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Using behavioural insights to engage citizens

Good governance depends on close cooperation between decision-makers and 
ordinary South Africans. This is why public participation, the process of engaging 
citizens in government planning and policymaking, is so important – it’s like a two-way 
street between those who make the decisions and the communities affected by those 
decisions. 

This process cannot succeed unless it is genuine and meaningful. It requires time, 
resources and a clear set of best practices for planning, skills and behaviours. 

This guide is designed to support government officials and 
agencies in the development and implementation of effective 
and meaningful public participation programmes. 

WHY ENGAGE CITIZENS IN GREEN BUILDING POLICY?  

THE BENEFITS OF EFFECTIVE PARTICIPATION

IMPROVING PUBLIC PARTICIPATION WITH BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCE 
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WHY ENGAGE CITIZENS IN GREEN BUILDING POLICY?  

Environmental challenges cannot be solved by government alone – and this includes 
transforming our built environment to benefit people, communities and our planet. Citizens 
at large are both the drivers of environmental problems and the source of solutions to those 
problems. Without their input, active participation and support, laws and policies to promote 
greener, more sustainable building practices will be ineffective.  

THE BENEFITS OF EFFECTIVE PARTICIPATION 

One of the most important arguments in support of public participation is that it is vital to the 
health of our democratic society. But allowing communities to play an active role in decision-
making also has a number of other benefits. 

Better decisions 
 Input from a broad range of South Africans provides vital information about their different 

needs, values, attitudes and preferences, ensuring the final decision is the best one for 
those who are most affected. 

Improved compliance  
 People are more likely to comply with decisions that they helped to shape, even if they don’t 

entirely agree with the outcome. This is why effective public participation can help to build 
broader support, trust and confidence in government policies and decisions.

Less conflict 
 When the public is properly consulted, informed and involved in the decision-making 

process, the potential for protests or civil disobedience is reduced.  

More inclusivity
 When the public participation process is successful, it ensures that a broad range of South 

Africans, including vulnerable and minority groups, can make their voices heard. 

Empowered and responsible citizens 
 From problem-solving to cooperation to active listening, the public participation process 

helps to build important skills. It also encourages community and civic responsibility.

Stronger relationships  
 By helping to break down barriers between citizens and decision-makers through direct 

and authentic communication, public participation builds trust and opens up new ways for 
citizens and government to work together.
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IMPROVING PUBLIC PARTICIPATION WITH BEHAVIOURAL SCIENCE  

Despite the many benefits of public participation for governments and citizens alike, 
engagement with public participation programmes tends to be low or only superficial. This 
is because people often fail to act in their own best interests. Research from the field of 
behavioural science shows us that we regularly take the wrong course of action due to a 
range of social and psychological factors:

• We have limited attention spans and mental capabilities 

• We procrastinate 

• We’re swayed by the opinions and decisions of others

• We overlook important details

• We’re influenced by our emotions 

• We act out of habit or impulse 

• We rely on mental shortcuts and ‘rules of thumb’ 

Behavioural science helps us to understand these and other barriers that stand in the 
way of good decision-making – and offers us effective tools and insights for overcoming 
them in order to make public participation programmes more meaningful and inclusive. 

THE INSIGHT HOW IT WORKS WAYS TO APPLY IT

We respond to information differently 
depending on who communicates this 
information to us. 

That means messages delivered by 
perceived experts or authority figures, 
or individuals who are popular/likeable, 
may have a more positive impact on 
public engagement. 

Engage local community leaders 
and other high-profile figures 
(councillors, religious leaders, etc) 
to boost participation and encourage 
the public to recognise the 
relevance and importance of active 
participation. 

The 
messenger 
effect

Human beings are strongly influenced 
by the behaviours of others, especially 
those in our immediate social group. 

Humans have an inherent desire to 
be recognised as individuals – not 
just as a face in a crowd. We tend to 
pay special attention when messaging 
is relevant to our specific needs and 
concerns. 

Take advantage of social media 
platforms to spotlight examples of 
desirable behaviour relating to public 
participation. 

Tailor messaging towards specific 
community needs and attributes.  
Ask yourself: 
Who is this campaign targeting? 
Why should they care about green 
buildings? 
How will these policies affect them?

Social proof

Personalisation
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THE INSIGHT HOW IT WORKS WAYS TO APPLY IT

The easiest way to encourage a 
behaviour in others is to make it look 
and feel easy and effortless. 

This means removing perceived 
obstacles and inconveniences and 
taking the simplest possible approach. 

