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Consensual and participative forms of environmental governance are becoming 
increasingly important and are increasingly institutionalized. We observe that the 
main motive for the current emphasis of public involvement in environmental 
decisions is the expectation of enhanced implementation and compliance. This is 
shown drawing on current international and EU developments (part 1). We argue 
that, as of now, this expectation is based on a claim that still remains insufficiently 
substantiated. The effects of participatory processes on implementation of and 
compliance with political measures have up to now neither been sufficiently 
conceptualized nor empirically explored in a systematic fashion. We propose a 
causal model that integrates different hypotheses regarding the conditions under 
which public participation is likely to enhance the environmental efficiency, or 
effectiveness, of decisions (part 2). This model serves as a conceptual framework 
for a comparative secondary analysis of existing case studies as part of an ongoing 
research project. First results are presented, highlighting different types of 
participatory settings and the problems of an appropriate notion of effectiveness 
(part 3).  
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1.  Introduction 
 
The issue of environmental decision-making has been hotly disputed among 
politicians, environmental activists and political scientists for about 30 years. While 
the early debate can be characterized by a polarisation between authoritarian and 
democratic-deliberative approaches disagreeing on the ecological judiciousness and 
political wisdom of state actors, societal forces and experts, today we observe a 
pragmatism being supporting new forms of decision-making. There are conflicts 
about the ‘when’, ‘how’ and ‘why’ of participatory modes of politics rather than 
about the ‘whether’. Several scholars, however, argue that many Western societies 
are experiencing a general shift away from top-down approaches and adversial 
democracy towards less antagonistic forms of political organisation, from 
government to governance. 
In this chapter we argue, that there are three lines of reasoning that justify the 
emergence of participatory decision-making. We demonstrate that the first and the 
third line of reasoning in particular – theory of the state and implementation 
research – provide many of the arguments anchored in current EU environmental 
legislation and highlight the improved quality of decisions and enhanced compliance 
to rules. 

 
1.1  Three approaches towards participatory governance 
 
In the past, theorists of three different disciplines aimed at determining impact, 
relevance and reasons of participatory governance. While scholars of public policy 
were primarily concerned about the nation state’s capacities to fulfil the tasks it was 
expected to, democratic theorists reflected on new ways of legitimising democracy 
in states being currently in transition to postmodernism and post-industrialism. In 
contrast, researchers of administration and implementation considered how to 
improve civil society’s acceptance of administrative acts in order to enhance 
implementation effectiveness. However, most representatives of these disciplines 
share the view that deliberative ways of decision-making might be an answer to the 
questions they have posed and a solution to the problems they have identified. 
Then again, due to the diversity of their motives they associated quite different 
hopes and expectations with citizen participation and, as a consequence, developed 
distinct notions of success and effectiveness. 
 
Theory of the state 
 
For two decades, theorists of the state have been discussing the transformation of 
the state, abandoning notions of a unitary, authoritatively acting state separated 
from civil society, as they had been dominant for a long time in public law and 
administration studies (Mayntz 1997). As empirical implementation research 
revealed disillusioning results regarding the effectiveness of state action (Mayntz 
1979; 1993), these findings were reinforced by comments of systems theorists 
claiming that purposive state action was in general impossible and such attempts 
doomed to failure (Luhmann 1995). So the “failing state” (Jänicke 1990) faces a 
double loss of sovereignty: Hard-pressed by global economic actors and forced to 
concessions by transnational regimes it loses influence due to international 
developments; at the same time, however, new social movements question the 
state’s authority and technological progress seriously challenges the state’s range 
of action at the domestic level (Scharpf 1992). Henceforth, considering its 
impotency, the “disenchanted” state may just turn to “irony” (Willke 1983; 1992; 
Szerszynski 2005) and attempts to accept the global challenge by establishing 
supranational and international rule-making bodies. At the domestic level the state 
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resorted to cooperative and communicative ways of decision-making, thus returning 
power and influence to non-state actors. Subsequently, analysts of public policy 
identified various forms of regulation located between state, market and society. 
Policy networks, participatory and deliberative governance and the like are 
considered as ways to preserve regulatory capacities and to improve 
implementation of policy measures (Waarden 1992; Scharpf 1993; Jachtenfuchs 
1997). Even if the phenomenon is not so new as some scholars might let us think - 
after all some European countries such as Germany or the Netherlands have been 
characterized for decades by a corporatist political landscape - the complexity and 
intensity is definitely rising (Kleger 1995). Regulatory forms such as negotiation, 
stakeholder participation, self-governance or hierarchical top-down procedures can 
be observed in varying depths of application in various fields of politics, establishing 
a coexistence of different modes of governance (Glasbergen 1995; Kohler-Koch 
1999). 
 
Democratic theory 
 
A more normative stance is taken by the emancipatory approach of many 
democratic theorists, who discovered participatory decision-making as a new basis 
of legitimacy for the representative democracies of the late 20th century. Although 
there are significant conceptual differences between the approaches of scholars like 
Dryzek (1990), Bohman (1996) or Sirianni (2001), they all share two basic 
assumptions: On the one hand, traditional institutions of Western democracies have 
grown deficient and to a large extent miss reflexivity. The underlying thesis claims 
that traditional decision-making processes conceive of citizens as political agents 
who accept administrative decisions without challenge and who do not head 
towards further participatory engagement. That this kind of policy making might be 
inadequate in the era of risk society and reflexive modernity is a position not only 
taken by Beck (1992; 1996) - most notably as it completely ignores the 
transformed conception of active citizenship. On the other hand, it is exactly these 
risks that explain the demand for a modernisation of environmental democratic 
decision-making (Zilleßen 1993). Environmental crises reveal the inability of 
modern societies to maintain a non-destructive and non-instrumental relationship 
towards nature. The reason is that the tremendous powers to shape reality inherent 
in modern technologies come along with a type of risk whose potentials are both 
hard to calculate as well as compensate and lack specification on a geographical 
and temporal scale. Consequently, the insecurity of knowledge is on the increase; 
the ability to forecast impacts reaches fundamental limits (Funtowicz & Ravetz 
1993; Voß et al. 1996). Thus, there is a dichotomy between decision-makers and 
those affected, making it an imperative to involve citizens in rulemaking and to 
reequilibrate democratic participation. 
 
