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ABSTRACT 

Localising Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is a process through which local governments adapt global 

objectives to address local needs and priorities, enhancing relevance and accountability. This study examines 

SDG localisation within the Malaysian local government system using Sherry Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen 

Participation as a theoretical framework. This research assesses citizen input sharing, decision-making, 

program implementation, and monitoring functions in the local government SDGs initiative towards varying 

levels of Arnstein's citizen engagement. Data from 162 respondents were analysed using Partial Least Squares 

Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM), revealing significant relationships between community 

participation and perceived empowerment. Findings highlight the need for continuous community engagement 

across SDG implementation stages to foster inclusive, sustainable development. Recommendations for policy 

enhancements and inclusive participation frameworks are discussed. 

Keywords: Sustainable Development Goals; SDG Localisation, Community Participation, Sherry Arnstein's 

Ladder of Participation, Local Government. 

INTRODUCTION 

Localisation of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) refers to defining, implementing, and monitoring 

strategies at the local level for achievable global, national, and subnational sustainable goals and targets [28]. It 

involves adapting and implementing the global SDG framework within local contexts to make these goals 

relevant, actionable, and measurable at the community level. The process of SDG localisation recognises that 

Local and Regional Governments (LRGs) are vital in transforming global aspirations into tangible, context-

specific outcomes at the local level [37][38]. The LRGs can devise strategies that address specific needs and 

circumstances by adapting goals to communities' unique challenges and opportunities [35][36][2][9]. By 

tailoring SDGs to address community-specific challenges and leveraging local opportunities, LRGs empower 

stakeholders to shape, monitor, and sustain development initiatives directly relevant to their environments. 

Adapting worldwide goals to specific local circumstances guarantees that development initiatives are pertinent 

and feasible at the community level [10]. A commitment to community participation and sustainable policies 
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highlights the local government's role in SDG implementation in Malaysia. The nation was an early adopter of 

SDG frameworks, presenting its Voluntary National Report (VNR) on SDG progress at the United Nations 

Higher-Level Political Forum (HLPF) as early as 2017 [41]. This demonstrated Malaysia's commitment to 

integrating SDG principles into local governance and the public's active role in sustainable development. 

However, significant challenges remain, particularly regarding fostering meaningful citizen participation and 

bridging the gap between policy frameworks and effective local action. 

The primary aim of this study is to evaluate the extent of citizen involvement in SDG localisation at the local 

governance level in Malaysia. Leveraging Sherry Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen Participation as a theoretical 

guide, this research investigates the dynamics of citizen participation in providing input, decision-making, 

program implementation, and monitoring within local SDG efforts towards a meaningful contribution to the 

whole spectrum of involvement based on Arnstein's Theory. Interestingly, most research employing Arnstein's 

Theory is qualitative by nature [19][20][14][29]. By examining community participation through an adapted 

Likert-style questionnaire, this study provides new insight into the challenges and potential of citizen 

empowerment in achieving localised sustainable development goals. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Localisation of SDGs refers to adapting global goals to fit local needs, contexts, and priorities, allowing local 

governments to play an essential role in sustainable development [28][39][25]. Local and Regional 

Governments (LRGs) act as intermediaries in translating broad SDG targets into practical, localised actions, 

strengthening public ownership, accountability, and context-specific responses to community challenges [35]. 

Community participation is crucial for meaningful SDG localisation, particularly as it fosters ownership, 

transparency, and accountability in governance [15]. The active involvement of citizens in decision-making, 

program implementation, and monitoring enhances policy responsiveness and builds trust between government 

bodies and local communities. Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen Participation [3] offers a structured framework for 

assessing citizen engagement in decision-making, ranging from minimal, tokenistic involvement to complete 

citizen control. Arnstein identifies eight rungs of participation: from non-participation (manipulation, therapy) 

to degrees of tokenism (informing, consultation, placation), and ultimately to varying levels of citizen control 

or empowerment (partnership, delegated power, citizen control) [3][13][19][20]. 

Minimal participation (non-participation, manipulation, and therapy) represents the lowest level of community 

involvement, where community members have no or negligible influence over decisions. This level often 

involves informing or educating the public without providing any real opportunity for feedback or input [3]. 

Minimal participation can lead to disengagement and distrust among community members [31][32][16]. 

Tokenism (information, consultation, and placation) refers to a level of participation where community 

members can express their opinions but have limited power to influence decisions. This level includes 

consultation and placation, where feedback is sought but not necessarily acted upon [3]. Studies have shown 

that tokenism can create a false sense of involvement and may ultimately undermine trust in local government 

[34]. On the other hand, tokenism has led to the adoption of participatory evaluation processes, fostering 

critical reflection on effective involvement [5]. 

