatory mecha-
nisms but rather weak coordination, 
unclear ownership, limited capital align-
ment, and insufficient and inefficient in-
stitutional responsiveness. This leads to 
participation frequently operating as a 
procedural requirement rather than an 
effective channel for partnership be-
tween communities and the state.

The report challenges the common 
narrative of citizen “apathy.” Instead, 
it positions citizen disengagement as 
a rational response to repeated expe-
riences of consultation without visible 
outcomes, thereby reducing the willing-
ness to participate in future processes. 
Public participation, therefore, operates 
more like a reputational system—each 
unacknowledged consultation dimin-
ishes trust, while visible follow-through 
strengthens it.

To improve the citizen experience, the 
report examines public participation 
as a service design challenge. Across 
interviews, channel evaluations, and 
co-design workshops with institutional 
convenors, citizens, and young people, 
a new Public Participation User-Needs 

Framework was developed. It captures 
a set of core needs (standards) that 
shape citizens’ experiences of public 
participation exercises.

1.	 FIND — Can citizens locate the 
opportunity to participate?

2.	 UNDERSTAND — Can citizens 
make sense of the process?

3.	 PARTICIPATE — Can citizens en-
gage without undue friction?

4.	 SYSTEM OF RECORD — Can Citi-
zens see how their input 
was used?

T

Public 
participation 
is defined 
as the 
meaningful 
exchange 
of ideas and 
opportunities 
for public 
input
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Long before 
independence, 
communities 
organised 
themselves to 
claim space in the 
country’s political 
and social life
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ublic participation is a cor-
nerstone of democratic gov-
ernance. When citizens can 
influence how their communi-

ties are governed, policies are better 
informed, more ambitious, and have 
greater legitimacy. Yet across Jamaica’s 
cities and urban spaces, opportunities 
for meaningful participation remain 
uneven, fragmented, and more often 
than not procedural. The structures of 
engagement exist, but their practice 
rarely provides meaningful participa-
tion that meets citizen expectations. 

This study focuses on the gap between 
form and function, between having an 
opportunity to speak and being genu-
inely heard, with a view to deepening 
the understanding of citizen partici-
pation in Jamaica’s urban governance, 
especially youth involvement. The over-
arching goal is to develop mechanisms 
and strategies to support improved civ-
ic engagement and the collective asser-
tion of citizens’ “Right to the City.” 

A map of spatial inequalities in Jamai-
ca’s urban areas shows that access to 
services and opportunities is stratified 
by geography, class, and income. In 
many communities, inadequate waste 

P management, poor connectivity, and 
limited mobility intersect with weak gov-
ernance and fragmented participation. 
These conditions reflect the trajectory 
and dynamics of urban development, 
where participation has historically 
been an afterthought rather than a key 
input.1  With that premise, this study ex-
amines how the ability to participate in 
governance—who is consulted, who is 
ignored, and how decisions are made—
shapes the lived experience of citizen-
ship in Jamaican communities.

The Right to the City (RTTC) concept 
provides the analytical framework 
for this endeavour. It offers a lens for 
examining fragmented urban spaces 
and integrating populations of differ-
ing socio-economic backgrounds into 
a shared social fabric.2  At its core is 
the principle that all people have the 
right “to inhabit, use, occupy, produce, 
transform, govern, and benefit from 
just, inclusive, safe, sustainable, and 
democratic cities”.3  Participation, by 
definition and implication, is therefore 
central to the Right to the City.

In Jamaica, the right to participate is 
codified in law, from the Social Devel-
opment Commission established in 

1965 to the 2016 Local Governance 
Act, which formally mandates citizen 
consultation in local decision-making. 
These statutory commitments, howev-
er, are generally more symbolic compli-
ance than functioning channels of citi-
zen input. Consultations, if they happen 
at all, typically end at information-shar-
ing. Municipal councils, planning agen-
cies, ministries, and community-based 
organisations might convene meetings 
and invite submissions; plans may even 
be “co-created”. Beyond that, however, 
there is little evidence that citizen input 
influences outcomes, as actual action 
rarely follows; it is the form of participa-
tory governance, but not the substance.

This disconnect reflects both weak in-
centives and limited capacity. Local 
authorities (municipal councils) are 
chronically under-resourced, which 
constrains their ability to deliver tan-
gible development through projects or 
programmes. At the same time, there 
is often a lack of clarity around who 
is actually orchestrating the develop-
ment efforts that these performative 
consultations purport to shape, rais-
ing the question of whether outcomes 
are predetermined regardless of cit-
izens’ views, whenever and however 
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expressed. Citizens, especially those in 
informal or low-income communities, 
thus experience engagement as an ex-
ercise in formality rather than a path 
to change. This in turn leads to consul-
tation fatigue, mistrust, and reduced 
future participation, entrenching a 
self-perpetuating cycle in which token-
istic consultation becomes the norm. 

Digital technology introduces new 
opportunities to interrupt that cycle. 
Jamaica, like the rest of the world, ac-
celerated the adoption of digital tools 
across a wide range of use cases, in-
cluding governance, during the pan-
demic. Ministries, local authorities, and 
civil society groups began using online 
platforms to communicate with citizens 
and manage public services. These in-
novations brought flexibility, but with 
unequal access to broadband, devic-
es, and digital literacy, they have also 
deepened a digital divide that mirrors 
Jamaica’s existing social and spatial 
inequalities.4 5 Where connectivity de-
termines civic presence, those without 
it are excluded from both services and 
dialogue.

This study examines the participatory 
dimensions of urban governance by 
analysing the channels, practices, and 
experiences through which citizens, 
especially youth, engage with the insti-
tutions that shape their communities. 
The advent and expansion of avenues 
for digital participation in governance 
processes is promising, but poten-
tially exclusionary. Online and digital 
platforms can enhance engagement, 
especially among young people, and 
extend participation to marginalised 
communities, however they can also 
present yet another barrier to inclusion 
and participation. If not designed and 
implemented with equity in mind, they 
risk reproducing the extant inequities 
that define Jamaica’s urban landscape. 

Through a mixed-methods design-re-
search approach that combines eth-
nographic, systems-based, and par-
ticipatory action methods, the study 

Objectives

Urbanisation 
in Jamaica 
was 
propelled 
by waves of 
economic 
precarity

examines and addresses weaknesses 
in the practice of public participation 
in urban governance in Jamaica. Study 
activities are organised in two stages: 
Research and Design, which mapped 
the landscape of urban governance and 
identified barriers to inclusive partici-
pation; and Prototyping and Pilot, which 
will develop, test, and refine practical 
solutions.

The study:
•	 Reveals how and where par-

ticipatory inequality manifests 
in Jamaica’s urban governance 
landscape and its constituent 
groups;

•	 Examines the structural, insti-
tutional, and experiential fac-
tors that shape the quality and 
inclusiveness of citizen engage-
ment; and

•	 Identifies exemplary practices, 
both local and global, that can 
inform the redesign of partic-
ipation processes for greater 
equity and impact.

•	 Provide actionable recommen-
dations for how digital and par-
ticipatory design can strength-
en engagement mechanisms, 
amplify youth voices, and con-
tribute to a more inclusive and 
responsive urban governance 
landscape.

Building on the empirical base of the 
OneCity Index, which mapped inequali-
ties in access and rights to the city, “Who 
Gets Heard?” examines the processes 
and experiences that shape how access 
and rights can be improved, especial-
ly for those who have them least. The 
central proposition is that meaningful 
participation is necessary for effective 
urban governance to be more inclusive, 
resilient, and just.
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Context and 
Literature Analysis
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Across the board, 
tools grounded 
in local realities 
are more 
effective than 
those copied and 
transplanted from 
other contexts
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ublic participation, defined as 
the meaningful exchange of 
ideas and opportunities for 
public input, is a cornerstone 

of legitimate governance.6 When exe-
cuted substantively, it does more than 
just fulfil a procedural duty; it builds 
vital social acceptance, provides valu-
able insights to address planning blind 
spots, and secures community approv-
al.7 The broad value of this practice has 
long been recognised by administra-
tors and community leaders, who are 
ostensibly motivated to engage the 
public. These range from meeting legal 
requirements and embodying demo-
cratic ideals of inclusion to advancing 
challenging policy reforms and improv-
ing the quality of decisions.8

To translate this recognised value into 
effective practice, practitioners can 
rely on frameworks like the Internation-
al Association for Public Participation 
(IAP2) Spectrum of Public Participation, 
which helps define the public’s role in 
any process.9 IAP2’s Spectrum of Public 
Participation categorises the range of 
decision-making roles that the public 
might play, from being simply informed 
to the highest level of influence, where 
they are empowered with final deci-

P sion-making authority. Understanding 
this spectrum matters because, while 
the ‘why’ of participation is well-estab-
lished, the challenge often lies in the 
‘how’. A well-designed process, tailored 
to an appropriate level on the spec-
trum, is better positioned to produce 
higher-quality policies and generate the 
public support necessary for their suc-
cessful implementation. 

No one level of influence (on the spec-
trum) is necessarily better than an-
other. Public involvement should be 
scoped to the level appropriate to the 
context. Convenors of these processes 
may consider a range of factors: the 
decision’s nature and complexity (the 
level of technicality versus normative 
tradeoffs); who possesses relevant 
knowledge and expertise (institutions, 
communities, or both); who will be 
most affected by outcomes and how 
significantly; what time and resources 
can genuinely be committed to engage-
ment; institutional authorization, ca-
pacity, and willingness to share power; 
existing community capacity and inter-
est in sustained engagement; and what 
outcomes are sought beyond the im-
mediate decision (relationship-building, 
capacity development, social capital). 

Participation in Context

Early Traditions of Civic 
Participation

A mismatch between a promised and 
actual level of participation can under-
mine trust and community buy-in more 
negatively than never engaging at all.10

Public participation in Jamaica has a 
complex genealogy, shaped by both an-
ti-colonial resistance and grassroots cit-
izens’ struggles to shape the institution-
al legacies of pre-existing governance 
structures. Long before independence, 
communities organised themselves 
to claim space in the country’s politi-
cal and social life. These traditions of 
self-help and civic activism shaped the 
participatory ethos that post-indepen-
dence governments later sought to for-
malise.11 Yet while the framework for 
participation is well established, its ef-
fectiveness has remained constrained 
by political centralisation, limited fiscal 
autonomy, and uneven institutional ca-
pacity.

Jamaica’s history of participation is 
rooted in local action and collective re-
sistance, as exemplified by early twenti-
eth-century movements such as Marcus 
Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement 

 IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation
Engagement channels can be classified based on the level of influence the public has in decision-
making processes, ranging from being simply informed (left) to fully empowered (right)

1
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Post-Independence 
Institutionalisation

Association and the grassroots mobil-
isation surrounding the 1938 labour 
uprisings.12 These efforts established 
participation as a vital form of defi-
ance and created alternative spaces of 
governance—including church groups, 
mutual aid societies, and workers’ as-
sociations—where ordinary citizens 
organised to address their needs out-
side colonial administrative control. 
The mass political action among the Af-
ro-Jamaican working class in the 1920s 
laid the groundwork for both formal 
and informal labour protests, culminat-
ing in the 1938 uprisings. Participation 
was not granted by the colonial state; it 
was claimed from below.