Administration and implementation research 
 
Researchers of public administration and policy implementation interpret 
participatory governance as an extension or replacement of hitherto existing 
informal administrative practice (Hoffmann-Riem & Schmidt-Aßmann 1990). Point 
of departure is the observation that bureaucracy by no means acts as neutral and 
objective as Weber (1947) ideally conceived it and as its self-image so often 
suggests. Rather, state agents maintain diverse forms of informal contacts to 
stakeholders, whereby the logics of administrative dynamics and rationality might 
explain the varying quality and proximity of those interactions (Downs 1967; 
Niskanen 1996; Denhardt 2004). Consequently, citizens affected by forthcoming 
decisions often feel that their concerns are not adequately addressed. As a result, 
citizens take the matter before court, thus delaying or even forestalling political 
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decisions. By incorporating public concern and formalizing stakeholder interaction 
through participatory governance, scholars of public administration expect a 
reduction of public resistance (be it political or legal) and an improvement of 
acceptance towards administrative decisions leading to an enhanced 
implementation effectiveness (Enserink & Monnikhof 2003). Further, by intensifying 
communication some even anticipate an improved quality of decision as the 
integration of local and expert knowledge might initiate processes of social learning 
for all participants (Hofman 1998; Lemos 1998; Diduck & Sinclair 2001; Bulkeley & 
Mol 2003).  

 
1.2  International and European Union developments 
 
Taking the cue from theorists of the state as well as administration and 
implementation research, current international and EU environmental policies 
increasingly promote the participation of non-state actors in environmental 
governance as a means to improved quality of decision and efficient 
implementation. Based on the expectation that these two prerequisites are key for 
attaining policy goals, democratising environmental decision- making is thus 
expected to lead to a greater efficiency in terms of more effective improvements of 
environmental quality. 
 
On an international level, principle 10 of the Rio declaration1 has prompted a still 
continuing salience of participation and more ‘democratic’ decision-making as 
expressed in the declarations of most recent international environmental 
conferences. Since 1998, 40 states have ratified the Aarhus convention on access 
to information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice in 
environmental matters, legally implemented in the EU by the Public Participation 
Directive 2003/35/EC. In this spirit, three further EU directives were passed that 
explicitly demand public participation in environmental decisions. While the 
Directive 2001/42/EC on the Strategic Environmental Assessment and the new 
Environmental Information Directive (2003/4/EC) are purely procedural law, the 
Water Framework Directive (2000/60/EC; WFD) combines substantive requirements 
(‘good water status’) with procedural obligations, which include information and 
consultation of the public as well as its ‘active involvement’ (Art. 14 WFD). 
 
The primary motive to promote participatory decision-making in these legal 
documents is to ultimately improve environmental quality. This can be shown by a 
text analysis of the WFD and the Aarhus convention. The WFD claims in preamble 
14 that “the success of this Directive relies on close cooperation and coherent 
action at Community, Member State and local level as well as on information, 
consultation and involvement of the public, including users”. More information on 
the rationale behind its public participation demands are given by the Guidance 
Document on Public Participation that accompanies the Directive. It clearly states 
that “the purpose of the participatory requirements of Article 14, including active 
involvement, is to support the effective implementation of the Directive” (EU 2002, 
p32). An overview of the results of the text analysis is given in Table 1. While 
 
1  “Environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all concerned citizens, at the 
relevant level. At the national level, each individual shall have appropriate access to information 
concerning the environment that is held by public authorities ..., and the opportunity to participate in 
decision-making processes. States shall facilitate and encourage public awareness and participation 
by making information widely available. Effective access to judicial and administrative proceedings 
... shall be provided.” (available at http://www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-
1annex1.htm). 
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motives of improved legitimacy play a certain role, the main and ultimate argument 
is the improved attainment of substantive environmental goals. In the Aarhus 
convention, too, all requirements for more ‘democratic’ decision-making are 
ultimately instrumental to the goal of reaching better environmental quality (Newig 
2005a; 2005b). 
 

Public participation motives and goals  Århus Convention WFD (PP Gd. Doc.)

Improved attainment of substantive environmental goals 
Improved quality of decision 

benefit from lay local knowledge  
gain knowledge about opinions and acceptance on 
the part of the public  

Improved implementation 
increase environmental awareness, education, 
information 
build acceptance of and identification with decision  
build trust among non-state actors and between civil 
society and the administration 
alleviate conflicts by mediation of interests 

preambles 5, 6, 7, 9 
 
preamble 16 
xxx xxx xxx xxx 
xxx  
 
preambles 9, 14 
xxxx 
preamble 10 

pp. 7, 26 
 
pp. 24, 26, 41 
p. 24 xxx xx xxx 
xxx 
 
p. 4, 26 
xxxxxxxxxxx 
pp. 4, 26, 41 
pp. 26, 41 
xxxxxxxxx 
pp. 26, 41 

Improved legitimacy of decision 
transparency of decision-making and control of state 
policy  
pursuit of legitimate self-interests on the part of non-
state actors  
deliberation and democracy 

 
preambles 10, 11 
xxx xxx 
preamble 18 
xxxxxxxxx 
preamble 21 

 
p. 26 

  
Tab. 1: Typology of public participation goals as mentioned in different EU legal 
documents  
 
However, the claim that more ‘democracy’ and participation brings about better 
outcomes is not undisputed. Even if one does not follow the pessimistic notion of 
participation as a “new tyranny” (Cooke & Kothari 2001), it is clear that 
participation cannot be obtained for free and its effects remain contentious up to 
now (see, e.g., Lee & Abbot 2003). In the end, it is an empirical question whether, 
to what extent, and under what conditions participative decision-making in fact 
leads to better implementation, improved quality of decision and therefore to a 
more sustainable environmental use. These issues shall be addressed in the next 
chapter. 
 