Citizen control or empowerment (partnership, delegated power, and citizen control) represents the highest 

level of participation, where community members have significant power and influence over decision-making 

processes. This level of involvement ensures that community needs and preferences are fully integrated into 

local governance [3]. Research suggests citizen control can lead to more responsive and accountable 

governance and higher community satisfaction and trust [27][21][40]. 

The Arnstein Ladder of Community Participation framework, initially conceptualised in 1969, is a widely 

referenced model for understanding the varying degrees of citizen involvement in management and decision-

making. This framework has been widely adopted in studies to evaluate citizen involvement in governance, 

providing insight into power dynamics and the depth of community engagement. For example, localising 
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SDGs in Malaysia's local governance context requires active engagement of communities and can be easily 

explained across Arnstein's ladder, aiming to achieve higher rungs of citizen control and partnership to ensure 

sustainable and inclusive outcomes. However, while it has been extensively used in qualitative research to 

describe and analyse participation processes, its application in quantitative studies remains relatively rare, 

particularly in survey-based research. This is primarily due to its inherently conceptual nature, which 

challenges operationalising its constructs into measurable survey items. 

The local government's role in SDG implementation in Malaysia is central to advancing sustainable policies 

and facilitating community participation. Various studies underscore the importance of this localised approach, 

as it helps LRGs address specific community needs and mobilise resources effectively [41]. However, 

challenges persist, including limited awareness of SDG relevance among local actors, weak coordination 

between stakeholders, and a lack of robust data systems to track progress [33][10].  

Despite Malaysia's progress in SDG localisation, fostering meaningful citizen participation is not easy. Studies 

highlight factors such as limited capacity and resources, resistance to community-driven approaches, and the 

top-down nature of decision-making in many local governments as significant barriers [42][12]. These issues 

are compounded by power dynamics within local government structures, which often result in superficial 

forms of engagement rather than genuine collaboration. Moreover, research indicates that effective SDG 

implementation depends on mechanisms that allow for reciprocal actions between governments and citizens, 

with communities actively participating in setting priorities, monitoring progress, and adapting strategies. 

However, a lack of inclusive local frameworks and limited financial support often hampers this process, 

resulting in participation fatigue among citizens and inconsistent progress toward SDG targets [7]. 

METHODS 

Research Design 

This study employs a mixed-method sequential design [30] to explore and measure community participation in 

local government SDG initiatives. In the qualitative phase, in-depth interviews were conducted with 

policymakers, NGOs, and local government officers, while focus group discussions (FGDs) were held with 

community members. These qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis with NVivo software to 

identify recurring themes and patterns. 

The analysis revealed four key dimensions of community participation: (1) providing input, (2) decision-

making, (3) program implementation, and (4) monitoring. These dimensions, which serve as the dependent 

variables in the study, represent how citizens interact with governance processes to influence policy and 

program outcomes effectively. Insights from the qualitative findings were then operationalised to design 

survey items for the quantitative phase, ensuring alignment with the thematic framework and enhancing the 

robustness of the study's methodology. 

Questionnaire Structure and Measures 

In the quantitative phase, the framework is grounded in Shelly Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen Participation 

(1969), adapted and modified for this research to three levels, which are (1) therapy, (2) tokenism, and (3) 

empowerment. Therapy includes forms of symbolic engagement, such as manipulation and informing, where 

citizens lack real influence. Tokenism involves limited engagement, such as consultation and placation, where 

citizens' opinions are heard but hold little weight in decision-making. Empowerment encompasses active 

participation, including partnership, delegation, citizen control and complete authority in governance, 

reflecting true empowerment and collaboration.  

The questionnaire items were designed to measure how this simplifies Arnstein ladder correlates with the four 

dimensions of community participation: input sharing, decision-making, program implementation, and 

monitoring gathered in the qualitative phase in the localisation process of SDGs in the LRG. Twelve 

hypotheses were created, as shown in Fig. 1 

http://www.rsisinternational.org/


Page 1387 www.rsisinternational.org 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume IX Issue I January 2025 

 
    

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Conceptual Framework 

The Conceptual Framework (Fig. 1) adapts and simplifies Arnstein's original eight-rung ladder, making it 

practical for governance studies while capturing the spectrum of participation. Shelly Arnstein's ladder of 

participation offers a conceptual framework for examining varying levels of citizen engagement within 

decision-making processes, ranging from minimal non-participation to genuine empowerment. This study 

integrates the concepts of Therapy, Tokenism, and Empowerment with empirical insights from mechanisms 

such as Input Sharing, Decision-Making, Program Implementation, and Monitoring, highlighting the depth and 

nature of citizen participation in local government SDG localisation. This study provides a robust framework 

for evaluating and enhancing citizen participation by integrating qualitative insights with quantitative 

validation. It highlights pathways for governments to move from symbolic engagement toward genuine 

empowerment, aligning governance practices with democratic principles and the United Nations Sustainable 

Development Goals. 