These traditions fostered a civic culture 
rooted in self-organisation and solidar-
ity.13 Jamaica Welfare, founded in the 
1930s, provided one of the first struc-
tured approaches to community de-
velopment.14 Established as a non-gov-
ernmental organisation supported by 
donations from banana exports, Jamai-
ca Welfare combined education, eco-
nomic self-help, and social planning, 
linking civic engagement to national 
progress. This model would later influ-
ence post-independence approaches 
to local development and community 
governance.

Following independence in 1962, suc-
cessive governments sought to embed 
participation within the institutions of 
the new state. The Social Development 
Commission (SDC), established in 1965, 
formalised Jamaica Welfare’s approach 
and remains the principal agency for 
community development.15 Its man-
date to mobilise citizens, strengthen 
local organisations, and integrate com-
munity priorities into national planning 
positioned participation as a core func-
tion of governance.16

Public sector reforms that expand par-
ticipation exist throughout Jamaica’s 
legislative and administrative histo-
ry. The Education Act of 1980 decen-
tralised aspects of school governance, 

By limiting inclusion to 
formal economic and social 
actors, representational 
platforms expand consultation 
while maintaining existing 
distributions of power and 
influence

requiring boards to include parents, 
students, and community members. In 
1995, the Government of Jamaica pro-
mulgated the first formal Consultation 
Code of Practice, establishing minimum 
standards for how public bodies were 
to engage citizens. In 2008, the Constit-
uency Development Fund (CDF) intro-
duced a mechanism for direct commu-
nity input on local infrastructure and 
project funding in constituencies, with 
the aim of increasing Member of Parlia-
ment responsiveness and strengthen-
ing the link between public participa-
tion and tangible outcomes. The Local 
Governance Act of 2016 deepened the 
commitment to these principles by 
mandating public consultation on local 
plans and budgets, institutionalising 
the role of parish and community devel-
opment committees17, and designating 
the SDC as the registrar of community 
organisations.
 
The Jamaican Parliament has also es-
tablished a formal mechanism for incor-
porating public input into its legislative 
activities through Joint Select Commit-
tees. These Parliamentary Committees, 
while temporary, include participation 
from both houses of parliament, and 
can invite written and verbal contribu-
tions from the public, as an example, 
the 1995 JSC on Constitutional & Elec-
toral Reform.18 

At the diplomatic level, Jamaica is a par-
ty to multiple declarations, agreements, 
and coalitions that recognise the impor-

tance of participation. The Rio Declara-
tion (1992) and the Escazú Agreement 
(2018) both affirm the right of citizens to 
participate in decisions affecting their 
environment. In 2016, Jamaica joined 
the Open Government Partnership, a 
multilateral initiative through which 
governments and civil society collabo-
rate to promote transparent, participa-
tory, inclusive, and accountable gover-
nance.

These frameworks, while only a sample 
of institutional and legislative efforts, 
taken together, suggest a strong polit-
ical and administrative commitment 
to the principle of participatory gover-
nance. Yet the translation from design 
to practice is incomplete. Local author-
ities have little capacity to respond in-
dependently to community priorities as 
they depend heavily on central trans-
fers for resources. While Members of 
Parliament are required to report on 
the use of the Constituency Develop-
ment Fund (CDF) resources, systemic 
issues plague the entire consulting, 
reporting, and compliance lifecycle.  A 
2020 report by the Auditor General’s 
Department documented recurring is-
sues, including late submission of CDF 
reports, incomplete supporting docu-
mentation, delays in making informa-
tion publicly accessible at the constit-
uency level, and insufficient oversight 
capacity within the Constituency Devel-
opment Fund Office in the Office of the 
Prime Minister.19
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At the national level, Jamaica has exper-
imented with mechanisms to broaden 
public participation in policy dialogue. 
Vision 2030 Jamaica, launched in 2009, 
was conceived as a participatory na-
tional development plan. Its formu-
lation involved consultations across 
sectors and parishes to foster citizen 
ownership. However, critics argue that 
these exercises often functioned more 
as communication than collaboration. 
Feedback mechanisms were weak, and 
participation was dominated by organ-
ised interests rather than ordinary cit-
izens.20

Other mechanisms, such as the Jamai-
can Social Partnership and the Eco-
nomic Programme Oversight Commit-
tee (EPOC), created formal spaces for 
tripartite dialogue among government, 
private sector, and organised labour. 
EPOC would later be institutionalised 
in the Government of Jamaica’s fiscal 
management framework as the Fiscal 
Advisory Committee to advise the com-
missioners of the newly operational 
Independent Fiscal Commission (IFC).  
These platforms supported the achieve-
ment of tangible policy outcomes in 
areas such as wage agreements, tax 
reform, and economic stabilisation 
measures, where multi-stakeholder 
consensus proved essential for suc-
cessful implementation and negotiated 
burden-sharing. 

Each of these mechanisms serve im-
portant symbolic functions by signal-

ing the government’s commitment to 
consultation beyond unilateral deci-
sion-making and has ostensibly con-
tributed to expanding social buy-in for 
difficult reforms. The visibility and reg-
ularity of these forums established a 
precedent for structured citizen partici-
pation in national policy conversations, 
demonstrating that such engagement 
could function as routine rather than 
exceptional.

While these platforms improved trans-
parency and policy coordination, critics 
argued that their composition limited 
representation of grassroots or mar-
ginalised groups.21 In practice, national 
consultations have tended to repro-
duce existing hierarchies of access and 
influence.

Despite periodic reforms, Jamaica’s 
system of governance remains highly 
centralised. Local councils have limited 

Persistent Centralisation 
and Structural Constraints

National-Level Consultation 
and Dialogue

fiscal autonomy and depend on allo-
cations from the central government, 
including the Ministry of Finance and 
the Ministry of Local Government and 
Community Development. While there 
are competing ideas on the balance be-
tween central and local government, 
the current structural dependence con-
strains innovation and accountability at 
the local level.22 Devolution of respon-
sibility without resources often results 
in fragmented service delivery and 
erodes public confidence.

Community-based organisations and 
civil-society groups may attempt to fill 
this gap, but their capacity varies wide-
ly. Many operate with minimal funding, 
relying on volunteers or short-term 
grants. Others struggle with limited 
technical skills or meaningfully working 
with state agencies. The result is an un-
even, often fragile landscape sustained 
by commitment rather than institution-
al strength.
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Insights on Public 
Participation from 
Across the Globe

The Social Development Commission 
(SDC) is Jamaica’s principal community 
development agency. It traces its or-
igins to Jamaica Welfare (established 
1937) and was formalised as a statutory 
body in 1965. Its mandate—to support 
social, cultural, economic, and com-
munity advancement—gives it one of 
the broadest community-engagement 
portfolios in the public sector.

SDC’s value lies in the national infra-
structure it has built over decades: par-
ish offices, trained Community Devel-
opment Officers, community profiles 
and research datasets, and relation-
ships with community groups across 
more than 750 communities. Govern-
ment agencies, NGOs, and develop-
ment partners routinely rely on this 
infrastructure for community mobilisa-
tion, consultations, and public-partici-
pation exercises. Few institutions have 

comparable reach or legitimacy, yet no 
formal mechanism exists for agencies 
or partners to contribute resources 
back to the shared community-engage-
ment infrastructure they depend on.

This structural dependence, without a 
cost-sharing model, weakens the sus-
tainability of Jamaica’s participation 
ecosystem. SDC’s own reporting high-
lights staffing pressures, limited out-
reach budgets, and high officer-to-com-
munity ratios. These constraints make 
it difficult to update community pro-
files, sustain parish-level committees, 
or maintain consistent engagement 
processes. Stakeholders across several 
parishes described uneven support to 
Community Development Committees 
(CDCs) and Parish Development Com-
mittees (PDCs), with some committees 
inactive or only minimally engaged. As 
these channels stall or become inactive, 
citizen disengagement is often misinter-
preted as apathy rather than an inevita-
ble response to institutional strain.

Case study: The Curious Case 
of the Social Development 
Commission

The need for stronger community-de-
velopment coordination is a recurring 
theme in this research. Despite its con-
straints, SDC remains one of the few in-
stitutions with the national reach, com-
munity trust, and statutory mandate 
to play this orchestration role—setting 
engagement standards, supporting 
local organisations, and helping align 
participation efforts across ministries 
and agencies. Realising this potential, 
however, requires predictable funding, 
clearer alignment of mandates, and a 
rationalisation of overlapping planning 
exercises across the ecosystem.

This case illustrates a broader lesson 
from the ecosystem mapping conduct-
ed in this study: statutory authority 
alone is not enough. Participation infra-
structure requires intentional invest-
ment, ongoing support, and institution-
al stewardship to function effectively.

Across the globe, governments and 
civil society are exploring new ways to 
leverage digital tools and the Internet 
to improve public services and the re-
lationship between governments and 
citizens. Scholars and practitioners re-
fer to this field as civic tech. While civic 
tech platforms hold undeniable prom-
ise for democratising governance and 
expanding participation, including in 
historically marginalised or low-trust 
environments, case studies examined 
throughout this research suggest that 
this promise is far from automatic. This 
is because digital participation is not 
simply a technical problem, but one 
shaped by long-standing inequalities 
rooted in political and institutional dy-
namics, governance cultures, and infra-
structural limits.23 These barriers tend 
to be even more pronounced in devel-
oping country contexts.24 

Across the board, tools grounded in 
local realities are more effective than 
those copied and transplanted from 
other contexts. This reflects a broader 
insight from participatory governance 
literature: legitimacy is not gained 
through access alone, but through con-
textual relevance and responsiveness.25 
In the Caribbean, where civic disengage-
ment often stems from institutional dis-
trust and digital divides persist, this les-
son is especially pertinent. Digital tools 
must be designed with infrastructural 
limitations, language barriers, and so-
cial norms in mind. Otherwise, they risk 
reinforcing exclusion rather than over-
coming it.