2.  Outcome effectiveness of participatory decision-making in its 
societal context: proposed causal model structure 
 
In this chapter we argue that, as of now, the expectation of an improved outcome 
effectiveness through enhanced democratic decision-making is based on a claim 
that still remains insufficiently substantiated. The effects of participatory processes 
on implementation of and compliance with political measures have up to now 
neither been sufficiently conceptualized nor empirically explored in a systematic 
fashion. We propose a causal model that integrates different hypotheses regarding 
the conditions under which public participation is likely to enhance the 
environmental efficiency, or effectiveness, of decisions. 
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2.1  Towards an outcome-oriented evaluation of participatory 
governance 
 
Although there is a growing body of conceptual and empirical literature on public 
participation, a major research gap remains for issues of evaluation (Blackburn 
1995; Chess 2000; Lauber & Knuth 2000). 
 
On the one hand, there is a remarkable uncertainty about the object of 
investigation itself. As Rowe & Frewer (2005) point out, key terms such as ‘public 
participation’ or ‘stakeholder’ often are only poorly defined in citizen involvement 
studies. Further, most scholars fail to differentiate functional equivalents when 
defining terms, so the literature can be characterised, after all, by an unclear, 
inconsistent and often contradictory nomenclature. As a matter of course, this does 
not support systematic and comparative evaluations (see also Goldenberg & 
Friederes 1986).  
 
On the other hand, the issue of conceptualising ‘effectiveness’ causes major trouble 
since there is no universal and objective understanding of what might be an 
effective participatory decision-making process (Rowe & Frewer 2000; 2004). The 
expectations associated with citizen involvement quite often determine the notion 
of ‘effectiveness’. Hence, the multitude of criteria found in the literature (for an 
overview, see Cowie & O’Toole 1998; Chess & Purcell 1999) quite exactly reflects 
the motives for participatory governance as they were discussed in part 1.1 - the 
more so as some positive assumptions directly contradict each other, e.g. the hope 
for a rapid implementation and for a high quality of solutions (Rowe & Frewer 
2004).  
 
What’s more, participation research itself has refused evaluations for a long time. 
Todd (2001) asserts that there is a general conflict between the desire to promote 
participatory modes of governance and the necessity to evaluate objectively. As 
long as many classics of the discipline are published by authors anchored both in 
science and practice (e.g. as consultants), interest conflicts and biases are hardly to 
be avoided (Rabe 1988; Sipe & Stiftel 1995). 
 
Following from these difficulties, many scholars have settled for conceiving 
effectiveness of participatory decision-making processes in terms of participant 
satisfaction (e.g. Rosener 1981; Potter & Norville 1983; Moore 1996). Admittedly, 
such research may provide interesting insights regarding what people think of and 
expect from participatory governance (McCool & Guthrie 1999; Tuler & Webler 
1999)2. However, we maintain that these works refrain from empirically questioning 
widely held beliefs on and justifications for collaborative governance. Furthermore, 
developing effectiveness criteria ex-post is “analogous to shooting the arrow first, 
then painting a target around the point where it landed” (Todd 2001). Following 
established trends in literature, we rather suggest to generate theory-driven criteria 
before evaluation (Bartlett 1994), thus distinguishing between process-oriented and 
outcome-oriented accounts (Rosener 1978; Moore 1996).  
 
Scholars proposing a process-oriented approach (‘legitimacy approach’ or ‘rights 
approach’) more often than not adhere to the democratic theory line of reasoning 
(see chapter 1.1). As they consider participatory governance as an end in itself, 

 
2 Santos & Chess (2003), e.g., report that the participants interviewed preferred high-quality political 
outcomes to fairness, equality and further process criteria. 
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these researchers develop effectiveness criteria such as fairness, 
representativeness, dialogue, consensus and equality – terms which are in close 
proximity to the Habermasian concept of an ‘ideal discourse’ (Renn, Webler & 
Wiedemann 1995; Lynn & Busenberg 1995; Jabbour & Balsillie 2003). We 
acknowledge that the gentle diffusion of deliberative policy arenas may also justify 
calls for a new debate on legitimacy. Furthermore, we are aware that evaluating 
outcomes falls short of providing convincing solutions for the normative challenges 
of democratic rule that arise due to the novel complexities of governance (Bartlett 
1994). Yet we call into question the claim that participatory decision-making be 
legitimised solely by itself. Embedded in a broader process of legitimisation, these 
new modes of governance have to stand the test of time including a critical 
evaluation of the political outcomes (Lee & Abbot 2003; see also Geis 2005). 
 
Approaches focussing on outcomes, implementation and the role of public 
participation in the policy process (‘policy delivery approach’) have so far received 
surprisingly little attention. Hence, the empirical evidence for the claim that, as we 
have seen, forms the basis for much of current EU legislation, is still extremely 
weak and scattered (see Diduck & Sinclair 2002; Beierle & Cayford 2002; Turner & 
Weninger 2005). To our knowledge, there is not a single systematic study available 
in English or German language covering this issue. Most studies that do mention 
issues of effectiveness, outcomes or implementation do this only casually, or as a 
by-product; underlying mechanisms are often only implicit. Hence, Beierle and 
Cayford in their highly cited study on public participation in environmental decisions 
demand that “(...) more research on implementation is needed. The value of public 
participation will ultimately be judged by its ability to enhance implementation and 
show demonstrable benefits for environmental quality. Understanding the links 
between participation and actions on the ground is a high priority. Research should 
focus on the specific links between public participation and the political, legal, and 
social forces that drive implementation forward” (Beierle & Cayford 2002, p76). 
 