Data Collection 

The data was collected through a structured Likert-style survey questionnaire distributed across various local 

government areas in Malaysia. Participants were selected through a convenience sampling method, and 

enumerators assisted in administering the survey to ensure a consistent understanding of the questions. A total 

of 293 responses were obtained, representing a diverse cross-section of communities involved in SDG-related 

activities at the local level. 

Data Preprocessing 

Before analysis, data preprocessing was performed to check for missing values, outliers, and adherence to 

PLS-SEM assumptions. Variables were standardised as required to facilitate comparison. Content validity was 

established through expert review by six faculty members from Malaysian universities, ensuring the 

questionnaire accurately captured the constructs under study. Out of 293 questionnaires distributed, only 162 

were retained for analysis after careful data cleaning and quality checks.  

Several cases were excluded to ensure the validity and reliability of the dataset. First, responses with more than 

30% missing values (16) were removed to avoid compromising the analysis with incomplete data. Second, 

outliers were identified and excluded (24) using Mahalanobis's distance method, which detects extreme values 

that could disproportionately influence the results. Third, non-engaged responses, such as those exhibiting 

straight-lining behaviours (identical responses across all items in all variables), were discarded (33) as they 

indicated a lack of genuine participation.  

Finally, responses from participants who did not meet the inclusion criteria, expressly those unaware (58) of 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), were excluded to maintain the sample's representativeness. A 

mean imputation technique was employed to manage the remaining dataset and address residual missing 

values. Missing values were replaced with the mean of the corresponding variable, preserving the dataset's size 
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while minimising potential biases associated with data loss. This approach ensured the final dataset was robust 

and representative, providing a solid foundation for the subsequent analysis. 

Assessment of Measurement Quality 

The initial step in evaluating the model involves validating the measurement model's robustness. The goodness 

of measurement is scrutinised through construct validity and discriminant reliability considerations. Construct 

validity ensures that the measures accurately test the intended constructs, assessed through convergent and 

discriminant validity [17]. The recommended threshold for a valid loading value is above 0.50, with values of 

0.70 and higher considered excellent for individual indicators [16]. 

Common method bias (CMV) was a major concern since the items in the latent constructs in the dependent 

variables are expected to produce high collinearity. Thus, to avoid common method bias, any occurrence of 

VIF greater than 3.3 is proposed as an indication of pathological collinearity. Items are deleted to ensure that 

all the VIFs in the inner model result are lower than 3.3 and that the model is free from common method bias 

[16]. The subsequent section presents additional statistics and analysis findings from the PLS method. 

Table 1: Results of measurement model (summary of constructs validity and reliability of the latent constructs) 

CONSTRUCT ITEMS OL CA CR AVE 

Input INPUT1 0.816 0.921 0.925 0.76 

INPUT2 0.854 
   

INPUT3 0.857 
   

INPUT4 0.902 
   

INPUT5 0.926 
   

Decision Making DECMAKE1 0.872 0.897 0.906 0.707 

DECMAKE2 0.811 
   

DECMAKE3 0.839 
   

DECMAKE4 0.879 
   

DECMAKE5 0.801 
   

Program 

Implementation 

PROIMP1 0.783 0.933 0.943 0.792 

PROIMP2 0.920 
   

PROIMP3 0.936 
   

PROIMP4 0.928 
   

PROIMP5 0.871 
   

Monitoring MONITOR1 0.878 0.917 0.931 0.751 

MONITOR2 0.848 
   

MONITOR3 0.911 
   

MONITOR4 0.898 
   

MONITOR5 0.793 
   

http://www.rsisinternational.org/


Page 1389 www.rsisinternational.org 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (IJRISS) 

ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/IJRISS | Volume IX Issue I January 2025 

 
    

 

 

Therapy THERAPY1 0.872 0.917 0.929 0.75 

THERAPY2 0.901 
   

THERAPY3 0.859 
   

THERAPY4 0.813 
   

THERAPY5 0.884 
   

Tokenism TOKEN1 0.783 0.930 0.942 0.783 

TOKEN2 0.927 
   

TOKEN3 0.926 
   

TOKEN4 0.930 
   

TOKEN5 0.847 
   

Empowerment EMPOWER1 0.801 0.878 0.88 0.733 

EMPOWER2 0.899 
   

EMPOWER3 0.862 
   

EMPOWER4 0.861 
   

Italic items are deleted from the final PLS-SEM analysis. 

