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Abstract 

Participatory budgeting (PB) is worth considering as a planning tool. It makes claims to 

encourage citizenship (Schugurensky, 2004), spark “transformative community 

development” (Lerner, 2006) and cultivate innovative forms of governance while 

improving the accountability of those already in place (Wampler, 2000, 2007; Wampler 

& Avritzer, 2004). In North America, PB is an overlooked public engagement 

mechanism that can introduce citizen input into place making and a timely participatory 

practice. This thesis seeks to understand current PB practice, and to propose a form and 

function of PB for Winnipeg. Empirical research of three PB examples (Toronto 

Community Housing, the Neighbourhood Support Coalition in Guelph, Ontario, and the 

49th Ward in Chicago, Illinois) contributes to a proposed PB framework for Winnipeg 

that is tested with members of the community development sector in Winnipeg. 
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Chapter 1 – Exploring the Terrain 
 

This thesis seeks to understand current PB practice, and to propose a form and 

function of PB for Winnipeg. PB has theoretical and practical value to planning 

(Sintomer, Herzberg, Allegretti, & Rocke, 2010). As planning practitioners, great value 

lies in better understanding about what PB has worked and why, so that we can better 

identify, support and facilitate a desired participatory process that broadens citizenship 

and offers opportunities to increase public accountability and social equity.  

PB makes claims to encourage citizenship (Schugurensky, 2004), spark 

“transformative community development” (Lerner, 2006) and cultivate innovative forms 

of governance while improving the accountability of those already in place (Wampler, 

2000, 2007; Wampler & Avritzer, 2004). Despite these claims, public input in budgets in 

North America remains an emerging area (Ebdon & Franklin, 2004; Franklin, Ebdon & 

Ho, 2009; Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Elias et al., 2010). PB is rarely implemented in 

North America, and has thrived in only a few rare occasions. A handful of Canadian 

examples have been short-lived and are now defunct, and only a small number exist 

today. These examples are often set against a critique of the current quality and practice 

of democratic life, the failures of representative democracy and related concerns about 

inadequate policy and program delivery to communities (Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; 

Schugurensky, 2004). With a focus on urban participatory processes, the context for this 

research is one where Canadian cities grapple to meet need with limited revenue sources 

amid a web of multi-level governance (Sancton, 2006), develop sector policies in areas 

such as health care delivery, education and skills training, and are increasingly enlisting 
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social organizations to meet growing needs (Loxley & Simpson, 2007). New unintended 

and often creative organizational structures, practices, partnerships and delivery 

mechanisms have emerged from this theoretical and political backdrop. PB is one of 

these innovative practices.  

The examples of PB studied in this paper include the long-running PB processes 

at Toronto Community Housing, Toronto, Canada and the smaller-scale allocation 

process undertaken by the Neighbourhood Support Coalition (NSC) in Guelph, Ontario. 

It also takes a look at the Chicago’s 49th Ward, the sole American offering to this 

research and relative newcomer, having just completed its second PB cycle. The 

examples present a diversity of scale, programming and longevity, provoking interesting 

contrasts and comparisons. 

Thesis Outline 
The thesis is structured in three parts. First, I describe the paper’s methodology 

and theoretical framework, drawing exclusively on secondary sources. Chapter One 

includes a review of current challenges facing planning and a brief introduction to PB. 

Chapter Two gathers knowledge of foundational principles and practices of PB.  

Second, I incorporate empirical research of PB to see how theory works in 

practice. Chapter 3 describes the PB design of three examples to gain better 

understanding of current form and implementation. Chapter 4 undertakes a thematic 

analysis of cross cutting themes.  

Third, I synthesize and test my research. I develop a theoretical PB framework, 

incorporating lessons learned from empirical research conducted with PB practitioners 

that considers dominant principles, process and implementation (Chapter 5). I next test 
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this framework with Winnipeg community development practitioners, ultimately creating 

a PB cycle and considerations for the local context (Chapter 6). Conclusions are 

presented in Chapter 7.  

Introducing PB as a Research Topic 
Participatory budgeting (PB) describes public participation in a budget allocation 

process.  

Participatory budgeting directly involves local people in making decisions on the 
spending and priorities for a defined public budget.  PB processes can be defined 
by geographical area (whether that’s neighbourhood or larger) or by theme.  This 
means engaging residents and community groups representative of all parts of the 
community to discuss and vote on spending priorities, make spending proposals, 
and vote on them, as well giving local people a role in the scrutiny and monitoring 
of the process and results to inform subsequent PB decisions. (PB Unit, What is 
PB?, n.d.) 

Discussions of PB often compare PB processes. Some studies establish and 

differentiate among “procedural ideal types” (Sintomer et al., 2010, p. 16) or group PB 

with similar characteristics of process (Allegretti & Herzberg, 2004), while others are 

case studies that focus on differences in method and implementation (Baiocchi & Lerner, 

2007; Couverthie & Leavy-Sperounis, 2006). Today PB exists as a participatory 

institution in close to a thousand municipalities worldwide, with estimates ranging 

approximately between 800 and 1450 (Pinnington, Lerner & Schugurensky, 2009; 

Sintomer et al., 2010).   

Almost without exception, discussions reference to Brazil’s Porto Alegre model, 

which works much like a touchstone for emerging and ongoing PB processes despite the 

often vastly different cultural and socio-political contexts of each site of practice. PB’s 

success in Brazil has led to the expansion of PB across the globe. In origin, PB grew from 

strong commitments to social justice through participatory institutions that engaged 
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citizens with democratic processes. The original Brazilian Workers’ Party Partido dos 

Trabaldahores (PT) platform promised to invert municipal priorities and provide more 

opportunities for citizens to participate in and monitor government (Baiocchi, 2005), 

seeking direct participation in local and regional spending (Wampler & Avritzer, 2004). 

The Porto Alegre process begins with neighbourhood meetings to discuss and 

establish priorities at the local level; delegates are chosen for regional assemblies held 

twice a year along with five thematic plenary assemblies addressing broader regional 

issues such as education and health. Neighbourhood delegates are also elected to the 

Council of the PB (Conselho do Orçamento Participativo, COP), a decision-making body 

that monitors the administration and implementation of PB projects through the Planning 

Office (Gabinete de Planejamento, or GAPLAN) (de Sousa Santos, 1998). 

Weblogs, internet sites and discussion groups highlight that an active virtual 

community shares knowledge about what worked in particular circumstances.1 PB has 

been adopted by the international development sector, with the World Bank, UN Habitat 

and the Inter-American Development Bank describing the positive development 

outcomes of PB. For instance, the World Bank positions PB as an element of its Poverty 

Reduction Strategy Implementation, alongside performance budgeting and “pro-poor” 

spending. PB is also positioned as a participatory public and civic engagement practice 

that the World Bank seeks to incorporate into the design, implementation and evaluation 

of programs (World Bank, Participatory Budget Formulation, n.d). 

PB that is transplanted from Brazilian soil is greatly influenced by the 

                                                        
1 Examples include the Participatory Budgeting Unit (www.participatorybudgeting.org.uk), the 
Participatory Budgeting Project (http://www.participatorybudgeting.org), and the International Budget 
Partnership (www.internationalbudget.org).   
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participatory tradition of its new environment (Sintomer, Herzberg & Rocke, 2008) and 

the existing conditions of democracy, quality of citizenship and degree of existing 

associational activity (Nylen, 2002). In effect, PB is seen to have different administrative, 

social and political goals (Sintomer, cited in Cabannes, 2004a) depending on where it is 

and how it is implemented. The result is a wide range of PB practice with a “mixed track 

record” of success (Wampler, 2007, p. 6).  

While PB in Brazil grew from a political climate of clientelism and corruption, 

with a goal to fundamentally alter the relationship of state to citizen (Wampler, 2000), PB 

in North America is presented differently: 

While the motivation for PB in the South has initially been to minimize 
corruption and bring much-needed services to poor communities, the motivation 
behind PB in North American and European municipalities is the revitalization of 
civic engagement and public interest in local governance. (Angeles, 2003, p. 12) 

In North America, PB is presented as a gateway for political participation 

(Pinnington et al., 2009) and a transformative strategy for the urban landscape that can 

change how politics and policies are done (Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006). This shift 

reflects the different challenges North and Latin Americans face; for instance, while PB 

in Latin America often focuses on infrastructure, Canadian cities face fewer infrastructure 

deficits, leading PB to focus on other areas (Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et 

al., 2009). The multi-ethnic urban centres, growing gaps between rich and poor amid 

general affluence, disinvestment of federal programming and little municipal autonomy 

are other contextual considerations that present challenges and opportunities to PB in 

Canada (Lerner, 2005; Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009).This reality 

may also explain why some North American literature highlights citizen participation in 

budget processes in the context of improved government accountability and a 
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strengthened citizen-state connection (Preisser, 1997; Callahan, 2002; Franklin et al., 

2009; Ebdon & Franklin, 2004). Studies of PB across the globe underscore an interest in 

the participatory practice, as well as an awareness of its diversity of form and function. 

This offers a rich area of research to explore and discuss. 

Theoretical Frame 
From a planning theory perspective, this paper follows ‘communicative’ planners, 

namely Leonie Sandercock, John Forester, Judith Innes and Patsy Healey. These 

academics describe challenges to traditional knowledge structures (Healey, 1997; Innes, 

1994), mainstream planning’s “crisis of knowledge in planning” and its ensuing struggle 

to incorporate stakeholder interests in a multi-voiced world (Sandercock, 1999, p. 170). 

Central to this way of thinking is the challenge to quantifiable knowledge. The 

unassailable expert is dismissed as new roles of stakeholders and interest groups emerge; 

“professional inquiry and ordinary knowledge closely interact and reshape each other in 

all…negotiations” (Innes, 1994, p. 22). In this theoretical plane, planners seek to escape 

the “straightjacket of narrow instrumental rationality,” disrupting traditional paradigms of 

expert/non-expert and entering the realm of “collective discourse” that draws in the local, 

the specific, the unique (Healey, 1996, p. 219). 

Disconnected and distrustful of leadership, the context is one of growing 

scepticism among planners and PB thinkers about current forms of representative 

democracy (Forester, 1999; Lerner & Van Wagner, 2006; Schugurensky, 2004), and a 

desire to find ways to make government more accountable, relevant and responsive to 

citizens. One trusty planning tool is public engagement. Public participation in civic 

decision-making grew rapidly from the 1960s, emerging from the civil and human rights 
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movement as well as mainstreaming policies that broadened the scope of public 

engagement (Elias, Huck & Lennon, 2010; Fagotto & Fung, 2006; Rowe & Frewer, 

2004). The desire to incorporate diverse dialogues is central to planning today (Lowry, 

Adler & Milner, 1997). Public engagement in policy development is one area of public 

input seen to improve policy-making, an “accepted and legitimated process” (Cass, 2006, 

p. 6), “necessary to reflect and acknowledge democratic ideals” (Rowe & Frewer, 2000, 

p. 24).  

PB is a public engagement tool that cultivates a “ ‘social co-responsibility’ ” 

(Schugurensky, 2004, p. 9) as citizens and municipal administrators begin to better 

understand each other’s needs, roles, realities and responsibilities. This ethical orientation 

is one of deliberation and collective action, akin to a planning perspective where 

knowledge is shared, and acquired through the doing; “just as ‘reflective practitioners’ 

learn from experience (Schon 1983), ‘deliberative practitioners’ work and learn with 

others” (Forester, 1999, p. 2).  

Connecting PB & planning 
The analysis below briefly introduces PB’s connection and value to planning, 

framed in discussions around meaningful public participation, capacity and community 

empowerment, broadened or “deepening democracy” (Fung & Wright, 2003, p. 7; 

Schugurensky, 2009), and the desire for structural change. I introduce a number of 

assumptions about PB are introduced, the limitations and opportunities of which are 

explored in Chapter 2.  
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Meaningful public participation 
Planning is grounded in a participatory ethic that strives for “meaningful public 

participation” (CIP, Code of Practice, 2004). This commitment is matched by PB’s 

participatory democratic practice. PB draws citizens into the heart of the democratic 

processes and what Kahn calls “government in miniature” (1997, p. 211). “Opening up” 

budgets to the public is crucial to democratic revitalization (Loxley, 2003, p. 11) at a time 

of “democratic deficit” and globalized, large-scale governments that erode citizens’ 

confidence in representation (Dahl, cite in Melo & Baiocchi, 2006, p. 589; Schugurensky, 

2004; Nylen, 2002). A particular concern is the “crisis of representation” for vulnerable 

people traditionally excluded from popular democratic processes (Dominguez & Kinney 

Giraldo, cited in Nylen, 2002, p. 128). Framed in theories about participation, PB can 

offer direct decision-making power. This means the highest degree of “citizen power” in 

Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Arnstein, cited in Pinnington et al., 2009, p. 457), and 

the top rung of Rocha’s ladder of empowerment (Rocha, 1997).  

This focus on public management is portrayed as an opportunity to reinvigorate 

government process while improving the quality of citizen participation in budget 

processes. Public participation in budget processes help establish community priorities 

and build citizen input into public policy development, increasing transparency of 

government (Callahan, 2002; Cass, 2006; Elias et al., 2010; Pinnington et al., 2009). This 

strengthens the relationship between citizens and their government, building trust through 

an increased sense of control and contribution to public process and decision-making 

(Syme & Sadler, 1994; Rowe & Frewer, 2004; Souza, 2009). These social outcomes have 

real world punch; Lerner and Van Wagner argue increased popular participation in 

government leads to “more democratic decisions [that] result in more equitable 
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distribution of resources” as communities get involved in budget decisions and allocate 

resources to areas of need (2006, p. 2, emphasis original).  

Capacity and community development 
Planning’s focus on local change, and local change-makers (and their stories and 

perspectives) is evident in academic literature (Innes de Neufville, 1987; Sandercock, 

1999, 2003) as well as practice, such as the international Project for Public Spaces or 

Manitoba’s own community-focused neighbourhood revitalization program, 

Neighbourhoods Alive! PB also works at the local level, starting with small community 

discussions about immediate issues and needs, building capacity for both individual and 

community levels. Participation in budget processes builds citizen input into public 

policy development, improving awareness of policy processes while building knowledge 

and skills (Loxley, 2003). Case studies of PB describe positive development outcomes in 

communities such as expanded or innovative governance, the allocation of resources to 

areas of need (Cabannes, 2004b; Pinnington et al., 2009; Sintomer et al., 2008). Involving 

citizens in resource allocation leads to a redistribution of funding and resources to areas 

of greatest need, improving access to infrastructure and resources, increased tax revenues 

for municipalities, improved fiscal performance and decreased government corruption 

(Cabannes, 2004b; World Bank, PB Formulation, n.d.).In addition to the tangible 

outcomes described above, PB offers planners a tool to build community capacity with 

the promise of strengthened citizenship. A new public space for deliberation (Cabannes, 

2004a), the working assumption is that PB offers a training ground for skills and 

competences and an introduction to political engagement, fostering potential social actors 

with practical knowledge and skills. 
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Deeper democracy 
Inclusivity and a citizen’s right to freely engage in open dialogue are hallmarks of 

democracy. It entails not only that a wide spectrum of citizens participate, but that this 

participation is deepened “by nurturing internal democracy and by engaging with 

democratic institutions” (Schugurensky, 2009, p. 51; Fung & Wright, 2003). 

Communicative planning practice embraces democratic values by developing 

participatory processes that cultivate dynamic, open exchange, practicing “practical 

public deliberation” (Forester, 1999, p. 3; Healey, 1996). Going one step further, the 

Canadian Institute of Planners’ Code of Practice guides planners to undertake inclusive 

participatory exercises that are not only informed and accurate, but also geared towards 

social equity (CIP, Planners’ Responsibility, 2004). 

In their extensive evaluation of public participation methods in the area of science 

and technology, Rowe and Frewer argue that public participation in policy making “is 

necessary to reflect and acknowledge democratic ideals” (2000, p. 24). Budgets are, if 

anything, a critical policy tool that articulates the responsibilities of the state and its 

priorities. Kahn writes that budgets are an expression of a society, “powerful tools that 

organize and articulate knowledge about government….[that] structure the political 

imagination” (1997, p. x). Engaging in budget making draws citizens directly into 

government process and thinking civically. This is, for some, “not only a democratic 

ideal but also a political necessity” (Franklin et al., 2009, p. 53). 

PB offers education not only of budget processes – the nuts and bolts of city 

management – but also of citizens’ rights (Cabannes, 2004a). PB, as a form of public 

deliberation, creates opportunities for “civic discovery,” a learning about “public 

problems and possibilities” (Reich, cited in Roberts, 1997, p. 126). 
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Structural change 

A well-espoused planning ethic is geared towards improvement or change, a 

belief that city making – both the bricks and mortar physical world and the social world – 

has opportunities for a “radical or redistributive approach to urban development and 

quality of life” (Sandercock, 1979, p. 120). Planners are exhorted to seek and advocate 

for change and a “politics of the possible” (Henri Lefebvre, cited in Rankin, 2009). 

Arguing that “well-designed communicative processes can transform understanding 

while reshaping action” (Innes, 1994, p. 34), planning is a process where “professional 

inquiry and ordinary knowledge” can mutually inform each other (ibid, p. 22). 

PB, by design and process, is a communicative practice that invites this exchange 

of knowledge. It is a participatory practice that invites the debate and contest necessary to 

the very nature of democracy (Wampler, 2007), very much in the vein of the insurgent 

planning that Holston describes: 

Citizenship changes as new members emerge to advance their claims, expanding 
its realm, and as new forms of segregation and violence counter these advances, 
eroding it. The sites of insurgent citizenship are found at the intersection of these 
processes of expansion and erosion. (Holston, 1998, p. 48) 

An important part of this ‘insurgency’ is the wider inclusion of citizens in 

political processes. Brazilian and Canadian cases state that the majority of PB 

participants are from low-income and ethnic minority neighbourhoods – traditionally 

vulnerable segments of the population (Avritzer, 2008; Cabannes, 2004b; Lerner, 2006; 

Pinnington et al., 2009).  

Summary 
There are strong connections between PB and the work of planners. Planning in a 

communicative and deliberative vein opens up discourse and participatory methods, 
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seeking to transform the status quo (Innes, 1994; Forester, 1989; Sager, 2009). In much 

the same way, PB is geared to innovation, intent to transform critical relationships of the 

government, market and citizen/civil society in an area not inundated by popular 

participation. 

Planners have a keen interest to improve the nature of democracy and state of 

citizenship. As Forester asks, what might planners “when they are so inclined…do to 

foster more genuinely democratic politics in their communities” (Forester, 1989, p. 9)? 

As briefly discussed, PB and planning share interests in civic participation and education, 

citizenship and representation, and social and economic equity.  

PB’s claims to build citizenship, social capital and capacity and extend 

accountability of governments to citizens by public budgeting practices are explored 

further in this research by delving into the current practices at Toronto Community 

Housing, the Neighbourhood Support Coalition (NSC) in Guelph, Ontario and the 49th 

Ward in Chicago, Illinois. Although there are few cases to study, I felt that focusing on 

North American examples would best inform the development of a PB framework for 

Winnipeg. Happily, these examples were selected because they are dramatically different 

in scale, governance and funding structure, giving an immediate starting point to discuss 

PB form and function. It was easy to find information and fruitful research contacts were 

readily made for all three examples. The examples in Toronto and Guelph are the two 

longest running PB initiatives in Canada, and much documentation and expertise was 

available. Chicago’s 49th Ward has been in place just two years, providing an immediate 

contrast in how PB was initiated and implemented. 
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Research Methods 
I took a mixed method research approach to explore various PB forms and 

functions. Combined, these methods helped me understand how PB works and why, 

creating a foundation for a PB framework for Winnipeg. 

To further explore this, I undertook an empirical methodology that included 

individual semi-structured interviews with PB “practitioners,” a term applied to 

academics, administrators, advocates, participants, facilitators, and champions of PB, 

paid or unpaid. The interviews were approximately one hour in length and supported by 

an interview topic guide (see the Appendix 1). The goal was to learn about ideas and 

expertise of recent experience of the management, organization and implementation of 

PB processes. I directly contacted organizations and academics engaged in PB work and 

research, and solicited interest in the research project. On more than one occasion, 

interviewees provided an introduction to other PB practitioners. Voluntary, adult subjects 

were interviewed after informed consent was obtained. Eleven interviews were conducted 

by phone with follow up by email. The nature of semi-structured interviews gave me 

room to explore the specific context and details of each example, and to probe for greater 

detail. With interviews spanning a two month period, knowledge gained from each 

discussion and the subsequent analysis informed my broader knowledge of the topic, and 

ultimately contributed to the development of a PB framework. 

A second and final phase of the empirical study was a discussion of the proposed 

PB framework with community development practitioners (respondents) in Winnipeg. 

All respondents were invited to ‘trouble-shoot’ the draft framework and then challenged 

to develop a PB cycle for Winnipeg. Ideas about how PB can work in Winnipeg were 
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exchanged through a small discussion group, email discussion and face-to-face 

interviews. This process allowed respondents to listen to and challenge each other’s ideas 

and contributions, and together, generated a proposed PB cycle. All interactions included 

an introduction to the PB principles and design, as well as a description of PB processes 

found at Toronto Community Housing, Chicago’s 49th Ward and the Neighbourhood 

Support Coalition in Guelph, Ontario. Following this, the chapter summarizing our 

discussions and the Winnipeg PB cycle was circulated to all respondents for final 

comment.  

Analysis and Application 
I applied a qualitative analysis was applied to the practitioner interviews and 

Winnipeg discussions to explore the form and function of PB for Winnipeg. I adopted an 

analytic framework that is “strategically conducted, yet flexible and contextual,” 

engaging the researcher’s “active reflexivity” (Mason, 2002, p. 4) and geared towards 

“explanations or arguments which are generalizable in some way” (ibid, p. 8, emphasis 

original). 

Data analysis looks for patterns and then takes one more step to develop theories 

and ideas about those patterns (Neuman, 2003). Drawing from details gathered through 

interviews with practitioners and a review of PB typologies, interview data was assessed, 

themes identified and organized, and concepts developed through a process of data 

coding, ultimately contributing to a theory or generalization that can “create a realistic 

picture of social life and stimulate understanding” (Neuman, 2003, p. 440). 
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Analysis methodology 
I audiotaped and coded telephone and face-to-face interviews. Notes were taken 

from the tapes and relevant excerpts transcribed verbatim. The workshop was audiotaped 

and documented by flip chart notes and transcribed in session. Following Neuman, the 

interview coding consisted of three steps: 

 Open coding: This “first pass” of the data identifies broad themes and will 
include analytic notes that identify concepts and build towards a theory (p. 442); 

 Axial coding: This stage analyzes and organizes the themes identified by the 
open coding into broad categories. This stage explores “causes and 
consequences, conditions and interactions, strategies and processes” (p. 444). It 
begins to connect examples to developing theories and concepts; and 

 Selective coding: The final pass of the coding takes place as the project concepts 
are more fully developed. This stage entails a review of all collected data, a 
discussion of key themes and an analysis of the relationship of key themes to a 
broader project theory or generalization (Neuman, 2003).  

Qualitative research is often criticized as lacking the rigour and generalizability of 

quantitative research, failing to reliably reproduce similar results (Gray, 2009). An 

interpretivist position responds to the issue of reproducibility by assuming all processes 

and conclusions are “personal” and therefore difficult to reproduce (ibid, p. 190). 

Methodologically, data generation was “flexible and sensitive” to the unique nature of 

each PB practice being studied with a goal of “rounded and contextual understandings” 

(Mason, 2002, p. 3), and interviews were tailored to practitioners’ particular examples 

and based on an interview route as opposed to structured (reproducible) questions. At the 

same time, steps to strengthen validity include providing verbatim participant quotes and 

a commitment to reflexively consider my own position within the research (Gray, 2009; 

Mason, 2002). 

Mason writes that it is the task of qualitative researchers to make arguments. 

There is no claim of objective truth. Instead, researchers work with the research and 
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readers to offer a convincing rationale. From this perspective, researchers construct “a 

perspective, an interpretation, or a line of reasoning or analysis…” (Mason, 2002, p. 