2.2  Causal model structure: context, process, decision 
 
Against this background, this paper seeks to integrate existing assumptions on 
mechanisms in a causal model. This implies to clearly describe and link the different 
hypotheses regarding those mechanisms, according to which participatory decision-
making leads to better environmental outcomes. The notion of ‘more democratic’, 
participatory decision-making or ‘new forms of environmental governance’ 
essentially refers to different forms and instruments of citizen and stakeholder 
participation. This includes public hearings, citizen juries, dispute settlement 
efforts, negotiated rulemaking as well as cooperative forms of problem solving, to 
name but a few. However, drawing on Rowe & Frewer (2005), we only take into 
consideration those public engagement processes which are shaped by mutual and 
reciprocal information flows between the public and the initiators of such processes 
(public participation) or those shaped by information flows from the stakeholders to 
public authorities (public consultation). Based on the observation that those public 
engagement processes solely defined by information flows from public authorities to 
societal actors (public communication) are in fact standard top-down procedures 
with improved PR yet without any change in the decision-making structure, these 
will be disregarded.  
 
The causal model structure proposed in this chapter illustrates our basic 
assumption whereby the outcome of a political decision is dependent on the 
decision-making process, which in turn is embedded in and influenced by a societal 
context. The context may react upon the political outcome and, as a result, might 
change. This feedback refers to longer time scales and often has impact far beyond 
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single decision-making processes. Consequently, the outcome of a political decision 
may affect the context of subsequent decisions. 
 

   
Fig. 1: Overview of model structure 
 
Each of the three domains covers a multiplicity of variables affecting each other. 
Extracted out of classic works of public participation research, they represent the 
most commonly assumed influencing factors on the substantive outcome of citizen 
involvement processes. Due to the theoretical and methodological pluralism, 
relevance and effects of these factors are highly disputed. Even worse, the lack of 
any conceptual approach in some studies makes it difficult to comprehend their 
interdependence at all. As a result, the model portrays the variety of influencing 
factors without asserting definitive claims on their empirical relevance. Hence, the 
conceptual basis of our research is less determined by a certain theory that we 
would like to prove or disprove. Rather, the plurality of present approaches on the 
effectiveness of collaborative governance and its influencing factors only form the 
point of departure for our empirical meta-analysis of existing case studies. Figure 2 
illustrates the causal model structure, whereby („+“) and („–“) denote increasing 
and decreasing effects, respectively. Correlations disputed in the literature based 
on the fact that theorists expect different or even contradictory impacts were 
depicted by „±“.  
 
In the subsequent parts of the chapter we discuss the model by outlining outcome 
effectiveness (2.3) and highlighting influencing factors on both the output of the 
decision and implementation effectiveness (2.4). Furthermore, we discuss 
influences of process design (2.5) and the impacts of societal context (2.6). 
 

 
Fig. 2: Causal model structure. Arrows represent causal relationships, broken 
arrows illustrate temporarily delayed feedback loops.  
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2.3  Outlining outcome effectiveness 
 
The starting point of our line of reasoning is a simple cause-and-effect chain which 
comprises the essential elements regarding outcome effectiveness, putting aside, in 
the first instance, the particular effects of participatory decision-making. This chain 
draws heavily on the traditional heuristics of implementation research and 
highlights ‘policy design’, ‘implementation’ and ‘impact’ (Pressman & Wildavsky 
1984). At first sight, it might surprise that we obviously follow a classic top-down 
approach (Hill & Hupe 2002), for participation research tends to concentrate on 
those modes of governance that differ from traditional decision-making. 
Nonetheless, taking effective policy implementation and outcome effectiveness to 
be the central yardsticks to evaluate public participation, our research question 
already determines the direction of analysis: namely from the collective decision 
(by inclusion of non-state actors) leading to implementation and compliance by 
societal actors3. Key terms are: 
 

• Output: The agreement or political decision resulting from the decision-
making process usually comprises a goal to be achieved, certain pertinent 
measures in order to achieve this goal as well as incentives, sanctions and 
monitoring mechanisms to attain compliance. It is reasonable to assume 
that the final outcome is dependent on whether the agreement contains a 
well-defined environmental performance objective, which in turn represents 
a meaningful improvement in environmental performance. Further, the 
agreement should contain a credible mechanism for achieving the 
environmental performance objective (de Clercq & Suck 2002). 

 
• Outcome effectiveness: Drawing on the rate of effectiveness introduced by 

the German legal sociologist Geiger (1964), this is the degree to which the 
substantive goal of a decision is attained. E.g. if a local ban of vehicles in a 
city centre is decided in order to reduce airborne particulate matter by 40 
per cent, but only a 20 per cent reduction is actually achieved, then the 
outcome effectiveness is 50 per cent.  

 
• Implementation effectiveness: While certain policy measures can be 

potentially effective – i.e., they have a high potential outcome effectiveness 
–, implementation deficits can lead to a far lower actual outcome 
effectiveness. Even given an appropriate policy output a certain policy goal 
can scarcely be attained if implementation is weak or non-existent This 
share of effectiveness is denoted implementation effectiveness. 

 
Now what exactly do we understand by effectiveness? Effectiveness denotes the 
degree to which a policy action achieves the desired outcome. It is thus defined as 
the ratio of the achieved effect and the desired environmental outcome. For the 
sake of clarification, it is helpful to distinguish the different sorts of effects that play 
a role in our consideration (see figure 2).  