Reliability and Validity  

The study's PLS-SEM model was evaluated for reliability and validity to ensure robust measurement of 

constructs. Composite reliability and average variance extracted (AVE) were calculated, with all constructs 

surpassing the 0.7 threshold for reliability and the 0.5 AVE threshold [16]. These results confirm that the 

constructs used in the study, which are input sharing, decision-making, program implementation, and 

monitoring, demonstrated good internal consistency and convergent validity. 

Convergent validity evaluates the correlation among measurements within a construct by calculating the factor 

loading of indicators, average variance extracted (AVE), and composite reliability (CR) [16][17]. AVE, 

representing the mean variance extracted for items loading on a construct, is deemed acceptable if it exceeds 

0.5 [16]. This study confirms that the AVE values for all constructs surpass the recommended cutoff, as shown 

in Table 1. Additionally, the calculated composite reliability values exceed the 0.7 cutoff value [17], meeting 

the criteria for convergent validity. Table 1 presents the outcomes of the measurement model, confirming the 

validity of items for their respective constructs. 

Reliability was tested through Cronbach's alpha coefficients, with internal consistency values ranging from 

0.878 to 0.933, meeting the recommended threshold [23][24]. Factor analysis using principal component 

analysis (PCA) confirmed construct validity, with all measures demonstrating adequate internal consistency 

and convergent validity. 

Table 2 Heterotrait-monotrait ratio (HTMT) Results 

 
DECMAKE EMPOWER INPUT MONITOR PROIMP THERAPY TOKEN 

DECMAKE 0.841 
      

EMPOWER 0.55 0.856 
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INPUT 0.557 0.477 0.865 
    

MONITOR 0.725 0.643 0.405 0.862 
   

PROIMP 0.758 0.541 0.421 0.779 0.89 
  

THERAPY 0.63 0.677 0.613 0.583 0.552 0.867 
 

TOKEN 0.429 0.801 0.492 0.496 0.437 0.716 0.889 

Cross-loadings, the Fornell-Larcker criterion, and the Heterotrait-Monotrait Ratio demonstrate discriminant 

validity. Both the cross-loading and Fornell-Larcker criterion are met, in which the latter shows that the square 

root of AVE (diagonal value) for each variable surpasses the correlation of latent variables [21]. At the same 

time, the former's cross-loading indicator's loading is greater than the indicators for its corresponding 

variables. At the same time, the Heterotrait-Monotrait ratio (HTMT) suggested that thresholds of the value of 

HTMT should be less than 0.85 or 0.90 [17]. Table 2 shows that the HTMT requirement is met, indicating that 

discriminant validity has been proven. 

Structural Model Assessment 

The evaluation of the structural model, considering PLS's primary focus on prediction, involves examining the 

variance explained (R2) for Indigenous constructs and the significance of path estimates [16]. Bootstrap 

analysis with 500 resampling techniques was applied to determine the statistical significance of path 

coefficients [6][17][18]. 

The endogenous construct (Therapy) exhibits an R2 of 0.530, indicating that 53% of the variance in therapy 

can be explained by input providing, decision-making, program implementation, and monitoring. Meanwhile, 

the endogenous construct (Tokenism) exhibits an R2 of 0.351, indicating that 35.1% of the variance is in 

tokenism. Additionally, the endogenous construct (Empowerment) exhibits an R2 of 0.470, indicating 47% of 

the variance in empowerment. Based on Cohen's [6] and Hair's [16] guidelines, these R2 values signify a 

substantial effect. The results confirm a significant impact of input providing to therapy and tokenism but a 

very low-value input to empowerment. At the same time, monitoring impacted tokenism and empowerment, as 

shown in Fig 2. 

 

Fig. 2 Structural Model Assessment 
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The Partial Least Square Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) method was employed for data analysis. 

The following section presents the results and hypothesis testing. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This study employs a quantitative research design using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling 

(PLS-SEM) to assess the relationships between community participation levels and perceived empowerment in 

localising SDGs within Malaysia's local government framework. Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen Participation 

provides the theoretical basis, offering a lens to evaluate citizen engagement through three levels: therapy, 

tokenism, and empowerment. PLS-SEM using Smart-PLS was used because of its ability to manage small 

samples (Hair et al., 2013) calculation due to the severe expulsion of samples from the survey response.  