173). In a similar fashion, my own research makes an argument “about how something 

works or is constituted,” while also comparing social phenomena, integrating two 

different types of argument that Mason identifies (2002, p. 175). In keeping with Mason’s 

description, I am concerned less with making an argument about causality. Instead, I have 

focused on understanding PB’s form and function in the context of the examples studied, 

upon which I strive to make a reasoned and evidentially sound case for Winnipeg PB. 
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Chapter 2 – PB Principles and Design 
 

The sense of purpose underlying this project is that PB is an overlooked planning 

tool with potential to make positive change in communities. The claim is that PB can 

invigorate planning practice, bringing forward a participatory process that broadens 

citizenship and offers opportunities to increase public accountability and social equity. In 

this chapter, I explore these assumptions and develop an interview structure based on PB 

principles and design.  

Although PB resists being typecast, shape-shifting in communities worldwide, 

there are shared foundational principles (Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 

2009). This chapter continues the discussion about PB in two parts. First, a review of 

shared PB principles as well as some of the concerns and challenges that accompany this 

model of deliberative participatory practice is presented below. This is undertaken to 

better understand PB, and the opportunities and challenges it presents for planners.  

Following this discussion, the second part of the chapter shifts focus to procedural 

elements that make up PB design. I identify and describe key elements of what I call PB 

design that are subsequently used to structure interviews with PB practitioners.  

Participatory & Deliberative Democratic Forms 
PB is a form of participatory democracy that is distinguished by its deliberative 

nature (Avritzer & Wampler, 2004). The two “theoretical frames” of participatory and 

deliberative democracy are useful to situate PB (Sintomer et al., 2008, p. 165), each 

bringing to the conversation ethical and practical considerations about what PB is for, and 

what it is expected to do.  
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It is important to understand what is meant by public participation and 

deliberative practice. Rowe and Frewer offer a definition of public participation as “the 

practice of consultation and involving members of the public in the agenda setting, 

decision-making, and policy forming activities of organisations or institutions responsible 

for policy development” (2004, p. 512). Deliberative practice is understood as the process 

of dialogue and deliberation that takes “time to discuss information provided and explore 

key issues” (Stagl, cited in Cass, 2006, p. 4) and the commitment to “shared evidence and 

good argument” (Forester, 1999, p. 12). 

Broad consultation of the public – namely non-elected citizens – in decisions that 

impact them gives participatory democracy an important boost. The direct engagement of 

citizens in local decisions is a marker of participatory forms, and reflects an ethos of 

community input and inclusivity in practice. Thomson characterizes participatory 

democratic forms as small “core group[s]” of face-to-face decision-making bodies that 

connect with the broader community and can impact political decision-making bodies 

(2001, p. viii).  

The commitment to engage citizens in a range of deliberative practices is a nod to 

Habermasian communicative rationality. In this paradigm, participatory forms embrace 

an “inclusionary argumentation” that sparks public debate about issues that concern 

citizens, “reconstructing the meaning of democratic practice” (Healey, 1996, p. 219). 

Because there is emphasis on creating spaces for inclusive public debate, deliberative 

participatory forms are seen by some to rely on normative procedures to produce 

reasoned or ‘right’ decisions and actions (Benhabib, 1996; Gutmann & Thompson, 2004).  
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These are lofty claims, and as such, deliberative participatory practice can invite 

challenges. Many issues are common to participatory approaches, but as deliberative 

forms make great promises of inclusion and exchange, the latter face particular 

challenges. The discussion of PB principles below provides an overview of the 

underlying nature of PB followed by a critical assessment of these challenges. 

PB Principles 
As a participatory practice, PB comes in many shapes and sizes. Moving 

continent to continent, it adapts to each new environment (Cabannes, 2004a; Lerner 

&Van Wagner, 2006; Sintomer et al., 2008; Sintomer et al., 2010). As Allegretti and 

Herzberg point out, there is no universal description or PB model, “only different 

families of experiments” (2004, p. 5). These experiments have various goals that 

influence the design and contribute to “different political, social and administrative 

outcomes” (Sintomer et al., 2008, p. 168).  

My interest is not to focus on how objectives produce this or that form of PB. 

Rather, the intent is to underline that there are various forms of PB that are united by a 

theoretical and procedural ethic Despite differences across PB models, a number of 

shared principles emerge and overlap. Drawing on PB, planning and democratic theory, I 

identify democratic bias, deliberative model, social justice, transparency, education and 

citizen control as broad principles of PB practice (Biaocchi, 2005;Cabannes, 2004a; 

Fagotto & Fung, 2006; Lerner, 2004; Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 

2009; Sintomer et al., 2008; Sintomer et al., 2010). These common principles paint a 

picture of PB as a deliberative participatory model, a depiction grounded in academic and 

practical knowledge. 
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PB’s democratic bias (Lerner, 2004; Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et 

al., 2009) assumes all persons have equal freedom to act, and that both citizens and 

governments have rights and responsibilities in a democracy. Supporters of inclusive 

participatory processes advocate involvement in policy-making that expands the public 

sphere and citizenship (Souza, 2001;Biaocchi, 2005;Wampler, 2007). PB practitioners 

have noted that participatory processes directly engage citizens in budgetary decision-

making, contributing to an extension of government accountability and strengthening 

citizen and associational activity across political, economic and social spheres (Allegretti 

& Herzberg, 2004; Wampler, 2007; Wampler & Avritzer, 2004). 

 PB distinguishes itself from other participatory practices in its commitment to a 

deliberative model of democracy (Avritzer & Wampler, 2004). This ethos of rational 

dialogue is put to work through carefully constructed participatory processes, as 

described in studies of PB in Canada, the United States, Europe and Latin America 

(Allegrettin & Herzberg, 2004; Lerner & Van Wagner, 2006; Preisser, 1997; Pinnington 

et al., 2009; Schugurensky, 2004; Sintomer et al., 2008; Wampler, 2007; Wampler & 

Avritzer, 2004). The dialogic quality of discussion relies on open, cross-sectoral debate 

among participants, all with equal status and voice, guided by a desire to reach solutions 

that are reasonable and have “the public in mind” (Biaocchi, 2005, p. 95). Advocates 

contend that within a deliberative model, all people have free and equal rights to initiate, 

take part in and challenge public conversations about “matters of mutual concern” 

(Benhabib, 1996, p. 68). Public conversations encourage reflexivity, improving 

argumentation as we articulate reasoning and provide justification (Baiocchi, 2005; 

Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Benhabib, 1996; Healey, 1997). It is this public nature – public 
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in the sense of public debate and public interest – that encourages rationality and builds 

rigour into decision-making. 

Social justice underpins the original forms of PB in Latin America (Sintomer et 

al., 2008). Goals of redistributive justice are integral to many Latin American models 

with increased allocation of resources to areas of greater need often a central pillar of PB 

(de Sousa Santos, 1998; Souza, 2001; Cabannes, 2004a; Avritzer & Wampler, 2004; 

Wampler, 2000, 2007). In addition to a redistributive focus, PB processes offer 

innovative public spaces that transform the relationships of citizen to elected 

representative, potentially subverting the traditional clientelist framework of voter to 

elected official and empowering communities to challenge inequity (Wampler, 2007). In 

much the same way, practitioners focused on North America identify equity as a central 

principle of evolving PB practice (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; 

Pinnington, 2009). This equity is evidenced in processes that support equitable 

engagement by a broad range of participants, as well as in participants who themselves 

earmark project funding for areas of greater need other than their own (Schugurensky, 

2004; Lerner, 2004; Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006). 

Although PB varies globally in how it is institutionalized, clear and transparent 

processes encourage participant understanding of PB activities (Wampler, 2007). This 

idea can be captured in a fourth principle – transparency (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; 

Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009). Accompanying this notion, 

transparency assumes a degree of formalization that spells out a clear process, whether in 

a terms of reference, memoranda of agreement or meeting minutes. Standardized 
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processes are seen to help to protect PB from bureaucratic political manipulation 

(Wampler, 2007).  

A fifth PB principle is education (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Lerner &Van 

Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009; Schugurensky, 2004, 2009; Wampler, 2000). 

Closely related to democratic bias, deliberative model and social justice, PB studies have 

identified that learning about budgeting and administrative processes through direct 

involvement in budget decisions builds critical capacity of participants. Public 

deliberation constitutes “social learning about public problems and possibilities” (Reich, 

cited in Roberts, 1997, p. 126), a “learning democracy by doing” that provides tools to 

challenge processes and public decisions in a crash course in citizenship (Schugurensky, 

2004, 2009). Public debate and exchange contributes to a strengthened civic literacy and 

education, and increased awareness of other points of view (Fung, 2002; Fagotto & Fung, 

2006). Other academic reviews identify focus on civic education as characteristic of PB 

in North America (Pinnington et al., 2009; Angeles, 2003). 

A final principle of PB is citizen control (Sintomer et al., 2008). This describes 

the extension of accountability to citizens for (collective) decision-making. Citizen 

control may take different forms, such as the ability of participants to modify the process 

and participation in the monitoring and implementation of projects and programs 

(Avritzer, 2006; Couverthie & Leavy-Sperounis, 2006). The level of citizen control may 

vary. In fact, implementing, managing and evaluating PB processes may engage citizens 

alongside the public sector, citizens coordinating their efforts with bureaucracies 

(Allegretti & Herzberg, 2004). 
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Challenges 
PB clearly makes a number of bold ethical and practical claims. There are a 

number of assumptions about PB and its described transformative qualities. Primarily, PB 

practitioners describe an idealized space of public exchange and communicative 

rationality. To realize this, practitioners strive to develop and implement processes that 

adhere to principles and norms for better communication.  

For PB to grow as a credible and accepted participatory practice, it is important to 

look closely at these assumptions, explore this ethical and practical orientation and invite 

open discussion of the concerns and challenges that face PB. This will allow planners to 

better address and understand its limitations and potential. These challenges are outlined 

below, accompanied by some responses drawn from democratic, planning and PB 

thought.  

Foremost among the “practical and ethical” challenges inherent to participatory 

deliberative models are the impracticality of complete direct participation and the 

inescapable constraint of time (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004, p. 31). Accessibility is a 

key characteristic of deliberative democracy that is compromised when opportunity for 

citizen dialogue is given short shrift (ibid). Too large a group and too little time restrict 

the ability of participants to respond and react (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; Nieuwland, 

2003). Similar to other participatory processes, low numerical, technical and reading 

literacy and a lack of fluency in the dominant language are obstacles, largely centred on 

discourse, that make many public processes inherently biased and exclusive (Lerner, 

2006; Schugurensky, 2009). 
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PB’s ability to respond to the “interests of the represented,” a key element of 

representation (Thomson, 2001, p. 51), is problematized by an unwieldy ‘public’. No 

longer is it assumed that communities speak with a unified voice. As consultation 

becomes de rigueur for policy, program and capital development, issues of representation 

are particularly challenging. PB’s direct, indirect (through neighbourhood organizations 

or delegates, for example) or “mixed” forms of representation (Cabannes, 2004a, p. 37), 

and varied levels of participation (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007), may wrestle with the basic 

challenge to represent diverse and often competing interests of communities. This is a 

reality in Canada where many forms of capital, social and economic development are 

informed by a prescriptive ethos of public participation, and public consultation is often 

mandated, legislated or regulated. Examples include Winnipeg’s own Speak Up 

Winnipeg, the citizen consultation on the city’s plan, and the public hearing process for 

rezoning development in Canadian municipalities. Both call for citizen input into public 

processes but struggle with the task of drawing together multiple voices. This challenge is 

augmented by power imbalances that disrupt processes, inhibiting participation by a 

broad spectrum of individuals. In this respect, planners have to be mindful of recreating 

“relations of political power,” inadvertently perpetuating systems of information and 

influence (Forester, 1989, p. 8).  

Detractors of direct participatory process argue it is costly. Indeed, the financial 

costs of participatory processes and the impacts on development and policy can be 

significant. At early project planning stages, extended public engagement may erode 

project certainty while simultaneously inflating project scope (JDEL, 2006). Both may 

have a detrimental effect on project costs, and may impede or deter development.  
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A different sort of cost is that of failed expectations. Participatory processes can 

be empowering mechanisms – whether putting organizations in direct contact with 

decision-makers or educating individuals on rights-based or topic specific issues (Irvin & 

Stansbury, 2004). These processes can also be used to mollify citizens, co-opting 

community leaders whose social influence can be an integral part of political suasion 

(ibid). Public engagement that does not result in change or is even manipulated to co-opt 

and placate citizens and legitimize decisions is tokenism, and participants of both project 

and policy engagement may suffer from feelings of disillusionment and apathy if they do 

not feel heard and ideas not implemented (Schugurensky, 2009). This poses a threat to 

PB. For example, public participation in policy development is often challenged to 

engage participants in complex and often uninviting discourse. Budgets are a technical 

subject area, exacerbating the challenge to fully engage and incorporate citizen input. 

Compounding tokenism’s negative effect is the threat that PB may be a tool for local 

governments to co-opt public opinion and justify poor outcomes of difficult decision 

(Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Schugurensky, 2009). The mitigating trick, Lerner and Van 

Wagner advise, is for emerging and nascent PB processes to keep a “low profile” while 

getting underway (2006, p. 17). 

Another related challenge is consultation fatigue. Uncoordinated, time-consuming 

and overlapping consultation exercises coupled with a failure to incorporate any input can 

create resentment and discourage citizens from engaging further. This overconsultation 

can be remedied in part by working around citizens’ availability, a clearly outlined and 

communicated public engagement plan or schedule (Kliewer, 2010).  
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In Reply 
Despite the heavy ethical and practical loads that democratic and deliberative 

ideals carry, there are strategies that help the planner grapple with PB and its 

participatory deliberative aims. 

Because of the practical considerations of numbers and time, PB is challenged to 

thrive at a broader scale, such as at a national level. Smaller, local governance seems a 

better option, mitigating the gap citizens feel between themselves and their 

representatives. Studies of PB practice and theoretical discussions of deliberative 

democracy provide guidance to understand how PB is best applied. On the practical side, 

Brazilian studies noted that PB tends to principally focus on smaller “territorial spaces” 

or issues specific to the municipality (Cabannes, 2004a, p. 37). As a dialogic and 

deliberative form of public engagement, the scope of PB in Europe is often narrow and 

local, one element in a broader network of associational and individual activity 

(Allegretti & Herzberg, 2004).In Canada, the experience has been exclusively local, and 

this seems to work; despite the small scale, the impact is proportionally significant 

(Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006). 

From a theoretical standpoint, deliberative models strive to engage people in 

decisions that matter to them. Acknowledging that accommodating every person in every 

conversation in the public realm is overwhelming and impossible, deliberative democracy 

is most concerned with engaging those most affected by the decision (Gutmann & 

Thompson, 2004). In this sense, deliberative processes can be focused and oriented to 

local needs. Some areas may be poorly suited to deliberative models, such as 

constitutionally protected rights or legislated authorities bestowed on government that 

“take precedence over public deliberation when the two conflict” (Gutmann & 
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Thompson, 2004, p. 32; Benhabib, 1996). These discussions provide guidance when 

considering PB scope or scale, and may support successful implementation. 

As an ideal, participants of deliberative processes are convinced to see others’ 

points of view or common interest (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; Healey, 1996). The 

normative Habermasian ethic that underlies much of deliberative thought espouses a 

communicatively rational debate that is geared to “comprehensibility, sincerity, 

legitimacy, and truth” (Healey, 1996, p. 219). This ethic is bound by a central 

participatory and discursive practice of “inclusionary argumentation” that leads to better 

arguments and decisions (Healey, 1996, p. 219, emphasis original; Benhabib, 1996; 

Innes, 1994).  

Not everyone wants to get involved in community discussions. Allegretti and 

Herzberg (2004) conclude in their review of European PB that PB should be seen not in 

perfect answer to issues facing democracy, but rather it is a “...‘way of rethinking the 

connection between direct democracy and representative democracy’…” (Allegretti & 

Herzberg, 2004, p. 17). In reality, participatory democratic forms often adopt a degree of 

representation, such as the tenant delegates at the Toronto Community Housing 

Corporation. PB opens the door to public deliberation, offering an alternative to 

representative democratic forms to those who wish to take part.  

As a practitioner, taking up deliberative practice implies a comfort with “messy” 

political realities (Forester, 1999, p. 15). Those who engage in deliberative practice must 

anticipate conflict, and be ever mindful of the shifting, complex and contested political 

terrain (ibid). Public argumentation is a testing ground for ideas, a reflexive “rehearsal 

space for political deliberation” in civil society that builds skills of debate and civic 
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education (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004, p. 35). Deliberation can also operate even in the 

midst of disagreement. Renewing the notion of consensus, the notion of dissensus 

describes parties with shared interests but differing values working alongside each other 

towards shared goals (Healey, 1997; Kliewer, 2010). Deliberative processes are not 

necessarily the sole or final form of decision-making. On the contrary, there is room for 

multiple forms of decision-making within the context of deliberative processes (Gutmann 

& Thompson, 2004). The style of argumentation may also differ, knowing that there is 

more than one rationality and as many ways of knowing (Mason, 2002; Sandercock, 

1999). 

Public argumentation is dominated by personalities and power plays, and 

equitable participation is indeed a lofty goal. Supports exist in the role of the planner/PB 

practitioner cum facilitator and mediator (Forester, 1989, 1999; Sandercock, 2003), 

underlining the planner’s place in PB. As Forester writes (1989, 1999), the planner can 

facilitate public argument, creating spaces for courteous and respectful deliberative 

exchange. Aware that the planning process may reproduce “the very inequalities with 

which they began” (Forester, 1989, p. 9), the planner may nonetheless work to include 

the excluded and even “reshape relations of power and powerlessness,” ever aware of the 

political context (ibid, p. 7). In this way, the planner strives to draw as many voices into 

the participatory process as possible, and pays close attention to the engagement 

techniques and design to encourage participation (Sandercock, 2003).  

Key Elements of PB Design 
PB can be categorized in terms of its goals, region of origin, method of 

deliberation, nature of democratic representation, governance, and commitment to 

redistributive principles, to name a few modes of inquiry. To better understand the nature 
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of the planning tool and how it can be used, this stage of research focuses on PB 

processes – essentially, the design of each PB example. Reviewing PB through key 

design elements of PB allows for comparison and critique and offers categories of 

analysis to talk about recurring conceptual themes, such as the nature of democracy, 

citizenship, inclusiveness, capacity-building, and innovative practice. Interviewees 

(practitioners) will be asked to provide detail, input and experiences regarding a number 

of key elements of PB design (some overlapping) that contribute to a broader 

conversation about the nature of PB. 

There is general agreement in regard to PB design (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; 

Lerner & Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009). For Schugurensky, “key 

moments” of PB are “diagnosis, deliberation, decision-making and follow-up/control” 

(2004, p. 5). I take these key moments as a starting place for my interview framework. I 

also propose two additional features (genesis and participation) to broaden the analysis 

and introduce other areas to explore. I define the key elements below, briefly explaining 

their role in PB design and contribution to the research. 

Why focus on design to get a handle on PB? Benhabib (1996) notes “procedures 

can be regarded as methods for articulating, sifting through, and weighing competing 

interests” (p. 73). The design of a PB process is one way to sift through the three 

examples studied. Further, PB is grounded in the practice of deliberation and the 

deliberative democratic model emphasizes a proceduralism that provides an institutional 

framework for rational debate “under conditions of social cooperation mutually beneficial 

to all” (Benhabib, 1996, p. 73; Thomson, 2001). In other words, working with a 

participatory model that places great emphasis on procedural ethics, it makes sense to 
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turn our attention to the mechanics of PB, as well as the democratic interests embedded 

within its practice.  

Key Design Elements 
Diagnosis describes the process of assessing local needs and issues, pressures and 

priorities. In a very basic sense, this is a community’s environmental scan. Engaging 

citizens and often supported by technical experts and city or institutional staff, this 

element often explores of evaluating funding for possible PB projects and understanding 

current limitations, needs and opportunities of existing funding (Pinnington et al., 2009). 

It is through diagnosis that citizens often first engage with PB and are simultaneously 

introduced to civic process, launching them headlong into a kind of crash course on 

citizenship (Schugurensky, 2004).  

Deliberation is the public process of weighing options. Whereas PB shares much 

in common with other participatory processes, its deliberative quality is a central, 

defining element (Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006). The degree that deliberation is two-way, 

dialogic and public process provides insight to the process of “civic discovery” (Roberts, 

1997, p. 126). The type and modalities of deliberation not only tell us about the general 

nature of deliberation (Sintomer et al., 2008; Sintomer et al., 2010), it also can give 

information about the inclusiveness of public participation.  

Decision-making is the process of determining resource allocation. This captures 

the administrative process that governs the decision-making, such as how decisions are 

made (for example, consensus, ballot vote). It considers who are decision-makers and 

explores if citizens exercise other forms of “citizen power,” (to borrow from Arnstein), 

namely “partnership, delegated power and citizen control” (cited in Pinnington et al., 

2009, p. 480). The design of decision-making also invites discussions about citizens’ 
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relationship to decision-makers. 

Follow-up/control speaks to the implementation and monitoring of PB projects, 

highlighting the citizen participation and level of agency within a formal and (often) 

political resource allocation process. Control is also the management, planning and 

design of the PB process by citizens, an indicator of how PB may democratize spaces of 

political activity and decision-making.   

As noted, two additional key elements contribute to the framework of analysis. 

These additional elements (genesis and participation) provide information about the 

relationships of citizens, civil society and government that may cultivate, and offer clues 

about how democracy can work in different ways. Genesis speaks to the origin of the 

initiative. Who set up the PB process, and how? This conversation illuminates the 

objectives of the process, the level of citizen leadership and ownership and the various 

roles of civic and political spheres in the genesis and maintenance of PB. Participation 

asks who is involved in the PB process, and the nature of participation. Who can take 

part? Is it direct participation, citizen delegates, neighbourhood associations or elected 

boards? Is there paid staff, or volunteers? Through this lens, the nature of representation 

is considered, offering another perspective on PB governance.   

Chapter Summary 
Practitioners and participants describe a constancy of PB principles and design. 

But that does not tell the whole story. The principles of PB spark a conversation about 

democratic citizen engagement, and intimate an (admittedly) idealized civic space that 

demands equal parts critical consideration and ethical commitment. Literature points to a 

gentle shift of objectives, modes of implementation and impacts as PB moves into the 

North American neighbourhood. As the saying goes, context is everything. 
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Lofty aspirations of deliberative practice acknowledged, the stage is set to explore 

PB in Toronto, Guelph and Chicago. Exploring these examples through discussions about 

key elements of PB design (diagnosis, deliberation, decision-making, follow-up/control, 

genesis, and participation) will give insight into existing practice, characteristics and 

themes, and help set the stage to develop a PB framework for Winnipeg. 
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Chapter 3 – PB Design 
 

As discussed, practitioners share a general consensus about PB design that 

emphasizes its procedural qualities. These centre on diagnosis, deliberation, decision-

making, implementation, and follow-up or monitoring (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Lerner 

&Van Wagner, 2006; Schugurensky, 2004). Supplemented by an interest in the genesis 

and nature of participation, this procedural agreement framed my discussions with 

practitioners in Canada and the US, and structured the description of PB in Guelph, 

Ontario, at Toronto Community Housing, and Chicago’s 49th Ward presented below. 

This chapter is focused on a review of current PB practice of the three examples 

studied. Speaking with practitioners familiar with each process, many who provided 

timely and helpful documentation of their current process, I provide a short description of 

the design of each PB example. Once this backdrop is set, I will move to an analysis of 

themes that emerged from literature and interviews in Chapter 4. The design and thematic 

analyses ultimately contribute to a draft PB framework for Winnipeg, presented in 

Chapter 5. 

Research participants were identified through a review of print and electronic 

literature, news media and the online PB community. The term practitioner is purposely 

broad, capturing administrators, advocates, facilitators, and champions who implement 

PB, and are paid or unpaid. Essentially, I sought out those who “do” PB in communities. 

I contacted a number of PB practitioners and conducted eleven interviews with 

practitioners who have extensive, first-hand experience with various areas of PB process 
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development, implementation, administration, monitoring and research. Most 

practitioners have experience in all above areas, regardless of whether they identify 

primarily as researchers, community development officers, municipal or institutional 

staff, or neighbourhood volunteers.  

As with any method, there are shortcomings. I was unable to meet directly with 

any of the practitioners, and was limited to phone and electronic communication. This 

likely means I missed some of the important nuances that generally emerge during face-

to-face interactions. The availability of practitioners was also understandably limited, 

curtailing some conversations. Working with a semi-structured qualitative process, the 

flexibility it affords gave me the opportunity to explore ideas as they emerged in 

interview, but also resulted in variations in what I asked and how I posed questions. This 

likely influenced the responses I received. 