 
3 This does not, of course, exclude complex feed back or evolutionary mechanisms as being 
discussed since Majone & Wildavsky 1978. 
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environmental
quality

actual conditions

goal: target conditions

conditions (outcome) due to
strictly authoritative measures 

conditions (outcome) due to 
participatory process

“base line”
effect

participatory
effectdesired

effect

max. potential
participatory
effect

implementation deficit

 
 
Fig. 3: Illustrating the notion of effectiveness (see text). 
 
Assuming that for some dimension of environmental quality (e.g. the absence of 
nitrate in ground water) the current actual conditions shall be improved to a certain 
extent according to a given goal (target conditions)4, then this desired 
improvement, the desired effect, is the fundamental reference value (i.e., 
mathematically, the denominator of the fraction) for the determination of 
effectiveness. Regarding the factual effect that the decided measures have 
achieved, or will achieve, we can conceptually distinguish those substantive 
outcomes that are realised due to strictly authoritative measures such as legal 
validity, enforcement rules, etc. (‘baseline’ effect) from those that are attained due 
to the effects of participation (participatory effect)5. The assumption is that the 
latter will be higher than the former, though the opposite may of course also be the 
case. The central concern of this paper regards the supposed increased 
effectiveness through participation. Here, the relevant reference value is that 
portion of the desired effect that participation can potentially produce (maximum 
potential participatory effect), thus deducing those non-participatory ‘baseline’ 
effects. Participatory outcome effectiveness is then defined by the factual 
participatory effect divided by the maximum potential participatory effect. 
 
Hence, we maintain that the actual substantive effectiveness (outcome 
effectiveness) is a product of output quality and implementation effectiveness: 
Neither a bad output, even if it is well implemented, nor a good output, if not 
implemented at all, can lead to an effective outcome. 
 

 
4 This goal can either be formulated in the (local) (participatory) decision process, or be found in 
some higher-order law such as national or EU law. 
5 This is, first of all, an analytical distinction and does not imply that in each single case it will be 
possible to empirically separate the causal effects of participation from other effects. 
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2.4  Outcome: Improved quality of decision and implementation 
through participation? 
 
As indicated previously, it is common knowledge in participation research that the 
two factors determining the outcome of collaborative governance, output and 
implementation effectiveness, are significantly conditioned by how non-state actors 
are involved in decision-making, what information flows are generated and how 
conflicts are dealt with. Yet, there is fundamental disagreement concerning the 
exact mechanisms and interactions: 
 
Improved quality of decision due to social learning and integration of local 
knowledge  
 
One school of thought argues that participation directly improves the output of 
decision-making. Based on the observation that citizens have an extensive and 
specialized knowledge about local affairs and problems (Thomas 1995; Steele 
2001), proponents of this line of reasoning claim that participation may help 
incorporating new facts and data to the decision-making process previously 
dominated by abstract expert knowledge and disregarding local concerns. This 
mechanism might, in turn, enhance the substantial quality of the policy output 
(López Cerezo & González García 1996; Yearley et al. 2003). Opponents hold that 
public authorities usually resort to different and more reliable means for obtaining 
information, particularly when dealing with highly technological issues that require 
specialized expert knowledge (Kraft 1988; Munnichs 2004). Hence, public 
authorities constantly experience tensions due to contradictory goals: 
 
 “Where the needs for quality are greater, there is less need to involve the public. 
Where, on the other hand, the needs for acceptability are greater, the need to 
involve the public and to share decision-making authority will be greater. Where 
both needs are substantial, there will be competing needs for public involvement 
and for constraints on that involvement” (Thomas 1995, p36). 
 
It is obvious that this is a general debate about different notions of the role of 
knowledge in public life and of how knowledge is constructed. Other authors stress 
the positive effects emerging from close actor interactions in group processes. They 
argue that participatory settings are the precondition for social learning, thus 
enhancing the variety of perspectives discussed and the creativity of decision-
making in general (Doak 1998; Pelletier et al 1999; Mostert 2003; Pahl-Wostl & 
Hare 2004). Yet group processes are a double-edged sword: While such learning 
processes may improve the quality of decision in general, there is uncertainty about 
who learns what in discursive processes. The substantive outcome of such 
processes seems to be highly dependent on the personal composition of the 
decision process and the participants’ sociocultural background. Situations are 
easily imaginable in which a discursive process turns direction and entirely 
questions the policy objectives to deliberate on and, as a result, turns them right 
round. Moreover, Cooke (2001) claims that group processes are not essentially 
positive in themselves, and points to a series of socio-psychological aspects of 
consensus-oriented group processes, e.g. the tendency to risky decisions due to the 
lack of personal accountability or to establish some kind of group think excluding 
outsider positions. 
 
Enhanced implementation effectiveness based on improved acceptance 
 
‘Acceptance’ is widely regarded as the central mechanism for improving 
implementation effectiveness. Many scholars expect implementation, measured by 
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level of compliance and speed of transformation into action, to improve 
substantially if the legal addressees accept or even identify with the rule (e.g. 
Webler & Renn 1995; Bulkeley & Mol 2003). ‘Acceptance’, as we use the term, 
comprises approval of and identification with a public decision as well as the 
toleration in face of disapproval. The crucial indicator is that the adressees of the 
policy decision abstain from taking action against it. While this general issue is 
undisputed as yet, there is far less agreement regarding the conditions under which 
participatory governance enhances the acceptance of public rules. 
 
