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❑ Engagement in context: The policy infrastructure - improving 
policy quality & capability  

❑ Why? Legitimacy, trust, better decisions – better outcomes
❑ Who with? Inclusion, relationship capital
❑ When?  Type of challenge, stage of the policy process
❑ How? What process for what purpose?
❑ So what? What does that mean for ‘how we do policy’ & for 

civil service capability?
❑ What next? What can ‘you’ do to improve engagement for 

better policy?

Engaging for better decision making

Public Engagement for Better Policy



Leadership Policy quality
systems

Engagement People capability 

Decision 
makers

Demand 
side

Stakeholders 
and users 

Supply side

The policy infrastructure: engagement is a key component 
of the policy system

Unit of analysis – team, organisation, system

Source: Sally Washington: An infrastructure for building policy capability – lessons from practice (tandfonline.com) 2023
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Source: Sally Washington: An infrastructure for building policy capability – lessons from practice (tandfonline.com) 2023
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Policy Handbook

Who to engage? 

Engagement is a key component of organisational  policy capability

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2022.2139952?src=
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2022.2139952?src=
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2022.2139952?src=
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Why engage? 

The Policy Handbook 3-pillar framework

“…the system is creaking…The only 
way you're going to maybe rebuild that 
is to create a new sort of system, 
[where] people feel much more directly 
involved.” Alastair Campbell, The Rest is 
politics.

“Nothing about us, without us”.

Democracy
Representative… Participatory, Deliberative … Direct…

“The growth of ‘collaborative public policy’—
involving citizens to improve its efficacy—sits 
uncomfortably in a context where the public 
is so divided from itself and from public 
institutions”. Helen Sullivan, ANU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TXxEQ6jpVgY&t=2025s
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-8500.12661


Understand the policy challenge or opportunity…
Not all policy is created equally
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IAP2 Spectrum of public participation 

Who to engage with? 
❑ Depends on the purpose: what impact on the decision?
❑ Targeted v’s all in?
❑ Diverse voices – better evidence
❑ Relational vs transactional?
❑ Build relationship capital.

The cynervin framework

Be clear about the intended influence on the decision…

https://iap2.org.au/resources/spectrum/
https://thecynefin.co/about-us/about-cynefin-framework/
https://thecynefin.co/about-us/about-cynefin-framework/
https://thecynefin.co/about-us/about-cynefin-framework/
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Guiding the provision of quality policy advice: the 5D model: credit S. Washington

When to engage in the policy process? 

The Policy Handbook: 3 Pillars and 5Ds process

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2025.2495375?src=recsys
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How to engage – what does that mean for civil service 
operating model & capability? An engagement infrastructure… 

Critical components:
❑ System enablers – mandate, expectations
❑ Leadership – resources, systems & socialisation 
❑ Organisational capability: dedicated vs general
❑Methods and toolkits
❑ Skills & mindsets

Enablers

Leadership

Capability

Methods

Mindsets
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Methods of engagement…

Source: UK Policy Lab

Need to understand:

❑ Range of methods
❑ Purpose of the method
❑ When to use it
❑ How to use it
❑ Costs and benefits

Include in guidance/a Policy toolkit?

https://openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2024/11/19/people-centred-and-participatory-policymaking/


Skills for 
engagement*

Code of 
conduct/ethics & 

integrity 

Machinery of 
government 

Core state sector 
legislation & 
expectations

* Adapted from the original NZ policy skills framework

Engagement & 
collaboration
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Define skills for 
engagement as 
part of broader policy 
skills framework. 

Definition: Engagement &collaboration*: 
“Engage stakeholders and the community, 
and build relationship capital to understand 
diverse expectations, co-create solutions 
and support implementation.” 
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What could possibly go wrong? Or Right?
Things to consider…

OECD guidance for citizen participation processes

❑ Cost – time and effort 

❑ Risks – relationship, reputational, political 

❑ Competing views & interests – surfacing and 
balancing for sense-making/making sense

❑ Decision rights – who has the final say?

❑Clarity & communication – transparency and 
managing expectations. 

file:///C:/Users/SallyWashington/Downloads/OECD%20citizen%20participation%20guidance.pdf
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Next steps: what can you do….?
Civil/public servants
❑ Embed engagement into departmental processes (guidance)
❑ Be proactive – don’t wait for permission (inside out – outside in)
❑ Build engagement muscles & mindsets
❑ Test and learn
❑ Socialise the Policy Handbook (anchor for policy quality assurance)

 
Academics
❑ Analysis (methods, a decision tree?)
❑ Collaborate on engagements
❑ Translate evidence from engagement – knowledge brokering
❑ Support policy capability build – reference the Handbook (teaching & research)
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