Interviews took place between March 3rd and April 30th, 2011. As I gained more 

knowledge about each PB process, supplemented by academic and non-academic 

research specific to each example, I was able to use the semi-structured interview format 

to adapt the questions directed to the interviewees. The interview process then became a 

conversation among practitioners who, through interviews, learned about developments 

in other communities. On more than one occasion I found myself sharing news, 

information, links and even (upon request and with consent) contact names and numbers 

so that interviewees could augment their own knowledge. This was a small, unexpected 

and exciting contribution to the PB community through my research. 
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All interviews were conducted by phone and audio taped. Excerpts of the 

interviews are used as quotes for analysis and illustration. My own interview notes and a 

reflexive coding process contributed to my description of each process and an analysis 

based on the coding exercise. Although I originally planned to focus on Canadian 

examples of PB, Josh Lerner, an interviewee and Co-Director of the Participatory 

Budgeting Project, suggested I take a look at PB in Chicago’s 49th Ward. This greatly 

enhanced the research. The following is a list of interview participants. 

 
Toronto Community Housing Practitioners 

 Kemi Jacobs, Director of Property Management, Toronto Community Housing. 
Kemi is the organizational lead for PB at Toronto Community Housing; 
 

 Gail Johnson, Community Health Manager, Toronto Community Housing. Gail 
supervises a team of staff primarily responsible for tenant engagement and 
community development at Toronto Community Housing; 
 

 Joanna Maria Duarte Laudon, Associate, Participatory Budgeting Project. As a 
researcher, Joanna co-facilitated the PB participatory action research at Toronto 
Community Housing in 2009 and 2010; 
 

 Josh Lerner, a PhD candidate in Politics at the New School for Social Research, 
New York, and Co-Director of the Participatory Budgeting Project. Josh has 
extensive research and practical experience with North American models of PB, 
and helped to implement PB in Chicago’s 49th Ward; and 
 

 Evelyn Murialdo, former Director of Tenant Engagement and Community Health, 
Toronto Community Housing. Evelyn has been working in social housing since 
1992, and remains actively engaged with tenant advocacy and engagement in 
Toronto. 

Neighbourhood Support Coalition Practitioners 

 Dana Berry-Nagao, Co-chair, Hanlon Creek Neighbourhood Group, Guelph 
Neighbourhood Support Coalition; 
 

 Kelly Guthrie, Community Engagement Coordinator, City of Guelph. Kelly was 
first involved in PB as a member of Two Rivers Neighbourhood Group before 
coming aboard as municipal staff in 2008; and 
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 Elizabeth Pinnington, researcher and PhD candidate, Ontario Institute for Studies 
in Education, University of Toronto. Elizabeth’s research background includes a 
review of the PB process in Guelph, and described her ongoing interest in the 
evolving process as “friend and volunteer.” 

Chicago’s 49th Ward Practitioners 

 Maria Hadden, Leadership Committee member and neighbourhood resident, 
Chicago’s 49th Ward. A former Community Representative (2009-2010), Maria 
has conducted research on the distribution of PB projects across the ward; 
 

 Nicole Summers, former 49th Ward staff dedicated to implementation of the 
inaugural PB process. Nicole authored a comprehensive report detailing the 
Ward’s 2009-2010 process; and 
 

 Sarah Lisy, Chair, Leadership Committee, and neighbourhood resident, 49th Ward. 
Sarah was a member of the Steering Committee that developed the inaugural PB 
process. 

 

Toronto Community Housing, Toronto, Ontario 

Snapshot 
Toronto Community Housing is Canada’s largest social housing provider and home to a 

long-running PB process. PB has been in place at Toronto Community Housing for a 

decade, and today tenants take charge of $9 million dollars a year, in four main steps:  

 Building meetings: Tenants meet and discuss building priorities and select tenant 
delegates; 
 

 Delegate preparation: Toronto Community Housing staff provide support and 
training to tenant delegates who research project proposals to present at 
Allocation Days; 
 

 Allocation Days: Delegates for each Operating Unit meet to present, deliberate 
and vote on proposed projects; and 
 

 Implementation and monitoring: Tenants monitor PB project implementation by 
Toronto Community Housing staff, participate in local and central monitoring 
committees, and allocate reserve funding (Lerner et al., 2010). 
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Toronto Community Housing Design 
In 2000, staff at the Toronto Housing Company and the Metropolitan Toronto 

Housing Corporation piloted parallel PB processes. These companies merged in 2002 to 

create Toronto Community Housing, and these separate processes became one. 

Why was PB undertaken at Toronto Community Housing? Josh Lerner and 

Evelyn Murialdo recount that the genesis of PB finds its roots in a broader system of 

civic engagement that addressed issues of racism and poor treatment of tenants. As 

Evelyn described, there were clear social objectives that motivated housing authorities; 

“the first civic engagement effort was all around equity issues.” As she said, “the purpose 

of all this was to create an accountable housing provider that works well, and 

respectfully, and has good service standards, and engages in respectful interaction with 

the tenants it serves.” 

Figure 1. Toronto Community Housing 2010 PB Process. From Participatory Budgeting at Toronto Community 
Housing: 2010 Evaluation Report by Lerner et al., 2010, p. 6).  
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The original motivations behind PB’s genesis at Toronto Community Housing 

remain intact today, formalized in an organizational commitment to tenant engagement 

where close to 160,000 people call home. Tenant engagement is identified as a 

cornerstone of community and social development at Toronto Community Housing, “a 

two-way process that involves the sharing of information, ideas and power” (Toronto 

Community Housing [TCH], 2009, p. 29). Toronto Community Housing’s 2009-2011 

Community Management Plan (CMP) makes it clear that tenant engagement is a 

foundation of healthy and resilient communities and “integral” to the organizational 

governance.  

PB is one facet of this commitment to tenant engagement, a participatory process 

that actualizes the organization’s intent to involve tenants in place making. PB enacts the 

very elements of tenant participation, which Toronto Community Housing describes as 

the process of “tenants taking part in decision making processes and influencing 

decisions about housing policies, housing conditions and related services” (TCH, 2009, p. 

29).  

Participation in PB at Toronto Community Housing is voluntary. Tenants 

participate in PB through both direct and indirect representational modes, and all tenants 

over 16 years old can take part in PB. The first stage of broader PB engagement is 

building meetings, an example of direct involvement in a democratic process. As PB is 

one piece of busy life at Toronto Community Housing, outreach and communication 

about PB is an important piece of generating awareness, enthusiasm and participation. To 

solicit participation, building staff promote PB internally, often undertaking a variety of 
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communication methods, including flyers in multiple languages, word-of-mouth, 

organizing, and door-to-door outreach (Lerner et al., 2010).  

Not surprisingly, with over 300 building meetings across the housing authority, 

there are differences in how the building meetings are run. Building meetings are 

intended to be as inclusive as possible, although Gail, Joanna and Evelyn report that there 

are ongoing challenges to get people involved at the building level. This critique is 

supported by recent evaluations. In reality, some building meetings may attract only a 

handful of tenants who establish their building’s priorities. As recently as 2010, 35 

percent of tenants reported that there was insufficient building meeting attendance, with 

“limited information, and ambiguous rules” (Lerner et al., 2010, p. 2). Regardless, the 

vast majority of PB delegates (82 percent) are selected at building meetings (an increase 

from 74 percent in 2009) (ibid). 

Following delegate training by Toronto Community Housing staff, delegates 

participate in Allocation Days, and also have the option of joining local monitoring 

committees and a joint central monitoring committee, all forms of indirect tenant 

representation. Gail described that participants of monitoring committees are largely 

drawn from tenant delegates who volunteer to engage in the follow up and control of PB 

projects (described more fully below). Tenants may also have the opportunity to 

participate in PB evaluations, when they occur, like the participatory action research that 

Josh and Joanna led in 2009 and 2010. 

Diagnosis describes information gathering and assessment at the outset of the PB 

cycle as staff and tenants consider the needs facing their immediate and broader housing 
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community. Tenants bring local knowledge of their environment to building meetings 

and Allocation Days. Evelyn and Gail described how a small cohort of returning 

delegates often carries PB history, transferring knowledge of past PB projects, costs and 

feasibility to their peers, supporting discussion and diagnosis. Tenants also rely heavily 

on the Toronto Community Housing staff to provide information and history about each 

building, collect estimates and quotes, hold building meetings, prepare delegates, and 

help facilitate each Allocation Day. As Joanna said, “[staff] book the rooms…they 

facilitate, they bring the material, they organize the information…staff are the 

implementers of this process.” This support is critical to creating an environment where 

tenants can gather, discuss and assess need. A smaller number of tenants play a role in 

monitoring project implementation and reserve funding allocations, and thereby engage 

in further information sharing and assessment.  

PB has evolved through three distinct phases at Toronto Community Housing 

(Villano & Youdelman, 2010). Changes to the organizational structure and the amount of 

funding directly voted upon by tenants (instead of through tenant councils, as was 

previously the case) have significantly impacted the nature and scope of tenant 

deliberation. More recently, reorganization at Toronto Community Housing led to 

changes in the PB process, impacting both deliberation and decision-making. Beginning 

in 2009, newly created East, West, Central and Seniors Operating Unit (OU) Directorates 

assumed responsibility for running PB. Gail said this reflected an “effort to try and 

involve more people, and get the decisions closer still to the community than they 

[currently] were.” Now tenants directly deliberate and allocate $9 million at smaller scale 

Allocation Days, expanding tenant decision-making far beyond the centralized Allocation 
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Day – “$1.8 Day” – of earlier years. According to Kemi, growing tenant participation is 

accompanied by tools and training for participants and staff to make the rules, roles and 

responsibilities of PB clear. As Gail described, directorates develop “scripts” with key 

messages to support delegate training by Toronto Community Housing staff, lending 

more consistency to building meetings. 

The nature of deliberation at Toronto Community Housing is varied. At the 

beginning of the PB cycle, the building meetings engage tenants in direct, face-to-face 

discussions. Gail described that different discussion and meeting formats for building 

meetings allow buildings to implement PB in a way that “works for them.” In her 

experience, this phase entails a general discussion and then a vote on the building’s top 

budget priorities. At Allocation Days, discussion formats are more consistent across the 

organization, with timelines for presentations and questions and answers enforced by 

Toronto Community Housing staff and tenants (Lerner, 2011).  

Josh, Gail and Kemi all observed that Allocation Days and building meetings 

need greater consistency so there is a shared approach and process. Joanna commented 

that building meetings require particular time and attention so that needs are better 

identified at the outset of the process. Gail echoed this remark by saying “I think 

generally [we] do not do the kind of ground work we need to have a good decision at that 

first building meeting.” Tenants have also pushed for greater consistency in rules, 

principles, and staff training and support across the organization (Lerner et al., 2010). As 

Josh said, clear rules are critical to ensure tenants can fully participate, and are therefore 

central to tenant deliberation. He commented that those who know the “rules of the 

game” can participate more fully; without this, he added, the process is at risk of 
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manipulation by staff and even some tenants. It appears the organization has responded to 

suggestions emerging from recent PB evaluations to improve clarity and making PB more 

consistent across Toronto Community Housing, implementing a formal process schedule, 

defined parameters for PB initiatives and a 2010/2011 terms of reference for local and 

central monitoring committees that outlines tenant and staff roles (Lerner et al., 2010; 

Lerner et al., 2009; TCH, 2011a, 2011b).  

Tenants make binding decisions through a variety of formats, including 

dotmocracy, consensus and private ballot vote. In general, staff and tenants adapt and 

modify the discussion and decision-making formats to best support the stage of the 

process and decision at hand. For instance, while some building meetings work through 

consensus, others use the dotmocracy approach, physically marking their top projects 

with checkmarks or coloured dots. And while dotmocracy is an ideal tool to capture the 

collective mood or consensus, Josh explained that it is less suited to final decision-

making. As Gail said, “there was always so many issues around the dotmocracy in terms 

of people feeling pressured to vote a particular way.” In response to calls for change from 

tenants and staff, the voting for Allocation Days changed to a private paper ballot system 

in 2011.  

There are a handful of opportunities for tenant monitoring of PB projects 

implemented by Toronto Community Housing staff. At the directorate level, tenant 

delegates can take part in local PB Monitoring Committees, hearing staff updates on PB 

implementation and reviewing the allocation of reserve funds, playing a dual role of 

project monitoring and direct decision-making (TCH, 2011c). A smaller number of 

tenants also sit on the Central Joint PB Committee. With less focus on monitoring 
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discrete projects, the central committee is intended as a forum to discuss broader issues 

affecting all Directorates, what Gail called a “sounding board” for PB. This step helps to 

grow tenant understanding of the recurring nature of planning, implementation and 

monitoring, “helping people see it as a cycle,” as Gail said.  

Tenant participation in monitoring is shored up by organizational policy that 

dictates Toronto Community Housing staff report on the progress of PB projects. A 2010-

2011 Terms of Reference directs local PB monitoring committees to meet a minimum of 

six times a year so that tenants may monitor PB initiatives (TCH, 2011b, 2011c). As Gail 

said, “the need to report, is what keeps [PB] going. Otherwise it gets lost in all the other 

things you have to do.” 

Summary 
PB at Toronto Community Housing has evolved over its ten-year life, responding 

to organizational changes and prompted by staff and tenant efforts to strengthen the 

process. In 2009, decentralization led to changes in PB that made tenants responsible for 

a larger amount of capital spending and has resulted in more tenants participating in PB 

than ever before (Lerner et al., 2010). The response to PB is positive; in 2010, eighty 

percent of delegates reported they want to take part in PB again (ibid). 

Maintaining a commitment to tenant participation partly relies on the 

organization’s ability to maintain its policies and operational autonomy. For this reason, 

no discussion of Toronto Community Housing’s commitment to tenant engagement can 

go forward without a glimpse at the current political context.  

In early 2011, the Ontario auditor general found that some senior Toronto 

Community Housing staff were misspending funds (CTV, 2011). Mayor Rob Ford, who 
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has publicly expressed clear interest in privatizing social housing, demanded the board 

step down (Dale, 2011). Public political pressure resulted in the resignation of the civilian 

board members and late night votes at city council finally dissolved the board, dismissing 

remaining board and tenant representatives. New acting interim managing director Case 

Ootes promptly dismissed CEO Keiko Nakamura, and Toronto councillor Doug Ford 

declared that Ootes would lead Toronto Community Housing into a new era, complete 

with revised governance (McGrath, 2011; Toronto Star, March 17, 2011).  

Against this backdrop, staff and supporters repeated their commitment to PB, 

highlighting the broader policies of tenant engagement that remain in place. At the 

political level, the organization’s dramatic shifts at the upper management level may 

impact policy direction for tenant engagement and subsequent resourcing. These 

developments make the future of PB at Toronto Community Housing one to watch. 

Neighbourhood Support Coalition (NSC) – Guelph, Ontario 

Snapshot 
Guelph, Ontario has been the site of community-led PB since 1999. Originating 

with a small organization of five neighbourhood groups, the Neighbourhood Support 

Coalition (NSC) has grown to twice its original size and today distributes $225,000 to 12 

groups for recreational and capital projects through a community-led allocation process. 

In addition, the group of volunteers and paid staff manage a significant cash budget of 

$320,000 and over double this amount of in-kind funding (Pinnington et al., 2009). 

The NSC’s growth in membership coincides with challenges, including increased 

pressure on finite funds, competing priorities among neighbourhood groups with 

divergent need, issues of accountability, municipal liability and risk in community 

delivery of program and services, and, in the case of some Coalition groups, limited 
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capacity to support local programming. The NSC is also the sole example of allocation 

for social services programming, funding more than infrastructure. These qualities of 

scale and programming have contributed to unique challenges that have led the NSC and 

the City of Guelph to revisit PB governance and delivery, adapting its form and function 

as the City considers its long-term strategy of municipal partnership with communities. 

The NSC is unique in Canada as the only example of citizen, private sector and 

municipal collaboration in budget making (City of Guelph, Neighbourhood Support 

Coalition, n.d.). PB’s stated purpose is: 

To allocate funding to Neighbourhood Groups through a process that adjusts 
quickly to changing needs and priorities and is accountable, transparent, equitable 
and respectful of the needs of all Neighbourhood Groups, city wide. (Meagher, 
Boston, Fussell & Goss, 2010, p. 8) 

NSC Design 
The genesis of the NSC was a handful of neighbourhood groups in the early 

1990s that were working to enhance their neighbourhoods’ social and physical 

infrastructure. Beginning with the success of the Onward Willow Neighbourhood Group 

and its provincially funded community programming, the City of Guelph’s Family and 

Children Services began funding similar neighbourhood programming (Lerner &Van 

Wagner, 2006). As Kelly Guthrie, Community Engagement Coordinator for the City of 

Guelph said, municipal partners recognized the successes of these earlier neighbourhood 

groups, and encouraged that neighbourhood groups be initiated in other parts of the city. 

As this model picked up speed, the NSC was formed in 1997 to facilitate more effective 

collaboration between the City and neighbourhood groups, and in 1999 the funds 

allocated by PB were incorporated as municipal budget line item (Lerner &Van Wagner, 

2006). PB funding soon grew in size and scope as NSC members brought in external 

partner funding and began allocating money for infrastructure projects (ibid). While 
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project funds were initially distributed equally among neighbourhood groups, the 

Coalition soon moved to a participatory budgeting format upon a city employee’s 

recommendation, a “creative” solution based on principles of equity and democracy (City 

of Guelph, 2011, p. 8).  

The NSC has a long-standing vision of community-led development that is 

embraced by the City, the Coalition and its partners. A policy of community development 

support (instead of direct delivery) was undertaken in 1997, establishing a collaborative 

relationship between the City of Guelph, its Parks and Recreation department and 

neighbourhood groups to deliver local programming. A 2008 NSC Organizational 

Renewal Project reconfirmed the Coalition’s commitment to “strengthening 

neighbourhoods, developing leadership skills, co-ordinating resources, and sharing skills 

and knowledge” (Meagher et al., 2010, p. 58). The NSC mission remains “committed to 

building and sustaining neighbourhood groups” (City of Guelph, NSC, n.d.). 

This commitment was reconfirmed as the Coalition’s governance underwent 

changes in 2010 and 2011, embedded in a Sustainable Neighbourhood Engagement 

Framework (SNEF) that formalizes the interdependent relationship of the municipality, 

partners and neighbourhood groups amid changing nature of program and service 

delivery: 

The framework moves from the past ten years of work on the delivery of 
recreation and leisure programming and the evolving delivery of social services to 
include opportunities that purposefully create a sense of belonging and seek to 
build a stronger community voice on issues such as public policy, engagement 
processes, and advocacy. (City of Guelph, 2011, p. 5) 

Citizens participate in PB through neighbourhood groups, a form of indirect 

grassroots representation. As Hanlon Creek Neighbourhood Group Co-chair Dana Berry-
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Nagao said, the NSC brings together grassroots, community volunteers from a variety of 

neighbourhoods to “do things that the city doesn’t normally do,” and address need at the 

local level. Neighbourhood groups must be not-for-profit, and ascribe to core principles 

(inclusive, engaging, belonging and responsive) (City of Guelph, 2011, p. 5). NSC’s 

neighbourhood groups, with diverse governance, objectives and needs, take part in an 

allocation process that identifies projects in three funding categories (Community 

Building, Community Engagement, Neighbourhood Programs and Services). The list of 

funded initiatives is broad, running the gamut of community barbeques, Town Hall 

Meetings, lobby and advocacy groups, after-school or youth drop-in programs and food 

cupboards (City of Guelph, 2011). This allows groups flexibility to apply in PB in a way 

that benefits their community. 

 

Figure 2.Neighbourhood Support Coalition organization structure. From Sustainable Neighbourhood 
Engagement Framework by Meagher et al., 2010, p. 22.  
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Participation in PB is organized by a new NSC governance structure that consists 

of a Neighbourhood Panel, a Partner Panel and a Steering Committee. In this structure, 

delegates of neighbourhood groups sit on the Neighbourhood Panel and the NSC Steering 

Committee. The Neighbourhood Panel replaces the former NSC Finance Committee as 

the body responsible for PB. Partners’ roles (in-kind and financial) are formalized in the 

creation of a Partners Panel and their participation on the Steering Committee.2 

When the NSC was first established, it predominantly involved low-income 

residents, many with little or no previous experience in civic activity. As Kelly described, 

in its early years the NSC drew in neighbourhood areas that were “recognized as higher 

risk,” and many of the newer groups that joined had limited physical and social resources, 

facing challenges regarding area youth, vandalism, and inadequate programming. In 

response, PB entailed an extensive support system to alleviate obstacles to citizen 

participation, including translation and child and elder care (Lerner &Van Wagner, 

2006). Today, Elizabeth Pinnington, a former researcher of Guelph PB, said the NSC 

welcomes neighbourhoods where the “definition of social need is very different.” With 

the expanded number of groups comes greater diversity of need and capacity, and some 

neighbourhood groups may require greater support than others so that ensure barriers to 

participation are mitigated. The NSC and the municipality recognize these barriers and 

consistently apply city staff and partner support to communities where needed (City of 

Guelph, 2006, 2010). For example, currently three city staff (two full-time and one part-
                                                        
2 In the 2011 PB model, the Neighbourhood Panel adopts management of the PB allocation process, taking 
over from the NSC Finance Committee that had formerly managed PB. Neighbourhood delegates (one 
representative from each community group) had decision-making authority on behalf of their home 
organization. Representatives from partner agencies such as Family and Children’s Services, City of 
Guelph, Guelph Community Health Centre also sat on the Finance Committee. Decision-making was by 
consensus, and the committee was encouraged to “to focus on the broader community of neighbourhoods in 
decision-making, rather than focusing on the needs of a specific neighbourhood” (City of Guelph, 2006).  
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time) provide facilitation and administrative support to the NSC and PB. Dana said the 

provision of support by city staff is critical to many groups’ ability to take part in PB.  

Kelly said that as more groups join the NSC, “it was growing beyond [City] 

resources” and means. Nevertheless, the City of Guelph has committed to maintaining 

support to neighbourhood groups until an external NSC organization is established, and 

can staff its own positions that coordinate PB (Meagher et al., 2010). Elizabeth noted this 

institutional support is particularly important during times of economic scarcity, and is 

critical to participatory process. As she explained, democracy has “more room to grow” 

in healthy economic times, while “in times of lean, participation gets really squeezed.” In 

this new model, the NSC is perceived to expand in form and function, providing 

centralized administrative and capacity support to neighbourhood group members and 

acting as a “bridge” between the groups, the City of Guelph and external partners 

(Meagher et al., 2010, p. 5).  

Interestingly, the Steering Committee is positioned to transition to either an 

independent, not-for-profit agency, or to be housed in a host organization which will, as 

noted, be resourced to support PB. Consistent with the municipality’s own messaging, 

Dana explained that this host organization will be “at arm’s length from the city.” This is 

spelled out in the Terms of Reference for the Neighbourhood Panel: 

It is proposed that the NSC build on its existing foundation and strengths and 
become a new incorporated, non-profit organization acting as a bridge between 
the City, partner organizations and Neighbourhood Groups to achieve the shared 
vision for neighbourhoods and to coordinate the flow of multiple resources, while 
providing support for capacity development of groups. (City of Guelph, 2011, p. 
6) 
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Further rigour has been introduced to PB in response to challenges administering 

PB (Meagher et al., 2010). This reality is combined with recent pressure from 

neighbourhood groups for greater mutual accountability among participating groups and, 

as Kelly said, more “consistency and transparency at the process.”  

The result has been greater standardization of tools for allocation requests, a 

transparent schedule of meetings to introduce, review and deliberate proposals (including 

a formalized process for questions and answers), and reporting criteria. A Terms of 

Reference for the NSC’s Neighbourhood Panel formalizes the PB cycle, outlining a series 

of steps including training for representatives taking part in the allocation process (as 

needed), review of materials by municipal staff, distribution of all materials to NSC 

groups for review, face-to-face presentations and further information sharing, and final 

decision-making. Neighbourhood groups are required to participate in the structured 

process of project proposal, review and deliberation for fund allocation. For example, 

Kelly and Dana described that all groups use a project application template and distribute 

project proposals packages to all Neighbourhood Panel members according to agreed 

deadlines. These project packages include completed allocation tools and annual reports 

(with full financial disclosure), and adhere to a clear scope of projects within the three 

identified funding categories (City of Guelph, 2011). This allows for mutual review by all 

neighbourhood groups of all project proposals in advance of decision-making meetings.  