The model's fit was evaluated using variance explained (R²) values for endogenous constructs and bootstrap 

analysis with 5000 resampling runs [17]. The study tested multiple hypotheses concerning the relationships 

between community participation dimensions and perceived empowerment outcomes. Hypotheses testing 

provided insights into which aspects of community participation (input sharing, decision-making, program 

implementation, and monitoring) were significantly related to perceptions of minimal participation (therapy), 

tokenism, and empowerment. 

The sample's demographic profile indicates a heterogeneous group, with most females (59.68%) and males 

(34.95%), as shown in Table 3. The age distribution suggests that the predominant group is aged 18-24 

(35.48%), succeeded by those aged 25-34 (25.27%), with fewer numbers in the later age categories. Sixty-six 

per cent of respondents possess a bachelor's degree. Regarding employment status, 50% are engaged in full-

time work, whereas significant percentages are unemployed (20.43%) or students (16.67%). The monthly 

income distribution shows that the predominant category earns between RM1501 and RM3999 (37.63%), 

while a notable proportion chooses not to declare their income (38.17%). The marital status reveals that the 

majority are single (74.73%), with a predominant residence in urban areas (50%), followed by suburban 

(24.73%) and rural (16.67%) locales. 

Table 3: Demographic of Respondent 

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILES FREQUENCY % 

Gender  
  

Male 102 34.95 

Female 174 59.68 

Prefer Not To Say 15 5.38 

Age  
  

18 to 24-Year-Old 104 35.48 

25 to 34-Year-Old 74 25.27 

35 to 44-Year-Old 60 20.43 

45 to 54-Year-Old 49 16.67 

55 to 64-Year-Old 3 1.08 

65 And Older 2 0.54 

Prefer Not to Say 2 0.54 

Highest Education 
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SPM And below (equivalent to O-level) 49 16.67 

Diploma 24 8.06 

Bachelor's degree 195 66.67 

Post Graduate Degree 16 5.38 

Prefer Not to Say 9 3.23 

Occupation 
  

Employed Full-Time 146 50.00 

Employed Part-Time 0 0.00 

Self Employed 36 12.37 

Unemployed 60 20.43 

Student 49 16.67 

Retired 2 0.54 

Monthly Income  
  

Below RM1500 0 0.00 

RM1501 to RM3999 110 37.63 

RM4000 to RM7999 22 7.53 

RM8000 to RM11999 19 6.45 

RM12000 to RM14999 17 5.91 

RM15000 and above 13 4.30 

Prefer Not to Say 111 38.17 

Marital Status  
  

Married 72 24.73 

Single  218 74.73 

Divorced 0 0 

Widowed 0 0 

Prefer Not to Say 2 0.54 

Area of Residence 
  

Rural 49 16.67 

Suburban 72 24.73 

Urban 146 50.00 

Prefer Not to Say 24 8.30 

The survey data indicates that a substantial majority (68.82%) of respondents are aware of the Sustainable  
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Development Goals (SDGs), while a considerable segment (19.89%) is not, and 11.29% remain uncertain, as 

shown in Table 4. Most respondents assess their knowledge of SDGs as neutral (39.78%), while smaller 

segments rate it as low (29.03%) or very low (21.51%). Only a few respondents rate their understanding as 

high (5.91%) or very high (3.76%). Most (59.14%) have experienced information or campaigns about the 

SDGs in their community, while 26.34% have not, and 14.52% remain uncertain. Awareness of governmental 

or local governmental initiatives on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is divided, with 47.31% being 

aware and 52.69% unaware. Involvement in SDG-related activities is modest, with 28.49% participating, 

47.85% never engaged, and 23.66% uncertain. 

Table 4 Awareness and Participation in SDGs 

Items FREQUENCY PERCENTAGE 

Are you aware of SDG?   

Yes 201 68.82 

No 58 19.89 

Not Sure 33 11.29 

How would you rate your knowledge of SDGS? 

Very Low 63 21.51 

Low 85 29.03 

Neutral 116 39.78 

High 17 5.91 

Very High 11 3.76 

Have you encountered any SDG-related information or campaigns in your community? 

Yes 173 59.14 

Never 77 26.34 

Not Sure 42 14.52 

Are you aware of the government or LG's efforts towards SDGs? 

Yes 138 47.31 

No 154 52.69 

Have you ever participated in any SDG-related activities in your community? 

Yes 83 28.49 

Never 140 47.85 

Not Sure 69 23.66 

Hypotheses Testing and Path Analysis 

The analysis investigates the impact of four citizen participation mechanisms on SDGs localisation in the 

Local government, which are providing input (INPUT), decision making (DECMAKE), program 

implementation (PROIMP), and monitoring (MONITOR) on three community participation outcomes in local 

government SDG localisation: THERAPY, TOKENISM, and EMPOWERMENT, which are modified based on 
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Arnstein's ladder of participation. Bootstrapping with 5000 samples was used to test the statistical significance 

of path coefficients, providing insights into the influence of each community participation dimension.  