A second insight relates to the limits 
of digital tools in isolation. The more 
effective platforms are not standalone 
solutions, but rather components of 
broader hybrid civic ecosystems. In 
Brazil and Trinidad, offline engagement, 
such as assemblies, outreach events, 
and analogue pledge systems, have 

played a role in expanding access and 
reinforcing trust. This supports the 
idea that the most durable forms of 
digital participation are those that em-
bed themselves in community rhythms 
and institutional structures, rather 
than attempting to replace them.26 For 
policymakers and practitioners in the 
Caribbean, this implies that investing 
in digital participation must be done in 
tandem with strengthening offline civic 
infrastructure.
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When Mexico City adopted the open-
source Consul platform in 2017, it posi-
tioned the tool as a central pillar of its 
participatory governance agenda. The 
platform became especially prominent 
during the city’s constitutional reform 
process, where more than 400,000 
residents submitted proposals online. 
Mexico City residents were able to sub-
mit ideas, monitor proposals, and fol-

low the full decision-making trail from 
submission to implementation. This lev-
el of transparency helped strengthen 
public trust and gave people a clearer 
sense of how their input shaped policy.
However, early use of the platform re-
vealed a clear imbalance in who was 
taking part. Participation leaned heavily 
toward the demographics of educated, 
urban men with reliable internet access. 
To avoid the project merely replicating 
existing divisions, the City Council and 
civic groups implemented a set of hy-

Case Study - Consul, 
Mexico City

brid outreach strategies. Civil society 
partners ran digital literacy workshops, 
neighbourhood assemblies were orga-
nized across the city, and radio stations 
were used to reach households that 
were offline. These efforts widened the 
circle of participation and made the 
platform more representative of the 
city it was meant to serve.28

Looking at both international cases and 
our local research, the analysis also 
reinforces concerns around participa-
tion without influence. While platforms 
such as Virtual Congress and Consul 
succeeded in generating citizen input, 
their ability to translate that input into 
policy or institutional change remained 
limited. This echoes critiques of “invited 
spaces” where participation is encour-
aged but not empowered.27 It is not 
enough to count users or proposals; 
what matters is whether citizen inputs 
are able to lead to and shape outcomes. 
In contexts like Jamaica, emerging evi-
dence from the OneCity Study 2 work 
has highlighted critiques of public con-
sultations as performative or symbolic, 
digital participation should be evaluat-
ed not just for inclusiveness or usabili-
ty, but also for institutional uptake and 
feedback mechanisms.

The core issue, therefore, moves from 
a technological one to an institutional 

one. Without a clearly defined man-
date, political buy-in, and administra-
tive mechanisms for acting on citizen 
input, there is a risk that digital tools be-
come participatory façades. Platforms 
may be effective at aggregating ideas 
or surfacing grievances, but if these in-
sights are not embedded within formal 
decision-making pathways, the result 
is likely to be frustration, cynicism, or 
withdrawal. For example, when inputs 
from participatory budgeting or online 
drafting platforms are acknowledged 
without clear routes to implementa-
tion, the process becomes demobilising 
rather than empowering. In this case, 
participation without influence not only 
fails to strengthen democracy, but it 
may actively erode public trust.

This dynamic is especially pertinent in 
Jamaica, where citizen engagement is 
often filtered through deeply bureau-

cratic or politicized channels. Ministries 
and agencies may solicit input through 
consultations or digital platforms, but 
lack the capacity or commitment to act 
on the data they receive. As such, any 
digital participation strategy must be 
accompanied by governance reforms, 
including institutional mandates for up-
take, budgetary alignment, and perfor-
mance monitoring. Platforms should 
not operate as detached experiments; 
instead, they should be situated within 
ecosystems of accountability. Other-
wise, digital participation risks ampli-
fying “voice” without strengthening 
the capacity to “listen” or “respond” 
through actionable changes to institu-
tions and policies.

At stake here is the distinction between 
participation as representation and 
participation as transformation. Repre-
sentational participation creates space 
at the table for already-organized in-
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Case Study: Illustrative 
Example of Institutional 
Breakdown - Kenya’s 
Community Voices 
Network

terests; transformational participation 
challenges who gets to set the table, 
what’s on the menu, and whether the 
table itself is the right venue for dem-
ocratic decision-making. By limiting in-
clusion to formal economic and social 
actors, representational platforms ex-
pand consultation while largely main-
taining existing distributions of power 
and influence. In this way, participation 
may appear broader, yet it is not neces-
sarily deeper, as additional elite voices 
are incorporated without fundamen-
tally shifting whose interests shape 
outcomes or whose knowledge is pri-
oritised in policy formation. The case 
studies examined in the research show 
that, for digital civic tools to deepen de-
mocracy meaningfully, they must move 
beyond tokenism toward structured re-
sponsiveness. This goes beyond simply 
designing better user interface mech-
anisms of follow-through, ownership, 
and accountability at every stage of the 
participatory process.

The Community Voice Network 
(CVN) in Kenya began as a promis-
ing model for inclusive digital par-
ticipation. Piloted in 2021, it enabled 
rural and peri-urban residents to 
record voice notes on challenges in 
public service delivery, particularly 
in healthcare, using basic mobile 
phones. These audio submissions 
were transcribed and later analysed 
using AI, with the aim of helping 
decision-makers identify recurring 
issues. The system was praised for 
breaking literacy barriers, using 
local languages, and offering ano-
nymity that built trust and buy-in 
among low-income participants it 
targeted.

However, despite the technological so-
phistication and strong citizen engage-
ment, CVN struggled with institutional 
uptake. While local authorities initially 
acted on findings, such as extending 
clinic hours in Kisumu County to suit 
the needs of patients who commuted to 
work, the absence of formal protocols 
for integrating citizen input into county- 
or national-level planning meant most 
feedback went unactioned. Health Offi-
cials cited the lack of budgetary author-
ity and coordination across hospitals as 
key bottlenecks. Over time, this weak-
ened the credibility and uptake of the 
platform among participants. Failure to 
embed participatory data into adminis-
trative and political systems can blunt 
the potential platforms for digital inno-
vation. Since then CVN has involved all 
levels of the media community to ad-
dress this.
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 The Public 
Participation Ecosystem
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Community 
engagement 
refers to activities 
that inform or 
involve residents 
in awareness, 
education, or 
service delivery, 
often without 
affecting final 
decisions
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amaica’s urban governance 
landscape includes numerous 
mechanisms for public partic-
ipation, including community 

meetings, surveys, digital platforms, 
youth councils, statutory committees, 
and more. Yet despite this range of en-
try points, citizens, particularly young 
people, frequently describe partici-
pation as unresponsive or inconse-
quential.29 Multiple channels coexist 
with limited influence. This pattern 
reflects deeper structural weakness-
es: fragmented communication, weak 
feedback loops, uneven institutional 
capacity, and unclear ownership of par-
ticipatory processes.

This chapter presents a systems-level 
snapshot of Jamaica’s public partici-
pation ecosystem. It maps the institu-
tional channels through which citizens 
are invited to contribute to urban gov-
ernance and analyses how those chan-
nels function in practice. The objective 
is not only to catalogue mechanisms 
but to highlight the range of institution-
al arrangements, mandates, geograph-
ic scopes, and impacted community 
assets that contribute to the prevailing 
dynamics between participants and 
convenors.

Yet despite this range of entry points, 
citizens, particularly young people, fre-
quently describe participation as unre-
sponsive or inconsequential.30 Multiple 
channels coexist with limited influence. 
However, engagement mechanisms op-
erate within interconnected networks 
rather than in isolation. A systems view 
enables analysis not just of what chan-
nels exist, but also reveals underlying 
system dynamics, patterns of practice, 
and relationships across the ecosys-
tem.

The ecosystem mapping therefore 
moves beyond counting consultation 
exercises toward understanding their 
quality, usability, and impact, includ-
ing from the citizen’s perspective. The 
mapping aimed to:

•	 Visualise how different partic-
ipatory mechanisms—consul-

J tations, digital platforms, youth 
councils—interact and overlap.

•	 Identify gaps in feedback loops, 
transparency, and accessibility 
that limit effective participa-
tion.

•	 Highlight disparities in who 
benefits from current systems 
and who remains excluded.

This approach moves beyond counting 
consultation exercises toward under-
standing their quality, usability, and im-
pact from the citizen’s perspective.

The ecosystem mapping exercise com-
bined desktop research, institutional in-
terviews, and participatory workshops 
to catalogue and evaluate Jamaica’s 
participation mechanisms. Each iden-
tified channel was profiled using three 
clusters of attributes:

•	 Overview: Purpose, scope, fre-
quency, geographic coverage, 
and target community assets.

•	 Governance: Oversight bodies, 
implementing agencies, and in-
stitutional responsibilities.

•	 Implementation and Stakehold-
er Experience: Accessibility, 
procedural requirements, and 
feedback mechanisms, using a 
service evaluation framework.

These categories provide a stan-
dardised view of how participation 
mechanisms function across levels of 
governance. This chapter focuses on 
findings from the first two categories. 
Detailed tables appear in the Appendix.
The research process also revealed 
practical barriers that shape citizen ex-
periences before engagement even be-
gins. Many official portals designed to 
facilitate participation were difficult to 
locate or navigate. Links were outdated, 
information was incomplete, and some 
sites lacked basic accessibility features. 
These operational issues help explain 
why engagement often feels procedural 
rather than substantive.

A Systems View

Methodology and Data 
Collection Scope
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A key challenge was distinguishing be-
tween “community engagement” and 
“public participation in decision mak-
ing”.
•	 Community engagement refers 

to activities that inform or involve 
residents in awareness, education, 
or service delivery, often without 
affecting final decisions. 

•	 Public participation, by contrast, 
involves citizens directly in shaping 
outcomes—such as budgets, plans, 
or projects.

The ecosystem map is a key output 
emerging from the landscaping analysis 
of official participation channels across 
Jamaica’s urban governance frame-
work. Twenty of more than thirty public 
participation channels analyzed are in-
cluded in this study. 

The following section presents the eco-
system map through multiple categori-
zations that highlight different patterns 
and characteristics of the urban gover-
nance landscape.

•	 Geographic Boundaries
•	 Execution Structure
•	 Capital Ownership
•	 Institutionalization & 

Permanence
•	 Levels Public Participation
•	 OneCity Index

Four distinct geographic levels of op-
eration were identified: Community, 
Municipality/Parish, National, and Oth-
er (including Constituencies). The data 
reveal a significant concentration of 
channels at the Community level, with 
comparatively fewer mechanisms oper-
ating at the National level.

The geographic level generally indicates 
the area affected by the decisions un-
der consideration. In some cases, this 

Urban Governance Public 
Participation Landscape

Clarifying Scope: 
Participation vs. 
Engagement 

Geographic Boundaries

is also synonymous with the stakehold-
ers targeted for participation, but not 
necessarily. For example, while NEPA’s 
Development Orders Consultation im-
pacts a specific parish/local authority, 
the consultation process is open to any-
one to participate. Included in the list 
below are the commonly produced out-
put from each participation channel.
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Ecosystem Map of Public Participation Channels
Categorizes public participation channels by the geographic scope of their operations, that is, whether 
they are based at the community, municipal/parish, or national level

2

How public participation channels are 
organised and delivered varies across 
institutions. Three distinct execution 
models were identified: centralised 
structures, where a single agency 
manages both planning and execution 
across the country through a unified 
framework; decentralised structures, 
where planning and execution author-
ity is devolved to different agencies, 
local offices, or units of the state; and 
hybrid models, which combine central 
planning or support with local auton-
omy in execution. In hybrid arrange-
ments, core functions such as guid-
ance-setting, resource allocation, or 
quality assurance may be retained cen-

Execution Structure Capital Ownershiptrally, while implementation is adapted 
to local contexts.

Public participation channels can be 
executed by a central entity, through 
a delegated authority, the local munic-
ipal authority, or as a hybrid. For hybrid 
institutional arrangements, some func-
tions of the consultation process are re-
tained by the central body.