These changes directly impact how residents of Guelph deliberate with each 

other. Creating conditions for greater consistency of information can support informed 

and open discussion and decision-making. As Dana explained, the ability of 

neighbourhood groups to fulfil these administrative requirements are often further 
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supported by in-kind assistance from municipal departments such as Guelph’s Family 

and Children’s Services, which has provided help with the grant application process. 

Previously, Kelly said the deliberative process of allocation was “lengthy,” often 

taking months of formal and informal discussions: 

There have been things has(sic)taken many, many meetings so [Neighbourhood 
Group representatives] have to keep tabling, and tabling, and tabling things until 
eight months later, they could finally come to a decision.  So…it might seem like 
an excruciating long time to come to decisions.  Also sometimes, they will say 
…I'm not comfortable with this decision that we are making, but I'm not going to 
block it anymore. 

 In response, the Neighbourhood Panel has adopted a timeline for information 

sharing, discussion and deliberation:  

 Mid November Meeting # 1 -Training for tools, reports, application guidelines and 
other training as required i.e. negotiation  

 Mid January – Submit tools and annual reports  
 End of January – resubmit corrected tools and reports  
 Early February – Packages containing all tools are made available for all groups  
 Early to Mid February (one week before Meeting #2) – deadline for submitting 

questions to Neighbourhood Groups about their information  
 Mid February Meeting #2 – presentations, review and questions of tools and 

reports  
 Late February or March (dependant on funder budgets being approved) Meeting # 

3 – Participatory Budgeting Fund Allocation decisions 
 Late March – anonymous survey available both hard copy and on line  
 Mid April Meeting #4 – Debrief meeting  
 Early October – Third quarter spending reports and reallocations of budgets. (City 

of Guelph, 2011, p. 8)  

The deliberative space is now both electronic and face-to-face, discussions taking 

place in February and March of each year. The review and deliberation process makes 

more room for dialogue between neighbourhoods, allowing for question and answers 

about proposed projects (City of Guelph, 2011).  
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Deliberation processes are also mediated by an external third party facilitator who 

will mediate the final Allocation Process meetings. The Terms of Reference further 

mandates the support of a minute-taker and two “numerical record keeper[s]” who can 

help with budget numbers and visual presentation (City of Guelph, 2011, p. 10). 

Although observers may attend PB discussions, active deliberation is limited to 

Neighbourhood Panel members (ibid).  

Binding Neighbourhood Panel decisions will be reached by consensus through a 

cycle of discussion. Neighbourhood Panel representatives will present their group’s top 

priority in each funding category (Community Building, Community Engagement and 

Neighbourhood Programs and Services), and the panel will discuss proposed projects in 

each category until consensus is reached. 

If consensus cannot be reached the panel will vote. The rounds of discussion will 

continue until all the funding is dispersed. Notably, neighbourhood group staff is not 

permitted to attend the final allocation meeting (City of Guelph, 2011):3 

Funding will be allocated in the three categories outlined below, using the following 
process:  
 Round One: a) Community Building b) Community Engagement c) 

Neighbourhood Programs and Services  
 Round Two: a) Community Building b) Community Engagement c) 

Neighbourhood Programs and Services  
 Round Three: a) Community Building b) Community Engagement c) 

Neighbourhood Programs and Services  
 The rounds continue until all the funds are used. If a Neighbourhood Group does 

not have a funding category activity in a round, then they take a ‘pass’. (City of 
Guelph, 2011, p. 9).  

 
                                                        
3 As defined in the Neighbourhood Panel Terms of Reference, neighbourhood group “staff are defined as 
Community Development Coordinators, Neighbourhood Group Program Coordinators, Program Assistants, 
Support Workers/Coordinators or any contracted staff of the Neighbourhood Group)” (City of Guelph, 
2011, p. 4).  
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Clear reporting criteria and timelines are laid out in the SNEF and Neighbourhood 

Panel ToR so that NSC members report to each other information about the programs 

established, number of participants, volunteers enlisted, successes and challenges. The 

forms of reporting encompass surveys (print and on-line), meetings and third quarter 

spending reports (City of Guelph, 2011).  

In addition, required financial transparency and regular fiscal reporting by all 

groups introduces another element of ongoing monitoring, nurturing an environment of 

mutual exchange through monitoring. NSC members make full financial disclosure 

through the provision of annual reports that describe how funds were used, any 

fundraising activities and a summary of current accounts.  

Summary 
The story of PB’s evolution in Guelph is one of local mobilization, openness on 

the part of municipal staff to innovate program design and delivery, and a readiness and 

appetite by neighbourhood groups and the City of Guelph to formalize public deliberation 

of municipal finances. With the adoption of the SNEF recommendations by City Council, 

PB has been preserved in Guelph, but not without significant changes to its governance 

and process. Currently, the future organizational status of the NSC is undetermined. It 

may continue to exist as an independent, not-for-profit organization or it may transition to 

an independent (non-municipal) host organization (Meagher et al., 2010). Although no 

host organization has been found during the period of research, the 2011 PB process was 

implemented in keeping with new process outlined above. 

The Guelph case is an interesting example of how PB evolves. The NSC and the 

municipality have identified challenges with the longstanding process and have 
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responded in a number of ways. One, the municipality has reconfirmed their commitment 

to citizen engagement through organizational policy, as outlined in the recent engagement 

framework. Two, the NSC and the city have taken steps to formalize elements of PB 

diagnosis, deliberation, decision-making and follow-up. Three, the model of community-

led service delivery will be maintained with the NSC working at the hub, coordinating 

resources. Four, the NSC is expected to ‘expand,’ and transition either to an independent 

organization or be housed by an independent organization. Together, these activities 

reconfigure the municipal-community partnership and point to some interesting new 

directions for PB.  

49th Ward – Chicago, Illinois 

Snapshot 
Chicago’s 49th Ward is the first American city to implement PB. Alderman Joe 

Moore was introduced to the Porto Alegre model in 2007 and imported the public 

budgeting model to the ward in 2009. Upon the Alderman’s initiative, residents of 

Chicago’s 49th Ward now decide how $1.3 million of discretionary infrastructure tax 

dollars, commonly known as ‘menu money’, is spent in their community.  

The PB timeline includes a first round of Neighbourhood Assemblies (nine 

assemblies in total are held) where residents identify community needs and possible 

projects and select community representatives, a period of budget committee work led by 

community representatives who craft detailed project proposals, a second round of 

Neighbourhood Assemblies where all neighbourhood residents are invited to review the 

current project lists and recommend the addition or deletion of proposed initiatives, a 

final vote by private paper ballot, and project implementation.  
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49th Ward PB Timeline: 

Step 1 – Neighborhood Assembly Meetings (September and October, 2010) 

Step 2 – Community Representative Meetings (November, 2010-February, 2011) 

Step 3 – Final Round of Neighborhood Assembly Meetings to Present Project Proposals 
to the Community (March, 2011) 

Step 4 – Voting Assembly: Election of 2011 Infrastructure Spending Priorities (April 
2011) (PB in the 49th Ward, Timeline, n.d.). 

 

49th Ward Design 
The genesis of PB in Chicago’s 49th Ward grew from the leadership of Alderman 

Joe Moore, a handful of PB experts and the energy of ward residents. To launch the 

process in 2009, the Alderman invited representatives from 60 community groups to join 

a Steering Committee that would design PB for the ward. With the support from the 

Participatory Budgeting Project, a NGO dedicated to supporting PB in North America, 

Maria Hadden, former community representative and now member of the Leadership 

Committee, said the Committee essentially “buil[t] the process,” designing timelines and 

process for the initial cycle and outlining the roles and responsibilities of all stakeholders.  

 A critical piece of this phase was the development of the Steering Committee 

rulebook. The rulebook states that global precedents of PB informed the Chicago 

experiment, but that care was taken to develop a process that reflected 

“community needs, issues, and interests” (Summers, 2010, p. 27) of an ethnically diverse 

neighbourhood where over 80 languages are spoken (Lerner & Antieau, 2010). Maria 

explained that the ward is also home to a large number of social service providers who 

administer to a large segment of the population living in need.  
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Participation rates in PB are high. In 2010, over 1600 residents came out to vote. 

Anyone 16 years and older who lives in the ward is eligible to vote, “regardless of voter 

registration or citizenship” (Lerner & Antieau, 2010). Not only was voter turnout high, 

the drop out rate of representatives was described as “incredibly low” (Summers, 2010, p. 

13). 

In addition to voting, there are many ways for residents of the 49th Ward to 

participate in PB: as members of the Steering Committee (which transitioned in the 

second PB cycle into the Leadership Committee); as community representatives (reps) on 

thematic budget committees4; at Neighbourhood Assemblies to provide input on the 

direction of PB projects; and as general ward residents casting a final vote. All 

participation is volunteer-based, and there are no election processes to join the budget or 

leadership committees.  

Steps were taken to promote wide participation in the final voting assembly. 

Nicole Summers, the ward staff member who coordinated the 2010 process, explained 

that the ward office worked alongside steering and budget committee members to 

implement a multi-media communication campaign that included traditional door-to-door 

flyers, email “blasts” from the ward office, a vibrant online presence, local and national 

media coverage and increasingly important, word-of-mouth. Nicole also recalled that 

steps to remove barriers to participation were taken by ward staff, including eight 

neighbourhood assemblies held across the ward to improve accessibility, one ward-wide 

assembly in Spanish, and food and day care were provided at some of the meetings.  

                                                        
4 There were six budget committees: Transportation, Arts & Other Projects, Parks & Environment, Traffic 
Safety, Streets, Public Safety. 
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Amid the good news of unexpected high turnout and participation rates, there are 

issues (Lerner & Antieau, 2010). The opportunity to participate is open to all, but there 

are low turnout rates of lower income residents, renters, the refugee population and 

Latinos living in the Ward (Fairbrother, 2011). As Maria put it, “You are always going to 

have a low turnout of people who don’t have the time and money to do it” as there are 

many who do not have the “luxury of being concerned and involved.” This issue of 

underrepresentation has been an identified challenge and area of focus by researchers and 

local practitioners alike (Lerner & Antieau, 2010; S. Lisy, personal communication, April 

6, 2011).  

Sarah Lisy, Leadership Committee Chair, agreed that that diversity is important to 

PB, and the ward’s process needs to address these imbalances. Both she and Maria 

remarked that because PB exclusively funds physical infrastructure projects, it does not 

answer the biggest concerns for some of the 49th Ward’s population. Sarah explained that 

one way to address this issue is to expand PB to include a social service component, a 

current area of discussion for the Leadership Committee. 

Participating residents and community representatives all play a role along 

different points of the PB cycle to diagnose their neighbourhood’s needs and identify 

potential projects. This diagnosis is confined to “menu money” expenditures and focused 

on areas of potential infrastructure investment.  

To begin, residents at the first Neighbourhood Assemblies identified potential 

projects for their area. This first level of community diagnosis is grassroots and place-

based, deeply rooted in everyday experience of the ward. It is at these assemblies that 
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community representatives volunteer to take part in thematic budget committees who are 

tasked with developing concrete project proposals.  

Following the first round of neighbourhood assemblies, the ward office played a 

central role analyzing and sorting projects. This diagnosis significantly narrowed the list 

of 200 potential projects, and relied on ward staff to determine eligible projects. Projects 

that are cost prohibitive, may incur programming costs or are already slated for municipal 

attention do not qualify for PB and are identified as ineligible (Summers, 2010).  

Once the projects were sorted, budget committees undertook the large task to 

confirm project feasibility, assess costs and develop concrete project proposals, working 

from November to February. Ward staff put budget committees in touch with municipal 

and other experts, helping to shore up local knowledge where needed in technical subject 

areas such as transportation, streets and traffic safety. Throughout this phase, “each of the 

six committees met with ‘experts’ in the field of their potential projects to hear their 

perspectives and learn about feasibility issues,” generally meeting a minimum of six 

times in 2009-2010 (Summers, 2010, p. 10).  

The diagnostic approach of each committee varied, encompassing research and 

proposal of pet projects by committee members, the review of statistics, information, and 

technical advice provided by municipal staff, needs assessments, informal polling of 

residents, review of projects proposed by external players, sub-committee research and 

recommendations, and various forms of project ranking that reflected overall feasibility, 

cost, support from city officials and adequacy of information (Summers, 2010). 

Community reps also set out to validate information provided by residents, researching 
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and visiting project sites and creating processes to rank and prioritize projects (ibid), 

integrating community ideas and knowledge with specific project expertise.  

Throughout the project cycle the municipality and partners provided expertise to 

the committees, educating about project feasibility and cost, ultimately feeding into the 

diagnosis, deliberation and decision-making. Nicole described how Ward office staff 

support diagnosis throughout the PB cycle, acting as a window to municipal information 

for budget committees seeking further information, finalizing materials to support the PB 

cycle, and dividing potential projects among committees to ensure no one committee was 

unreasonably tasked. 

The ward office also produced materials to support the work of budget 

committees, including FAQs for each thematic area, a summarized version of the 

rulebook, a list of past infrastructure projects and menu money cost comparison sheet, a 

project proposal template, and guidelines for small group discussions and the second 

round of neighbourhood assemblies (Summers, 2010). 

Committee work culminated with the second round of neighbourhood assemblies 

and final vote. In a sense, neighbourhood residents ‘book end’ the intensive work of the 

budget committees. At the outset, residents contribute on-the-ground community 

knowledge to identify potential projects in the fall, discussing their immediate issues, 

challenges and needs. Residents reconvene in early spring for the second round of 

neighbourhood assemblies to hear budget committees’ updates on the progress of 

proposed projects.  

Nicole explained that the second round of assemblies took a “science fair” 

approach; following brief presentations by each committee, ward residents toured 
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information and materials on proposed projects. This approach was taken to make best 

use of ward residents’ time, and to prompt residents to interact ‘face-to-face’ with 

committee members. To wrap up the diagnosis and deliberation, residents gathered on a 

separate and final occasion to cast their votes on projects presented in a ballot. 

Maria said that each budget committee developed its own deliberation and 

decision-making process. These processes appeared to have been shaped by the list of 

projects budget committees inherited from the first round of neighbourhood assemblies 

and the ward office project sorting. For instance, a clear list of projects led some 

committees to quickly establish a shared approach to research, review and rank their 

projects based on agreed upon measures (Summers, 2010). For other committees, a less 

defined list of projects meant committee members had greater freedom to pursue “pet 

project” proposals in keeping with the committee’s theme (ibid, p. 14).  

In all cases, committees engaged in face-to-face deliberation and decision-

making. Many committees undertook vigorous debate and month-long discussions. The 

dynamic debate that some committees witnessed is accepted and even welcomed. Megan 

Wade Antieau, Co-Chair of the 2010 Transportation Committee, is quoted as saying:  

Anytime people bring ideas with passion there’s gonna be conflict. That’s a 
challenge, I don’t think it’s a bad thing, I think we’ve actually been able to work 
through that, so I think that’s also been one of the enjoyable things about the 
process. (Sommer, 2010) 
 

Citizens have embraced the decision-making role. As one resident said, “we want to 

make our own decisions, good or bad – because it’s our money” (Sommer, 2010). This 

community leadership is supported by ward officials. Maria said that Alderman Moore 

often stepped back during heated discussions to let the Leadership Committee and 

Community Reps work, and invited debate to flourish. The Alderman underscored that 
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ownership of the PB process is not just about casting a vote, but that it was about making 

decisions and public trust. Ongoing participation and leadership makes PB truly a public 

undertaking, as the Alderman said, “people not only decided that they were going to vote 

on election day and attend a few meetings, but they took ownership of the process” 

(Sommer, 2010).  

Informal and formal voting processes at many levels of decision-making 

culminate in projects getting on the final ballot (Summers, 2010). Budget committees had 

varied mechanisms to decide which projects went forward to the final vote, including 

decision by consensus, ballot vote, elimination by priority or ranking and even occasions 

where “projects generally moved forward because of feasibility and cost considerations” 

(ibid, p. 16). 

The final resident vote is the Ward’s final decision on projected projects. In 2010, 

36 projects appeared on the final ballot and each resident cast their vote for their top 

eight, totaling $1 million of projects (with additional $300,000 was set aside as reserve). 

In 2011, residents voted for six projects totaling $428,000 and $572,000 directed towards 

street repair (Ward 49, 2011). Approved projects carry forward to the city, where project 

implementation is contingent on the city’s final approval; “all the projects listed on the 

ballot are feasible, but most require final approval from the City of Chicago or its sister 

agencies.” (ibid, p. 1). Because of this, Nicole described how the ward office rigorously 

studied recommended projects for feasibility prior to any extensive committee work, and 

secured “tentative approval” from the city or agency responsible for implementation. 

Nevertheless, conflicts with projected projects or policy changes, for example, may arise 

which can result with the menu money being allocated to the project that received the 
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next number of votes in the PB ballot (Ward 49, n.d.).  

Just as the budget committees informally and organically establish deliberation 

and diagnosis processes, Maria said that Leadership Committee meetings are “not very 

formal meetings.” Decision-making at the Leadership Committee is governed by 

consensus, often arrived at through vigorous discussions, as she described: 

We are a pretty diverse neighbourhood, and I think if you throw together any 
group of twenty people, you are going to find pretty diverse opinions, but being 
kind of the nature of the process, and with the mix of the people who had been so 
involved through their first cycle, everyone with their different opinions felt very 
strongly about them, so it was really an exercise and building consensus 
…amongst our small group and finding what was going to work, and our 
aldermen had really stepped back from the table, and said you guys can figure this 
out. 

Residents, Community Reps and Leadership Committee members are all 

decision-makers at different points of the PB cycle. Examples include Steering 

Committee members who designed PB for their own ward and budget committees that 

independently established internal processes. Residents have also cast votes to create a 

pool of funds dedicated to street resurfacing, changing the percentage of money available 

for all other PB projects. As an innovative form of direct decision-making, this latter 

example deserves a brief description.  

In the inaugural PB cycle, residents, ward staff and leaders of the process 

struggled with finding the right balance of funding for street resurfacing. This is a ward-

wide issue that takes a large portion of menu money. In 2011, the Leadership Committee 

recommended that residents set aside a portion of menu money for street resurfacing; 

residents voted on what percentage of funds were to be dedicated to street repair (PB in 

the 49th Ward, Home, n.d.). Maria explained that prompted by the Alderman, the 
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Leadership Committee put the option to a resident vote at the second round of 

neighbourhood assemblies. By doing this, residents adapted PB and decided that a 

portion of menu money be kept separate from general PB funding. The result of the 

referendum was that 57.2 percent of menu money will be allocated to street resurfacing, 

an estimated 12 streets for a total of $572,000 (Ward 49, 2011). This last example 

demonstrates how ward residents have made general policy decisions, adapting PB and 

setting a clear direction for the form and function of PB in the ward.  

Based on the above review, neighbourhood residents co-design and innovate PB 

so that it responds to ward needs. Residents are also decision-makers along various points 

of the PB cycle. Implementation, follow-up and monitoring is a different matter. The City 

of Chicago and sister agencies are responsible for implementation of PB. Nicole pointed 

out that ward offices have “very little control over when the projects get done, and it’s 

really at this point of the process a city matter.” She added that essentially monitoring is 

“out of their hands.” Nevertheless, the ward office plays a liaison and information-

sharing role, updating both the Leadership Committee and the broader community 

through the Aldermanic and dedicated PB web sites on an ongoing basis. Where there are 

municipal requirements to implement a proposed project, such as the establishment of a 

citizen group to monitor a PB-funded dog park, Community Reps may step forward and 

keep the Leadership Committee and ward office up to date on project progress. And 

residents and researchers have taken the initiative to evaluate PB more broadly. The ward 

office and residents who organized PB events have conducted surveys to evaluate 

different stages of PB. As Maria said, this includes collecting committee feedback, 

dedicated independent academic research and surveys distributed at the second round of 
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neighbourhood assemblies and major voting days (according to Sarah, 1,300 of 1,652 

voters returned surveys at the final vote in 2010, an exceptionally high rate of return).  

Residents take charge of adapting PB, changing the design and process. The 

Leadership Committee revisited the Rulebook at the outset of the second PB cycle. 

Together, Maria said they worked on “what we wanted to change, what should stay the 

same, what we should ask the community about.” She further explained that, “it wasn't all 

very fun, but it was very effective.” Echoing this interest in ongoing improvements, Sarah 

remarked that more attention could be paid to implementation and follow up, and noted 

“I think that [implementation] was one of the things that was a surprise to us this year is 

that the follow up was in my mind was not considered.” 

Summary 
Today PB is gathering steam in Chicago, and is attracting attention of other 

wards. In the 2011 Aldermanic elections, seven candidates included PB on their 

platforms (Fairbrother, 2011).  

The ward office has played a critical role initiating PB, which it has framed as a 

civic exercise and citizen responsibility. The ward office has also instrumentally 

supported PB, dedicating resources to it (one full time employee plus additional office 

support at busy points in the cycle) and redirecting knowledge to residents from city 

experts and partners via the ward office. This management is centralized through tools 

and support from the Ward office, through the Leadership Committee who makes 

decisions on behalf of residents and through communications that funnel from the 

website. It is also decentralized, as budget committees develop processes organically, 

following hunches, passions, pet projects, and best judgement to identify the best project 
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proposals. As a result, the process is shaped by those most invested in PB in the 

community. 

With PB in place, neighbourhood residents take small steps to innovate the 

process. For instance, practitioners discussed modifying the objectives of PB. In addition 

to striving towards goals of public engagement and encouraging the public to hold the 

government accountable – objectives formally presented by the ward office – the 

Leadership Committee is exploring how to make the process, as Maria said, “as 

representative as possible.” Maria and Sarah both underscored the need to pursue greater 

equity and underscored the Leadership Committee’s desire and commitment to increase 

awareness and participation, despite any challenges this may raise.  

Chapter Summary 
Knowledge about PB in North America is not broad but it is deep and detailed. 

Practitioners spoke passionately about their work, all exuding a clear commitment to 

participatory democratic practice. They were clear and honest about what has worked and 

what hasn’t, grounding their perspectives in three examples of PB that are at different 

stages of development and facing different challenges. The longstanding processes at 

Toronto and Guelph offer a longer view of how PB evolves and how changes have 

impacted participants. Chicago’s 49th Ward, the upstart of the three examples after only 

two PB cycles, has benefited directly from experienced PB practitioners, and tells a 

different story of genesis and implementation. As a result, the 49th Ward provided a 

contrasting example of process co-design, greater formalization and clear accountability 

mechanisms at the outset of the process. Working with these three examples contributed 

to a complex and rich picture of PB. 
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The examples discussed build knowledge about how PB functions in North 

America. The descriptions point to a PB that is constantly evolving but committed to 

participatory democratic practice, a recurring emphasis on clear rules, process and 

accountabilities, and a significant trend towards “coordinated decentralization”(Fung & 

Wright, 2003, p. 21, emphasis original) of PB initiation, implementation and monitoring.  

The description of PB in Toronto, Guelph and Chicago highlights a broad 

procedural agreement shared by practitioners. Consistency of PB design and practice is 

driven as much by a small community of experts who provide direction and facilitation as 

by a core group of unpaid citizens. The commitment to participatory democratic practice 

is evident as practitioners frame PB in terms of civic education, government 

accountability and inclusion. Participants make direct links between the ability to 

participate and a clear process that outlines rules of PB and roles and responsibilities of 

the players. Often, clear process and accountabilities are supported by central 

coordination of PB; in Toronto, Guelph and Chicago, this central coordination takes the 

form of a committed housing authority, a restructured governance model that outsources 

municipal support and a ward office. Importantly, there is an accompanying decentralized 

autonomy of citizen participants and leaders, exercising various degrees of autonomy.  

In the next chapter I build on these divergences and commonalities, weaving the 

voices of all practitioners together, and identify a number of themes that inform a better 

understanding of current PB practice. This will ultimately inform a PB framework for 

Winnipeg. 
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Chapter 4 – Thematic Analysis 
 

A number of themes emerged from interviews. PB practitioners identified 

successes, challenges and successes, highlighting the commonalities and divergences 

among PB practice. The following themes build on PB literature (Chapter 2) and the 

descriptions (Chapter 3), and reflect significant points of view shared by practitioners as 

well as highlight divergent understanding and implementation. 

Many of the themes overlap and intersect. As discussed in Chapter 2, a three stage 

coding process was used to identify dominant themes for analysis. Alongside examples 

drawn from interviews and research, they present a broad picture of current challenges 

and strategies facing PB design and implementation in North America. Cobbled together, 

these themes – accountability, formalization, community capital, institutionalized support 

and creative spaces – may not address all that is important, but strive towards a better 

understanding of current PB practice and ultimately inform a PB framework for 

Winnipeg.  