Use local languages. 

Make use of digital ‘nudges’ such as 
WhatsApp messages to encourage 
people towards desired actions.

Use simple, bite-sized messages to 
deliver more complex information.

Use infographic formats that 
combine text and attractive visual 
elements to capture and retain 
attention.  

Promote campaign messaging 
via a range of available channels 
to maximise reach, such as on 
municipal accounts. 

Maintain a database for the 
distribution of campaign information 
via text message, email, etc. 

Simplicity 
and saliency

The way information and choices 
are presented to us can have a huge 
impact on how we interpret them – and 
the actions we take.

Timely feedback enhances the quality 
of communication. It keeps the public 
informed about the impact of their 
actions on government decisions and 
reinforces desired behaviours. 

Framing the implementation as a 
benefit for the citizens, community 
and environment is one example.

Facilitate feedback between cities 
and citizens.

Framing

Feedback loop
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PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN OUR CITIES 

IDEAL PUBLIC PARTICIPATION CAMPAIGN JOURNEY

What does ‘meaningful’ mean? 

Meaningful public participation is much more than holding public hearings or collecting 
comments and feedback. 

Successful campaigns should also meet a number of important criteria. 

• Campaigns are allocated sufficient lead time and resources.

• The public is educated and well informed about their rights and responsibility to 
participate. 

• Participants receive balanced and objective information so they understand the 
problem, as well as the opportunities and solutions/alternatives. 

• Campaigns reach citizens across lines of race, gender, economic status, religion, 
language and other differences, in order to enrich viewpoints and opinions. 

• Public participation activities are carried out in an open and transparent manner.

• All participants listen to one another and feel free and secure in making contributions.

• Participants develop trust and respect for one another, even when disagreements arise. 

• The public receives regular updates on the progress and performance of the 
participation campaign.

• The public receives clear feedback on how their input influenced the final decision/
outcome. 

Provide opportunity for 
access to information 
through: 

Creation of simple, 
salient and relevant 
content pieces in local 
languages. 

Targeted advertising 
of public participation 
process, relevant to 
target audiences. 

Provide opportunity for 
input through:

Putting out visible calls 
for input - target online 
and offline communities 
with a vested  interest.

Communicate the 
importance of the role 
that each stakeholder 
plays in the process. 

Provide opportunity 
for dialogue and 
interaction through: 

Providing multiple 
channels for input and 
deliberation. 

Creating mechanisms 
where users can 
share their input or 
involvement within 
their peer networks. 

Provide feedback to 
stakeholders and 
public through: 

Targeted advertising of 
outcomes of process on 
ATL media and digital 
channels. 

Provide pathways for 
the public to request 
further information

INFORM CONSULT INVOLVE FEEDBACK
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WHAT’S WORKING NOW?

When it comes to encouraging public participation, the cities of Cape Town, Johannesburg, 
eThekwini and Tshwane have already implemented a number of effective measures and 
approaches.

•  There are public participation strategies and frameworks in place to establish direction, 
sharpen focus and define a set of local best practices. 

•  Dedicated websites contain information for the public on participation processes, 
mechanisms and schedules.

•  Dedicated public participation units are tasked with promoting effective public 
engagement.  

•  Various initiatives have been introduced to improve education and public awareness 
around public participation.

•  The cities make use of a number of social media channels to improve communication 
and reach. 

•  Various measures are in place to overcome some of the logistical barriers that stand in 
the way of effective engagement. These include providing transport, meals and stipends 
for participants. 

THE CHALLENGE MIND THE PITFALLS POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

Information gaps 

One of the biggest barriers to 
effective participation is lack of 
knowledge. Communities must 
understand:

•  What public participation is 

•  How to get involved  

•  Why getting involved is 
important 

•  What the proposed laws or 
policies are about  

•  What is at stake for them.

Too little 

Unclear or incomplete 
information impacts 
understanding and prevents 
the public from participating 
effectively. 

Too late 

When information is provided 
too late into the process, the 
public has insufficient time to 
prepare and provide informed 
feedback. 

Too difficult to access 

Many communities, especially 
those that are marginalised or 
disadvantaged, face barriers in 
accessing information. 

•  Provide education around the 
participation process and its 
importance.

•  Ensure communication 
bridges the digital divide 
and overcomes language 
barriers.

•  Make information available 
in low-data formats.

•  Ensure the information 
is simple and relevant to 
the lives of ordinary South 
Africans.
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THE CHALLENGE MIND THE PITFALLS POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS

Engagement gaps 

Effective public participation 
depends on meaningful 
engagement by the public. 

