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Although resident participation in decision-making is gaining prominence in community planning, little is known about how and why community-based organizations view and involve residents in planning projects. This study examines two theoretical factors related to the involvement of residents by community-based organizations: type of organizational goal for resident participation (advocacy and consensus) and the view of residents from a resource perspective (critical and non-critical). The premise of the factor organizational goal is that organizations have differing assumptions about which type of resident involvement is most effective for community change. The assumption of the factor view of residents is that organizations differ in their views about how critical residents are as a resource. The study compared two community-based organizations, one using advocacy planning and the other using consensus planning. Data collection involved archival document reviews and semi-structured interviews.  

Two theoretical propositions were examined. The first argued that an organization with an advocacy goal will view residents as a non-critical resource and involve them in auxiliary roles. The second proposition stated that an organization with a consensus goal will view residents as a critical resource and involve them in primary roles. The first proposition was partially supported. Contrary to expectation, the advocacy focused organization viewed residents as a critical rather than a non-critical resource. Consistent with the proposition’s second expectation, however, residents were involved in auxiliary roles. The second proposition was fully supported. The consensus focused organization viewed residents as a critical resource and involved them in primary roles. Two additional factors, re-commitment to be participatory and a funding mandate, provided explanations of the unexpected finding. 

A conclusion is that the distribution of decision-making power is a complex process. An implication for practitioners is that an organization’s choices about its planning model and participation roles for residents will likely depend on the ends that the organization pursues. The study also provided recommendations to the two organizations in the study, such as conducting an exercise to describe how much decision-making power the organization is willing to share. The final section discusses the limitations of the study and implications for future research and practice.