There were many possible areas to explore following ten hours of practitioner 

interviews. I elaborated on the concepts below for a number of reasons. Some themes, 

such as accountability and community capital, illustrate ideas, commitments or approach 

shared by PB practitioners. Formalization highlights the different stages of new or long-

standing PB, and signals how it can be variously implemented and adapted. Others 

themes, such as institutionalized support, identify a critical support of PB, and creative 
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spaces demonstrates how PB can invigorate community-level service delivery and the 

relationship of citizen and state.  

Thematic Analysis 

Accountability 
Accountability is a dominant and recurring theme throughout practitioner 

interviews. Accountability resonates with discussions of PB in Latin America, where PB 

is recognized as “a site where both citizen rights and accountability are extended” 

(Wampler, 2007, p. 24), historically and foundationally interested in social equity and the 

redistribution of resources (Souza, 2001; Wampler, 2007; Wampler & Avritzer, 2004). 

As a thematic category, accountability reflects the interest in transparency identified in 

both Latin and North American literature (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Lerner &Van 

Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009; Souza, 2001; Wampler 2007; Wampler & 

Avritzer, 2004). In the Latin American context, improved transparency and the ability of 

citizens to participate in budget decisions and follow up contributes to “a new culture of 

accountability in government and civil society” (Schugurensky, 2004, p. 8). In a similar 

fashion, North American PB literature foregrounds transparency as a core principle 

(Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009), one that is closely related to 

improved accountability of institutional or government decisions. Accountability 

expresses the immediate pressures and concerns of practitioners in Toronto, Guelph and 

Chicago, and mirrors the lexicon of community level organizations and funders. 

Accountability emerged as a key topic of discussion for many interviews. It is 

possible to discern two central areas of conversation–process accountability and civic 

accountability. Through discussions, PB emerges as a tool to keep government or 

institutions accountable, a means to improve service delivery, a way to defend 
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government decision-making, and a means to cultivate civic engagement and an interest 

in civic life.  

Process accountability describes accountability mechanisms such as the 49th 

Ward’s web-posted and flyered public schedule of events, the NSC’s schedule of 

reporting outlined in the Neighbourhood Panel Terms of Reference and the local tenant 

monitoring committees found at Toronto Community Housing. These accountability 

mechanisms shape the process, support transparent debate and decision-making, and help 

ensure that citizen decisions are implemented.  

Process accountability may be designed and implemented at the grassroots level 

as well as by governments or institutions. In Chicago, 49th Ward residents helped to 

develop a rulebook that outlined roles, responsibilities and reporting requirements of all 

parties, and designed the governance of the Leadership and budget committees. In a 

somewhat similar fashion, members of the Neighbourhood Support Coalition (NSC), city 

partners and the City of Guelph all recently contributed to the Sustainable 

Neighbourhood Engagement Framework (SNEF), which outlines PB governance and 

reporting.  

As Gail described, regular reporting to local monitoring committees helps to 

ensure that projects are implemented at Toronto Community Housing. But for all 

respondents speaking about Toronto Community Housing, accountability is deeply 

embedded in a commitment to tenant engagement, a “culture of investment,” according to 

Kemi. More than simply ensuring that things happen when they should, Evelyn said a 

“political vision” can guard against the loss of important values: “We don’t necessarily 

see a better, happy-go-lucky relationship between us and tenants, but we see ourselves 
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having to be more accountable to tenants whether we like it or not.” This commitment is 

embedded in organizational policy and the Community Management Plan (TCH, 2010a). 

Evelyn emphasized that formal accountability signals an organizational commitment that 

can protect tenant participation during shifts in political or organizational direction.  

With accountability comes reporting, which can place burdens on neighbourhood 

groups who are hard pressed to meet administrative requirements that are set by 

bureaucracies. As Dana said, “We are constrained by city policies and union policies that 

interfere sometimes with the grassroots level of how neighbourhood groups work.” 

Elizabeth echoed this when she described the issues neighbourhood groups experience 

reporting on social programming. She explained that it can be difficult to capture the 

results of a social service in quantitative terms, and “a little bit more challenging to define 

outcomes for spending.” This causes problems when governments have to demonstrate 

accountability for public funds.  

The issue of accountability was well articulated by practitioners speaking about 

Guelph PB. Discussed more fully below, a recent strategy regarding the city’s partnership 

with neighbourhood groups has recommended that PB oversight and support be exported 

to a host organization (Meagher et al., 2010; City of Guelph, 2011). Although this will 

not mitigate all challenges, it reflects the municipality’s desire to reduce ownership and 

accountability of PB, particularly where it faces challenges of risk and liability when 

communities deliver social programming. As Kelly said:  

We were trying to have the conversation, whose process is this, like how much 
involvement can we have and how much accountability is there here for us, 
because then we really want to step in, but trying to respect that it’s a grass root 
process, with volunteers, so it was a careful balance. 

In Toronto, Toronto Community Housing staff is responsible for PB project 
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implementation. Just as the City of Chicago implements menu money projects chosen by 

residents of the 49th Ward, both examples illustrate an “accountable autonomy”, a system 

where community level organizations manage, plan, allocate funding but are overseen by 

a central organization (Fagotto & Fung, 2006). A critical part of this model is that 

citizens engage in process design, an important part of which is the development of an 

accountability framework. As Fagotto and Fung explain: 

More than top down approaches, which would likely encounter neighborhood 
hostility, an accountable autonomy approach would use the deliberative model to 
allow residents to formulate their own preferences within a framework of 
guidelines and answerability. (Fagotto & Fung, 2006, p. 653) 

In this model, it can be imagined that accountability is shared along the phases of a 

project cycle. Stages of the project, including process design, project development, 

implementation and follow up engages various parties, but is critically informed by the 

input and direction of citizens. This is evidenced by the input of Chicago residents in the 

development of the rulebook, and also by participatory action research involving tenants 

and researchers who designed evaluations PB at Toronto Community Housing for the 

2009 and 2010 cycles, culminating in recommendations. 

A second area of discussions is civic accountability, understood here as the 

relationship of state and citizen, and citizen to community. Practitioners at the grassroots 

and institutional level framed PB as an exercise in civic accountability where the 

relationship of government and citizen is rejuvenated and made concrete through public 

budget making. For example, the 49th Ward is framed as a “truly innovative experiment 

in direct democracy, transparency, and economic reform” (PB in the 49th Ward, What is 

PB?, n.d.). In the words of Alderman Moore: 
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In a city like this where so many decisions are made top down, with no public 
input,… we’ve shown in the 49th Ward that not only do we listen to the people, 
we give the people the power to make the decisions. (Sommers, 2010) 

While the above is the language of ward politics, this sentiment infused 

practitioners’ statements. The knowledge of the public budget process feeds awareness, 

confidence and desire to learn even more about government process, cultivating, as Maria 

said, a desire to hold government more accountable, and “to want more transparency 

from my local government.” Nicole agreed that “civic education…is one of the best 

aspects of the process,” particularly when “there aren't many ways to learn about the way 

government works.” For Sarah, this accountability gives her tools to keep government 

more accountable when it comes to how public funds are spent. “I now understand way 

more how my system of government and the spending and budgeting in my city and my 

ward work, and that especially in tough times,” she said.  

The development of accountability mechanisms for PB draws citizens into civic 

process, particularly when engaged in the design and implementation. There are various 

opportunities to engage and apply accountabilities, which contribute to a better 

understanding of the PB process and support participation in civic process.  

Formalization 
Formalization describes clarity around structures, roles and responsibilities of a 

system. It closely relates to and supports accountability mechanisms, like those described 

above, as it spells out how reporting is done. The literature reviewed points to examples 

of formalizing commitments, roles, responsibilities and methodology, using formalization 

as a lens to differentiate among types of PB (Sintomer et al., 2010) that sometimes works 

alongside “institutionalization” to regulate PB (Cabannes, 2004a).   
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Formalization captures the emphasis placed by practitioners on institutionalized 

or codified processes. Policy, terms of reference and an organization’s mission statements 

are examples of formalization that emerged from discussion and research about Toronto 

Community Housing, the NSC and Chicago’s 49th Ward. 

Unclear process can discourage citizen participation. Through formalization, 

people have a better idea of the rules of the game, and more opportunity to participate 

(Freeman, 1970). In the examples studied, practitioners consistently described how clear 

rules around PB builds confidence in the process and resulting decisions, and cultivates 

ownership in the process. As Josh said, “It’s easier to have ownership over and change 

the process if you know what it is.” 

I expected that increased formalization would be viewed as cumbersome or overly 

bureaucratic. In contrast, Maria and Sarah described that participants directly involved in 

the process embraced the preplanning phase of the 49th Ward’s process, which produced 

tools like the Rulebook and an outline of parties’ roles and responsibilities. In Guelph, 

Dana acknowledged that formalizing rules can seem the antithesis to community-level 

organizing, but that in reality it can help facilitate the delivery of programs and services. 

As she said, “the neighbourhood groups want to stay grassroots, but we still need to have 

a formalized process to deal with funders, so that's where we need to have the structure 

for the neighbourhood support coalition.”  

PB in Guelph is evolving towards a more formalized process. A closer look at this 

transition helps to understand pressures and challenges that PB may face, and what 

factors can contribute to changes in form or function. Historically, the City of Guelph’s 

partnership with the NSC has evolved organically, its role changing “without specific 
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policies in place to guide it” (Meagher et al., 2010, p. 11). The City of Guelph identified a 

number of issues working closely with neighbourhood groups, including the 

administrative burden that is placed on neighbourhood groups, the difficulty of meeting 

“obligations to minimize risk” when programs are being delivered locally, and the reality 

of a formal municipal bureaucracy that is “ill-suited” to hosting grassroots organizations 

(Meagher et al., 2010, p. 21). In addition to enumerating similar challenges, Kelly, 

Elizabeth and Dana also noted difficulties reporting on the “soft” areas of social services, 

recent experiences with neighbourhood groups who have, as Kelly described, “padded” 

their proposals, unwieldy and difficult deliberation processes, finite municipal resources 

(ever shrinking as the coalition has grown from five to eleven groups), and the risk and 

liability issues that arise when neighbourhood groups deliver municipally funded 

programs. In response, the City of Guelph developed the Sustainable Neighbourhood 

Engagement Framework (SNEF) as a strategy for municipal-neighbourhood group 

partnerships. The SNEF recommends a new governance structure and accountabilities for 

PB, and an “expanded” NSC that will bridge partners and neighbourhood groups 

(Meagher et al., 2010).  

The NSC and the City of Guelph have hit upon some very real issues of what 

happens when communities provide social programs and services. The response may 

signal a change in direction for how PB is implemented in Canada, and for that reason 

demands some attention. The municipality responded by restructuring the NSC 

governance and proposing that PB be exported to an arm’s length, not-for-profit status 

organization. This marks a shift in the city’s role, moving away from host and manager of 

NSC activities to a role more akin to partner. In the future, it is envisioned that the NSC 
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will provide administrative and capacity support to neighbourhood groups (Meagher et 

al., 2010). This approach will likely sever the municipality’s accountabilities and 

liabilities that have complicated community-led service delivery, while alleviating the 

administrative reporting burdens that neighbourhood groups have been asked to shoulder.  

The Guelph example is interesting as it reflects how PB has adapted as challenges 

arose. Guelph undertook an extensive consultation with neighbourhoods, partners, front 

line workers and stakeholders to examine how “the City engages and partners with 

Guelph neighbourhood groups and the…NSC” (SNEF, 2011, p. 5). Elizabeth and Kelly 

described the impetus of the framework as an environment of scarcity, what Elizabeth 

called “more competition for less funds.” Kelly said the review was also triggered by the 

dual success and popularity of neighbourhood level work, as new groups were coming 

aboard the NSC and existing groups expanding.  

The desire for greater accountability drove, in part, changes to the NSC allocation 

process. As Kelly said, “there is [sic] been a lot of concern about who polices this to 

make sure you know, you make your rules, and then who makes sure the rules are 

followed.” As was seen in the Guelph example, the municipality and neighbourhood 

groups expressed a desire for greater clarity of rules, roles and responsibilities around PB. 

Practitioners and municipal documents indicate a confidence that a more formalized 

reporting and accountability framework supports this clarity, and helps to ensure greater 

transparency and consistency: 

The formalizing of resources and supports through written agreements and 
policies or procedures will facilitate the reliable, ongoing provision of resources 
and supports. (Meagher et al., 2010, p. 26) 

 A question going forward is how increased accountability and formalization will 
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impact PB. For instance, does a more detailed process contain or constrain debate, for 

instance, and discourage some grassroots groups from entering the fray? Does it 

encourage participation, ensuring a fair and equitable procedure? Certainly, PB rules can 

significantly impact outcomes, informing who participates, how, and why (Wampler, 

2007).  

Community Capital 
Education is a central principle in PB literature (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Lerner 

&Van Wagner, 2006; Pinnington et al., 2009; Schugurensky, 2004, 2009; Wampler, 

2000). As discussed above, citizens’ knowledge about budget processes can underpin 

government and institutional accountability to citizens, and build important skills and 

knowledge. Community capital reflects the interest in education that is identified in 

literature, enriching the element of individual human capital with capital that is shared 

and community-based, woven together by learned, lived and collective experience. 

Practitioners spoke of the skills acquired through participation in PB as well as the 

outcomes of learning more about their community and each other, and emphasized the 

personal and collective knowledge and relationships that grew from their PB experiences. 

Community capital also underlines the tangible outcomes of PB funded projects that are 

delivered by the community for collective benefit. Although defined in various ways,5 I 

chose the term community capital to underscore the civic orientation of local PB, 

specifically the free, public deliberation processes, the management of public and private 

funds for public use, the active relationship of unelected to elected officials, the local 

                                                        
5 For example, community capital is defined as a commodity developed by community financing models 
(Antioch University, n.d.), or as a public good accumulated through community partnership and exchange 
(Morris, n.d.). It is also presented as the combined outcomes of human, environmental, social and economic 
development (Hancock, 2001).  
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level of discussions, and the emphasis on projects for collective benefit. From this 

perspective, PB is a distinctly public exercise in process and substance that contributes to 

community capital. 

Discussions with practitioners illustrated that PB provides a framework through 

which individuals engage as a collective. Practitioners spoke of instances where residents 

try to ensure decisions are made for collective benefit. Sarah recounted that “when the 

community reps work they think of it as ‘our’ ward.” It was reiterated that PB is focused 

on outcomes for collective benefit. PB funded projects – public infrastructure in Chicago, 

and neighbourhood programs in Guelph that must adhere to core principles of inclusion, 

engagement, belonging and responsiveness – enact a shared commitment to collective 

benefit. And as recently as 2011, Toronto Community Housing emphasized that 

“initiatives which benefit the entire community are encouraged, as they reflect the initial 

vision of PB” (TCH, 2011b, p. 1).  

Community capital highlights the skills and knowledge-building of community 

members. Sarah, Nicole and Maria shared their enthusiasm for this element of PB. In 

Chicago, structures are in place to support information and knowledge sharing. For 

example, former budget committee and steering committee members mentored budget 

committees in the second PB cycle, ensuring hard won knowledge was shared. As Maria 

explained, those familiar with the process, such as former community reps and Steering 

Committee members have emerged as citizen experts who help facilitate PB, taking on 

the role of “educating people, and helping them to hold government accountable.” A 

number of budget committee members from the first PB cycle returned as members of the 

Leadership Committee, and Sarah described tools such as project sheets to help guard 
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against the loss of important “institutional memory.” Similarly, the NSC Terms of 

Reference includes a provision for neighbourhood groups to mentor each other (Meagher 

et al., 2010). 

Practitioners described the empowering benefits of learning about budgets. As 

Alderman Moore said, with this power comes civic responsibility: 

“What I have found is that when you give up power, you gain power,” [Alderman 
Moore] said. “My constituents have a better sense of the challenges and 
constraints of city governance, and when they don’t like something, I say, ‘Hey, 
that was your neighbor’s decision. If you don’t like it, come out and participate. 
This is a democracy.’” (Fairbrother, 2010) 

Maria framed empowerment as an unintended process. The conceptual frame is one of 

empowerment as process and outcome (Alsop et al., 2006). As Maria explained, even if 

understanding about civic processes and residents’ improved ability to keep government 

accountable was not an explicit goal, “it ends up happening.” She said that PB “puts you 

in the place of the elected official and the staff” where you end up wanting to know more. 

In an environment where personal knowledge quickly becomes shared, there is potential 

for community-led action and change.  

For Evelyn, knowledge gives the unelected tools to challenge process. As she 

said, “the impact of success can be measured in the assertiveness that tenants develop to 

speak to us, and to put forward their issues, and to take us to task.” This often requires 

that institutions strike a careful balance of direct involvement and arm’s length support, 

as Kelly described. This effort did not go unnoticed; from Elizabeth’s perspective, front 

line municipal staff “support [community-led] work in all kinds of ways, and really tried 

their best to allow it to be….community driven.” 



Participatory Budgeting 
 

 

79 

Community capital expresses the idea that community voices are strengthened 

through PB, and suggests that new possibilities can emerge from ideas and voices joined 

in dialogue. Borrowing from Innes and Booher, this is the notion that collaborative 

rationality is an alternative to current decision-making structures. As opposed to a top-

down approach, collaborative dialogues compete and converse in a “complex, networked 

states of dialogues”, producing innovative solutions and resulting in “network power” 

(2010, p. 7). In much the same way, PB strengthens local networks and can contribute to 

community-led action and innovative solutions. Gail described PB as connecting 

segments of Toronto Community Housing tenant population that have been previously 

unengaged, and Nicole and Sarah spoke of the community ties forged through PB in the 

49th Ward.  

The examples studied reveal that enhanced community skills, knowledge and 

capacity are clear outcomes of PB. Mentoring and other formal efforts to share 

knowledge make distinct efforts to cultivate local capacity, and both local and 

institutional practitioners embrace the educational value of community processes. In 

combination with projects and programs that are designed by the community for 

collective benefit, PB is a means to strengthen community voice and capacity, 

underlining its empowering effect. As more voices get involved, the possibilities for 

innovative, community-led change blossom. 

Institutionalized Support 
Institutionalized support describes the role of a government, agency or 

organization that dedicates resources to PB. As a central theme, it follows directly from 

literature that identifies that an institutional champion is pivotal to the existence of PB 
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(Pinnington et al., 2009), a point reemphasized by Elizabeth in interview. 

Institutionalized support echoes discussions that identify institutional frameworks as 

contributing conditions for deliberative democratic exchange (Benhabib, 1996). And it 

reflects each example studied revealed that a government or organization provides 

instrumental support in a combination of political vision, organizational policy and 

dedicated resources (financial or otherwise) to the ongoing management, coordination 

and implementation of PB. These resources are often centralized and deeply embedded in 

a formal commitment to citizen engagement and participation. Although the genesis of 

PB is also often linked to institutional support, the relationship and nature of this support 

varies. This provides interesting examples of PB implementation.  

The critical role of institutional support to PB is already documented in the sparse 

literature dedicated to PB in Canada. As Pinnington, Lerner and Schugurensky have 

noted, successful participatory democracy relies on leadership and support from 

governments or institutions (Pinnington et al., 2009). Josh also concluded in an earlier 

study that quiet but committed support from a handful of government staff helped launch 

both the Guelph and Toronto examples, working autonomously, allowed “budget 

processes… to grow when politicians were looking the other way” (Lerner and Van 

Wagner, 2006, n.p.). 

The willingness and ability of an institution to support participatory mechanisms 

is found in all three examples. At Toronto Community Housing there is a formal 

organizational commitment and dedicated resources to PB. Chicago’s 49th Ward has 

effectively dedicated one full-time staff member to the PB process. And in Guelph, a full-

time municipal staff member and two part time staff support neighbourhood groups and 
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PB. Chicago and Guelph also draw in technical and subject experts to support citizens’ 

diagnosis, deliberation and decision-making, and the NSC in Guelph benefits from in-

kind support from a number of city departments, as well as other funding partners. 

What makes PB “stick,” I wondered? I looked more closely at Toronto 

Community Housing, as it offers a long-standing example of PB. For Evelyn it is more 

than simply institutional support. To make PB a reality, she emphasized that a broader 

“political conceptual vision” that links overarching governing processes to a system that 

engages and empowers tenant voice must be in place. Often, Josh said, PB gets its start 

with just a few dedicated individuals who share a purpose. Evelyn described this as being 

the case at Toronto Community Housing where a small committed group of staff, many 

in the upper organizational ranks, were instrumental to putting PB in motion a decade 

ago: 

Usually social change comes from the front line, the pressure on the way up, 
whether through protest and meetings, takeover of spaces, whatever. In this case, 
it was totally different. The vision of those of the top of the organization 
…trickled down with great difficulty. I would say that there was a critical mass in 
TCHC that would have been no more than 25 people out of the 1200 staff or 
whatever number of staff now, that were committed to this process. But among 
them – the CEO, the board – and a few senior managers. 

From this perspective, institutional support grows from the passion and 

commitment of a handful dedicated to public engagement. To again use the example of 

Toronto Community Housing, this commitment may be rooted in the conviction that the 

housing authority’s role is “more than just housing,” as Evelyn said. Kemi, Gail and 

Evelyn recounted an uninterrupted history of dedicating resources to PB. Today, more 

money is directly deliberated by tenants, the number of tenant participants is at its 

highest, and the decentralized process gives Toronto Community Housing field staff 
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greater responsibility for PB (Lerner, 2011; Lerner et al., 2010; Lerner et al., 2009). At a 

time when the housing authority is experiencing dramatic change at the senior executive 

level, it is likely an important point that PB can rely on a formal organizational 

commitment and a vibrant political vision, while also drawing on the dedication of key 

staff to sustain the process.  

A critical piece of keeping PB afloat is dedicated resources. Elizabeth remarked 

on the importance of a “fairly broad base of institutional support so several staff who 

agree with, espouse or want to keep moving with it, and are supported to do so.” Chicago 

provides an example of how PB can flourish even with limited direct resources if this 

broad base of support exists. In the 49th Ward, a single alderman, a handful of staff and 

the help of an NGO launched Chicago’s so-called ‘Date with Democracy’ (as PB was 

first publicized). From a small local ward office, the Alderman and staff corralled public 

resources and coordinated citizen attention, time and energy. The ability of the ward 

office to access municipal expertise, essentially connecting the citizen to the city, proved 

to be a low-resource but high-impact formula. The alderman’s relative autonomy with the 

ward menu money, the ability to move ahead in a decided and clear fashion, and access to 

the City of Chicago’s expertise and resources may have tipped the scales. The PB 

experiment is now taking root in other parts of Chicago. Maria has already taken up the 

invitation to share her knowledge of PB with aldermen and staff in other wards who are 

considering taking up PB in their own neighbourhoods. 

On many counts, the PB examples are centrally coordinated but have 

decentralized decision-making. As Fung has elaborated, this is a model that subverts a 

top-down authority structure, placing authority with the public through participatory 
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processes and centralizes the support, resources and accountability in a supporting 

institution (2002). This “novel recombination of local autonomy with centralized 

support,” a “bottom-up, and top-down governance” model (ibid, p. 68) is evident in the 

decentralized delivery of PB at Toronto Community Housing (recall the thirteen 

Allocation Days run by Toronto Community Housing field staff) and Chicago’s six 

thematic budget committees. This is best described as “coordinated decentralization,” a 

middle ground where the decentralization of accountabilities and purely central authority 

can meet (Fung & Wright, 2003, p. 21, emphasis original). In both cases, there is a loose 

central governance that establishes an agreed timeline, rules of process, and framework 

for decision-making, matched with localized deliberation and decision-making.  

In a different fashion, the NSC’s revised governance structure maintains 

neighbourhood groups’ authority to make decisions but is looking to shift the locus of its 

centralization to an external (non-government) “host organization.” The municipality has 

recast the governance and accountability framework of neighbourhood groups in its 

Sustainable Neighbourhood Engagement Framework (SNEF), which was adopted by City 

Council. The city has played a central coordination role, formalizing PB process and 

procedures (through the SNEF and other documents), and has committed resources to 

NSC until the new organization is staffed (Meagher et al., 2010). In further departure 

from previous examples, the NSC is the sole example where multiple partners contribute 

resources and support, collaborating via the Partners Panel. In this model, it appears the 

host organization will centralize resources that are drawn from multiple parties, and 

institutionalized support will be diversified. This presents a different version of 

coordinated decentralization and offers a response to the practical challenges rooted, as 
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Dana, Kelly and Elizabeth discussed, in the administrative and practical challenges of 

community-led programming in an environment of growing budget pressures.  