This means: 

• Public participation is not just 
seen as a formality required 
by the law.

• Participants represent a 
range of voices and interests.

• Participants have adequate 
understanding to make an 
informed contribution. 

• Marginalised communities 
are given opportunities and 
support to engage.

Feedback gaps 

Public participation is a 
two-way street. Regular and 
effective feedback during (and 
after) the public participation 
process: 

•  Allows the pubic to under-
stand how their input in-
fluenced the final decision/
outcome.

•  Builds public trust, support 
and compliance with laws 
and policies.

Lack of inclusivity 

Unless measures are in place 
to ensure participant diversity 
and to reach marginalised 
communities, the final 
outcome will serve only 
narrow interests and needs. 

Ineffective incentives 

While rewards/incentives 
can motivate the public to 
participate actively, they 
should be carefully planned 
so that they work as intended. 

Feedback is not given to 
particpants and the broader 
public, even when contributions 
are included.

Only selective contributions 
are considered and integrated 
without due attention being 
given to marginalised views.

•  Conduct careful stakeholder 
analysis and outreach 
to relevant groups and 
communities.

•  Ensure campaigns reach 
citizens across lines of race, 
gender, economic status, 
religion, language and other 
differences. 

•  Use online platforms so that 
the broader public can more 
easily comment on proposed 
laws and policies.

•  Partner with municipalities 
during the participation 
process (for example, include 
policy information in utility 
bills sent to local residents).

•  Feedback mechanisms 
should be driven by 
authority figures in the 
process.

•  Ensure communication is 
frequent and intentional and 
that pathways for interaction 
is clear and accessible.  

•  Ensure the advertising of 
feedback is as overt as 
advertising for the initial 
engagement.

•  Make the public aware 
of how their contribution 
affected the process.
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INSIGHTS IN ACTION

Whether it’s homeowners, building professionals or local ward councillors, tailoring 
messaging to the needs of different stakeholder groups is vital. Ensuring that 
communications speak to the target audience – and incorporate relevant behavioural insights 
to encourage those audiences to make better choices – is the key to campaign success and 
the implementation of effective green building policies.

STAKEHOLDER SEGMENTS BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS KEY CAMPAIGN MESSAGES

GOVERNMENT

PUBLIC

•  Overview of the campaign, 
process to be followed and 
targets.

•  Outline benchmark 
campaigns and success 
achieved & inclusivity of 
process.

•  Guideline steps in the public 
participation process.

•  Feedback on the process, 
updates and achievements in 
the cities.

•  Benefits of green buildings.

•  The cost/impact of inaction.

• Overview of the campaign 
and process to be followed.

• Outline how many people 
participated in the campaign 
in other cities.

• Outline the steps on how to 
participate and engage as the 
public.

• Feedback on the process and 
achievements.

• Benefits of green buildings.

• Highlight compliance 
requirements and outline the 
plan approval process and 
incentives.

Framing

Social proof

Salience

Feedback loop

Framing

Social proof

Salience

Feedback loop
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STAKEHOLDER SEGMENTS BEHAVIOURAL INSIGHTS KEY CAMPAIGN MESSAGES

WARD COUNCILLORS

PROFFESSIONALS

•  Overview of the campaign 
and public participation 
process outline, targets and 
policy documents 

•  Outline steps on how the 
public can participate and 
engage

•  Role of councillors in the 
public participation process

•  Feedback on the process and 
updates in the ward and city

•  Benefits of green buildings

•  The number of people 
who have contributed and 
participated

•  Overview of the campaign 
and public participation 
process outline

•  Outline how many people 
participated in the campaign

•  Outline steps on how to 
participate and engage as a 
professional

•  Feedback on the process and 
achievements

•  Highlight best practise, 
benefits, stipulate 
compliance requirements, 
outline plan approval 
process, dispel cost myth

•  The number of people 
who have contributed and 
participated

Framing

Social proof

Salience

Feedback loop

Framing

Social proof

Salience

Feedback loop
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SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS

Social media platforms offer easy, effective and low-cost options for broadening reach and 
engaging with the public, from sharing information and announcements to opening up 
channels for input or discussion. Use this guide to ensure each platform is used as effectively 
as possible based on the target audience, the platform characteristics and the relevant 
behavioural insights.