Three execution models for administer-
ing public participation channels were 
identified during the ecosystem map-
ping.  In fact, the selected execution 
model was among the most consequen-
tial factors in the quality of experience 
provided by a public participation chan-
nel owner.

Channels were also grouped based on 
whether the convening institution had 
control over the resources required to 
implement decisions: - 
•	 Capital Owners (40%) – entities 

with budgetary control and au-
thority to act. 

•	 Planners (60%) – entities respon-
sible for consultation but without 
implementation power.

This distinction reveals a structural gap: 
citizens often provide input through 
channels operated by entities with no 
authority or resources to act on it, con-
tributing to limited follow-through and 
mistrust.
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4

Execution Structure 
of Public Participation 
Channels

Capital Ownership 
Status of Public 
Participation 
Channels

Proportion of participation 
channels that adhere 
to a centralised versus 
decentralized mode of 
execution, and those that 
are hybrid in nature

Proportion of public 
participation channels 
convened by institutions 
which have control over 
budgeting and can act 
autonomously (owners) 
versus those who lack 
these powers (planners)

Institutionalisation and permanence 
help determine whether participato-
ry practices can accumulate trust and 
institutional memory over time. Trust 
and institutional memory can be cred-
ited to the individual leading the ex-
ecution (e.g., CDC Officer, Member of 
Parliament), to the programme (e.g., 
SPARK Programme), or to the institu-

Institutionalisation and 
Permanence

Levels of Participation

tion (e.g NHT). Institutional trust and/
or social capital can be critical for mo-
tivating and mobilising community par-
ticipation.

Using the International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2) Spectrum of 
Public Participation, each Public Partici-
pation channel was classified by the lev-
el of influence participants had over de-

cision-making. The spectrum provides 
a standardised tool for understanding, 
designing, and evaluating engagement 
processes by explicitly articulating the 
promise being made to citizens at each 
participation level. 

The framework recognises that differ-
ent contexts and decisions appropri-
ately warrant different levels of public 
influence, that not all participation 
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6

Institutionalisation 
Status of Public 
Participation 
Channels

Permanence Status of 
Public Participation 
Channels

Proportion of public 
participation channels that 
are operating under a legal 
mandate or institutional 
policy versus those that are 
not 

Proportion of public 
participation channels that 
are permanent in nature 
versus those that are 
temporary and/or project-
based

needs to be at the highest level, but 
clarity about what level is being offered 
prevents the expectation mismatches 
that erode trust. A key part of the spec-
trum’s value lies in making visible what 
is often obscured: the actual amount of 
power-sharing occurring in processes 
that all use the generic label “participa-
tion” despite functioning very 
differently.

The majority of tested channels oper-
ate at the lowest rungs of the IAP2 spec-
trum: Inform (Level 1) and Consult (Lev-
el 2). This pattern directly correlates 

with persistent citizen complaints that 
they felt less than involved, even in the 
face of opportunities to engage. Chan-
nels that operate at the lower end of 
the spectrum typically prioritize host-
ing events and capturing inputs as mea-
sures of success, rather than ongoing 
engagement. Limited public partici-
pation is a structural consequence of 
low-spectrum design: when channels 
are designed only to inform or to min-
imally consult, agencies often neglect 
functional infrastructure, process clar-
ity, or impact documentation.

However, higher IAPC classifications are 
not necessarily indicative of better citi-
zen engagement. Channels classified at 
the same level can provide significantly 
different citizen engagement experi-
ences. For example, while the SPARK 
Programme and JSIF’s Project Consul-
tation are both classified as “Level Two: 
Consult”, they had among the best 
scores for meeting citizen needs in the 
Service Evaluation.
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Classification of Public Participation Channels by the IAP2’s 
Spectrum of Participation
Classifies public participation channels using the IAP2’s Spectrum of Participation, illustrating the 
degree of influence each channel affords the public within decision-making processes.

7

Community Training Interventions 
(CTIs)

HEART/ NSTA Trust

Project Steering Committees
/ Community Committees

Jamaica Social
Investment Fund (JSIF)

Community Renewal Programme /
Ambassadorship Programme

JPS & JPS Foundation

Community Development 
Plans

National Housing Trust

Housing Development 
Consultations

National Housing Trust

Community Transformation
Boards (CTBs)

Project STAR

Parish Development Committees
(PDC)

Ministry of Local Government
and Community Development

Development Order Consultation

National Environment and
Planning Agency (NEPA)

Development Area Committees

Social Development
Commissions

Student Councils

National Secondary Students
Council (NSSC)

MP Consultations

Constituency Development
Fund (CDF)

Public Consultation

National Environment and
Planning Agency (NEPA)

Climate Change Advisory Board

Climate Change Division,
MEGJC

Community Consultations

Jamaica Social Investments
Fund (JSIF)

Community Development Plan
Consultation

Social Development
Commission

Community Development Plan
Committees (CDC)

Social Development
Commission

Local Economic Development 
Support Programme

Social Development
Commission

Parish Disaster Committee

ODPEM

Community Meetings

National Works Agency

Public Consultation on 
Infrastructure Projects

KSAMC

Community Consultations

SPARK Program - (NWA)

Parent-Teacher Conferences

Local Schools

LEVEL 4

LEVEL 3

LEVEL 2

LEVEL 1

LEVEL 5

24OneCity  I  Study Two OneCity  I  Study Two 24



OneCity Indicators
The full set of indicators used in Who Gets What, outlining the dimensions through which urban 
integration and access to services were measured and assessed

8

The OneCity Index was used to classify 
participation channels by the type of 
community assets they target—such 
as education, mobility, safety, water 
and sanitation, and employment. This 
approach reveals where participatory 
opportunities are concentrated and 
where gaps exist.

The analysis showed substantial over-
lap among channels: multiple agencies 
often operate in the same asset ar-
eas without coordination, generating 
duplication and community fatigue. 
Conversely, some assets with signifi-
cant governance implications—such as 
Housing & Land Tenure or environmen-
tal hazards—had fewer mechanisms 
for participation.

The institutional classifications used 
to present the public participation 
channels in this chapter were among 
the earliest patterns identified by the 

The OneCity Index

Patterns & Observations

research team. They appear to play a 
significant role in shaping institutional 
behaviour, incentives, and the ability 
of consultation convenors to deliver on 
their engagement with communities. 
This initial scaffold warrants further ex-
ploration in subsequent research.Exe-
cution Structure and Capital Ownership 
were particularly consequential in the 
service evaluation.

Whether a channel was executed cen-
trally, decentralised, or in a “hybrid” 
manner was the most consequential 
characteristic in the service evaluation 
of the quality of experience provided 
by a public participation channel own-
er. While centralized mechanisms typ-
ically offer a clear point of discovery, 
they may struggle to provide accessi-
ble engagement points at the commu-
nity level, as they often rely on central 
points in population centers or online 
for mobilization. Decentralized struc-
tures, in theory, provide proximity to 
local communities. But this mode of 
execution brought other challenges. 
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Categorisation of Public Participation Channels by the OneCity Indicators
Maps the public participation channels against the OneCity Indicators, illustrating which dimensions 
of urban integration and governance are engaged by each channel

9
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Decentralised entities were more likely 
to prioritize community networks and 
communications channels. While rea-
sonable as a programmatic decision, 
this often coincided with a deprioriti-
sation of communications activities, 
making them less visible outside the 
community or to those who may not be 
as connected.

The quality of public participation ser-
vice delivery varied significantly in 
decentralised structures. They were 
commonly among the lowest-scor-
ing channels for discoverability. This 

prompts questions about the role of 
oversight or coordinating bodies. What 
coordination, support, or shared assets 
should be provided? As it relates to 
shared assets, oversight or coordinat-
ing bodies infrequently provide shared 
infrastructure for community engage-
ment, leaving local structures to make 
siloed, duplicative investments in com-
munications architecture. Unfortunate-
ly, many of them struggled to do so. 

Hybrid execution structures offer 
a promising model, combining cen-
tralised coordination wit local proximity 

in ways that can mitigate the visibility, 
infrastructure, and oversight gaps that 
weaken decentralized structures.

The attributes identified by the re-
search play a significant role in shaping 
institutional behavior and the ability of 
consultation convenors to deliver on 
their engagement with communities. 
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There are 
four distinct 
geographic 
levels of 
operation: 
Community, 
Municipality/
Parish, 
National, 
and Other

New or unfamiliar invitations to partic-
ipate in decision-making face an addit-
tional hurdle: establishing credibility 
with targeted stakeholders. This might 
be overcome through effective commu-
nication of future benefits, “borrowing” 
social capital from other institutions 
or individuals, or embedding the ask 
in another established channel of en-
gagement.

Planning processes and plan creation 
are prevalent across the ecosystem. 
Institutional investments appear to be 
skewed towards the planning process 
as an output, rather than the execu-
tion and consistent communication of 
executed outcomes. Across most of 
the evaluated channels, there was little 
evidence of a connection between tan-
gible outcomes and community consul-
tations, though this has been identified 
as a priority citizen need.

Despite the frequency of planning ex-
ercises across the ecosystem, the visi-
bility and sharing of these plans is not 
commonplace. Many of the plans, or 
even documented outputs of consul-
tation activities, are published infre-
quently. Even the SDC, an organization 
with a mandate to support Communi-
ty Development Committees (CDCs) in 
creating development plans, does not 
maintain a public, searchable registry 
of these plans. Interested parties must 
contact the SDC (or the relevant CDC) 
directly to receive access.

In one extreme scenario, when a re-
search team member requested a copy 
of a co-created community plan, a rep-
resentative from ProjectStar respond-
ed that the plan was “only available to 
individuals in the community”.

The lack of institutional transparency 
around planning documents is subopti-
mal. It creates unnecessary friction for 
stakeholders who might be interested 
in contributing to a shared vision, or 

Institutionalization and 
Permanence

Plans, Plans, and More Plans

leads to wasted resources through re-
current, duplicative, and overlapping 
consultations. Lastly, it undermines 
community confidence by breaking the 
connection between consultation and 
impact.

Jamaica’s public participation ecosys-
tem is extensive in form but uneven in 
function. Many mechanisms exist, but 
few reliably provide meaningful influ-
ence. Structural gaps in ownership, co-
ordination, feedback, and implementa-
tion weaken trust and limit the system’s 
democratic potential.

These findings lay the foundation for 
the next chapter, which examines how 
these structural dynamics shape citizen 
expectations and identifies opportuni-
ties to better align institutional practice 
with citizen needs.

Conclusion
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Understanding The 
Citizen’s Perspective

4
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Public 
participation 
involves citizens 
directly in 
shaping 
outcomes, such as 
budgets, plans, or 
projects
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his chapter examines public 
participation in Jamaica from 
the perspective of citizens 

who are asked to engage. Rather than 
assessing participation through insti-
tutional mandates, formal process-
es, or stated intentions, it focuses on 
how participation is experienced in 
practice—how opportunities are en-
countered, interpreted, and navigated 
across different contexts.

