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Overview

• The importance of public participation in health care systems

• Results of a literature review

• Three critical areas of participation in health systems

• Final remarks



Recommendations and initiatives of the World Health Organization - WHO

§Alma Ata Conference - WHO - Primary Health Care, 1978
§Ottawa Charter for health Promotion, 1986
§Ljubljana Charter on Reforming Health Care, 1996
§Jakarta Declaration on Leading Health Promotion into the 21st Century, 1997
§Ninth Futures Forum on Health Systems Governance and Public Participation –

Amsterdam, 2005
§Taking a Participatory Approach to Development and Better Health – Copenhagen, 2015



Why is participation in health systems important?
§ Improves decisions and increases their acceptability
§ Improves communication between the health system and citizens
§ Increases user responsibility and autonomy
§Contributes to the definition of health policies and priorities
§Facilitates engagement in health promotion activities
§Legitimates decisions on complex issues (cost-effectiveness evaluation and ethical dilemmas)
§Facilitates the involvement of volunteers in decision-making processes
§Can contribute to reducing inequalities



Why is participation in healthcare important?

Two strong arguments:
• Public participation is desirable because users have a privileged 

perspective of analysis:

• Health services should be accountable and transparent to the public

Experience and Knowledge

Accountability



A great consensus on the importance of participation

ParticipationHealth System
(World of life)

People, families  and 
primary networks

Participation could represent a strategy of approximation 
between health system and citizens



But… a contradiction

Discourse on 
Participation

(and Rethoric)

Practice 
in the health 

services

Despite some good intentions and appreciable efforts, the 
results of public involvement are not satisfactory



Results of a literature review. 
About 190 articles analyzed – 2000-2017

Objectives of the study:
• What is the state of the art of participation in health systems?
• What are the critical aspects of participation?

Results - Three critical areas:
§ Representativeness (Access and Inclusion) - Prerequisites
§ Quality of participatory processes - Process
§ Effectiveness (Lack of evaluations) - Result



Representativeness
Some critical questions:
§ Do the chosen representatives really represent their 

community?
§ Is there two-way communication between representatives and their community?
§ Growing difficulties in involving some social groups

§ Lack of appropriate mechanisms to people and groups that do not 
have social capital

Representation is an 
essential element of 

participatory democracy

“Disadvantaged or vulnerable populations should 
be approached with unique or modified 

engagement mechanisms” (Mitton et al. 2009)

Descriptive representation

Substantial representation

Hard-to-reach citizens



Quality of participatory processes
Influence of deliberative approaches:
§ Innovative strategy to enhance the interaction between decision-makers and users
§ Discussion and analysis in small groups - Face-to-face discussion
§ To create an appropriate public sphere to encourage dialogue among different actors
§ Providing relevant documents and information on the issues under review
§ Concern for the results of the discussion (decisions and recommendations)

Recognition of the limits of 
conventional methods of 

participation

“Deliberation is more than merely a discussion of 
the issues” (Abelson et al., 2003)



Quality of participatory processes

Potentiality of deliberative methods
§Potential to change participants opinions and to accept the different points of view
§Qualified mechanism to produce collective decisions and to increase the legitimacy of decisions
§Concern for the empowerment of participants (Informed opinion)
§Suitable for reducing divergences / inequalities between citizens and experts

§“Participants can freely express various arguments 
in a democratic environment” (Elster, 1998)

But is this true? What
says the empirical research?



Effectiveness of participation
• Participation is a value in itself - It is a practice of democracy - It has an 

"educational function" (Pateman, 1970)
• But, it is also important to contemplate the results obtained by participatory 

action:
üDoes participation influence decision-makers?
üDoes it produce benefits for participants?
üDoes it influence employees and planning?

“How can you persuade people to participate without 
giving assurance that their opinions will be useful?“ 

(Blondiaux e Sintomer, 2002)



Effectiveness of participation
q Evaluation of citizen involvement is an area still neglected in the literature on public participation

q The evaluation of participation is essential to ensure the appropriate use of public resources, 
including the time and efforts of citizens

q A greater need for public participation exercises to be subject to evaluation

“Judgments of success in the literature do not appear
related to the presence or absence of evaluation” (Mitton, 2009)

“The effects of participation on the quality and
effectiveness of services is unknown” (Crawford, 2002)



To conclude

Contandriopoulos, 2004
“Public participation is a very complex and sophisticated

social and political phenomenon”
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