Van Eeten (2001) holds that a straight and comprehensive information policy might 
modify citizen perceptions and, as a result, their interests and subjective 
affectedness. While this bears the danger of advocating public relations, or even 
propaganda, measures, we acknowledge the necessity to communicate details of a 
policy issue at stake including potential financial, temporal or substantive 
constraints in order to remove ill-founded reservations on the part of the 
addressees. However, legal sociologists have also pointed out that informing 
citizens could even result in a decrease of acceptance, as new information, facts or 
underlying values might disillusion idealised notions of state action (based on 
ignorance) and thus awake resistance (Cotterrell 1992). This is consistent with 
research on symbolic politics according to which actions pretending to integrate 
different, even contradictory aspects without revealing the real status quo can 
successfully stimulate support for public decisions (Arnold 1962; Newig 2004).  
 
Furthermore, many scholars argue that fairness and an open style of 
communication improves acceptance and identification, even when the final 
agreement does not meet one’s expectations (Creighton 1981; Thomas 1995). This 
can be explained by insights of procedural justice research (Lind & Tyler 1988; 
Tyler 1990) according to which fairness usually includes the notion of involving 
citizens into decisions instead of excluding them.  
 
Moreover, authors exploring the relationship between knowledge and risk in 
modern societies hold that technical decisions are not that value-free and apolitical 
as often suggested. Rather, they are value-laden and highly politicised (Funtowicz & 
Ravetz 1993). They conclude that also technological decisions cannot be left to 
experts alone and that only deliberative processes build an atmosphere of trust in 
public decisions and increase acceptance (O’Connor & van den Hove 2001). Widely 
undisputed is the notion, that decisions involving many clashing interests gain far 
more acceptance when based on consensus or at least compromise instead of 
majority vote. Yet, this presupposes on the one hand a process design that allows 
for intensive discourses and on the other hand a range of interests that does not 
exclude consensual solutions (Renn, Webler & Wiedemann 1995).  
 
2.5  Impact of process design 
 
The design of a (participatory) decision process largely determines the 
opportunities for non-state actors to influence the decision. Consequently it affects 
both de facto participation of non-state actors and mutual information flows (Rowe 
& Frewer 2005). Thus, it seems plausible that the process design directly influences 
the quality of social learning processes. Other scholars reject this line of reasoning 
and claim that it is the societal context, i.e. ideas, interests, values and norms, that 
matters most in respect to outputs (Geis 2005). Furthermore, there is an ongoing 
debate whether and how the process type determines fairness aspects of citizen 
involvement, measured by indicators such as participant representativeness or 
equal chances to have a say (Webler 1995; Kinney & Leschine 2002). Further 
contested criteria are for instance: transparency, openness of communication, early 
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involvement, consensual agreement on the rules of the game as well as neutrality 
of mediators.  
 
2.6  Impact of context 
 
As a general hypothesis, we assume that the outcome effectiveness of public 
environmental decision-making largely depends on its natural, technological and 
societal context. Yet in the framework of this paper, estimating the impact of 
contextual variables upon the outcome of participatory decision-making in its entire 
complexity seems to be a hopeless endeavour – too large is the methodological 
variety of positions taken and too extensive is both the amount of prescriptive 
theories and empirically observed correlations. Nowadays it is common sense in the 
social sciences to regard contextual variables as central influencing factors for 
social actions. The amount of philosophical writings on the importance of culture 
and social environment, norms, values, ideas and ideologies as well as their 
relationship to power and preferences is vast, a multifacetedness also reflected in 
participation research. Hence, we will not discuss these issues in general, yet we 
want to direct attention to three contextual factors that are of particular importance 
for participatory governance. 
 
Actor interests  
 
The inclination of non-state actors to join participatory decision-making processes 
is, as some scholars argue, dependent on whether the issue at stake concerns one’s 
aspects of life and to what extent the process allows for exerting influence. That is 
to say, participation is more likely when actors can link a clear benefit to their 
involvement (Buse & Nelles 1975; Rydin 2000). In this context, we argue that the 
geographic scale is most important - the larger the number of people involved, the 
less important a single voice in the process, thus favouring participation at the local 
level. Yet, we also point to determinants of political culture as, e.g., tradition of 
civil-societal engagement. A further crucial factor is the actor’s power position (Lee 
& Abbot 2003). Turner & Weninger (2005) found that powerful, influential and 
financially strong actors participate more often than actors with a less favourable 
resource base. 
 
Of particular importance not only for the inclination to participate, but for the 
chances of reaching a consensual decision, is the constellation of interests with 
respect to the collective good at stake, in particular when this leads to social 
dilemma situations and NIMBY phenomena as described first by Hardin (1968; see 
also Elliott 1984; Thomas 1995; Webler & Renn 1995). This concerns all matters 
which are settled on a scale that does not fit the scale of the problem (institutional 
misfit) (Young 2002; Moss 2003). Typically, matters with spatial or temporal 
externalities are decided locally under participation of local actors, such as siting of 
landfills (positive externalities) or decisions regarding CO2 emissions (negative 
externalities) (see Feindt & Newig 2005).  
 
Informedness of non-state actors 
 
Informedness of non-state actors appears as one key aspect determining their 
inclination to participate. Apart from the interest structure and resources of 
particular actors, two further factors are relevant for informedness: On the one 
hand, media coverage turns issues of individual interest into issues of public 
attention (Newig 2004). On the other hand, information that is either not available 
or of too technical a nature as well as a lacking understanding of the 
interrelationships and processes are widely regarded as obstacles to public 
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participation (Kartez & Bowman 1993; Diduck & Sinclair 2002), because the more 
complex and ambivalent a problem, the more knowledge is necessary in order to 
understand possible solutions. 
 