The analysis draws on participatory 
workshops, interviews, and qualitative 
engagements that surface illustrative 
experiences of participation. These ac-
counts are not intended to represent 
all citizens or to provide a statistically 
generalisable view. Instead, they high-
light recurring patterns, frictions, and 
priorities expressed by participants, 
offering insight into how participation 
functions on the ground and how it is 
understood by those invited to take 
part.

The chapter concludes by synthesis-
ing these illustrative experiences into 
the Public Participation User-Needs 
Framework. This framework distils 
citizen perspectives into a set of core 
needs that inform the evaluation of 
participation channels in the follow-
ing chapter and the recommendations 
that conclude the report.

This section draws on participatory 
workshops and qualitative engage-
ment with citizens and institutional 
actors to examine how public partici-
pation is experienced in practice. Par-
ticipants reflected both on their own 
first-person experiences of engaging 
in participation processes and on what 

they had observed while organising, 
facilitating, or supporting engagement 
activities across different contexts. 
Rather than separating success factors 
from barriers, the analysis presents a 
set of interacting dynamics that shape 
how participation is encountered—
sometimes enabling engagement, and 
at other times undermining it.

Participants described entry into pub-
lic participation as uneven and highly 
dependent on how information circu-
lated and who was connected to exist-
ing mobilisation networks. Participa-
tion opportunities were more visible 
to some groups than others, not nec-
essarily because of formal exclusion, 
but because access relied on informal 
pathways, personal networks, or prior 
involvement in community activities.

Several participants reflected on their 
own experiences of learning about 
participation opportunities through 
word of mouth, WhatsApp groups, or 
community intermediaries rather than 
through official channels. Participants 
who had organised or supported en-
gagement activities noted that these 
informal pathways were often the most 
effective way to mobilise attendance, 
but they also observed that reliance on 
them tended to reproduce existing pat-
terns of participation. Individuals who 
were already connected to community 
groups or local leaders were more like-
ly to be informed and engaged, while 
others learned of opportunities only 
after they had passed or not at all.

This dynamic shaped how participa-
tion was interpreted. Where mobilisa-
tion felt inclusive and information was 

How Citizens Encounter 
Public Participation

Entry, Access, and 
Mobilisation

T

Jamaica’s public participation 
ecosystem is extensive in form 
but uneven in function
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shared early and widely, participation 
was experienced as more open and 
accessible. Where access depended on 
prior relationships or proximity to or-
ganisers, participation was perceived 
as uneven, reinforcing the sense that 
engagement was easier for some citi-
zens than for others. From the partic-
ipant perspective, entry into partici-
pation was not just about awareness, 
but about whether pathways into the 
process felt predictable and fair.

Beyond initial access, participants fre-
quently described participation pro-
cesses as difficult to navigate because 
of uneven access to information and 
limited clarity about how decisions 
were made. This challenge was evident 
both in participants’ own engagement 
experiences and in what they observed 
while organising or supporting partic-
ipation activities. Understanding the 
process—what stage it was at, what in-
put was expected, and who held deci-
sion-making authority—was often ex-
perienced as burdensome rather than 
intuitive.

Several participants reflected on situa-
tions where key information about par-
ticipation processes was fragmented 
across multiple platforms or communi-
cated inconsistently. Instructions were 
sometimes incomplete, changed over 
time, or conveyed informally rather 
than through official channels. Partici-
pants who had supported engagement 
processes observed that this infor-
mation gap placed a disproportionate 
burden on citizens, who were expected 
to interpret procedural details without 
access to the same contextual knowl-

edge held by institutions.

This asymmetry shaped participation 
behaviour. Where participants felt un-
able to fully understand the process, 
engagement was approached cau-
tiously or avoided altogether, with un-
certainty about whether contributions 
were relevant or timely. From the par-
ticipant perspective, participation was 
undermined not by the complexity of 
issues themselves, but by the difficulty 
of accessing clear, stable information 
about how to engage effectively.

Participants consistently described 
trust as shaped less by formal man-
dates and more by whether engage-
ment processes aligned with expec-
tations set at the outset. Participation 
was more likely to be experienced as 
legitimate when institutions were clear 
about the scope of influence and when 
the process unfolded in ways that 
matched how it had been presented.

Participants recounted engagement 
processes where expectations were 
clearly managed, including explicit 
communication about what partici-
pation could realistically influence. In 
these cases, even limited outcomes 
were viewed as credible. By contrast, 
participants described experiences in 
which engagement was framed broad-
ly or aspirationally, but later appeared 
constrained by decisions already made. 
This mismatch contributed to scepti-
cism, particularly when expectations 
were clarified only after participation 
had occurred.

Participants who had observed multi-

Information Asymmetry and 
Understanding the Process

Trust, Legitimacy, and 
Expectation-Setting

Structural gaps in ownership, 
coordination, feedback, and 
implementation and limit the 
system’s democratic potential
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ple engagement processes noted that 
trust accumulated over time. Repeat-
ed experiences of misaligned expecta-
tions shaped how individuals interpret-
ed future participation opportunities, 
influencing whether they engaged at 
all or moderated their level of effort. 
Trust, in this sense, functioned as a 
practical judgement informed by expe-
rience rather than a general attitude 
toward institutions.

Participants consistently linked the 
value of participation to what hap-
pened after engagement concluded. 
Follow-through—whether in the form 
of updates, implementation progress, 
or visible action—was interpreted as 
a signal of whether participation mat-
tered. This view was shared by partic-
ipants reflecting on their own involve-
ment and by those who had supported 
or observed participation processes 
over time.

Several participants described engage-
ment exercises where substantial in-
put was gathered, but no subsequent 
communication or action was visible. 
In these cases, participants inferred 
that participation had a limited impact, 
regardless of the quality of the en-
gagement itself. Participants who had 
organised similar processes observed 
that even modest implementation 
steps or explanations of delays helped 
sustain confidence, whereas silence 
often undermined it.

Participants also noted that limits on 
follow-through were often shaped by 
factors beyond the participation pro-
cess itself, influencing how engage-
ment translated—or failed to trans-
late—into action.

Participants consistently raised the re-
lationship between participation, plan-
ning, and funding as a defining factor 
in how engagement was experienced. 

From both first-person participation 
and observation of engagement pro-
cesses, participants noted that many 
planning and consultation exercises 
were not meaningfully connected to 
capital resources or implementation 
pathways. This disconnection shaped 
expectations about what participation 
could realistically achieve.

Several participants reflected on plan-
ning processes in which communities 
invested significant time in consulta-
tions, only to see the plans remain un-
funded or stall indefinitely. Participants 
who had organised or supported such 
processes observed that the absence 
of identified funding sources often be-
came apparent only after engagement 
had concluded. Over time, this pattern 
contributed to a perception that partic-
ipation generated plans and priorities 
without a credible pathway to action.

From the participant perspective, the 
issue was not simply the absence of 
funding, but the lack of transparency 
about whether resources existed or 
might be mobilised. Where participa-
tion was not linked to capital consider-
ations, engagement was experienced 
as aspirational rather than actionable, 
shaping how communities approached 
future participation opportunities.

Participants described these chal-
lenges as occurring within a broader 
institutional landscape characterised 
by fragmentation and limited coor-
dination. From their perspective, en-
gagement processes were often dis-
connected from one another, even 
when they addressed related issues 
or involved the same communities. 
This fragmentation was evident both 
in participants’ direct experiences and 
in observations from those supporting 
multiple engagement initiatives.

Several participants noted being in-
vited to engage repeatedly on similar 
topics across different forums, without 

Implementation, Follow-
Through, and Perceived 
Impact

Funding, Capital Access, and 
the Limits of Participation

Fragmentation, Duplication, 
and Coordination Across 
Institutions
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clarity on how these processes relat-
ed or whether input was cumulative. 
Participants who had organised or 
observed engagement activities de-
scribed duplication of effort, with lim-
ited coordination across institutions or 
administrative levels. This repetition 
contributed to participation fatigue 
and uncertainty about where engage-
ment was most likely to have influence.

As a result, participation was often 
experienced as episodic rather than 
systemic. Without visible connections 
between engagement exercises, partic-
ipants struggled to see how individual 
contributions fit into a broader deci-
sion-making process. From the partic-
ipant perspective, fragmentation did 
not necessarily signal exclusion, but it 
did undermine confidence that partic-
ipation efforts were coherent or addi-
tive over time.

This section draws on participatory 
workshops and qualitative engage-
ment with youth to surface illustrative 
experiences of public participation. 
The insights presented here are not 
intended to be representative of all 
Jamaican youth, but to highlight recur-
ring patterns, tensions, and priorities 
expressed by participants, many of 
whom reside in urban poor communi-
ties. These examples inform the devel-
opment of the Citizen Public Participa-
tion User-Needs Framework and were 
iteratively tested and refined through 
participatory workshops and user feed-
back.

For many youth participants, “com-
munity” was not experienced as a sta-
ble or inviting civic space. Participants 
described their neighbourhoods as 
unsafe, socially fragmented, or charac-
terised by dynamics that were not pro-
gressive. It was a place to escape, not 
actively contribute to.

Parental guidance frequently rein-
forced this distance. Some youth de-

scribed being advised to “tan a yuh yard 
and focus pon yuh book,” with commu-
nity involvement viewed as a potential 
source of risk or distraction. Limited 
engagement was not described as in-
difference, but as a response shaped by 
safety concerns and family constraints.

As a result, public participation was not 
perceived as a natural extension of com-
munity belonging. It was more common 
for participants to share feelings of 
isolation and limited activity—”nobody 
comes out, everyone stays inside.” Par-
ticipants in communities with more reg-
ular programming appeared to have a 
more positive community outlook, with 
others describing them as lucky.

Youth understanding of public par-
ticipation was limited in most cases. 
Several participants struggled to de-
scribe what public participation meant 
in practical terms or to identify where 
participation opportunities existed. It 
was commonly equated with charitable 
giving and outreach (e.g., sports days 
and community treats) rather than civic 
engagement or decision-making. En-
gagement processes were often seen 
as adult-oriented spaces that assumed 
prior knowledge of governance struc-
tures and procedures.

Where participation opportunities were 
visible, they frequently felt misaligned 
with youth priorities or interests. Some 
participants expressed uncertainty 
about whether these spaces were in-
tended for them or how their involve-
ment would fit within the process. 

When youth did express interest in 
engaging, credibility emerged as a key 
factor shaping motivation. Participants 
consistently differentiated between or-
ganisations that had demonstrated fol-
low-through in the past and those that 
had not. Trust was built through visible 
action and sustained presence, rather 
than through formal mandates or one-

The Youth Experience

Relationship to Their 
Communities

How Youth Understand 
Public Participation

Credibility, Representation, 
and Motivation
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off engagements.

Representation also mattered. Youth 
were more likely to engage when they 
saw peers involved in leadership, fa-
cilitation, or organisational roles. Con-
versely, spaces dominated by older 
adults or authority figures were often 
perceived as intimidating or unrelat-
able, even when youth participation 
was formally encouraged.

Motivation to participate was therefore 
closely linked to whether engagement 
spaces felt authentic, relevant, and ori-
ented toward youth perspectives.

