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The claim that regulators, other gov-
ernmental actors, corporations and 
not-for-profit organizations, includ-
ing universities, should ‘engage’ with 
those affected by their actions is un-
likely to generate much opposition. 
Yet, no matter how much agreement 
there is about the importance of en-
gagement at one level, debates about 
engagement – engagement for what, 
for whom, and by what means? – ex-
pose fundamental concerns about re-
lationships between different parties, 
and therefore also about understand-
ings of democracy. We discuss each 
concern in turn.

One principal question concerns the 
purpose of engaging in engagement. 
Several rationales can be distin-
guished, ranging from the enhance-
ment of choice, of participation, to 
the enrichment of ‘experience’, and 
enhancement of legitimacy. Enhancing 
choice is about encouraging the kind 
of conditions that allow individuals to 
exercise meaningful choices, including 
the provision of more information/
transparency which will permit bet-
ter informed choices, thus reducing 
sub-optimal selections due to the com-
plexities involved in distinguishing 
between different goods and products. 

Engagement can, however, also be 
about ensuring ‘satisfaction’ with a 
particular service or product. Here, the 
idea is to find out more about custom-
er preferences; for example, in water, 



pushes also for an understanding of 
regulation that seeks to widen partici-
pation and, arguably, enhance democ-
ratisation.

Forms of representativeness can 
be further distinguished along two 
dimensions. The first dimension per-
tains to questions of individual versus 
collective representation. One theme 
that has gained increasing traction is 
that the focus of engagement process-


