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Introduction 

The topical session was planned to discuss the following questions: 

•  How to decide which of the various dialogue tools fits your process, decision phase, and 
desired outcomes?  

•  How to evaluate whether your dialogue process has been successful or not?  

•  What can be expected, what should practitioners watch out for when applying some of 
the more commonly-used tools? 

 
This report summarises the responses given to the above questions by session contributors, 

and compares them with some general findings in public participation research. 

Selecting tools for stakeholder dialogues 

A number of tools and techniques have been developed and applied for stakeholder 
dialogues in environmentally-related decisions. Selecting the tools and techniques to be used in a 
particular setting is, however, only one step in a larger planning process (see Table 1). 

There have been several attempts to develop guidelines for facilitating the choice of adequate 
stakeholder dialogue tools/techniques for various types of decisions, in a variety of settings (e.g., 
Bleiker and Bleiker, 1995; Creighton et al., 1998; Creighton, 2000; Europta 2000). Proposed selection 
criteria include, but are not restricted to the following: 

•  the purpose of public involvement (information, consultation, participation) 

•  the level of the decision (local, regional, national, cross-national) 

•  the phase of the decision making process (problem definition, identification of 
alternative solutions, evaluation of consequences, choice of a preferred solution)  

                                                      
3.  Saida Engström of SKB, who facilitated the topical session, and the NEA Secretariat also contributed to 

the Discussion section of this report. 
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•  the number of stakeholders (individuals, groups, organisations) to be involved  

•  the cultural, ethnic, social, and educational background, the motivation and competence 
of the stakeholders 

•  the probable level of controversy, etc. 

Table 1 

Stages of public participation planning (Creighton, 2000, p. 153) 

Decision analysis 

•  Clarifying the decision being made 
•  Specifying the decision making steps and schedule 
•  Deciding whether you need public involvement, and for what purpose 

 
Public participation planning 

•  Specifying what you need to accomplish with the public at each step of the decision 
making process 

•  Identifying the stakeholders – internal and external 
•  Identifying techniques to be used at each step in the process, taking into account the 

needs of various diverse populations 
•  Linking the techniques in an integrated plan 

 
Implementation planning 

•  Planning the implementation of individual public participation activities, e.g., 
developing a workshop agenda, venue, presentations, etc. 

 

The Danish Board of Technology has used the following checklist for designing 
participatory technology assessment (PTA) (Andersen, 2003): 

•  How many people should be involved? 
•  Which kind of social actors should be involved? 
•  Which objectives are you going for? 
•  Which kind of contributions do you want from participants? 
•  Which scale is the PTA working on: e.g. local, national, European, global? 
•  Which role will communication, dialogue, facilitation play in the process? 

In spite of the impressive number of public participation handbooks and guidelines, due to 
the large number of factors to be taken into account, and the special sensitivity of dialogue tools to the 
social and cultural contexts, the selection of an appropriate combination of tools remains an art, rather 
than science. 

Evaluating stakeholder dialogues 

There is an agreement among theoreticians and practitioners on the importance of evaluating 
the success of stakeholder dialogues (Frewer and Rowe, 2002; Vergez, 2003; OECD PUMA, 
forthcoming). A number of qualitative and quantitative social science methods (e.g., interview, focus 
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group, structured survey, participatory observation) can be used to measure the effectiveness of  
participation exercises. It has been suggested that the choice of the appropriate evaluation methods 
should be based on the goals of evaluation (e.g., accountability, decision support, documentation of 
experiences, discovering unexpected effects), the object of evaluation (e.g., information provision, 
consultation, public participation, using electronic tools), as well as practical issues of timing and 
budget (Vergez, 2003; OECD PUMA, forthcoming).  