Social media platforms such as 
WhatsApp, Instagram, and TikTok fea-
tured prominently. Young people ac-
cessed news and information through 
Instagram, non-traditional outlets, 
and user-generated content. Several 
participants indicated that information 
about meetings or programmes was 
often shared informally through social 
media or personal messages rather 
than through official channels.

However, participants also shared 
increasing cynicism about perfor-
mative activism and community out-
reach—”everything is for the likes.” 
Across the sessions, participants 

shared examples of individuals per-
forming charitable acts that appeared 
more motivated by a desire to accrue 
social value to themselves than by 
helping the recipient. Skepticism about 
the authenticity of outreach negatively 
impacted the willingness to engage. 

Community-based organisations 
(CBOs), churches, and youth-focused 
programmes emerged as critical en-
ablers of youth engagement. These 
spaces were consistently described as 
safe, familiar, and credible, in contrast 
to more formal institutional settings.

They provided many benefits that 
young people particularly valued. 
These included:

•	 Safe spaces to engage with oth-
ers outside of the home and 
outside of the community

•	 Short-term sustenance 
(e.g., meals, treats)

•	 Entertainment

•	 Educational needs (e.g., les-
sons, scholarships, 
mentorship)

•	 Information and opportunity 
sharing

Providing a safe space in an unsafe 
context is probably the most import-
ant benefit highlighted by participants. 
As their parents generally discouraged 
their presence in the community, CBOs 
provide accessible avenues for them 
to get out of the home. The organiza-
tion most commonly referenced for 
this benefit was the church. It was one 
of the few spaces in the community 
where they could participate freely. 
This was especially important for fe-
male participants, who felt that there 
were even stricter rules for them than 
for their male counterparts.

When asked about places where they 
volunteered or were willing to partic-
ipate in activities, participants most 
commonly identified CBOs and com-
munity centers. It was also common for 
CBOs that provided specific opportuni-
ties (e.g., scholarships or mentorship 
programmes) to require beneficiaries 
to contribute to subsequent cohorts. 
Many participants shared that these 
requirements were the initial reason 
for their introduction to volunteering, 
but had stayed on beyond their man-
datory service windows. 

Taken together, these illustrative ex-
periences suggest that youth disen-

Social Media as an Unstable 
Participation Channel

Community-Based 
Organizations

Design-Relevant Insights 
from Youth Experience
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gagement from public participation is 
shaped by contextual factors such as 
safety, trust, representation, and rel-
evance. Participation was more likely 
where engagement occurred in trust-
ed spaces, through credible intermedi-

aries, and in ways that resonated with 
youth priorities and lived realities.

These insights highlight conditions that 
influence whether youth are able and 
willing to engage in public participation. 

They inform the user needs articulated 
in the following section, which synthe-
sises citizen experiences across groups 
into a structured framework for evalu-
ating participation design.
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 Evaluating the Public 
Participation Channels
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Public 
participation 
channels 
can be executed 
by a central 
entity, through 
a delegated 
authority, the 
local municipal 
authority, or as a 
hybrid
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his chapter evaluates how well 
Jamaica’s public participation 
ecosystem works by examin-
ing how select public partici-

pation channels perform in practice. It 
applies the Citizen User‑Needs Frame-
work proposed in Chapter 4 (Under-
standing The Citizen’s Perspective) to 
assess whether existing mechanisms 
provide the clarity, access, responsive-
ness, and follow‑through that citizens 
require for participation to feel mean-
ingful.
The evaluation uses a service‑design 
lens that focuses on the participant’s 
experience rather than the conven-
ing institution’s intention. It highlights 
where participation channels align 
with citizen needs, where they fall 
short, and what these patterns reveal 
about how the system functions as a 
whole. The insights here help explain 
why, despite the number of avenues 
for participation, many Jamaicans con-
tinue to feel unheard or disconnected 
from public decision‑making.

The evaluation of Jamaica’s partici-
pation channels was grounded in a 
service-design methodology that as-
sesses public processes from the per-
spective of the people who attempt to 
use them. This approach recognises 
that a participation mechanism is only 
as effective as the experience it pro-
vides, and that gaps in clarity, acces-
sibility, or responsiveness can under-
mine even well‑intentioned initiatives.

Twenty channels were selected based 
on criteria prioritising relevance, 
consistency, and public visibility. 
Channels were included if they were 
formally implemented by a public in-
stitution, accessible to the research 
team during the study period, and 
structured around a defined partici-
pation process. The sample included 
statutory committees, policy consul-
tations, environmental and planning 
processes, parish-level structures, and 
programme‑based engagement mech-
anisms.

T

Evaluation Approach

Channel Selection and Scope
The goal was not to create 

a census of all participation 
channels in Jamaica, but 
to examine a sufficiently 

diverse set to identify 
patterns in how participation 
functions across sectors and 

governance levels. 
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The evaluation involved multiple types 
of evidence‑gathering:

•	 Document and digital review: ex-
amining websites, published notic-
es, consultation reports, and offi-
cial guidance.

•	 Participation walkthroughs: at-
tempting to navigate each chan-
nel’s participation process from 
the perspective of a citizen seeking 
to engage.

•	 Testing communication channels: 
calling listed phone numbers, 
sending emails, and submitting 
forms to determine whether con-
tact pathways were functional.

•	 Observation: attending public 
meetings or briefings where pos-
sible.

•	 Stakeholder interviews: speaking 
with institutional representatives 
to clarify procedures and capacity 
constraints.

•	 Citizen engagement: facilitating 
focus groups and lived experience 
workshops to understand how citi-
zens interpret and experience par-
ticipation.

These activities enabled evaluators to 
test each channel’s design, reliability, 
and user‑facing execution. Together, 
they formed the evidence base that 
informs the cross‑cutting findings pre-
sented at the end of the chapter. 

The rubric used in this study operation-
alises the Citizen User‑Needs Frame-
work presented in Chapter 4. Each 
channel was assessed on whether it:

•	 Provides clear information on 
purpose and process;

•	
•	 Offers stable, accessible 

entry points;

•	 Allows participation early 

enough to influence decisions;
•	
•	 Makes decision‑making pro-

cesses visible;
•	
•	 Responds to and 

acknowledges input

•	 Provides a record of how feed-
back shaped outcomes.

Channels were scored as consistently 
meeting (1 point), inconsistently meeting 
(½ point), not meeting (zero points), or not 
applicable for each user’s needs. The 
quality of access measure used a dif-
ferent scoring schema, outlined in the 
table below. Evaluations were conduct-
ed independently and then calibrated 
to ensure interpretive consistency.

The analysis involved collective review 
of evidence across cases and meth-
ods, with team members contributing 
specialised insights and resolving dis-
crepancies through iterative discus-
sion. Particular attention was paid to 
ambiguous evidence—missing docu-
mentation, non-functional digital in-
frastructure, or contradictory instruc-
tions—which evaluators addressed by 
triangulating between citizen accounts, 
institutional interviews, and direct ob-
servations to build consensus on final 
scores.

Several constraints shaped the eval-
uation. Documentation was uneven 
across institutions, and some pro-
cesses lacked reliable archives of past 
activity. The executed methodology 
biases toward well-functioning digital 
presences and archives—which are 
not necessarily indicative of effective 
offline mobilisation. This digital-first 
approach may systematically under-
represent groups that rely on in-person 
networks or other non-digital channels. 
Social media-reliant digital channel use 
is unstable over time, with limited per-
manence, as announcements and guid-
ance frequently change or disappear. 
Capacity limitations within institutions 
also affected the responsiveness of 
communication channels. This meant 
that citizens’ experiences could vary 
depending on timing and the channel’s 
prioritisation. Finally, not all channels 
could be observed directly during live 
engagements.

Within these constraints, the evaluation 
generated substantial empirical evi-
dence documenting how participation 
mechanisms operate in practice and 
identified systematic patterns that re-
cur across the institutional ecosystem.

Evaluation Activities

Interpreting and 
Moderating Findings

Limitations

The Evaluation Rubric

Participants frequently 
described participation 
processes as difficult to 
navigate because of uneven 
access to information and 
limited clarity about how 
decisions were made
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Although the channels differed in pur-
pose, scale, and institutional home, 
citizens encountered a consistent set 
of challenges across them. These pat-
terns help explain why participation 
often feels unpredictable or burden-
some, even when multiple engage-
ment pathways exist.
One of the most common issues was 
timing. Many channels engaged citi-
zens only after substantive decisions 
had already been made. In several 
cases, draft plans or near‑final policy 
positions were presented for com-
ment, leaving little room for citizen 
input to shape outcomes. Participants 
described these processes as opportu-
nities to react rather than to influence, 
which diminished the perceived value 
of participation.

A second recurring pattern involved 
clarity of purpose and process. Re-
searchers and citizen participants fre-
quently reported uncertainty about 
why they were being consulted, what 
authority the process carried, and how 
their contributions would be used. In-
structions were often high‑level or in-
complete, and different parts of an in-
stitution sometimes offered conflicting 
information. This lack of clarity makes 
it difficult for citizens to understand 
their role or to predict what will hap-
pen after they participate.

Persistent accessibility challenges also 
shaped the participation experience. 
Digital entry points were widely used 
but not reliably maintained. Links were 
broken, notices were outdated, and 
websites were not optimised for mo-
bile use—an important barrier given 
how many Jamaicans access the inter-
net primarily through smartphones. 
In‑person participation, meanwhile, 
was often constrained by meeting 
times and locations that excluded 
working people, rural residents, or 
those without easy access to transpor-
tation. 

Across nearly all channels, feedback 
loops were weak or entirely absent. 
Citizens rarely received updates ex-
plaining how their input influenced 
outcomes or whether it was consid-
ered at all. When responses did occur, 
they were usually generic acknowl-
edgements rather than substantive ex-
planations. This reinforced a broader 
perception that participation was sym-
bolic—something institutions were re-
quired to do, rather than a meaningful 
avenue for shaping decisions.

A further insight relates to institution-
al capacity. Higher‑capacity entities—
typically those with dedicated staff, 
stable funding, and strong internal 
processes—delivered more consistent 
participation experiences. In contrast, 
under‑resourced bodies struggled to 
maintain even basic communication 
channels. These disparities meant that 
the quality of participation varied de-
pending on which institution led the 
process, rather than the importance or 
statutory status of the issue at hand.

Finally, the evaluation highlighted frag-
mentation across the ecosystem. With 
no coordinating body or shared stan-
dards for participation, ministries and 
agencies designed and executed pro-
cesses independently. This resulted in 
duplication, inconsistent expectations, 
and a lack of system‑wide learning. 
Citizens were required to navigate 
each process anew, often with entirely 
different rules, formats, and require-
ments.

Together, these cross‑cutting findings 
suggest that Jamaica’s participation 
ecosystem functions less as a coordi-
nated system and more as a collection 
of individual channels. While each may 
serve a legitimate purpose, their cu-
mulative effect is one of inconsistency, 
unpredictability, and limited impact on 
decision‑making.