Creative Spaces 
Literature argues that PB offers new democratic spaces for urban and social 

renewal (Wampler & Avritzer, 2004), a site of contest, cooperation and joint decision-

making (Allegretti & Herzberg, 2004). Creative spaces combines Forester’s dialogic and 

deliberative spaces (1999), with the notion that PB adapts to new physical spaces, 

evolving in unfamiliar contexts, “extended and adapted to new spaces in new ways” 

(Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006, p. 2).  

Practitioners offered examples of new deliberative spaces that welcomed multiple 

players, including unelected citizens, technical experts, government representatives, non-

for-profit agencies and market players. Through the steps of diagnosis, deliberation, 

decision-making, implementation and follow up, practitioners spoke about new 

partnerships and processes they witnessed through PB. The idea of creative spaces sets 

out some of the creative ways citizens have engaged in policy design, program 

development, and project implementation through PB.  

Sarah said she was surprised to learn that PB was often the first time a city staff 

member has met directly with residents, and it was an eye-opener for everyone to have a 

frank discussion of needs. The direct citizen engagement of PB in civic discussions 

illustrates what Vaillancourt (2008) calls “co-production” to “co-construction” of public 

policy. As he writes, “[c]o-production refers to participation by stakeholders from civil 

society and the market in the implementation of public policy, while co-construction 

refers to participation by those very stakeholders in the design of public policy” 
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(Vaillancourt, 2008, p. 12). In the case of Chicago, the case may be made that both co-

production and co-construction are at play. Citizens directed public policy by identifying 

ward priorities (and subsequently, spending), a form of co-production. In co-construction 

mode, citizens (as individuals and in budget committees) engaged in process design, 

specific project research and developing solutions with direction and input from ward and 

city staff who attended budget committee meetings, reviewed project feasibility and acted 

as a window to city services and information. The result is programs and services that 

directly respond to the ward’s needs, as citizens engage with the municipality to design 

and direct program choices.  

Through PB research and project planning, citizens, bureaucracy and politicians 

interact, recasting the citizen-government relationship by placing the city in direct 

conversation with its citizens. Conversations held at budget committee meetings and 

dialogue with city officials changes the nature of interaction, as solutions emerge from 

the “bottom up.” Maria wondered if her ward’s approach to public budgeting may be 

picked up by into other wards, and ultimately “influence the way community members in 

one ward interact with their city and their government.” In this way, as Maria said, PB 

“might actually uncover a need, or a gap, in what's available for people…[and] how they 

can communicate with their city.” 

Another example of creative space is the collaboration of multiple parties to 

deliver public works, offering an alternative model of service delivery that introduces 

citizen input and public deliberation at the policy and pre-planning phase, creating a 

multi-lateral framework where previously there was none. The NSC’s recently 

formalized Partner Panel and ongoing commitment to its model of multiple funders is one 
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example of this innovation. This illustrates how PB engages the market, government and 

citizens in community-led service delivery. Rejecting the “binary” model of state and 

market, PB in Guelph is an example of a “tripolar approach” where state, market and 

civil society sit side-by-side in public policy discussions (Vaillancourt, 2008, p. 14). The 

opportunities for PB broadens as multiple partners come on board, as more PB is no 

longer limited to one pool of funding. As Joanna mentioned in discussion about Toronto 

Community Housing and the opportunities for PB partnerships, with partners comes 

additional funding, which may also alleviate the pressures on primary funders.  

Chicago practitioners described how community representatives and budget 

committees created new civic processes and avenues for engagement through their 

project work. In the 2010 PB cycle, the Art and Other Project Committee went to great 

lengths to implement artistic multifunctional bike racks in the ward. As Sarah and Maria 

explained, this entailed the development of specifications for bike racks and an ordinance 

from the Alderman, and required the adoption of a new process by government. Maria 

said, “it took months, but we created a new city process, and a new city specification.” 

For Sarah, this was challenging not only as it was a lengthy process, but because it forced 

staff to think outside the box, and reconsider current process: “it is difficult because if 

you think about it, we are asking [the city] to do very new things.” 

The 49th Ward’s mass underpass murals project is another example of how PB 

innovated and expanded civic process. As menu money cannot be paid directly to 

individuals, the Art and Other Projects Committee partnered with a local agency who 

acted as a fiscal agent to pay the winners of the mural submission process. This was a 

creative solution to an administrative hurdle. The mural project also expanded from a 
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strictly PB initiative to a public art contest where more than 200 people voted on their 

favourite murals, extending PB’s reach into the community. The PB committee 

reimagined existing municipal process, got more citizens directly involved in civic life, 

and, as Maria said, created a “mini works program” that put money directly in the hands 

of citizens during a hard economic time.  

Chapter Summary 
The analytical approach undertaken in the thematic analysis can be described as a 

process of translation. A review of the literature (Chapter 2) equipped me with an 

introductory language about PB. This gave me insight into how to structure discussions 

about PB, enabling me to speak with practitioners in Toronto, Guelph and Chicago and 

identify, contrast and compare key elements of PB design (Chapter 3). Respecting the 

literature and drawing deeply from the interviews conducted, Chapter 4 translates these 

ideas into themes that reflect a North American experience.  

These themes incorporated the theoretical and practical lexicons in a North 

American context. Speaking with practitioners who manage PB at different stages of 

implementation and evolution, it was clear that PB responds uniquely its operating 

environment, adapting its design, governance, and relationship vis à vis funders and 

institutional supports in various ways. With each example a unique network of 

relationships and innovation, discussions of accountability, community capital, 

formalization, institutionalized support and creative spaces illustrate the different 

configurations of PB.   
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Chapter 5 – PB Framework 
 

The theoretical and empirical work of this project is geared towards developing a 

PB form and function for Winnipeg. This work has entailed gathering knowledge of 

foundational principles and practices (Chapter 2), gaining understanding of existing 

practice through close study of three examples of PB (Chapter 3), and an analysis of 

cross-cutting themes emerging from PB practice (Chapter 4).  

There are connections between the framework below and earlier discussions of 

PB theory, design and practice. These connections are explained in each relevant section, 

clarifying how the framework consolidates knowledge drawn from literature, design and 

thematic analysis and PB practice. Some themes appear as they are introduced in Chapter 

4, while others consolidate ideas in one concept. In a manner of speaking, the framework 

actualizes the themes discussed in Chapter 4 and puts them to work. The figure below 

(Figure 3) indicates the connections between the themes discussed and the framework 

that was developed. 
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Figure 3. Thematic and framework connections. The framework was developed through research into PB form 
and function and conversations with PB practitioners. Each theme is reflected in the framework, either directly 
or actualized through a mode of practice. 

The result is the following framework for PB in Winnipeg. The PB framework 

draws on literature and conversations with practitioners. Most significantly, it considers 

the challenges and opportunities that were highlighted in research, and offers a possible 

framework – or framework of possibility – for PB that reflects recent experience. A 

number of key quotes extracted from practitioner interviews convey this experience, and 

link the framework directly to PB design and practice discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Having set my focus on Winnipeg’s inner city community development sector (discussed 

in Chapter 6), I considered the current context of community development work in 

Winnipeg and the practical and theoretical opportunities that this presents. 

The framework identifies desired qualities of organization and process. Beginning 

with a broad commitment to local scale PB, the framework is organized by qualities of 

organization (institutional champion, responsive partnering) and qualities of process 

(clear governance & accountability, citizen engagement vision). 

The framework appears below. In summary, the framework recommends PB that 

is: 
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 At a local scale that residents can design and manage, and see the outcomes of the 
process; 
 

 Clearly defined in terms of governance and accountability; 
 

 Hosted by an institution that supports and facilitates the design and delivery of PB 
processes; 
 

 Committed to principles of citizen engagement and autonomous decision-making 
that are well-defined and communicated by practitioners, participants and 
champions; and 
 

 Able to embrace opportunities and expand the project scope by matching local 
need with relevant partners, as needed or desired. 

 

Local Scale 
What’s this? A PB process focused on local level projects and outcomes that 

include community members in year-round PB design, deliberation, implementation and 

monitoring.  

Local scale PB is a theoretical and practical element considered in literature. It 

connects to deliberative theory, discussed earlier. As a deliberative practice, PB is 

oriented towards one-to-one interactions. It requires, by design, a smaller stage for 

interaction (even when there is a form of indirect representation, discussions nevertheless 

begin at the local neighbourhood scale).  

Local scale enacts the earlier theme of community capital. That PB generally 

strives to have a tangible impact on “standards of living at neighbourhood or community 

level” is recognized in studies of Latin American PB (Cabannes, 2004a, p. 43), and 

recognized in Canadian practice as making valuable contribution to community 

sustainability by engaging communities in service provision, closing the gap between 

services and recipients (Meagher et al., 2010). Local scale also builds on the existing 
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boundaries for Winnipeg’s Neighbourhood Renewal Corporations (NRCs), capitalizing 

on the social and administrative realities.  

Design and delivery of PB by community members allows the PB process to 

respond and adapt to each context, and for PB to evolve. As Sarah said, “my needs are 

much different in my ward than someone else’s needs.” Fung writes that PB must be 

scaled to projects that the local level may be reasonably equipped to engage (Fung, 

2002). Another benefit of local scale PB is that tangible outcomes build positive 

experiences with participatory and democratic processes. This protects the important 

grassroots quality of community processes, is a building block for broader individual and 

community capacity, and cultivates a culture of engagement. As Sarah said, PB is “one of 

the few instances where you actually get to see the fruits of your labours in your 

community. I mean it is a direct correlation, and I think people really felt that…and the 

other thing [is]…you could be in a community that focused on what you were really 

interested on.”  

Clear Governance and Accountability 
What’s this? A clear PB governance structure and process that is communicated 

clearly among champions, participants and practitioners, with a goal of mutual 

accountability. 

Earlier themes of accountability and formalization (Chapter 4) are represented in 

the framework by clear governance and accountability. Formalizing governance and 

accountability requirements ensures all participants understand how to participate 

(Freeman, 1970). As Josh said, “it’s easier to have ownership over and change the 

process if you know what it is.” Clarity includes an outline of community and practitioner 
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roles and responsibilities, guidelines for transparency and reporting requirements for all 

participants, “so that there are set rules, and everybody follows the same rules,” as Dana 

said. An important building block of clear governance and accountability is co-design of 

PB process by community members and practitioners, which can help cultivate a 

mutuality and collective ownership of PB. This would help everyone avoid asking, as 

Kelly did, “whose process is this?...how much involvement can we have and how much 

accountability is there here for [the city]?” 

Institutional Champion 
What’s this? A host institution, organizational or government that facilitates the 

design and delivery of PB under the auspices of well-defined civic engagement principles 

to help ensure a long-term process. 

Institutional champion continues the thematic discussion of institutional support 

begun in (Chapter 4). It adopts the assertion that “[i]ndeed, the success of many 

experiments with participatory democracy depends on the extent to which government or 

institutional officials are supportive of the process” (Pinnington et al., 2009, p. 476). It 

reflects repeated emphasis by practitioners of the pivotal role played by Toronto 

Community Housing staff, City of Guelph (and partners) and the 49th Ward office in 

facilitation and management of PB. Importantly, institutional champion is shored up by 

ongoing support that maintains PB, as Elizabeth said: “[t]o start [PB] needs a champion 

for sure, but to keep going I would say it needs a fairly broad base of institutional 

support. So, several staff who agree with, espouse, or want to keep going with it, and are 

supported to do so.” 
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In addition to clear governance and accountability, institutional champions 

contribute to “bottom-up, top-down governance” of a combined form of “local autonomy 

and centralized support” (Fung, 2002) that the PB examples illustrate, to varying degrees. 

Institutional champions are key partners to PB design and delivery, providing integral in-

kind expertise and institutional memory to ensure inclusive civic participation in 

diagnosis, deliberation, decision-making and monitoring. Key supports may include 

meeting coordination, project proposal development, reporting and accounting. Working 

within this model, an institutional champion may facilitate PB co-design, providing a 

forum to introduce and discuss PB, and act importantly as a fiscal agent to transfer funds 

or assume risk or liability on behalf of the community. Given this central role, it is critical 

that staff who work in public engagement be well supported.  

Citizen Engagement Vision 
What’s this? A clear commitment by an institutional champion to citizen 

engagement and autonomous decision-making that is enshrined in policy. 

Citizen engagement vision is a way to actualize the community capital developed 

through PB, as described by practitioners (Chapter 4). A commitment to participatory 

process creates conditions for citizens to acquire knowledge and skills. Citizen 

engagement vision maintains a focus on community (Lerner &Van Wagner, 2006) and 

community participation (Pinnington et al., 2009), both identified as key PB principles in 

literature. A vision may be encapsulated within a broader framework of civic 

engagement, or spelled out in broad principles, such as the policy commitment by 

Toronto Community Housing to tenant engagement. Allyson pointed out that a clearly 

identified vision can help PB practitioners and institutional champions navigate conflicts 



Participatory Budgeting 
 

 

94 

from funding areas. As Evelyn described, broad conceptual vision requires dedicated 

political will: 

The maker or the breaker [of participatory budgeting] is what happens before; it’s 
the set of principles that shape that, it’s the set of decisions that are made that will 
create an environment for that to happen. It is the political will to identify what 
are the key sources of support that can maintain that. 

Responsive Partnering 
What’s this? The collaboration of community groups and funders to better meet 

local need. 

Responsive partnering is a contextual element that enacts the creative spaces 

theme of PB discussed in Chapter 4. It is an example of how PB design and process is 

innovated, often in highly creative ways, adapting to fiscal, political and even 

administrative realities. Responsive partnering imitates the ongoing practice by the NSC 

and the City of Guelph to partner government bodies and other agencies to fund and 

deliver in-kind support for PB. It reflects that many Canadian municipalities work with 

multi-level governance in the delivery of programs and services (Sancton, 2006). It also 

acknowledges that Winnipeg’s Neighbourhood Renewal Corporations work often in 

partnership with multiple funders to achieve their organizations’ goals (Silver et al., 

2009). 

Responsive partnering allows for responsive programming and acknowledges 

declining government resources. It embraces opportunities circulating in the social 

economy, taking a “tripolar approach” that makes the best of what the state, civil society 

and the market can offer (Vaillancourt, 2008, p. 14). Sarah said that if PB was a regular 

and consistent participatory process, it may cultivate partnerships that better reach 
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community need: “the idea is…a system setup that is viable and considered stable…could 

attract other funds. Whether they are infrastructure or social service that remains to be 

seen…” Responsive partnering allows communities needing support to potentially 

address the liabilities and risks of their projects. Identifying partners can complement 

institutionalized support; arm’s length partners and can enhance the critical nature of 

diagnosis, deliberation and decision-making of PB projects.  

Chapter Summary 
The framework reasserts and actualizes theories, themes and practices, drawing 

these parts together in a proposed structure. It is a launch pad for discussion with 

Winnipeg community development practitioners about the form and function of PB in the 

city. It is informed by the considered offerings of experienced PB practitioners, and 

expresses hope for a participatory democratic process that can involve citizens in public 

budget-making. As described more fully in Chapter 6, it is developed with community 

economic development principles in mind and firmly rooted in the social and political 

context of Winnipeg. 
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Chapter 6 – PB for Winnipeg 
 

From the outset of this research project, I was motivated to make an argument for 

PB in Winnipeg. Theoretically I am grounded in the ideas presented by the likes of 

Forrester, Innes, Healey and Sandercock that communication processes enact power 

relations and that communities can challenge and correct these imbalances with the right 

communication tools (Huck, 2010). Practically, I argue that PB offers proven 

opportunities to improve the responsiveness of programs and services to local need and 

cultivate networks of local governance that work with the public, not for profit and the 

private sectors. Ethically, I imagine that PB can direct planning to areas of need, and how 

a planning practice that is committed to flowing resources (financial or human) into 

communities may beget important physical or social capital. 

These theoretical, practical and ethical ‘home bases’ inform my goal of proposing 

a viable PB tool for Winnipeg planners and communities. This chapter briefly introduces 

Winnipeg’s recent municipal public budget consultations and its community development 

sector before turning to the development of a PB cycle for Winnipeg. Virtual and face-to-

face exchanges with executive directors and staff of Winnipeg Neighbourhood 

Renewable Corporations (NRC) (and one city councillor staff) helped to test the draft PB 

framework presented in Chapter 5. A description of our exchanges and a proposed PB 

cycle are discussed below. 

Developing and then testing a theoretical PB framework with community 

development practitioners in Winnipeg further affirmed the relevance and potential of 

PB. Respondents crafted a PB cycle, complete with dedicated phases for pre-planning, 
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design, neighbourhood meetings and implementation and monitoring (Table 1). Attention 

was also paid to a governance structure with an identified accountability structure, 

finalized in a proposed governance and decision-making structure (Figure 3). 

Winnipeg respondents produced a PB cycle through discussion and debate, 

adapting the examples at Toronto Community Housing, the NSC and the 49th Ward to the 

local context. These adaptations reflected a strong consensus for PB that is centrally 

coordinated through a NRC Steering Committee and decentrally delivered by NRCs and 

neighbourhood residents, all working together with various sector partners. The result 

was a version of PB that builds on the existing community development sector in 

Winnipeg, highlighting strong ties in terms of participatory practice and procedural 

ethics. Much like we saw in the example of NSC and the City of Guelph, the nature of the 

government-community partnership was central to the conversation. Winnipeg 

respondents foregrounded that a positive working relationship between community 

organizations and municipalities is critical to community-led delivery of goods and 

services. PB became a possible tool to facilitate important city-community work, a 

mechanism to bring government and civil society together in the pursuit of shared goals. 

In this light, PB in Winnipeg enacts Gutmann and Thompson’s idea that deliberative 

democratic practices connect government and citizen, creating a unique separate space of 

exchange (2004).  

Interestingly, the Winnipeg cycle reflected respondents’ interest to shape PB that 

deliberately responds to local (geographic and demographic) need. The result was a 

model of PB that adopts design elements to ensure different (non-geographically specific) 

communities can engage in PB. This echoes the demographic assemblies found in 
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examples of Latin American PB, but are not commonly found in examples of PB in North 

America. 

Involving Winnipeggers in Budget Making 
The City of Winnipeg has an uneven history involving Winnipeggers in budget 

making, with efforts that span basic information sharing to more extensive and 

regularized efforts to seek public input (Elias et al., 2010; Huck, 2010). For example, 

citizen engagement in Winnipeg budgets in the 1990s included plain language public 

education newsletters, public consultations and even a mail-in survey in 1998 that 2500 

households completed (Elias et al., 2010).  

In more recent history, the City of Winnipeg undertook public consultations for 

the 2010 and 2011 capital and operating budgets. Consultations in both budget cycles 

included two evening presentations (with round table discussions), a Chief Financial 

Officer’s blog and online surveys (City of Winnipeg, 2010, 2011). This limited 

consultation program presented a number of obstacles to inclusive citizen engagement. 

Limited time to educate citizens about the technical subject matter, the high literacy and 

numeracy required to understand presentation materials, limited opportunities to provide 

feedback and a reliance on electronic media to communicate information all present 

barriers to full participation (Elias et al., 2010). Overall, recent citizen participation in 

Winnipeg’s municipal budget making was limited to a low level of public engagement, 

generally informative for participants but unrealistic in its ability to truly incorporate 

citizen feedback – especially given the late timing of the consultations within the budget 

planning cycle (ibid). 
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Linking PB and (Winnipeg) Community Development 
I turned to community development (CD) networks in Winnipeg with the sense 

that there are strong links between community development and PB practice. Community 

development is a broad term describing locally-based initiatives that positively impact 

communities, and encompasses “economic, social, environmental and cultural” elements 

of well-being (Frank & Smith, 1999, p.3). Community economic development (CED), an 

area that focuses on economic policy and practice, is often used interchangeably with CD 

(ibid). As both describe community-based development that integrates local investment, 

citizen engagement and capacity building, I draw from the literature and practice of CD 

and CED for this discussion of PB. This reflects, in part, the active CED network in 

Winnipeg context.  

CED’s commitment to collective action and participatory democratic processes 

enhances residents’ abilities to debate and negotiate, gaining knowledge and “building 

individual and collective action” (Shragge & Toye, 2008, p. 16). As I learned through my 

interviews with practitioners (Chapters 3 and 4), PB similarly cultivates discussion, 

builds deliberation skills, enhances budget literacy and numeracy, and introduces the 

uninitiated and previously disengaged to civic process. Practitioners describe their own 

and participants’ sense of collectivity and ownership of the process and project outcomes. 

Each example I studied revealed that democratic principles and processes are central to 

PB, much like CED’s commitment to participatory grassroots process with “local control 

and ownership of resources” and decision-makers who keep local benefit in mind 

(Government of Manitoba, n.d.). 

Winnipeg has strong networks of social activism and a legacy of community 

development (Silver et al., 2009). This progressive, place-based and community-first 
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approach is reflected in the pervasive adoption of CED principles by a number of 

longstanding community development organizations as well as provincial policies, such 

as the Manitoba branch of the Canadian CED Network and the Province of Manitoba’s 

CED Policy Framework (Silver et al., 2009; Amyot et al., 2010).  

As a result, today Winnipeg’s planning context is theoretically and practically 

informed by participatory practices employed by a network of individuals and 

organizations working in the CD sector. An important part of this network is Winnipeg’s 

Neighbourhood Renewal Corporations, or NRCs. 

NRCS in Winnipeg 
Much community development work in Winnipeg is undertaken by NRCs who 

are critical to meeting needs in communities (Silver et al, 2009; Manitoba Chambers of 

Commerce, 2010). NRCs offer an institutional and social service framework that has a 

long history of community-led action infused with principles of democratic governance 

and inclusive participatory practices (Silver et al., 2009). 

NRCs are funded primarily by Neighbourhoods Alive! (NA!), a provincial 

community revitalization program that has channelled over $20.2 million in ten years via 

the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund to designated neighbourhoods in Winnipeg and across 

regional centres in Manitoba (Government of Manitoba, Neighbourhoods Alive, n.d.). In 

Winnipeg, the high need neighbourhoods designated by NA! are predominantly what the 

City of Winnipeg identifies as Major Improvement Areas (MIAs) (Government of 

Manitoba, FAQs, n.d.).6 MIAs are characterized by the city as struggling with depressed 

economic and educational levels, joblessness, housing conditions and often crime, and 

                                                        
6 The City of Winnipeg’s Housing Policy categorizes Major Improvement Areas as “older areas that have 
experienced significant decline to the point where housing and neighbourhood infrastructure require 
complete renewal” (City of Winnipeg, 1999, p. 4). 
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are in much need of housing and infrastructure renewal (City of Winnipeg, 2000). Via 

NA!, Winnipeg’s NRCs are established geographically to provide critical services to these 

areas of need. 

 To date, there is no participatory process in Winnipeg that incorporates elements 

of public deliberation with citizens making decisions about how to spend public money. 

There are some examples of citizen budget work where citizens (whether individuals, 

groups of citizens, or organizations) apply for and manage smaller projects. This is akin 

to participatory grantmaking, a process where smaller community boards make decisions 

about local projects (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007; Pinnington et al., 2009). As described in 

Chapter 2, PB seeks to broaden participation and involve more people in this process of 

evaluation and decision-making (Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007). 

Method 
The next step of empirical work was to test the PB framework presented in 

Chapter 5. I gathered input from Winnipeg respondents in a variety of ways. Winnipeg 

respondents (five in total) included four with direct experience as executive directors or 

staff of NRCs and one respondent engaged as political staff for a Winnipeg city 

councillor. A two and a half hour discussion group included three participants, all with 

direct community development experience. Additional face-to-face interviews and email 

exchanges with three respondents, one held before the workshop and the remaining two 

afterwards, contributed to ample discussion of a proposed PB framework for Winnipeg. 

All interactions included an introduction to the PB principles and design, as well 

as a description of PB processes found at Toronto Community Housing, Chicago’s 49th 

Ward and the Neighbourhood Support Coalition in Guelph, Ontario. Participants were as 

follows:  
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 Shelagh Graham, former Green Spaces Coordinator, West Broadway 
Development Corporation;  

 Kemlin Nembhard, Executive Director, Daniel McIntyre & St. Matthews 
Community Association;  

 Mike Lennon, municipal city councillor staff;  
 Allan Wise, Executive Director, Central Neighbourhoods Development 

Corporation; and  
 Allyson Watts, accountant, West Broadway Development Corporation.  