Several difficulties are faced when trying to define general criteria of effectiveness.  For 
example, the expectations of various stakeholders may significantly differ from each other and from 
those of the decision makers or the sponsors of the process (Frewer and Rowe, 2002). As a way out of 
this dilemma, it is proposed that defining the main goals of a dialogue, as well as its evaluation, should 
be a participatory process itself (Vergez, 2003; OECD PUMA, forthcoming). As Atherton (2003) 
points out: 

Good practice in designing dialogue processes has highlighted the need to set 
clear aims and objectives for the dialogue and use these to help to design the 
process itself. The people participating in dialogue processes may have different 
aims that they would like the process to achieve, these could be quite different from 
those held by the people organising the dialogue and will impact on the 
participants’ views of the success of the process. It may be useful to develop the 
aims of the dialogue process and the criteria for evaluating it with the people who 
will be participating in it. This could help to build a shared understanding of what 
the dialogue process is trying to achieve. Evaluation criteria could be developed 
from the aims of the dialogue process itself and used to determine whether the 
process achieved its original aims. This in turn can be used to identify lessons that 
can be learned and ways in which improvements can be made to the design of the 
dialogue processes. (p.    ) 

The goals of stakeholder dialogue: theoretical issues 

While practitioners suggest that debates related to the goals and evaluation criteria of 
dialogue processes be settled by negotiations between the affected parties, social scientists have made 
attempts to establish a theoretical background for evaluation. Renn et al. (1995) classify relevant 
social theories into macro- and micro-level theories. Macro-level theories study society as a whole 
while micro-level theories explain society through individuals.  

One possible categorisation of macro-level theories divides them into consensus theories and 
conflict theories. According to Renn et al. (1995, p. 4) “consensus theories put forth that society is 
maintained through shared opinions about norms and values” and according to such theories “social 
order is based on tacit agreement, and changes emerge through gradual evolution4”. Consensus 
theories assume that „participation provides society with a means for social change to occur gradually 
through public involvement in decisions”. Conflict theories, on the other hand, suggest that „ruling 
groups impose their values upon others and that there is no collective agreement on values. Social 
order … is maintained only through patterns of domination, and change is something that comes 
suddenly” (Renn et al., 1995, p. 4). In this perspective, “participation is a means to facilitate conflict 
and power redistribution” (Renn et al., 1995, p. 5). 

                                                      
4.  Van den Hove (2003, p. 3) also emphasizes the importance of coexistence and coordination: 

“Life in society can be described as the inevitable and dynamic construction of coexistence. In 
other words, some degree of coordination is unavoidable.” 
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Micro-level theories focus on the interaction of individuals. For example, Renn et al. (1995) 
suggest that Habermas’ theory of society provide the normative foundations for a micro-level 
evaluation framework of public participation. The most important element of Habermas’ theory is the 
definition of an unconstrained model of discourse, in which values and norms are discussed and 
agreed upon in a coercion-free setting. Renn et al. (1995) have operationalised and widely used the 
criteria proposed by Habermas for a fair and competent discourse. 

Evaluation criteria for public participation exercises put forth by the papers at the topical 
session indicate that in current practice both macro- and micro-level approaches, as well as consensus- 
and conflict orientations coexist. Both macro- and micro-level approaches may focus on participation 
processes or the outcomes of such processes. In the following, illustrative examples for macro- and 
micro-level process- and outcome criteria proposed by session contributors are introduced. 

Macro-level evaluation criteria 

Macro-level process criteria are related to societal processes, taking place in the wider 
context of the decision, - e.g., strengthening social consensus, bringing divergent views and latent 
conflicts to the surface, - which are facilitated or triggered by a participation exercise. For example, 
Andersen (2003) hints at conflict theories by suggesting that public participation should “make 
citizens aware that the future development of technology may be based also on their visions and 
proposals and not only needs to be proceeding out of their control”, and public participation processes 
should “try to compensate for social inequality with respect to decision making”. She also suggests 
that public participation be evaluated as a “democratic tool for societal changes to be in accordance 
with the wishes of the citizens”. 