How Well Do 
Participation Channels 
Meet Citizen Needs?

43 OneCity  I  Study Two OneCity  I  Study Two43



Public Participation Ecosystem Scorecard
Evaluates public participation channels based on the Citizen Public Participation User Needs Framework1
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Each subsection below presents the 
key insights for one user‑need catego-
ry, supported by examples and a syn-
thesis of the evaluation results.

Across the research, it was found that 
the first step of participating—sim-
ply finding where to begin—was one 
of the most challenging aspects of 
engagement. Across the channels as-
sessed, information about how to par-
ticipate was dispersed, inconsistently 
updated, or unintentionally obscured. 
(See Table 2). This pattern appeared 
across several mechanisms, includ-
ing the Parish Development Commit-
tees (PDCs), Community Development 
Committees (CDCs), the National 
Works Agency (NWA) community con-
sultation channels, and even formal 
statutory bodies such as the Office of 
Disaster Preparedness and Emergency 
Management (ODPEM) Parish Disaster 
Committees. In many cases, the prima-
ry access point was a digital one, yet 
websites and online pages were not 
maintained in step with ongoing pro-
cesses. Citizens encountered outdated 
notices, expired forms, or conflicting 
instructions across different parts of 
the same institutional website.

Because of these inconsistencies, par-
ticipation often began with guesswork. 
Researchers and citizens described 
searching across multiple platforms, 
calling offices repeatedly without an 
answer, or consulting personal con-
tacts to verify basic details such as 
meeting times, submission require-
ments, and institutional responsi-
bilities. People without established 
community networks or relationships 
inside institutions frequently learned 
of opportunities only after deadlines 
had passed. For example, in the case 
of parish-level consultations facilitat-
ed by a Municipal Corporation, several 
participants reported learning about 
sessions only through WhatsApp 
groups long after official notices had 

Findings by User-Need 
Category

FIND — How Easily Can 
Citizens Locate the Process?

circulated. For many, participation 
felt dependent on prior knowledge of 
where to look.

Several recurring access challenges 
were found. Although they appeared in 
different forms across ministries and 
agencies, they produced a similar ef-
fect: citizens struggled to locate a con-
sistent, dependable entry point into 
the process.

Digital information became diffi-
cult to relocate. Information posted 
through social media channels quickly 
became difficult to relocate, as old-
er notices were buried in feeds and 
lacked persistent archiving. Citizens 
attempting to revisit information lat-
er—such as posts for the ministry-led 
public information sessions docu-
mented in the evaluation or NEPA per-
mit consultations—often could not 
find them due to feed-based decay. 

Project-linked channels lacked per-
manence. Channels associated with 
short-term programmes remained ac-
tive only during the intervention peri-
od. Once the programme ended, the 
associated digital presence stopped 
being updated, often leaving no 
clear successor mechanism in place. 

Public posting practices were irreg-
ular. Announcements were shared 
inconsistently across platforms, 
sometimes circulated informally 
within WhatsApp groups or post-
ed too close to the event for broad 
awareness. This was observed across 
multiple municipal engagements, in-
cluding Kingston & St. Andrew Mu-
nicipal Corporation (KSAMC) notices. 

Together, these patterns show that 
finding participation opportunities re-
quires persistence, prior knowledge, 
and significant time. Without stable 
and predictable entry points, access 
becomes uneven. 

SDC’s Community Development Plan 

Illustrative Examples of 
Good Practice

consultation stood out from other 
participation channels for its accessi-
bility and citizen-centred design. The 
consultations were easy to find, bene-
fiting from SDC’s established presence 
in communities and the visible role of 
Community Development Officers, who 
served as trusted points of contact and 
created a network of local information 
sources. Information about upcoming 
consultations was communicated well 
in advance using channels embedded 
in community life: posters in local gath-
ering spaces, WhatsApp groups and 
digital messaging, and word-of-mouth 
through neighbourhood contacts. The 
use of multiple channels and early no-
tice provided interested persons with 
the opportunity to plan their participa-
tion. 

The observed engagements included 
several citizen-centred design consid-
erations—meetings were scheduled 
at convenient times, held in accessible 
locations, and followed a transparent 
format that participants could under-
stand and navigate. They did, however, 
require physical location to participate 
or observe which limited their accessi-
bility.

This combination of institutional famil-
iarity, proactive communication, and 
thoughtful planning created a partici-
pation process that communities could 
readily locate and engage with, and 
provides strong references in the “Find” 
category.
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Public Participation Ecosystem Scorecard (Find Component) 
Evaluates public participation channels based the Find Component of the Citizen Public Participation 
User Needs Framework

2
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provided strong examples of convening 
institutions that demonstrated process 
clarity. Both participation processes 
employed a systematic approach to 
breaking down engagement into clear-
ly defined steps, building up citizen 
understanding of what would happen, 
and when and how their involvement 
would unfold. There was evidence of 
strong cross-institutional collabora-
tion—including through SDC Commu-
nity Development Officers who served 
as key facilitators and community liai-
sons for multiple programmes. Citizens 
received guidance on how their inputs 
would be gathered. Crucially, this clar-
ity was reinforced by the availability of 
support staff and volunteers who en-
gaged citizens and provided assistance 
throughout the participation process.

Both channels generated high levels 
of community interest, sustained in 
part by strong communication about 
what citizen input would be used to 
do. Stakeholder communications at the 
community level and through national 
platforms were strong components of 
both engagements. This combination of 
structured processes, communication 
about purpose and use, collaborative 
institutional support, and accessible 
guidance contributed to building un-
derstanding.

Even when citizens successfully locat-
ed the entry point, many struggled to 
understand what would happen next. 
Across a wide range of participation 
channels, including the HEART Com-
munity Training Initiative consultations, 
KSAMC’s consultations, and communi-
ty-level structures like CDCs and PDCs, 
the steps involved in participation were 
often unclear or incompletely doc-
umented. Some institutions offered 
high-level descriptions of participation, 
but few provided straightforward guid-
ance on what citizens were being asked 
to do, who would make decisions, or 
how their input would be considered.
Citizens described arriving at consulta-
tions or submitting feedback without 
knowing the scope of their influence. 
This was particularly evident in the par-
ish and national consultations, where 
participants assumed their input would 
significantly shape the draft, only to be 
disappointed by institutional resistance 
to incorporating widely held stakehold-
er positions. Others described submit-
ting written feedback without any indi-
cation of how their submissions would 
be reviewed, or whether they would 
receive acknowledgment.
The evaluation found recurring chal-
lenges, and although these varied by in-
stitution, they created similar barriers 
to understanding:

•	 Information gaps - Steps in 
the process, such as how sub-
missions would be handled or 
whether decisions were still 
open, were often not docu-
mented. This was evident in 
channels like the housing‑relat-
ed public processes and several 
ministry-led policy reviews.

•	 Variable practices - Chan-
nels operating under the same 
mandate functioned different-
ly across parishes or agencies. 
For example, the roles and op-
erations of PDCs varied wide-
ly across parishes, leading to 

UNDERSTAND — Can 
Citizens Make Sense of the 
Process?

inability to compare them and 
confusion among other stake-
holders about how community 
input would flow through the 
governance structures.

•	 Hidden criteria -  Citizens were 
often unaware of the deci-
sion-making factors institutions 
used, such as the weighting 
of inputs or how written com-
ments on draft policies would 
be assessed.

For example, an attempt to follow pub-
lished instructions for submitting input 
processes was curtailed by the non-ex-
istence of an online form referenced in 
the instructions. The institution then re-
directed the input to be done using an 
entirely different submission method 
that had never been published. 
When participation mechanisms lack 
clarity, potential participants cannot 
assess whether the process is fair, legit-
imate, or worth their time. As a result, 
there is meagre, likely low-quality par-
ticipation, or, more often, complete dis-
engagement. 

Project STAR’s Community Transforma-
tion Boards and the SPARK Programme 

Illustrative Examples of 
Good Practice
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Public Participation Ecosystem (Understand) Scorecard
Evaluates public participation channels based on the Understand Component of the Citizen Public 
Participation User Needs Framework

3
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Locating and understanding the pro-
cess are only the first steps. Even when 
citizens reached the point of interac-
tion, many channels did not function 
reliably enough to support meaningful 
engagement. Across several mecha-
nisms—including Municipal Corpora-
tion channels, NEPA‑related submis-
sion pathways, and SDC‑supported 
community structures—citizens en-
countered communication and proce-
dural breakdowns (See Table 4). Phone 
numbers rang unanswered or were out 
of service, emails bounced, and online 
forms referenced in guidance docu-
ments were non-existent. These fail-
ures signalled that participation path-
ways were not consistently maintained 
or monitored.

In some cases, participation required 
documents, steps, or approvals that 
were not publicly disclosed. Citizens 
attempting to engage discovered addi-
tional requirements mid‑process, often 
after investing significant time. These 
hidden steps created the impression 
that the process was not designed with 
the user in mind. Often, internal proce-
dures had changed, but public‑facing 
instructions had not been updated to 
reflect those changes.

Participation was also shaped by local 
gatekeepers, particularly within par-
ish and community structures. Several 
PDC‑ and CDC‑related processes relied 
on community leaders or established 
networks to share information or fa-
cilitate engagement. While these inter-
mediaries strengthened participation 
for those within their networks, they 
can inadvertently exclude those with-
out comparable access. As a result, op-
portunities were unevenly distributed, 
with a heavy reliance on personal rela-
tionships and community‑level connec-
tivity.
Several recurring challenges were seen 
across channels:

PARTICIPATE — Once Inside 
the Process, Can Citizens 
Actually Engage?

Operational failures that prevented 
citizens from completing the process, 
including inactive email accounts, 
non‑functional phone lines, and un-
available submission mechanisms. 

Non‑disclosure of required 
steps, where citizens only 
learned of additional require-
ments—such as supporting doc-
uments or procedural steps—af-
ter attempting to participate. 

Dependence on intermediaries 
can create inequities in who can 
participate effectively, privileg-
ing those with existing networks. 

The user experience was thus unsta-
ble: steps shifted, links failed, and re-
quirements appeared unexpectedly 
mid‑process. Even motivated partici-
pants sometimes abandoned the pro-
cess due to repeated obstacles or a 
lack of acknowledgement. Engagement, 
therefore, was not only difficult to initi-
ate; it was almost impossible to sustain.

Project STAR’s Community Transfor-
mation Boards and JSIF’s Community 
Consultations and Project/Community 
Committees employed practices that 

Illustrative Examples of 
Good Practice

support effective participation (See 
Table 4). Citizens from target commu-
nities and representatives from com-
munity organizations were engaged in 
project design and planning phases, 
with formal roles on project-related 
committees that provide ongoing input 
throughout implementation phases. 
They communicated the role of the 
mechanisms and how they would be 
executed, including the provisional ac-
tivities, decision points, and input op-
portunities. 

While the participation channels were 
not consistent in publishing the min-
utes or records of decisions made by 
these groups, regular community meet-
ings created ongoing touchpoints for 
information sharing and accountabil-
ity. The also published more detailed 
project reports on the organization 
website and social media platforms 
that outlined progress, challenges, and 
outcomes.