As shown in Table 5 shows that providing input significantly impacts all three levels of participation. Its most 

substantial effect is on Therapy (B=0.38, p<0.001), suggesting that soliciting citizen input leads to low-level 

participation outcomes. It indicates that governments may collect feedback to create an illusion of engagement 

without meaningful involvement. Providing input also significantly influences Tokenism (B=0.367,p<0.001), 

where citizens feel their voices are heard but lack substantial decision-making power, reflecting superficial 

inclusion in SDG processes. Lastly, INPUT has a positive but more negligible effect on Empowerment 

(B=0.247,p=0.001), suggesting that while citizen input can foster genuine influence, its impact is limited 

compared to other mechanisms. 

Table 5 Hypothesis Testing Results 

Hypothesis relationship (B) T stat P value Decision F2 

H1a Input → therapy 0.38 3.842 0 yes 0.211 

H1b Decmake → therapy 0.207 1.307 0.191 no 0.029 

H1c Proimp → therap 0.045 0.276 0.783 no 0.001 

H1d Monitor → therapy 0.244 1.712 0.087 no 0.044 

H2a Input → token 0.367 4.318 0.000 yes 0.143 

H2b Decmake → token -0.088 0.486 0.627 no 0.004 

H2c Proimp → token 0.073 0.41 0.682 no 0.001 

H2d Monitor → token 0.355 2.87 0.004 yes 0.068 

H3a Input → empower 0.247 3.268 0.001 yes 0.08 

H3b Proimp → empower 0.019 0.114 0.909 no 0 

H3c Decmake → empower 0.031 0.17 0.865 no 0.001 

H3d Monitor → empower 0.505 3.839 0.000 yes 0.169 

Decision-making does not significantly affect Therapy, Tokenism, or Empowerment (p>0.05 for all 

relationships). This indicates that citizens' involvement in decision-making processes is either symbolic or 

constrained, failing to produce meaningful changes in SDG localisation outcomes. This finding suggests a 

need for citizens to have more authentic and impactful decision-making roles. 

Program Implementation also shows no significant effects on participation outcomes (p>0.05 across all 

relationships). This result may imply that citizen involvement in program implementation in the local 

government SDG initiatives is perceived as operational rather than strategic, limiting its contribution to deeper 

engagement or empowerment. This highlights the need for citizens to be more active in shaping and steering 

program outcomes rather than simply executing predefined tasks. 

Monitoring has mixed but significant effects. While its influence on therapy is marginal (B=0.244, p=0.087), it 

significantly impacts Tokenism (B=0.355, p=0.004) and Empowerment (B=0.505, p<0.001). The relationship 

between MONITOR and Empowerment points out the critical role of citizen oversight in shifting power 

dynamics, fostering accountability, and enabling meaningful participation in SDG localisation. This suggests 

that citizen monitoring is key for moving from symbolic to substantive involvement. 

The effect size (𝑓2), as shown in Table 5 analysis, revealed notable contributions for specific paths. The  
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relationship between INPUT and THERAPY exhibited a firm effect size (𝑓2=0.21), highlighting the 

substantial impact of citizens providing input on their perception of participation. Likewise, MONITORING 

and EMPOWERMENT showed a significant effect size (𝑓2=0.169), underscoring the critical role of 

monitoring in fostering citizen control and meaningful engagement in governance processes. These findings 

provide valuable insights into the mechanisms driving citizen participation in governance. 

According to Arnstein's Theory, therapy represents the lowest rung of citizen participation, characterised by 

non-participation and superficial engagement, with governments seeking to "educate" or "cure" citizens 

through consultation mechanisms that do not foster real decision-making influence. In this study, therapy 

reflects instances of limited citizen engagement where input-sharing activities are conducted but fail to lead to 

meaningful participation. Input sharing positively correlated with perceptions of minimal participation, 

suggesting that citizens' involvement often remains symbolic, focusing on information gathering rather than 

power redistribution [26]. Input-sharing exercises may give the impression of participation, but they primarily 

sustain non-participatory modes of governance [1][11]. 

Tokenism represents a mid-level citizen engagement where citizens have avenues to express their voices but 

lack absolute decision-making authority or influence. This is typically reflected through consultations, 

feedback sessions, or public surveys, which symbolise inclusion but often do not lead to substantive changes 

[22]. This study's findings highlight that input sharing demonstrates a positive relationship with tokenism, with 

the strongest association observed in citizens' perception of limited engagement. Citizens often find their 

involvement confined to symbolic gestures rather than genuine decision-making power [8][1]. Similarly, 

citizen decision-making shows associations with tokenism but rarely leads to higher levels of empowerment or 

citizen control. Monitoring activities also yield mixed effects, as they are linked to tokenistic participation in 

some cases but can enhance citizens' engagement depending on the level of oversight and accountability they 

exercise. 