Macro-level outcome criteria are associated with the impacts of a participatory decision 
process on the wider social context. Such criteria have been proposed by van den Hove (2003) as 
“changes in the perception and conceptualisation of the social context”, “modification in traditional 
power relations and conflicts”, “reinforcement of democratic practices and citizens’ involvement in 
public domains”, and “increased confidence of actors in institutions”. The above criteria reflect a mix 
of consensus and conflict orientation.  

Micro-level evaluation criteria 

Micro-level process criteria are related to specific characteristics of a ’fair and competent’ 
discourse. Table 2, 3, and 4 include examples for such criteria, as proposed by session contributors. 

 

Table 2 

Micro-level process criteria seen in the van den Hove(2003) evaluation approach 

Competence 

•  improvement of the quality of the informational basis of decision processes, and better 
use of information 

•  construction of a more open domain of choice for the decision 

Fairness 

•  better conflict management 
•  increased legitimacy of the decision process  
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Table 3 

Micro-level process criteria seen in the Andersen (2003) evaluation approach 

Competence 

•  experts/policy makers get access to non-experts’ knowledge, experience, viewpoints 
etc. 

•  non-experts get access to existing knowledge 

Fairness 

•  inclusion: non-experts become active and listened-to in science and policy debate 
•  interactivity and openness: citizens get a chance to influence “the agenda” and 

structure the options 

 

Table 4 

Micro-level process criteria seen in the Atherton (2003) evaluation approach 

Competence 

•  new ideas/ways forward are elicited 
•  “best knowledge” is elicited 
•  knowledge is inclusive of expert, lay and critical domains 
•  “sound science” is elicited 
•  truth/fact claims are challenged and verified or otherwise, assumptions and 

uncertainties are identified 
•  new meanings and understandings are generated 
•  active sense making occurs  
•  reflexivity is induced 

Fairness 

•  transparency of the process and content of decision making 
•  framing is open to redefinition by the participants 
•  participants are not bound by the disciplining nature of the event 
•  discourse equality of access (being able to speak) and of providing an environment in 

which participants are willing to defend claims 
•  deliberative production of views and positions 
•  appropriate resources (including information and time) are available to all participants 

in order that they have the ability to participate 
•  inclusiveness of all relevant/appropriate entities 
•  representative of different views and groups of stakeholders 
•  capture by inappropriate interest groups is avoided 
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Micro-level outcome criteria are related to the results of a competent and fair discourse. For 
example, van den Hove (2003) emphasises the substantive quality of decisions and the level of 
stakeholder acceptance as the most important micro-level outcome criteria: 

A participatory approach can enhance the substantive quality of decisions by 
leading to choices which are more pertinent from an environmental point of view 
or from an economic point of view. It may also lead to choices which are more 
pertinent from the technical point of view, or to choices which are socially more 
acceptable than choices emerging from a non-participatory top down decision 
process for instance. (p.   ) 

Atherton (2003) suggests a comprehensive list of micro-level outcome criteria, including the 
dimensions of social learning, decision quality, and stakeholder acceptance (Table 5). 
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Table 5 

Micro-level outcome criteria seen in the Atherton (2003) evaluation approach 

Social learning 

•  participants learn 
•  project initiators develop insight into a range of values 
•  increasing responsiveness and growing ability to listen meaningfully to participants 
•  capacity building 
•  a clearer definition of the issues at stake is achieved  
•  alternative values are articulated 

 
Quality of results 

•  outcome is well supported by evidence and/or argument 
•  results are justifiable with reference to legitimate process  
•  results are usable by institutions 

 
Stakeholder acceptance 

•  producing more acceptable/less contentious policies/strategies/plans 
•  developing sense of shared responsibility for problem and acceptability of solution  
•  developing sense of the common good 
•  interest and engagement of participants 
•  improves understanding between participants 
•  improves trust between participants 
•  reduction of conflict 

 
It was emphasised that in addition to criteria derived from the goals of public involvement, 

additional criteria evaluating the decision making process from other management perspectives should 
also be applied. Such criteria include, for example, cost-effectiveness, feasibility, and accountability 
(van den Hove, 2003; Atherton, 2003). An interesting meta-criterion, namely the “creation of new 
knowledge: adding something to our understanding of the dynamics of social systems and driving 
forces” has also been suggested (Andersen, 2003).  