Problem structure 
 
The problem structure not only affects the inclination to participation of non-state 
actors, but also may determine the choice of process design. Thus it is plausible 
that the lack of information when dealing with complex problems might motivate 
public agencies to establish highly intensive and open collaborative settings. On the 
other hand, the complexity and sensitivity of a political problem might be best dealt 
with in participatory arrangements that include only a selected group of participants 
and reduced participation options). The existence of technical, organizational or 
legal solution options as well as the necessary financial, material and personal 
resources is also decisive (Jänicke & Weidner 1995; Holzinger 1996). If these 
options do not exist, parties with conflicting interest will hardly find a consensual 
solution.  
 
3.  First results of the secondary case study analysis 
 
In this chapter, we present first results of a still ongoing empirical analysis. The aim 
is to put the approaches discussed in the previous chapter to a first empirical test. 
Facing the alternative of conducting our own case studies or of drawing on the 
extensive set of studies that already exists in the literature, we chose the second 
option for a comprehensive meta-analysis. The basic reason is that in spite of many 
common central elements there is a wide range of differences in both context 
settings and ways of involving citizens in participatory decision-making. 
Consequently, we are convinced that only the analysis of a large number of cases 
promises reliable insights into the factors determining outcome effectiveness and 
into the interdependencies between different factors. Attaining such a large number 
of cases is far easier possible by drawing on existing case studies, which have as of 
now not been systematically analysed and compared. 
 
Methodologically, we rely on qualitative and quantitative instruments of case study 
meta-analysis (Lucas 1974; Bullock & Tubbs 1987; Larsson 1993). By way of a 
comprehensive literature review we identified more than 200 in-depth case studies 
of deliberative governance focussing on environmental decision-making that were 
conducted in the past 20 years in Northern America and Europe6. A subset of 120 
forms the final case study pool, while the remaining case studies will be selectively 
consulted for specific factors of interest (for more details on methodology see 
Fritsch & Newig 2006). 
 
For the purpose of this paper, we selected and analysed 15 cases that reflect the 
plurality and multifacetedness of participatory environmental governance. The 
cases represent various geographic regions and political scales and different fields 
of environmental policy, e.g. waste policy, energy policy, water policy, or natural 
resources management. Furthermore, the cases comprise varying intensities of 
participation, duration and problem complexity. 
 
 
 
 
6  For reasons of comparability of context conditions, we intentionally exclude the vast variety of 
cases regarding participatory governance and projects in developing countries.  
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• Aargau Landfill Site (Switzerland) (Renn, Webler & Kastenholz 1996; Renn & 
Webler 1997; Renn et al. 1998) 

• Airport Berlin-Brandenburg International (Germany) (Ulke 1994; Barbian & 
Zilleßen 1997; Barbian & Jeglitza 1998;  

• Clean Air Regulated Negotiation (USA) (Coglianese 1997; Weber & 
Khademian 1997; Weber 1998) 

• Dresden-Prague Motorway (Germany) (Schmidt-Lerm 2005) 
• Fitchburg Water Supply Mediation (USA) (Edgar 1990) 
• Foothills Case (USA) (Burgess 1983) 
• Georges Bank (USA) (Howarth 1981; McLeod & Prescott 1982; Scott & Hirsh 

1983;  
• Inlands Northwest Field Burning Summit (Mangerich & Luton 1995) 
• Jackson Case (USA) (Hill 1983) 
• Monongahela National Forest (USA) (Steelman 1996; 2001; Steelman & 

Ascher 1997) 
• Rotterdam Harbor (Netherlands) (van de Klundert & Glasbergen 1995) 
• San Juan Forest Mediation (USA) (Tableman 1990) 
• Sulphur Dioxide and Nitrogen Oxide Emmissions Covenant (Netherlands) 

(Immerzeel 2002) 
• Varresbecker Bach Wuppertal (Germany) (Schmidt, Claus & Gremler 1994; 

Claus 1995; Linnerooth-Bayer 1995) 
• Yosemite National Park (USA) (Buck & Stone 1981; Buck 1984). 
 

Due to space constraints we do not intend to present and discuss these cases in 
detail. Rather, drawing on a detailed analysis of these 15 cases, we develop three 
hypotheses which shall be tested and improved during the future course of this 
research project. As public participation cases recorded in the literature are 
certainly only of limited representativeness for all public participation processes 
conducted, and as the 15 cases analysed in the scope of this paper are of limited 
representativeness for our case study pool as well, the theses reflect and illustrate 
our current work-in-progress but do not claim to anticipate our final research 
findings. 
 
3.1  Thesis 1: Improved implementation effectiveness but decreased 
output quality 
 
In chapter 2 we introduced several accounts on why deliberative policy-making 
enhances implementation effectiveness. Our analysis confirmed the widely held 
view that improving acceptance does in fact increase compliance and, as a result, 
implementation effectiveness. In most of the cases, the final agreement has been 
implemented in a reasonable timescale as compared to top-down approaches. 
However, due to the limited number of cases we are still unable to claw a 
conclusion about major influencing factors and central mechanisms. 
 
Yet, far more interesting are our insights with regard to output quality. In the 
previous chapter, we sketched out the discussion in public participation research on 
whether and how citizen involvement improves the quality of decision. Many 
authors argued that extending the knowledge base as well as social learning 
processes and discursive communication will have a positive impact, yet they failed 
to substantiate the claim. According to our research, this position does not 
necessarily prove correct. More specifically, it appears to be much dependent on 
the particular definition of ‘quality’. As long as quality criteria are that the decision 
is, one the one hand, based on a broad and well-balanced set of facts and values 
and is, on the other hand, the product of a truly critical discourse, we will not 
dispute this claim. 
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However, the picture looks different if we define ‘quality’ by the decision’s 
substantive content. As we argued in part 1.2, current EU legislation and 
international environmental regimes expect an improvement of environmental 
output quality, that is they expect these policy-decisions to be more ecologically 
beneficial than classic top-down decisions. From our point of view, this expectation 
is not justified. Instead, we find that policy makers tend to face a serious loss of 
ecological quality when establishing participatory modes of governance. 
 