There was also positive examples of  
digital mobilisation to broaden reach, 
share information, and facilitate coor-
dination. Organisers supported partic-
ipants in navigating video-conferencing 
platforms and digital messaging tools, 
ensuring technology enhanced rather 
than hindered inclusive engagement.
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SYSTEM OF RECORD — Can 
Citizens See How Their Input 
Was Used?
Across nearly all channels evaluated, 
the greatest weakness was the absence 
of a reliable system of record, that is, 
an institutional memory that docu-
ments decisions, shows how input was 
considered, and provides citizens with 
evidence that participation mattered.
Most channels did not publish consul-
tation summaries or decision notes. 
When documentation existed, it was 
often generic, offering high-level state-
ments about “considering all input” 
without specifying which issues were 
raised or how they influenced out-
comes. Citizens consistently reported 
that, after participating, they were left 
with no indication that their contribu-
tion had shaped anything.

Some institutions did send acknowl-
edgement messages, but these were 
typically automated “thank you” re-
plies that did not meaningfully close 
the loop. Others provided updates 
only through stakeholder groups rath-
er than through publicly accessible 
channels, leaving people outside those 
networks uninformed.

Patterns in this category were stark:
•	 Absence of public-facing deci-

sion records for most partici-
pation processes. 

•	 Inconsistent archiving practic-
es, with documents disappear-
ing once projects ended.

•	 Limited transparency into de-
cision-making contributes to 
perceptions of predetermined 
outcomes.

Having a functioning system of record 
builds up a visible institutional mem-
ory that chronicles decisions and pro-
vides evidence of how citizen input 
was considered and incorporated in 
otherwise ephemeral decision-making 
processes. The Spark Programme’s 

Illustrative Examples of 
Good Practice

digital presence, specifically its website, 
stands out as one of the most compre-
hensive efforts to provide a transparent 
system of record. Executed as a hybrid 
channel, the initaitie uses a centralised 
platform to aggregate information 
sharing and updates, but decentraliz-
es community consultations through 
Members of Parliament. While there 

are gaps in providing the rationale for 
decisions, the Initiative outlines recom-
mendations from citizens, Members of 
Parliament, and centralized or technical 
actors. The platform is also constructed 
to provide updates on subsequent road 
repairs and other developments that 
flow from stakeholder consultations.  
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There are gaps between how institu-
tions engage in public participation and 
what citizens value the most in mean-
ingful engagement.  Channels exist, but 
responsive and meaningful dialogue 
about how to engage or whether en-
gagement is working does not appear 
to be taking place. Quality is driven by 
institutional capacity rather than man-
date, leading to uneven experiences 
across sectors and parishes.

Weak feedback loops, unclear process-
es, and inconsistent access reinforce 
citizen scepticism. Higher‑performing 
channels demonstrate that quality 
participation is possible, but the eco-
system lacks shared standards, coordi-
nation, and accountability mechanisms 
necessary to ensure that all Jamaicans 
can participate meaningfully.

To strengthen the ecosystem, institu-
tional actors will need to adopt shared 
standards, invest in capacity, and de-
sign mechanisms that close the loop 
between citizen input and public ac-
tion. These opportunities are explored 
in Chapter 6.

Ecosystem‑Level 
Interpretation

Participants 
consistently 
described 
trust as 
shaped by 
whether 
engagement 
processes 
aligned with 
expectations
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Across most of 
the evaluated 
channels, there 
was little 
evidence of 
a connection 
between tangible 
outcomes and 
community 
consultations
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he findings of this study show 
that Jamaica does not lack op-
portunities for public partic-
ipation. Rather, participation 

processes often operate as fragmented 
and procedural activities, with limited 
coordination, inconsistent standards, 
and weak visibility of outcomes. While 
numerous engagement channels exist 
across government and civil society, 
they rarely function as parts of a co-
herent system capable of translating 
citizen input into decisions and actions. 

The recommendations below seek to 
strengthen the institutional architec-
ture that supports participation and 
improve how engagement processes 
operate in practice. They are organ-
ised across three levels: institutional 
reforms, which address coordination, 
standards, and governance arrange-
ments; programmatic improvements, 
which focus on the design and delivery 
of participation processes; and citi-
zen-centred measures, which aim to 
improve transparency and the public’s 
ability to see how their input influenc-
es decisions. Together, these measures 
aim to shift public participation in Ja-
maica from fragmented consultation 
toward a more coordinated and out-
come-oriented. 

1. Operationalise the Provisions of the 
Local Governance Act (2016)
Fully implement the participatory 
provisions of the Local Governance 
Act, clarifying the roles and func-
tions of Parish Development Com-
mittees (PDCs) and Community De-
velopment Committees (CDCs) 

Although the Act provides a statutory 
framework for participation, imple-
mentation of all its provisions has been 
uneven. Operationalisation would 
involve enacting and strengthening 
these structures so they can serve as 
reliable and accessible spaces for citi-
zen engagement in local planning and 
decision-making. This includes ensur-
ing that PDCs and CDCs are operation-

T

Institutional 
Recommendations

al and functioning consistently, while 
being supported with the institutional 
resources needed to carry out their 
mandates. Strengthening these mecha-
nisms would help to reinforce participa-
tion as a routine element of local gover-
nance rather than the ad-hoc activity it 
currently is practiced as. 

2. Implement Shared Participation Stan-
dards Across Government 
Update and fully implement shared 
participation standards for public 
engagement processes across gov-
ernment institutions, building on the 
Cabinet Office’s Consultation Code of 
Practice for the Public Sector. 

The Code, first issued in 2005, provides 
a foundation for good consultation 
practice but has not been systemati-
cally applied across government. Up-
dating and operationalising it for digital 
engagement would help to improve the 
consistency and predictability of pub-
lic participation channels, establishing 
baseline expectations around clarity 
of process, accessibility of engagement 
opportunities, appropriate timelines, 
feedback to participants, and docu-
mentation of outcomes.  

3. Harmonise Participation Mandates 
Across Governance Levels 
Coordinate participation processes 
across community, parish, and na-
tional levels to reduce duplication 
and consultation fatigue. 

Involves both horizontal integration 
across institutions operating at the 
same level of governance, and verti-
cal integration between community, 
municipal, and national processes. 
Greater alignment would allow insights 
gathered through one engagement ex-
ercise to inform subsequent planning 
and decision-making, avoiding wherev-
er possible communities to repeat the 
same consultations, This improves the 
cumulative value of engagement while 
reducing the burden placed on citizens 
and community organisations. 

4. Resource Citizen Engagement as 
Shared Infrastructure 
Recognise the Social Development 
Commission’s community engage-
ment capacity as shared gover-
nance infrastructure, establishing 
cost-sharing mechanisms that allow 
institutions relying on it to contrib-
ute to its maintenance and strength-
ening. 
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Many institutions rely on the SDC’s 
community profiles, planning pro-
cesses, embedded personnel, and 
long-standing relationships with resi-
dents to engage communities. These 
assets effectively serve as shared en-
gagement infrastructure across gov-
ernment and civil society, yet respon-
sibility for maintaining them largely 
rests with a single institution. Allowing 
agencies and programmes that draw 
on this capacity to contribute to its up-
keep, via cost-sharing or partnership 
agreements, would reduce pressure on 
the SDC while strengthening the sus-
tainability and quality of participation 
across the system.

5. Strengthen Core Participation Func-
tions Across Coordinating Institutions 
Clarify and strengthen the core op-
erational functions that institutions 
responsible for coordinating or del-
egating participation and planning 
processes are expected to perform 

Effective public participation depends 
not only on institutional design but 
also on consistent execution. Find-
ings suggests that persistent gaps in 
follow-through, coordination, docu-

mentation, and feedback stem from 
unclear or weakly defined responsibili-
ties across the participation ecosystem. 
Strengthening participation therefore 
requires clearer articulation and adher-
ence to a core set of functions, including 
the need to: 

•	 Maintain a public registry of partic-
ipation channels and their outputs, 
to reduce duplication of effort and 
enable more coordinated engage-
ment across them 

•	 Promote consistency in how partic-
ipation processes are executed, in-
cluding clear timelines, consistent 
engagement formats, and acknowl-
edgement of inputs 

•	 Advocate for and amplify participa-
tion outputs and community prior-
ities across institutions 

•	 Aggregate recurring citizen con-
cerns and operational challenges 
across participation entities for 
shared learning  

•	 Provide shared (tools, processes, 
and support) infrastructure to low-

er the execution-burden faced by 
smaller entities.

6. Create Reference Implementations 
for Key Public Participation Stages and 
Interactions 
Develop and disseminate reference 
implementations for key stages and 
interactions in public participation 
processes 

These reference implementations 
could take the form of illustrative ex-
amples, reusable design patterns, or 
tested models that demonstrate how 
participation can be structured to meet 
citizen-needs in practice. This can per-
tain to the announcement of engage-
ment opportunities, the onboarding 
participants, or how post-engagement 
feedback is provided. These reference 
implementations can be adapted to 
serve the unique needs of the institu-
tion adopting them, helping to reduce 
the need for reinvention across institu-
tions and improving the baseline quali-
ty of engagement processes.

7. Employ the Citizen Public Participa-
tion User-Needs Framework as a Design 
Checklist 
Institutions should use the Citizen 
Public Participation User-Needs 
Framework as a practical design 
checklist when planning and review-
ing public participation processes. 

Applied during the early stages of 
participation design, the framework 
can help programme managers and 
designers identify gaps in clarity, ac-
cess, timing, responsiveness, and fol-
low-through before engagement activi-
ties are launched. It may also be used to 
review and refine existing participation 
channels. Used consistently, it can help 
institutions improve the quality and 
user experience of participation pro-
cesses. 

8. Increase the Visibility and Reuse of 
Community Development Plans and 
Consultation Outputs 

Programmatic
Recommendations
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Encourage institutions to reference, 
publish, and build upon existing 
community development plans and 
consultation outputs when design-
ing new engagement processes.  

New engagement exercises are often 
initiated without reference to prior 
work, leading to duplication, consulta-
tion fatigue, and missed opportunities 
to build on existing community input. 
Adopting an Open by Default approach 
to publishing community development 
plans and consultation outputs would 
improve discoverability and support 
coordination across institutions. Proce-
dural prompts encouraging institutions 
to review existing plans before initiat-
ing new engagement activities could 
further reduce duplication while pre-
serving institutional flexibility. 
 

9. Create a Platform to Track Participa-
tion Outcomes 
A public-facing platform should be 
created to allow citizens to track 
participation activities, outcomes, 
and implementation progress across 
government. 

A publicly accessible platform could 
bring together information on par-
ticipation exercises and subsequent 
decisions across ministries, executive 
agencies, and municipal corporations. 
The platform could draw on existing 
records and reporting practices while 
presenting information in a coherent 
and accessible format. Organising in-
formation by geography, issue, or in-
stitution would improve transparency 
and help demonstrate how citizen in-
put contributes to decisions and policy 
outcomes. 
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