Expectations and dangers 

It has been repeatedly pointed out by both researchers and practitioners that stakeholder 
involvement is not a panacea, which can resolve all difficulties emerging in a problem situation. For 
example, van den Hove (2003) claimed: 

Whatever the sought after effects in the design and implementation of a given 
participatory approach, the potential occurrence of unintended side effects should 
never to be disregarded. Any participatory approach has limitations and 
shortcomings. (p.    ) 
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She also propounded the difficulties lying in the simultaneous application of consensus- and 
conflict-oriented approaches (van den Hove, 2003): 

Typically, participatory approaches are rather to be understood as a combination 
of consensus-oriented processes in the pursuit of a common interest and 
compromise-oriented negotiation processes aiming at the adjustment of particular 
interests ... Ignoring the negotiation dimension of participatory approaches can 
lead to their manipulation by the more powerful actors … (p.   ) 

Workshop participants raised doubts about the effectiveness of one-time participation 
exercises. This issue has been addressed by public participation theoreticians and practitioners. For 
example, Langton (2000) claims: 

Public participation, as sponsored by government institutions today, is more often 
than not marginal, episodic, unimaginative, and self-serving. One reason this is so 
is that participation initiatives frequently have a public relations orientation that 
seeks to control, influence, and manipulate. This gives public participation a bad 
name. (p. 130). 

As a response to this problem, he suggests that a long-term relationship-building approach be 
followed:  

For what has been imagined here is a fully integrated and interactive public 
organization that routinely, if not virtually, interacts with the community, 
collaborates with others in the process, and benefits continuously from public 
contributions. Within such an organization, public participation is a way of life 
rather than an occasional activity. It is essential rather than peripheral (Langton, 
2000, p. 143). 

Discussion 

Following the topical presentations, the discussion raised the question of whether public 
participation, all aspects considered, will make the task of waste management better or easier. It was 
argued by most that although public participation will not guarantee an automatic success of the waste 
management programme, without it decision makers likely will be heading for tremendous difficulties. 
The public will not be contented by information only, but demands to be involved in the decision 
making process.  

It was also pointed out that the public may have demands, but at the same time, people are 
not always willing or able to devote the time and effort true involvement would entail. Very strong 
motivation is needed to participate in a complex deliberation process that includes learning about or 
analysing a wide range of technical and non-technical issues, as well as gradually working out 
solutions or plans that are acceptable to all parties. Accomplishing such participation is an even more 
significant effort when it is a "spare time", unpaid occupation. Under these conditions, the persons 
who attend all consultation meetings tend to be the ones who feel strongly against the project and who 
may not be open to the type of dialogue that decision makers would like to engage with them. As in 
other risk management and political situations, it is the very definition of "what is at risk", and "what 
should be done about it" that is brought to the fore. All these facts were recognised as significant 
challenges to the participation process.  

According to session participants, however, there are no alternatives or shortcuts to public 
involvement as a tool to make the decision making process in RWM transparent and acceptable. Most 
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agreed that efforts should be allocated to using various tools of stakeholder involvement to keep the 
public interested in interacting with decision makers over time as well as to facilitate their 
participation. It was also agreed that the local political culture and the history of nuclear industry in a 
specific country are important factors in the choices to be made in order to establish an effective 
dialogue. 

Finally, some workshop participants emphasised the possible tension between public 
involvement and the decision making mechanisms of representative democracy. Others argued that the 
tools of direct and representative democracy should be complementary rather than competing. It was 
recognised, however, that a thorough discussion on the role of public participation in representative 
democracies would have exceeded the time constraints of the session5. 
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