The analysis of our case studies demonstrated that merely a few decisions had to 
solve a purely ecological problem. Rather, the overwhelming majority of cases also 
had a social or economical dimension. The consequence is that the options for 
decision indeed had an ecological impact, but the decisions were not made on 
purely ecological grounds, also incorporating social or economical perspectives. We 
identified two influencing factors: Of course, the nature of the problem under 
discussion plays an important role. However, the level of environmental 
consciousness and the preferences of participants appear equally important, as 
they are responsible for the fact that collaborative governance outputs rather end 
up in a compromise of several interests than in a high standard of environmental 
quality. In particular, this is observable when environmental agencies initiated 
public participation processes. Their ambitious ecological approach is regularly 
watered down by participants who neither share the agency’s environmental 
awareness nor the will for rigorous implementation of ecological measures. Rather, 
participants brought social and economic considerations into discussion and, as a 
consequence, reduced the environmental quality of decision compared with outputs 
of top-down decision. 
 
3.2  Thesis 2: You can’t always get what you want 
 
While the insights of implementation research and administrative studies have 
shown that traditional environmental policy was doomed to failure because of 
compliance deficits and lack of implementation, only few would claim that the policy 
output itself was inappropriate in respect to the performance objective. 
Implementation failed due to the resistance of societal agents who refused political 
compliance or reacted by way of litigation. As a result, when the outcome of a 
political decision is a product of output quality and implementation effectiveness, 
top-down approaches failed due to the implementation factor. 
 
Following from our above claim, we argue that environmental participatory 
governance only conditionally promises a way out. Such modes of governance 
might significantly enhance implementation effectiveness, yet face limitations 
regarding the ecological quality of the policy output which are challenged by 
conflicting interests. 
 
Assuming that output quality and implementation effectiveness determine outcome 
effectiveness, we argue that participatory decision-making fails regarding the 
‘output’: We gain one thing but lose the other – the claim of a tension between 
democracy and effectiveness so often discussed in public policy seems to hold for 
participation research as well. 
 
3.3  Thesis 3: Higher outcome effectiveness due to participatory 
governance 
 
Yet, to conclude that participation research is wrong in claiming that citizen 
involvement might produce far more effective outcomes than classic top-down 
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approaches would be an error in reasoning. Rather, we underline the necessity to 
differentiate between benefits and losses with regard to their impact on the 
outcome. We argue that collaborative environmental governance tends to be 
superior to top-down approaches, because in an outcome-oriented perspective the 
implementation of an average output is far better than a weak or even non-
implementation of a possibly high-quality output. 
 
We intend to differentiate and improve these theses in the future course of our 
research. The analysis undertaken so far has revealed, however, that we have to 
select our case studies more systematically as there are two challenges which 
complicate our research: 
 
4.  Conclusion 
 
Consensual and participative forms of environmental governance are becoming 
increasingly important and are increasingly institutionalized. The aim of this paper 
has been threefold: 
 
We claimed, firstly, that arguments supporting participatory environmental 
governance can be drawn from three lines of reasoning: theory of the state, 
implementation research and democratic theory. We demonstrated that current 
international and EU legislation heavily advocate collaborative modes of governance 
stressing its instrumental character by taking up arguments predominantly of the 
first two strands. Accordingly, citizen involvement is regarded as a means to 
improved quality of decision and effective implementation. Based on the 
expectation that these two prerequisites are key for effectively attaining 
substantive policy goals, democratising environmental decision-making is thus 
expected to lead to a greater efficiency in terms of more effective improvements of 
environmental quality. 
 
Secondly, we argued that, as of now, this expectation is based on a claim that still 
remains insufficiently substantiated. Although there is a growing body of conceptual 
and empirical literature on public participation, issues of effectiveness have never 
been on top of the research agenda and, as for now, have remained unresolved. 
We discussed different notions of effectiveness and proposed to question common 
expectations on participatory governance by focusing on outcome effectiveness. 
Subsequently, we proposed a causal model that integrates different hypotheses 
regarding the conditions under which public participation is likely to enhance the 
environmental efficiency, or effectiveness, of decisions. In the framework of the 
model, we conceptualised outcome effectiveness as a product of policy output and 
policy implementation. 
 
Exploring 15 case studies as a first step of a comprehensive meta-analysis on the 
outcomes of and conditions for participatory environmental governance, we gained 
the following insights: Consistent with widespread claims in the literature, we, too, 
found that participatory decision-making appears to increase implementation 
effectiveness due to enhanced acceptance and compliance. Yet, we also observed 
that collaborative modes of governance apparently not only fail to improve output 
quality, but even tend to produce watered-down compromises owing to different 
sectoral interests, which actors pursue rather than best solutions for a particular 
policy problem. Although the claim of a tension between democracy and 
effectiveness so often discussed in public policy literature seems to hold for 
participation research as well, we hold that collaborative environmental governance 
tends to be superior to top-down approaches. For in an outcome-oriented 
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perspective an improved implementation of an average output outweighs a weak or 
even non-implementation of a possibly high-quality output. 
 
That being said, there is still a lot of research left to do before the relation of 
efficiency and democracy can be determined in an informed manner. Firstly, many 
more cases need to be analysed in order to get a full picture of the range of 
influencing factors and to be able to draw statistically significant conclusions. It 
follows, secondly, that any ‘verdict’ on the outcome effectiveness of collaborative 
and participatory decision-making will most probably have to differentiate between 
different context settings. Not until this has been done should we be able to, finally, 
draw implications for the design of decision-making processes, and whether – in 
order to achieve efficient outcomes – they ought to be participatory or rather not. 
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