Empowerment, the highest rung on Arnstein's ladder, reflects genuine citizen participation, perhaps marked by 

shared decision-making, control of resources, and accountability. It indicates the active and substantive 

engagement of citizens granted absolute authority to shape decision-making outcomes and influence local 

government actions. This study identified monitoring as a significant mechanism contributing to citizen 

empowerment. When communities actively monitor SDG initiatives and hold governments accountable, they 

experience heightened engagement and empowerment. The findings highlight that monitoring provides 

communities with opportunities to demand accountability and to ensure that SDG localisation initiatives are 

effectively implemented [15][4]. While Program Implementation and other forms of participation demonstrate 

positive engagement with tokenistic elements, they do not exhibit as strong a link with empowerment 

outcomes compared to monitoring [15][16][4]. Citizen involvement in governance strengthens public policy's 

legitimacy, accountability, and effectiveness. By incorporating diverse perspectives and local knowledge into 

decision-making processes, governments can develop more responsive and inclusive policies, addressing all 

citizens' needs more effectively. However, fostering citizen participation in governance is often challenging 

due to structural complexities within institutional frameworks [40]. 

The study reveals that while mechanisms such as input sharing, decision-making, and program implementation 

may facilitate forms of participation, they primarily operate within the lower rungs of Arnstein's ladder, mainly 

reflecting tokenistic involvement rather than genuine citizen empowerment. Only through active oversight and 

monitoring do citizens experience a more substantial shift toward empowerment, demonstrating the 

importance of accountability and shared power in fostering genuine engagement. This suggests that while local 

governments encourage various forms of citizen participation, they must work to move beyond symbolic 

involvement toward more profound, more substantive forms of citizen empowerment. The findings reveal a 

similar framework that suggests an essential link of citizen-generated data in design requirements to ensure the 

data is suitable for local monitoring [4], to enhance the visibility and impact of SDG Initiative [25], and to 

amplify citizen engagement [8][9][12]. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The analysis identified several significant hypotheses in the relationships between citizen involvement  
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dimensions and levels of participation. Providing input was found to have a significant positive effect on 

Therapy (H1a), Tokenism (H2a), and Empowerment (H3a). Additionally, monitoring demonstrated a 

significant favourable influence on both Tokenism (H2d) and Empowerment (H3d), indicating its importance 

in fostering higher levels of community participation. Conversely, some hypotheses were found to be 

insignificant. Decision-making did not significantly influence Therapy, Tokenism, or Empowerment, 

suggesting that mere involvement in decision-making processes does not necessarily translate to perceived 

participation or empowerment. Similarly, Program Implementation did not significantly affect any outcome 

variables, indicating a limited impact of citizen participation in program execution on levels of involvement. 

To enhance community participation in the localisation of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and to 

progress toward genuine citizen empowerment, this study provides the following recommendations based on 

the analysis and findings. Local governments should establish structured and systematic avenues for 

community input at various stages of SDG-related initiatives. Beyond simple feedback collection, these 

mechanisms should empower citizens to influence decision-making processes actively. Structured forums, 

such as town halls, advisory councils, and digital platforms like online surveys, can provide consistent 

opportunities for citizens to express concerns, share ideas, and contribute meaningfully to local governance. 

Ensuring citizens' voices are systematically considered can shift engagement from tokenistic levels toward 

more meaningful participation. 

Transparency is a critical factor in fostering trust and encouraging deeper community engagement. Local 

governments are encouraged to share clear and detailed information on how community feedback shapes 

policy decisions and regional development plans. This includes making updates on SDG progress and decision 

rationales publicly accessible. Transparent decision-making reassures communities of their role in contributing 

to local development goals, thereby building confidence and encouraging sustained participation. 

Citizen participation should extend beyond input and decision-making into the monitoring and evaluation 

phases of SDG implementation. Local governments can integrate participatory monitoring mechanisms, such 

as citizen-led community audits and evaluation workshops, to enable residents to assess the progress of SDG 

initiatives, provide feedback, and suggest corrective actions. These monitoring initiatives foster a sense of 

ownership, accountability, and sustained empowerment by allowing citizens to ensure that SDG 

implementation aligns with their needs and priorities. 