•	 Broadcast	the	participation	process	and	outcomes

•	 Engage	audiences	by	providing	more	information	and	
responding	to	questions

•	 Emphasise	the	important	role	of	public	participation

•	 Broadcast	the	participation	process	and	outcomes

•	 Engage	audiences	by	providing	more	information	and	
responding	to	questions

•	 Emphasise	the	important	role	of	public	participation

•	 Feedback	channel		
-	direct	the	public	to	provide	input	over	a	WhatsApp	line

•	 Broadcast	the	participation	process	and	outcomes

•	 Broadcast	the	participation	process	and	outcomes

•	 Broadcast	the	participation	process	and	outcomes

•	 Engage	audiences	by	elaborating	on	the	GBI	initiative,	
policies	and	by-laws	and	the	role	of	public	participation

FACEBOOK

TWITTER

WHATSAPP

SMS

PROVINCIAL RADIO AND NEWSPAPERS

MUNICIPAL UTILITY BILL
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DESIGNING EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATIONS 

The following examples highlight how the insights and recommendations outlined in this 
guide can be used to optimise the design of campaign communications aimed at the public.    

  

 

 

 
 

 

The City of [Place] launches the review of the Green Building 

Development Policy and By-law 

 

The City of [Place’s] City Sustainability Division, and Built Environment and Enforcement Division 

initiated the review of the 2012 Green Building Development Policy and By-law in August 2020. It is 

envisaged that the updated policy and by-law will come into effect in 2021. Green buildings are 

sustainable, resource-efficient buildings that offer considerable social, environmental and economic 

benefits. The purpose of the review is to enhance the benefits and impact of green buildings in [Place].  

Did you know? 

The following are some benefits of green buildings:  

• Savings on utility bills (attractive to property owners and tenants)  

• Improvements to indoor environmental quality and health 

• Reduction of construction and operational waste sent to landfills  

• Cyclist- and pedestrian-friendly infrastructure resulting in reduced road congestion and accessible 

buildings 
• Reduced greenhouse gas emissions that contribute to climate change through the efficient energy 

use of buildings, the use of renewable or alternative energy sources, access to the use of low carbon 

modes of transport, and the diversion of waste from landfills  

• The ability to adapt to the impacts of climate change such as floods, drought, fires and increasing 

temperatures by providing energy and water security, and the preservation of ecological goods and 

services 

The target 

The City of [Place] aims to be carbon neutral and resilient to the impacts of climate change by 2050.  

Our request 

The City’s stakeholder engagement process is critical to the review of the Green Building Development 

Policy and By-law. The City kindly requests that you provide your input to the review process by 

completing the survey below.  

Your voice counts as we want to ensure that green buildings work for you! Help us build a 

sustainable future for [Place]! 

Please click the link or scan the QR code and complete the survey by 16 November 2020.  

https://bit.ly/3oEzwEG 

 

Download: Inviting public participation process.pdf

Download: City Poster_Behaviour Insights.pdf

http://www.smartbuildings.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Inviting-public-participation-process.pdf
http://www.smartbuildings.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Inviting-public-participation-process.pdf
http://www.smartbuildings.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Inviting-public-participation-process.pdf
http://www.smartbuildings.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/City-sample-Poster_Beh-Insights.pdf
http://www.smartbuildings.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/City-sample-Poster_Beh-Insights.pdf
http://www.smartbuildings.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/City-sample-Poster_Beh-Insights.pdf
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COLLATERAL AND CONTENT CREATION 

Content and collateral in languages other than English  
(Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, Pedi etc) .

Messaging relevant to stakeholder experience and concerns   
(Age & digital divide) .

Low data and offline information formats available. 

Equitable outreach to all stakeholders audiences is ensured.

Frame messaging so that it differs from the norm and is interesting.

  CAMPAIGN ROLL-OUT

Incorporate figures of influence to get message out (political, religious, cultural).

Put out frequent and intentional communication during the process. 

Make feedback process visible and accessible. 

Make participants aware of their role in the process at every phase  
(input and how it’s used). 

Provide opportunities for illustrating social proof. 
(Social media, community recognition).

THE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION CHECKLIST
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SEA SUSTAINABLE
ENERGY
AFRICA

Department:
Environmental Affairs
REPUBLIC OF SOUTH AFRICA

PARTNERS

Stakeholders

Cities and Municipalities

Provinces and Government

BUILDINGS
SMART

Contact: Sustainable	Energy	Africa
info@sustainable.org.za 
www.smartbuildings.org.za
+27 (21) 702 3622 

The Green Building: 
9B Bell Crescent Close, Westlake Business Park, Cape Town 7945.

mailto:info@sustainable.org.za
http://www.smartbuildings.org.za