Views are attributed to participants here with their permission. 

In the discussion group with Kemlin, Shelagh and Mike, I began by testing the 

waters regarding PB’s relevance to community planning. Through discussion, 

respondents agreed that PB is a useful tool for NRCs to engage communities in 

community planning and argued that citizen engagement in budget making can help 

direct the delivery of community-appropriate programs and services. As Kemlin said 

early in our session, budgeting is policy-making. Respondents embraced PB as an 

educational tool that may improve knowledge around soft and hard infrastructure costs 

for capital projects and boost citizen knowledge about their governments and their 

options. This builds local capacity for short and long term planning.  

Does PB align with how NRCs do business, I asked? Respondents affirmed that 

PB’s participatory approach sustains the inclusive, place-based work of NRC’s, and their 

day-to-day commitment to democratic governance, inclusiveness and capacity building 

and localism. All respondents agreed that NRCs are a good fit to develop, implement and 

manage PB in Winnipeg. 

I next presented the draft PB framework and invited feedback.7 Respondents 

confirmed the framework through discussion, and valuably underscored their agreement 

                                                        
7 For coherency, feedback from the discussion group and ideas gathered later from other Winnipeg 
respondents are interwoven below. 
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through concrete examples of current practice in Winnipeg, putting PB firmly in the local 

context. Following this, respondents collaborated on a PB cycle, literally taking markers 

to sketch out a PB timeline, players, tasks and supports “as if,” Shelagh said, “we were 

really going to do it.” The outcomes of this session and other Winnipeg-based interviews 

include a confirmed framework, a proposed PB cycle, and governance series of 

considerations emerging from discussion. These are discussed in the following sections. 

It is important to note a few challenges of this research phase. With a smaller than 

expected number of discussion group participants, I did not benefit from as broad or 

diverse exchange as desired. Despite this, the discussion group was fully engaged, 

providing substantial comments and contributions to the discourse. The focused selection 

of Winnipeg respondents who work in community development contributed to a fairly 

coherent response to the research project. The session ran longer than anticipated, and 

required further follow up regarding the final stages of the PB cycle.  

Framework Review 
The draft framework was the starting place for the development of a PB cycle for 

Winnipeg. As presented in Chapter 5, the framework identifies a local scale of PB that is 

further defined by qualities of organization (institutional champion, responsive 

partnering) and qualities of process (clear governance & accountability, citizen 

engagement vision).  

As noted directly below, respondents provided concrete examples of how the 

framework would align with current practice and raised considerations unique to the 

social and political culture of Winnipeg neighbourhoods. In doing so they contextualized 

and adopted the framework. 
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Local Scale 
A process like this would be really good to work at a city level because they have the 

most impact on the things that we would probably work on. 
– Kemlin 

 

Respondents said preserving a local scale is decidedly important to PB in 

Winnipeg. For respondents, local scale is defined by geographic boundaries of the NRC 

neighbourhoods. This allows the new participatory process to build on the networks and 

knowledge that the NRCs have created, without completely reinventing the wheel. 

Kemlin added that “organizational culture” of each NRC is unique, as “neighbourhoods 

are different and our energies have developed differently.” Allan Wise, Executive 

Director of Central Neighbourhoods Development Corporation (CNDC), added that the 

needs and desires of the community members differs even within the CNDC 

neighbourhoods, underscoring that PB in Winnipeg may be responsive to a very small 

local scale. 

Shelagh said that a neighbourhood scale of PB allows neighbourhoods to move 

ahead on programs and projects that work best for that community. Although each NRC 

neighbourhood is designated in need by the City of Winnipeg, Kemlin said that “the 

different neighbourhoods want or need different things.” Kemlin and Shelagh stress that 

each neighbourhood looks slightly different, influenced by factors such as size and 

distribution of home ownership versus renters. For this reason, Shelagh argued that 

communities who do “not understand each other’s concerns” should not deliberate and 

compete for limited resources.  

Respondents advocated that keeping PB at a local level ensures citizens have 

opportunities to build skills in their own back yards. Mike seized on the educational 
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opportunities that PB presents, particularly as an introduction to budget processes and 

ensuing impacts on daily life. As Mike said, PB can help citizens gain “a better 

knowledge and better understanding” about project costs and project feasibility. 

Deliberation and participation in a recurring, predictable project cycle is a perfect 

opportunity for this learning, as neighbourhood residents build knowledge around 

decision-making. Shelagh agreed, saying“I think people aren’t given the opportunity to 

know better really or to know what the trade‐offs are,” and “it is so important for people 

to know the costs.”  

For respondents, local scale PB also meant being responsive to the Winnipeg 

context – particularly targeting populations in need. Respondents said that segments of 

Winnipeg’s inner city population experience particular need that transcends geographic 

neighbourhood boundaries, and that as such, they proposed that Winnipeg PB include 

organizational affiliates that target those communities. For example, there was consensus 

among the discussion group that PB have a policy of inclusion for Aboriginal 

organizations interested to participate, reflecting the reality that Winnipeg is home to the 

highest concentration of Aboriginal people, many who live in NRC zones and experience 

severe need (INAC, 2010; Statistics Canada, Aboriginal population, n.d.). This idea of 

targeted PB for audiences is much like the demographic assemblies that address issues 

for target populations across geographic boundaries that take place in other PB systems 

(Baiocchi & Lerner, 2007). Kemlin also suggested that perhaps PB can mirror existing 

funding models that reach out to specific communities, like the trilateral Winnipeg 

Regeneration Strategy and its focus on capacity building for Aboriginal people. 
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Institutional Champion 
Respondents confirmed an institutional champion for PB is important. PB that is 

funded by the city and partners but facilitated and managed by NRCs “would be the 

best,” Kemlin said. Shelagh pointed to the City of Guelph recommendation that the NSC 

allocation process migrate to a host organization that can deliver municipally (and other) 

funded programs to communities as a good model of delivery. For Shelagh, this is an 

example of how NRCs could manage PB in Winnipeg. Through existing NRCs, the 

proposed steering committee will have roots in communities. Kemlin said that the 

steering committee can give PB a foothold through its familiarity with local issues, 

community connections and functioning institutions of community governance. At the 

same time, this model of centralized community governance with local delivery will 

allow for flexibility and community autonomy that Dana and Kelly, PB practitioners in 

Guelph, highlighted as a very precious and important part of their own grassroots 

process. 

NRCs are familiar with their roles, as Allan said, as consultants, facilitators and 

liaisons. He makes it clear the PB champion described here does not overshadow 

communities. As he succinctly put it, “we’re not here to do things for – we’re here to do 

things with.” The role of the NRC is to provide expert advice, familiar in the mechanics 

of government bureaucracy, administration and funding. As Allan said, NRCs are 

commonly a “buffer between the funder and the recipient” and are staffed with “people 

who know how to play the politics.” From his perspective, PB introduces citizens to the 

political arena of public finance where civic awareness and functional knowledge about 

finances can expand. Drawing community residents into the politics, administration and 

business of budgets, Allan agreed that citizens “become experts, and they see results.” 
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Responsive Partnering 
Respondents agreed that partnerships are critical to PB. Respondents envision a 

multi-party collaboration where NRCs receive federal, provincial or partner funding and 

the City of Winnipeg is a key partner in the implementation and delivery of projects. In 

this scenario, Shelagh said NRCs are supported by the City as they “take work off their 

hands.”  

At the same time, respondents related ongoing challenges working with the City 

of Winnipeg. Respondents described a conflicted relationship between the City and 

NRCs where communities meet resistance from the municipality when trying to deliver 

programs and services, and where the City of Winnipeg is challenged to fund local 

organizations. Nonetheless, they asserted the City plays a critical role in making 

community-driven processes like PB possible. Kemlin summed it up neatly; “the most 

logical partner would be the City…[because] the City is where all the road blocks are.” 

All respondents were optimistic about PB and expressed enthusiasm for a process that 

can help build a stronger relationship between the city and NRCs. As Kemlin said, 

I think [this] could work really well…and it doesn’t even have to be that much 
money, if the City was actually willing to come to the table both with resources 
but also as a partner to do stuff. 
 

To highlight this, respondents described current partnerships between community groups 

and the City that are working well, and based on these positive experiences, highlighted 

the types of support the City could provide to PB. They pointed to examples of in-kind 

support such as expert knowledge to identify project costs and project feasibility, and 

dedicated human resources and attention to community-driven projects.  

Overall, respondents are open to a multi-lateral or partnered approach to PB. This 

may be rooted in the current operating reality where NRCs manage multiple funders. As 
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Allan described, NRCs “bridge” community residents to government and funders; we 

“find the gaps and fill the gaps,” he said, often working across sectors to do so. In this 

modality, PB connects government, not-for-profit and market sectors and hosts a diverse 

network as communities pursue partnerships that make sense at the local level. For Allan, 

partnerships are a central piece of local economic development, introducing community 

members to the business arena and fostering local capacity. 

Clear Governance and Accountability 
Respondents adopted the principle of clear governance and accountability for PB 

in Winnipeg, quickly seizing on the example of Chicago’s 49th Ward PB rulebook as a 

useful tool to design a PB process, as a reference for decision-makers, and a lever of 

greater transparency. Internal accountability of participating NRCs (and affiliates) was 

also important, and respondents described accountability mechanisms for their own 

organizations’ funding as well as for grant recipients as an example of how this might 

exist. Respondents also agreed that a terms of reference for the steering committee is a 

useful step to implement PB, much like the terms developed for the Neighbourhood 

Support Coalition, and were careful to include this as a step in the PB cycle they 

developed. Other accountability mechanisms proposed by Kemlin include requirements 

that PB projects have a direct, tangible impact, and stipulations that allocated funds be 

spent in the upcoming fiscal year. As she said, “people like to see something happen.” 

Citizen Engagement Vision 
The commitment to citizen engagement is a pillar of community development 

work. This is particularly true in Winnipeg where, as Silver and others note (2009), 

NRCs carry a great burden for community consultation and engagement. True to form, 
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respondents described how community consultation is not only a funding requirement for 

NRCs’ five-year strategic plans but also an ongoing part of daily business.  

For Kemlin, Shelagh and Allan, public budget making would assume a similar 

commitment to inclusive citizen engagement. When I ask about whether Winnipeg PB 

would focus on communities of need – potentially bringing inclusivity one step towards 

advocacy – Shelagh said that an inclusive approach by nature targets communities that 

are regularly excluded from political and democratic process, and is geared to “benefit 

groups of lower capacity.” She explained, 

By saying that you want to use a variety of methods suggests that you are trying 
to reach people who are not generally reached. The first [methods] that come to 
mind for consultation usually seems to get the people you would expect. As soon 
as say you are going to do something other than a survey, or a forum, it implies 
that you are trying to get people you don’t usually hear from.  
 
For respondents, a commitment to citizen engagement helps to reach groups 

generally excluded from civic process and in doing so, builds citizens’ capacity, 

specifically awareness of municipal process. Allan described varied levels of engagement 

and participation across CNDC’s three neighbourhoods. For Allan, the core of active and 

often more politically engaged community residents must be complemented by other 

voices. He encouraged that PB be “as wide and representative as you can get” to avoid 

domination of grassroots process by a local elite. 

Drawing from his observations at recent City of Winnipeg public budget 

consultations, Mike Lennon stressed that materials at PB discussions should be accessible 

for those with low numeracy and literacy. Not everyone has as high literacy as others, he 

argued, and “if you want to reach out to everyone, it’s a pretty important thing to 

consider.” 
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Shelagh noted that funding categories for PB will likely impact who takes part. 

For instance, PB funding for home improvements, or capital infrastructure, or green 

space will draw out different segments of the community to participate. This echoes 

recent experience in Chicago’s 49th Ward where a disproportionate number of 

homeowners took part in the PB process, leading practitioners in the 49th Ward to 

speculate how low participation rates of renters in PB is directly related to a disinterest in 

community infrastructure planning.  

With that in mind, respondents discussed a community engagement vision that 

responds to local need and is orientated towards collectivity. Kemlin said that PB projects 

should not only be visible and tangible, but must be for shared community benefit. 

Respondents suggested land trusts or green spaces as possible PB projects so that there is 

shared, collective benefit for neighbourhood residents, and said that PB proposals should 

describe the projected community benefits. This commitment to localism and collectivity 

should be formalized or is at risk of being lost amid political change, as Evelyn warned. 

This may ward against the erosion of local political activity that is often experienced in 

lean economic times (Sancton, 2006). 

From Kemlin’s perspective, the City of Winnipeg’s “devestment” in community 

programming is a clear (and divergent) political choice; “budgets are policy statements in 

terms of what your priorities are,” she said. Similarly, Allyson Watts, a long time 

accountant for multiple community and not-for-profit organizations, argued that a clearly 

articulated organizational vision can help navigate conflict and direct decision-making, 

particularly when faced with competing interests of potential funders. Much like the 
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vision that guides the Neighbourhood Support Coalition in Guelph8, and the broad 

conceptual vision of Toronto Community Housing that Evelyn said requires definite 

“political will,” respondents recognized that political vision is a critical piece of 

participatory processes.  

PB Cycle 
Having reviewed and consolidated the framework through discussion, 

respondents next collaborated on a project cycle. This was done using a blank planning 

template that was very quickly adapted as respondents started to write down ideas to 

structure and implement PB in their neighbourhoods. The respondents worked together, 

often directly referring to and incorporating elements from PB in Guelph, Toronto and 

Chicago into the design of their model. Throughout this process, I asked questions to 

determine who was doing what, when and how. As we worked, key design elements that 

reflect the unique Winnipeg context and concerns emerged. 

Challenged to complete the task in the given time frame, the model was further 

amended following the discussion group, with edits and changes exchanged among 

respondents and myself. This iterative approach allowed me to confirm respondents’ 

ideas and my own contributions to the model.  

Highlights of the model are presented below, followed by a short description of 

the seven phases for the initial PB cycle (preplanning, design, community meetings – 

stage one, budget committees, community meetings – stage two, community votes, 

implementation and monitoring). The proposed PB cycle (Table 1) introduces the 

                                                        
8 The vision statement is “engaged neighbourhoods make a difference to the health and well being of the 
people who live in them. Every neighbourhood in Guelph should be a welcoming, inclusive place that 
engages its residents and involves them, in large ways and in small ways, in the shared activities that 
impact the circumstances, aspirations and opportunities of all who live there and raise the quality of life for 
Guelph as a whole” (City of Guelph, 2011, p. 5). 
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planning phases, roles and responsibilities of parties, a timeline with tasks and anticipated 

or desired resources and supports to NRCs and communities. Proposed governance and 

decision-making are elaborated on through Figure 3, accompanied by a short description. 

PB Cycle Highlights 
I can imagine doing this sort of thing in my program area – Shelagh 

Respondents proposed that a NRC Steering Committee be formed to facilitate a 

PB process in Winnipeg. Uniquely, the proposed cycle puts the community development 

sector in a central role in PB delivery, providing institutional support that is local and 

immediate. The proposed PB cycle builds directly on existing NRC geographic 

neighbourhood boundaries and ensuing structures, governance and networks, as well as 

the professional and organizational experience of NRC staff in participatory processes 

and community-led delivery of programs and services. This recognizes the central role 

that the community development sector currently plays in many Winnipeg 

neighbourhoods. Interestingly, in addition to the geographic areas, the model also 

includes organizational affiliates that represent particular interests of demographic groups 

across geographic borders of NRCs. Much like the coordinated decentralization of 

Toronto Community Housing, or the role of the 49th Ward office, the proposed NRC 

Steering Committee will design, manage and oversee PB centrally, and the diagnosis, 

deliberation and allocation day voting will take place in each neighbourhood.  

Another feature that emerged from discussion was the emphasis on multi-level 

funding and partnered delivery. Ideally, the PB ‘pot’ will be funded by multiple partners, 

including the province, the municipality and other agencies. Respondents discussed how 

the partnered nature of the funding model may necessitate different steps in the PB 

process, but argued how feasible it is. Respondents emphasized that a close partnership 
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between NRCs and the City of Winnipeg to deliver PB projects was critical. Shelagh 

concurred that NRCs “have the capacity to deliver, on the ground,” much more so than 

the City. An interest in equity emerged in arguments for proportional distribution of 

funding across NRC neighbourhoods and affiliates. Respondents also argued for a central 

project fund that could be multi-target or across neighbourhood, signalling a commitment 

to long term outcomes and the desire to cultivate a broader, collective sense of 

community. 

To kick everything off, respondents proposed that NRC Steering Committee 

representatives, neighbourhood residents, organizational representatives, experts and 

municipal staff co-design the process – much like what was successfully undertaken in 

Chicago’s 49th Ward. Similar to the NSC Neighbourhood Panel terms of reference and 

Strategic Neighbourhood Engagement Framework that was developed by the City of 

Guelph through extensive consultation of public and stakeholders in 2010 and 2011, the 

proposed NRC Steering Committee will work with partners to jointly define rules, roles 

and responsibilities of all parties and outline the accountabilities of NRCs and affiliates to 

each other and to funders.  

A number of key considerations for PB in Winnipeg emerged: 

 Work together: Join NRC organizational and professional forces (and potential 
organizational affiliates) in a Steering Committee to design, implement and 
manage PB; 
 

 Joint design: At the outset, undertake an inclusive design process alongside key 
stakeholders to identify the rules, roles, and responsibilities of all PB parties; 
 

 Start small: Start with small PB projects to better achieve tangible results, 
manage expectations, and build a solid understanding of the process for 
practitioners and participants through trial and error; 
 

 Keep it local: Run PB allocation days at the NRC neighbourhood level; 
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 Respond to need: Welcome organizational affiliates who represent demographic 

communities of unique need (for example, seniors, youth or Aboriginal people); 
 

 Proportional distribution: Fund neighbourhoods and affiliates proportionally; 
 

 Nurture collectivity: Reserve a central ‘PB pot’ for multi-neighbourhood or 
multi-target projects that Steering Committee representatives vote on centrally; 
 

 Keep it clear: Affirm members’ agreement to a terms of reference and to 
transparent financial reporting and mutual accountability requirements; and 
 

 Local reinvestment, think long-term: Reinvest any growing reserve for longer-
term economic stability and growth. 
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Table 1. Proposed Winnipeg PB cycle 

Phase When What How Who Resources/Partners

Community 

Meeting    

(Stage 1)

Sept - Oct Community 

Consultations (1-2 

per NRC, plus 1-2 

per affiliate)

PB education; identify community members for 

budget committees; identify specific 

neighbourhood projects.

Steering Committee PB Expert

Training Training for community budget committees Steering Committee PB Expert

Budget 

committees 

Oct - Feb Budget committee 

work

Identify project details, collect project 

estimates, evaluate and confirm feasibility, 

identify funding opportunities and 

requirements.1 Ongoing updates to Steering 

Committee.

Budget Committees 

(including residents, non-

voting experts, community 

organization 

representatives)

NRCs, PB Expert, City 

representative, Subject / 

technical experts

Community 

Meetings 

(Stage 2)

March Budget committee 

updates

Budget Committees report back to 

neighbourhood residents with proposed 

projects.

Budget Committees NRCs

Community 

Votes

April Community votes Budget Committees make final presentations to 

neighbourhoods.

Budget Committees NRCs, PB Expert

Community votes on proposed projects; 

identify project for Steering Committee Budget 

Group vote (as needed).

Budget Committees, 

community members

NRCs, PB Expert

Steering Committee votes on multi-

neighbourhood or multi-target initiatives. 

Budget Committees, 

Steering Committee

NRCs, PB Expert

Implementa-

tion & 

Monitoring

May - 

following 

March

Ongoing monitoring and reporting. Budget Committees, 

Steering Committee

NRCs, City of Winnipeg, 

partners

1 If no funding framework is available to implement a PB cycle, respondents suggested an extra step in the cycle: the Steering Committee and Budget 

Committee members will pursue funding for proposed projects. If this is the case, budget committees will have to manage the expectations of their 

neighbours, and dedicate additional attention to ongoing communication about the possible project costs and feasibility. The suggested alternative 

timeline is: identify funding opportunities & requirements while evaluating project costs and feasibility (Oct - Jan); budget committee updates & vote (as 

required) (February); confirm project funding (March - May); final community vote (May); implementation & monitoring (June - following April).

Phase When What How Who Resources/Partners

Pre-Planning 

Phase

Jan - May Form Steering 

Committee

Identify NRC Steering Committee 5 Winnipeg NRCs PB Expert

Develop Steering 

Committee Terms 

of Reference

Develop and finalize Terms of Reference; 

outline roles and responsibilities and mutual 

accountability of Steering Committee members 

and all parties

Steering Committee NRCs, PB Expert

Determine funding Identify support for PB coordination (in-kind 

and financial) and total allocation amount

Steering Committee City of Winnipeg, 

Province of Manitoba, 

federal departments, 

other partners

Choose broad priorities for PB allocation 

(funding categories)

Steering Committee PB Expert, City of 

Winnipeg

Identify affiliates (ie, Seniors, Youth, Aboriginal 

organizations); confirm funding categories

Steering Committee PB Expert, City of 

Winnipeg, partners

Community 

feedback

Community meetings; invite feedback on 

Steering Committee Terms of Reference. Invite 

community members and stakeholders to 

participate in Design Phase 

Steering Committee PB Expert, City of 

Winnipeg, partners

April Finalize Terms of Reference Steering Committee PB Expert, City of 

Winnipeg

Design Phase May - Aug PB Process Design Confirm Design Committee members. Steering Committee, 

affiliates, neighbourhood 

residents

PB Expert, City of 

Winnipeg

Develop PB rule book; outline project proposal 

and presentation requirements, deliberation 

and voting process, roles and responsibilities of 

all parties (NRCs, residents, stakeholders, City 

of Winnipeg, partners)

Design Committee (5 

Winnipeg NRCs, residents 

from all neighbourhoods, 

stakeholders)

PB Expert, City staff 

representative (non 

voting), Neighbourhoods 

Alive! (non voting), 

Outreach Develop PB materials for education, outreach, 

presentation & proposal templates.

Design Committee NRCs, PB Expert

Sept Community 

consultation

Confirm mandate for the Steering Committee 

and proposed process, terms of reference, and 

vision; confirm broad priorities (funding 

categories); begin community outreach and 

education.

Steering Committee NRCs, PB Expert
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PB Phases 
Preplanning (January – May) 
The preplanning phase is focused on setting up central coordination of PB. A 

Steering Committee will be formalized by the development of a Terms of Reference that 

outlines roles and responsibilities, governance, transparency and financial reporting 

requirements of all members. During the preplanning phase, the five Winnipeg NRCs 

will work with federal, provincial and municipal partners as well as other funders to 

identify funding for PB. This includes funding for dedicated resources (0.25 or 0.5 of a 

full-time employee) to coordinate PB, as well as confirming availability and amount of 

total PB allocation. Allan suggested $15,000 minimum to partially staff one position that 

would coordinate PB. 

Preplanning will be instrumentally supported by a PB expert, just as Chicago’s 

49th Ward worked closely with practitioners from the Participatory Budgeting Project. 

This support is critical at the outset and may be ongoing, as needed. The preplanning 

phase is identified only for the initial PB cycle. 

Design (May – August) 
Respondents proposed that a Design Committee consisting of NRC 

representatives (Steering Committee members), organizational affiliates, community 

residents and partners (such as the City of Winnipeg) will establish a PB process. The 

Committee will develop key tools that support a clear process. This includes a rulebook 

introducing PB, a timeline of events, list of partners and participants, project proposal and 

presentation guidelines, tips on facilitation techniques, and basic budgetary information 

on the related funding area. The committee will also identify priorities for spending and 

propose funding categories. Each NRC will undertake local consultation, and will present 
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tools and the proposed funding categories to their ‘home’ organizations and communities 

to confirm direction and solicit input.  

PB will be grounded in existing geographic NRC neighbourhoods but may also 

include affiliates that target population groups experiencing specific need. Shelagh 

suggested that funding be “totally divided between groups, with extra ‘pot’ for key 

projects.” This central neighbourhood pot will fund multi-target or multi-neighbourhood 

projects and will be voted on by the Steering Committee members and affiliates by a 

Steering Committee budget group.  

Like the preceding preplanning phase, the design phase is critical in the inaugural 

PB cycle but will likely be dissolved over the longer term. Succeeding cycles may 

redirect these energies to the steering committee for central coordination of PB 

implementation and monitoring.  