Collaboration with Civil society organisations (CSOs) can address resource gaps and bring specialised 

expertise to SDG initiatives. CSOs can facilitate public awareness campaigns, conduct training programs, 

assist in data collection, and support participatory monitoring efforts. These partnerships can expand 

community engagement, build strategic capacity, and strengthen citizens' ability to contribute meaningfully to 

SDG localisation. 

Local governments should prioritise capacity-building initiatives to counter barriers such as limited awareness 

of SDGs and insufficient participation capacity. The survey responses in this research have shown that many 

do not know what SDG is. Tailored workshops, community education programs, and awareness campaigns can 

equip citizens with the knowledge and skills to engage meaningfully with SDGs and local governance 

processes. Special attention should be given to empowering marginalised groups, ensuring diverse perspectives 

are represented and included in the localisation process. 

Local governments should align SDG objectives with local development planning to ensure that communities' 

priorities are at the centre of sustainable development strategies. The authority must devise a robust framework 

to implement these recommendations across various governance contexts, including rural and underdeveloped 

areas. By incorporating citizens' active and meaningful participation, governments can demonstrate their 

commitment to sustainability while providing a clear pathway for citizen participation. This integration creates 

opportunities for communities to engage in measurable, actionable objectives, fostering a shared vision for 

local and national SDG progress. 

These recommendations aim to transition community participation from symbolic gestures and tokenistic  
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levels toward genuine empowerment within Arnstein's Ladder of Participation framework. Implementing these 

strategies would strengthen trust, create more inclusive governance practices, and ensure sustainable, 

community-driven solutions in SDG localisation efforts. By addressing barriers, fostering partnerships, and 

promoting transparency, local governments can strengthen community bonds, enhance citizen agency, and 

contribute meaningfully to sustainable development goals. 

CONCLUSION 

This study explored the role of community participation in localising sustainable development goals (SDGs) 

within local Malaysian governments, focusing on how different levels of involvement influence perceptions of 

empowerment, tokenism, and control. Using Arnstein's Ladder of Citizen Participation as a guiding framework, 

the research revealed that while local governments often encourage citizen engagement through input sharing 

and involvement in program implementation, many efforts remain within tokenistic engagement. Citizens 

perceive empowerment and genuine influence over SDG activities just when they are actively engaged in 

monitoring and evaluation.  

This study highlights critical implications for local governance and citizen participation in SDG localisation. 

The findings underline the need to shift from tokenistic practices toward meaningful community engagement 

across all stages of SDG implementation. Local governments can achieve this by adopting structured 

mechanisms for citizen input, ensuring transparency in decision-making, and promoting active community 

participation in monitoring efforts. These strategies can align SDG initiatives more closely with community 

priorities while enhancing accountability and improving project outcomes. Furthermore, fostering partnerships 

with civil society organisations (CSOs) and investing in capacity-building programs are vital. Such initiatives 

can empower communities by equipping them with the necessary knowledge, resources, and opportunities to 

participate effectively in sustainable development processes. This approach can help address barriers such as 

low awareness and resource constraints, creating a more inclusive and impactful path toward achieving SDG 

goals. 

Despite the contributions of this study to understanding community participation in the localisation of 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) through the lens of Arnstein's ladder of participation, several 

limitations must be acknowledged. These limitations may influence the interpretation and generalizability of 

the findings. First, only 162 out of 293 distributed questionnaires were used due to missing data, outliers, and 

non-engaged responses. Apart from that, the respondents were selected through a convenient sampling, which 

may limit the representativeness of the findings. Second, the cross-sectional design captures relationships 

simultaneously but cannot establish causal links or trends over time. Third, while the study focused on four 

participation mechanisms: providing input, decision-making, program implementation, and monitoring SDGs 

in the local government, other contextual factors or mechanisms influencing participation were not explored. 

Apart from that, the framework of the Arnstein ladder of participation rung is simplified and may undermine 

the Theory's full explanation. Fourth, the reliance on survey data may introduce biases such as recall and 

common method bias. Lastly, the findings are context-specific to local SDG localisation efforts in Malaysia 

and may not generalise to other countries or regions.  

These limitations highlight the need for caution when interpreting the findings and suggest opportunities for 

future research. Future studies could expand the sample size, explore additional contextual variables, adopt 

longitudinal designs, and conduct cross-country comparisons to build on the findings and address the 

limitations identified in this study. Future research should investigate other factors affecting community 

participation, such as socio-economic constraints, access to digital platforms, and cultural dynamics, to provide 

a more nuanced understanding of effective SDG localisation. This study emphasises that meaningful 

community empowerment is central to advancing SDG goals and building resilient, sustainable communities, 

positioning local governments as facilitators and allies in sustainable development. 
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