 

Community meetings (stage 1) (September – October) 
Stage 1 of the community meetings will introduce PB to neighbourhood residents, 

begin a conversation about current need and possible projects, and invite residents to 

participate in the community budget committees. Respondents say a total of five to ten 

consultations across the NRCS are the bare minimum to determine community needs and 

identify priorities. Additional consultations with affiliate communities may be required, 

one to two community meetings apiece. Membership on Budget Committees and 

participation in PB discussions and votes is broad and inclusive. As NRCs currently 

define voting “community members” slightly differently, respondents agree that each 

NRC will decide participation criteria for local discussions and voting, be it those who 

“live, work or play” or “live, work or volunteer” in the neighbourhoods 
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Budget committees (October – February) 

Budget Committees will include a broad range of community members 

(volunteer) and non-voting experts (volunteer and those providing in-kind support). The 

task of the committees is to identify projects and undertake research, collect project costs, 

and evaluate and confirm project feasibility. If no funding framework has been 

established at the outset of the preplanning phase, budget committee members will work 

with their NRCs to identify funding opportunities and requirements. This will necessitate 

additional steps as participants and practitioners secure funding for project areas, manage 

expectations of the broader community, and reconfirm projects with the community after 

costs are established (Table 1). 

 

Community meetings (stage 2) (March) 

The second stage of community meetings will allow budget committees to update 

community members and confirm the current direction of project proposals. Discussion, 

presentation, and decision-making formats will be determined by each NRC to best suit 

each community. All meetings will be supported by consistent communications material 

developed by the design committee and approved by the steering committee. This may 

include plain language material explaining PB, a timeline, and visual aids.  

 

Community vote (April) 

Each NRC or community affiliate members will host community votes. Budget 

committee(s) will present projects for final vote to neighbourhood residents, which will 
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take place by private paper ballot. Following the community votes, steering committee 

members may also cast their votes on multi-neighbourhood or multi-target initiatives that 

are proposed by budget committees and community members of one or more NRCs. Like 

the broader community vote, any multi-neighbourhood or multi-target initiative voted on 

by the steering committee must have first secured the support of community residents in 

the affected area. The budget for a multi-neighbourhood or multi-target initiative must be 

decided at the outset of the budget cycle. 

 

Implementation & monitoring (May – following March) 

Ongoing reporting on project progress is required by all budget committees, as 

outlined in the steering committee terms of reference. All project funds allocated through 

PB must be spent in the upcoming fiscal year, unless otherwise indicated (for example, as 

part of a multi-target initiative). A jointly agreed upon reporting schedule and simple 

reporting tool or mechanism will used by all NRCs and affiliates. The results of PB 

projects can be published jointly, an opportunity to promote the successes of a 

participatory community-led process. 

Governance and decision-making 
Respondents outlined a combination of decision-making (consensus, dotmocracy, 

private and public vote) appropriate to each committee or community forum and to the 

decision being made. Figure 3 illustrates the various committees and bodies who populate 

the PB cycle, the key participants at each phase and the proposed decision-making 

method. The design committee will operate largely by consensus, with external 

community partners and steering committee members playing a silent support role in 

decision-making matters. Budget committees will determine their own decision-making 



Participatory Budgeting 
 

 

120 

approach, much like the thematic budget committees in Chicago’s 49th Ward. The work 

of neighbourhood-level budget committees will be supported by the steering committee 

and a PB expert, and by city staff, partners and subject or technical experts, as needed. 

The steering committee and PB expert are key points of coordination, liaising with 

experts both internal and external to the neighbourhoods to bring information into the 

process. Much like the modes of public engagement that NRCs currently undertake, 

broad community consultations (Community Meetings, stages 1 and 2) will be facilitated 

discussions led by the neighbourhood budget committee members with support from (if 

needed) the NRC. Final community decisions will be made by private ballot vote, and 

projects with the most votes will secure funding. 

 

Figure 4. Proposed governance and decision-making structure for Winnipeg. 
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Considerations & Opportunities 
Not surprisingly, the politics and practice of community development work 

permeated discussion and ultimately shaped the PB cycle for Winnipeg. All respondents 

are well versed in the theory and practice of participatory democracy. This explained why 

PB seemed a quick study for everyone. Respondents drew readily on the examples of PB 

provided, picking, choosing and adapting elements of Toronto, Chicago and Guelph PB 

they felt would work in a Winnipeg setting. As a result, the proposed model is a collage 

of existing PB thought and practice set against a distinct Winnipeg backdrop. This 

exercise drove home to me how quickly PB fits into its immediate political, social, 

economic and natural environment.  

By virtue of the inclusive, participatory approaches that NRCs take to 

neighbourhood renewal and revitalization, respondents embraced the visions of 

community engagement that underpin PB at Toronto Community Housing and the NSC 

in Guelph. Respondents saw inclusiveness not only as a way to do business, but also as a 

way to forge and strengthen community networks. Kemlin suggested that community 

members of budget committees may be champions and educators of PB, which can help 

to connect communities that are sometimes hard to reach. In this way, PB in Winnipeg is 

framed in terms of budget making and nurturing community bonds. 

The NRC’s share a commitment to community development but recognize that 

there are differences across these Winnipeg neighbourhoods. For this reason, respondents 

said it is important that PB funding be adapted to each neighbourhood’s need. Physical 

and social considerations of Winnipeg’s inner city lead Kemlin and Shelagh to suggest a 

number of possible program areas for PB in Winnipeg, such as housing, green space, and 
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public art. They cited existing municipal programs and tripartite funding agreements that 

are grounded in community development principles as examples of funding and 

partnerships that work, allowing for the local level to adapt delivery of programs and 

services.  

Kemlin pointed out that PB seems a particularly good fit for partnerships around 

physical space, as the inner city has space but few (human and capital) resources. 

Pointing out that the NRCs already coordinate strategy in the areas of housing and green 

space, she raised the idea of land trusts; much like NRCs, land trusts are inclusive 

organizations that welcome all members of a community, often have charitable status, 

and have boards of directors drawn from the community (CLTA, n.d.).9 For Kemlin, land 

trusts are a “community space to be used in a number of ways,” underscoring her belief 

that PB is for projects that have collective benefit.  

Respondents also highlighted Winnipeg’s Housing Improvement Zones (HIZ) as 

a funding model for PB.10 As outlined in the City of Winnipeg’s 1999 Housing Policy, 

HIZs are neighbourhoods within Major Improvement Areas or Rehabilitation Areas that 

are targeted for rehabilitation and redevelopment incentives (City of Winnipeg, 1999). 

Currently five Winnipeg HIZ neighbourhoods receive $160,000 that is allocated by four 

local NRCs (Cooper, 2011).  

According to Shelagh, HIZs are a municipal budget line that effectively belongs 

to neighbourhoods – it’s “ours,” she said. Consistently used for residents’ property 

                                                        
9 Land trusts are the “permanent protection of lands with natural, recreational, scenic, historical or 
agricultural value” that are purchased, donated or bequeathed to independent organizations that are at arm’s 
length from governments (CLTA, n.d.). 
10 Each NRC allocates the funds differently, allowing what Winnipeg’s Housing Policy identified as 
“declining communities” to respond to housing and property issues in a “coordinated and focused way” 
(Cooper, 2011). 
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improvements, Kemlin said that some neighbourhoods have used HIZ money to 

undertake larger shared projects as well, underscoring that PB could use a similar model 

to fund collective projects. Although not all NRCs participate in HIZs, respondents 

agreed this model of centralized funding delivered locally may be well-suited to PB.  

Amid respondents’ enthusiasm to undertake a full participatory budgeting 

process, I said that there are no funds identified for PB. I considered this a fairly 

significant obstacle for a public planning process, as it may falsely raise, then quash 

citizen expectations. Deliberation is about weighing choices, and I argued that this is 

central to PB. Every PB example I reviewed works within a finite budget line, pushing 

residents to participate in processes of evaluation, negotiation, bargaining, argumentation, 

careful consideration, and compromise.  

Shelagh and Kemlin quickly set me straight. As Shelagh noted, this uncertainty 

merely adds a “few more steps.” In reality, community residents will still have the 

opportunity to engage in negotiation and deliberation, even if this is slightly complicated 

or delayed by funding realities. NRC planning processes often engage neighbourhood 

residents to identify desired projects and program areas before funds are secure. When 

doing so, NRCs communicate that initiatives are dependent on securing funds. Shelagh 

noted that it is very important to be clear that this stage of identifying priorities is simply 

“consultation” and that the initiatives depend on availability of funding.  

Respondents recognized the value of this process of diagnosis and deliberation. 

All respondents spoke of the educational opportunities and skills emerging from public 

debate, what Mike said is weighing the “pros and cons” of public finances. For this 

reason, respondents agreed a model PB process in Winnipeg would ideally have a 
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predetermined and finite funding amount, but that NRCs are well equipped to work 

within the current realities.  

Other innovative suggestions also emerged through our conversation. For 

instance, Mike reflected on the potential of PB for community economic development, 

particularly as a form of social entrepreneurialism. He proposed that a portion of PB 

funding be held in reserve for future or multi-target projects or for local (re)investment. 

This is slightly different than the reserve fund at Toronto Community Housing, which is 

held back from PB allocation at the beginning of the cycle to ensure projects have 

adequate funding throughout the year. All respondents seized on this idea and offered 

suggestions of how the PB “pot” may “grow,” whether through local (re)investment or 

social entrepreneurialism. 

This idea shows a willingness and appetite to innovate traditional market 

approaches in keeping with community economic development principles. It also 

demonstrates PB’s potential as a tool in the social economy. On a daily basis, respondents 

work alongside multiple partners to coordinate program and service delivery, seemingly 

operating in a space between the communities they work with and their (funding) 

partners. With less cumbersome bureaucracies and operating at a smaller scale, NRCs 

have greater flexibility to undertake PB and innovate process, and can do so in keeping 

with organizational vision.  

Practically speaking, undertaking PB at a smaller scale would seem to pose a low 

risk to organizations and champions. Nevertheless, risk poses problems for PB. Kelly 

reported that it is increasingly difficult for community groups to meet the administrative 

and reporting requirements the City of Guelph requires. Elizabeth similarly emphasized 
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that risk and liability are critical challenges when communities deliver city-funded 

programs. Is risk a hurdle for Winnipeg PB? 

Kemlin argued that NRCs in Winnipeg offer a robust organizational culture, some 

with fairly long-standing administrative histories. This organizational context imparts a 

professional expertise that is firmly grounded in each community. Most critically, she 

emphasized that all NRCs are required to have substantial third party liability. These 

realities help to mitigate issues of risk when communities deliver programs. 

Despite the fact NRCs already shoulder a great deal of responsibility in 

Winnipeg’s inner city (Silver et al., 2009; Kliewer, 2010), respondents were quick to 

assume the role of institutional champion and facilitator of PB. This signals the close ties 

between community development and PB, having much in common in terms of ethical 

practice and participatory approach. The readiness to take on a collaborative process and 

a new participatory model may be a product of NRCs’ operating reality, which is 

depicted by respondents as an environment of shrinking municipal resources, multiple 

bottom lines, and creative solutions.  

Chapter Summary 
Respondents readily accepted the participatory model, transitioning quickly from 

theory to imagining its practical application. Respondents introduced funding models that 

may be well-suited to PB, and discussed possible project areas that would be useful for 

all communities while allowing for flexibility in implementation across neighbourhoods. 

Drawing on their newly acquired knowledge about PB, respondents adapted the proposed 

framework so it was operable in the Winnipeg context and reflected NRCs organizational 

and political realities. Significantly, the local scale encompassed existing geographic 

neighbourhoods targeted for revitalization and demographic communities experiencing 
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specific need, signalling that PB design would integrate social objectives (this would 

include redirecting investment to the community, as Mike suggested); an institutional 

champion was the proposed NRC steering committee (and possible affiliates) that 

centralized PB resources and knowledge while relying on all groups to deliver and 

manage PB within their communities; unlike some PB where there is no or only limited 

external partnering, respondents pushed for a sophisticated responsive partnering to 

bridge federal, provincial, or partner funding with municipal (whether in-kind or 

financial) support, embracing the autonomy of their organizations while optimistic about 

the possibilities of forging stronger relationships with partners; clear governance and 

accountability entails a shared terms of reference for the newly formed steering 

committee, a jointly developed PB process and ongoing mutual reporting; and a citizen 

engagement vision would build on existing principles of community development that 

NRCs share, particularly a commitment to localism and inclusion that, as Shelagh 

explained, targets communities generally excluded from democratic and civic exercises. 

Respondents see PB as a platform to build stronger relations with partners, 

particularly with the City of Winnipeg. Respondents argued that PB can be levered to 

bring the municipality into a community-led process of prioritizing and decision-making 

that engages the city, citizens, NRCs and partners. Improving this relationship may 

facilitate community-led delivery of neighbourhood programs and services. For Kemlin, 

Shelagh, Allyson, Allan and Mike, PB is another tool to realize tangible (short term) 

outcomes while equipping communities to become better decision-makers and advocates 

for their interests, over the long term.  
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Chapter 7 – Conclusion 
 

At face value, PB is about budgets and numbers, costs and feasibilities, a dry 

topic about public input into budgets that would seem hard pressed to excite, let alone 

engage, citizens.  

In reality, PB is this and much more. Practitioners delved into theories of civic 

education, described the practical application of community development ethics, argued 

for improved government accountability and spoke passionately about the nature of 

democracy. It became increasingly clear that PB offers a wide spectrum of applications 

and benefits to communities despite the heavy theoretical and practical burdens of 

deliberative participatory practice.  

This thesis explored how PB works and why, and proposed a form and function of 

PB for Winnipeg. A review of literature introduced PB principles and design, 

highlighting a consensus of theoretical commitments shored up by strong procedural 

agreement. The second part of research undertook empirical research of three examples, 

illustrating a diversity of PB practice within these shared commitments. The final part of 

the thesis proposed a PB framework for Winnipeg that actualized the theory, themes and 

practice; I tested this framework with members of Winnipeg’s community development 

sector and facilitated the development of a PB cycle for the city.  

Research drove home the point that PB comes in many shapes and sizes. PB 

design is uniquely shaped by the original objectives of those leading and implementing 

the process. Chicago’s 49th Ward was a distinct process of multilateral (city, partners, 
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citizens) co-design from the outset; citizen input built the process, ensuring the design 

and objectives reflected community voices. By the same token, it was demonstrated that 

there are constant opportunities for PB to adapt to its context, and that both participants 

and leaders of the process can influence the form of function of PB. PB also responds to 

external pressures, such as municipalities’ limited revenue to support participatory 

processes when budgets get tight and the reality that many community organizations 

deliver services with the help of many partners.  

PB’s deliberative and decision-making forms are diverse. Discussion and 

decision-making is often flexible at initial information gathering stages, allowing the 

local level to shape PB. As PB progresses, both through the PB cycle and through the 

years, there is greater emphasis on formal roles, rules and responsibilities. This supports 

desired accountability among participants, and clear understanding of processes. 

Formalizing PB often works in tandem with central coordination of PB resources and 

decentralized community engagement and delivery of PB projects. This supported 

decentralization helps to ensure that communities can inform the look and feel of PB at 

the local level. 

Developing and then testing a PB framework with community development 

practitioners in Winnipeg further affirmed the relevance and potential of PB. 

Respondents crafted a PB cycle, complete with dedicated phases for pre-planning, design, 

neighbourhood meetings and implementation and monitoring (Table 1). Attention was 

also paid to a governance structure with an identified accountability structure, finalized in 

a proposed governance and decision-making structure (Figure 3). This was an 

unanticipated but natural output of discussions.  
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Winnipeg respondents produced a PB cycle through discussion and debate, 

adapting the examples at Toronto Community Housing, the NSC and the 49th Ward to the 

local context. These adaptations reflected a strong consensus for PB that is centrally 

coordinated through a NRC Steering Committee and decentrally delivered by NRCs and 

neighbourhood residents, all working together with various sector partners. Much as we 

saw in the example of NSC and the City of Guelph, the nature of the government-

community partnership was central to the conversation. Winnipeg respondents 

foregrounded that positive working relationships between community organizations and 

municipalities are critical to community-led delivery of goods and services. In this case, 

PB became a possible tool to facilitate important city-community work, a mechanism to 

bring government and civil society together in the pursuit of shared goals. In this light, 

PB in Winnipeg enacts the notion that deliberative democratic practices connect 

government and citizen, creating a unique separate space of exchange (Gutmann & 

Thompson, 2004).  

Interestingly, the Winnipeg example reflected respondents’ interest in a PB that 

deliberately responds to local (geographic and demographic) need. The result was a 

model of PB that adopts design elements to ensure different (non-geographically specific) 

communities can engage in PB. This echoes the demographic assemblies found in 

examples of Latin American PB, but are not commonly found in examples of PB in North 

America. 

Public engagement is incorporated into many policy areas but there remains 

significant opportunity for citizen input and decision-making in public budgets. The 

examples studied illustrate how PB operates at a variety of scales and for a variety of 
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purposes, and that a policy commitment to inclusive public engagement by an institution, 

government or organizational is central for PB to take hold.  

Throughout this research, PB practitioners expressed a keen interest in how PB is 

practiced in other centres. Upon introducing the idea of PB in Winnipeg, albeit strictly in 

the abstract, a number of practitioners generously offered to provide expertise and 

direction if there was genuine interest to implement PB in the city. Building on these 

offers and the PB cycle developed (Chapter 6), there are a number of next steps for PB in 

Winnipeg to take, such as increase knowledge and awareness among potential 

practitioners. There is limited knowledge about PB in Winnipeg, even among community 

level organizations deeply immersed in participatory ethics and practice. There is also the 

need to debunk the myth that budgets are too complicated for general public 

consumption. Introducing PB may include a short role-playing exercise of budget 

decision-making, and can enlist PB experts. This will broaden the knowledge and 

awareness of PB with tools that support consistent, shared understanding of PB process 

and implementation, and enables a form of coordinated decentralization for which 

Winnipeg respondents advocated. Emerging PB practitioners can build a network of 

partners, coordinate with like-minded organizations to deliver PB in order to enhance the 

opportunities for project funding while providing helpful resources, both in-kind and 

financial. Establishing a network of partners across organizational and governments 

reflects the reality that many sectors and levels of government are involved in the 

delivery and implementation of community-led programs and services. There is a chance 

to identify funding to pilot PB to help build citizens’ confidence and trust in the process, 

which can encourage participation and investment. This may entail consolidating 
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multiple funding. With funding in place, there is clarity around the nature and scope of 

potential projects. And it is important to promote and publicize the process. Share news 

and information about PB in an accessible, available and timely way, and in more than 

one media format. Engage local community members to spread the word, as they may be 

the best champions. A multi-pronged communications approach can include face-to-face, 

print, broadcast and electronic media.  

To conclude, PB has demonstrated theoretical and practical value for planning in 

Winnipeg. A true deliberative practice, it innovates participatory practices and transfers 

important decision-making to citizens. Opening budgets to citizen engagement creates 

new spaces of decision-making that can often produce creative and innovative solutions, 

and as citizens grapple with new knowledge about budgets and democratic process, 

practitioners report citizens are able to approach their governments and institutions with 

newfound confidence. Exchanges with Winnipeg respondents led to the development of a 

PB framework and cycle that are grounded in the expertise and realities of community 

development work in the city. Together, this research has affirmed PB is a timely 

participatory practice that that can introduce important citizen input into decisions of 

local impact, broadening the possibilities for future planning work.  
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 – Interview Guide 

Table 1-1 - Interview guide for PB practitioners 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 
Question Areas Standard Questions 
Introduction Description of interview goals, length of interview, 

confirmation of informed consent. 
PB background PB process history (start/stop), confirm role of 

practitioner/interviewee (title, duties), clarify original 
goals of PB process. 

Process & Administration Institutionalization / formalization of PB (ie, Terms of 
Reference, description of roles and responsibilities), 
development of and participation of process and 
process design by participant / practitioner. 

Outreach & Communication Media type, distribution, period of communication 
(lead time), languages. 

Participation History of PB participants (number, communities of 
origin, return participants), staff and resources 
(number, level, duration), support (financial, in kind, 
resources), venues, evident or reported barriers to 
participation, links to existing social / local networks.  

Education & Training Provision of material (what, when, how), description of 
learning activities.  

Outcomes  What did and didn't work, outcomes of PB (process, 
outputs, participation), challenges. 

Recommendations Recommendations.  
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Appendix 2 – Sample Consent Form 
 

  
 
 

 

1 

 

 

 
 

 

  

CONSENT FORM 

GRAD 7000 MAJOR DEGREE PROJECT 

Department of City Planning, Faculty of Architecture 

 

This consent form is just one part of your consent to take part in this research. It describes the 

proposed project and your role as a participant in the research. Please review this form, and feel 

free to ask any questions or ask for further information.  

 

Name of Researcher:   Erin Huck 

 

Title of Project:   Participatory Budgeting – Making a Case for Winnipeg.  

 

Description of Project 

The purpose of this research project is to examine participatory budgeting (PB) practices and 

explore their possible application in Winnipeg. The final outcome is geared towards the 

development of a PB framework that is informed by empirical research conducted with PB 

practitioners and participants. The information gathered during this research will form the basis of 

my Master of City Planning thesis for the University of Manitoba as well as subsequent 

publications.  

 

Specific Activities to be completed by Project Participant and Time Frame (please check all that 

apply): 

! Interview participant 

! Workshop participant 

 

The time frame for the project is December 2010 to October 2011. Interviews are expected to 

take approximately 45 minutes; the workshop is expected to be approximately two hours. 

 

Audio-Taping  

The interviews and workshops are being audio taped in order to facilitate analyzing the material 

later in the research. These recordings and related notes will be kept safe and destroyed following 

the completion of the project. Your name and personal information will not be included in the 

presentation of research or in the final report.  Workshop participants agree not to discuss the 

process outside the group sessions.  

 

Photography  

Photographs help capture project activities and work undertaken during research. With your 

permission, these photographs may be used in the presentation of research, the thesis and 

publications. Your image may appear, but no name tags or identifying information (such as name 

tags) will be visible. 

 

 

Thank you for participating in this project. Your cooperation and insights are very valuable, 

and are greatly appreciated.  
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2 

 

I, ______________________________________, consent to the dissemination of  

[Name of Participant: please print]  

material provided to the Researcher for use in the development of the project outlined above.  

 

I understand that the information I provide will be incorporated in a presentation and final 

report by the Researcher. I understand also that all research data will be treated as 

confidential, stored in a private and secure place, and subsequently destroyed on or before 

October 31, 2012.  

 

! I agree to my name being used in presentation materials and reports arising from this 

research. 

OR 

! I do not agree to my name being used in presentation materials and reports arising 

from this research.  

 

 

! I agree to my visual image being used in any presentations materials or reports arising 

from this research.  

OR 

! I do NOT agree to my visual image being used in any presentations materials or 

reports arising from this research.  

 

 

! Please check box if you would like to receive a summary of the results from this 

project. If you would like such a summary, please provide your contact information 

below (e.g., email address, fax number or mailing address) for follow-up.  

 

 

Name of Participant (please print)  ____________________________ 

 

Signature of Participant   ____________________________ 

 

Date       ____________________________ 

 

 

Participant’s contact information (in order to receive a summary of the results from this 

project:  

________________________________________________________________________  

________________________________________________________________________  

 

 

Name of Researcher (please print)  Erin Huck 

 

Signature of Researcher   ____________________________ 

 

Date       ____________________________ 
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3 

 

Your signature on this form indicates that you have understood to your satisfaction the 

information regarding participation in the research project and agree to participate as a subject.  In 

no way does this waive your legal rights nor release the researchers, sponsors, or involved 

institutions from their legal and professional responsibilities.  You are free to withdraw from the 

study at any time, and /or refrain from answering any questions you prefer to omit, without 

prejudice or consequence.  Your continued participation should be as informed as your initial 

consent, so you should feel free to ask for clarification or new information throughout your 

participation. 

 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

Principal Researcher: Ms. Erin Huck 

(204) 918-0740 erinkhuck@gmail.com 

  

Supervisor: Dr. Ian Skelton  

(204) 474-6417 iskelton@umanitoba.ca 

 

This research has been approved by the Joint Faculty Research Ethics Board (JFREB) of the 

University of Manitoba. If you have any concerns or complaints about this project you may 

contact any of the above-named persons or the Human Ethics Secretariat at 474-7122, or e-mail 

margaret_bowman@umanitoba.ca. A copy of this consent form has been given to you to keep for 

your records and reference. 

 
 


