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A context of rapid institutional uptake of participation 

Participatory approaches are institutional settings in which members of the public and/or 
stakeholders of different types are brought together to participate more or less directly, and more or 
less formally, in some stage of a decision-making process. Stakeholders are deemed to be of different 
types if, for a given issue, they hold different worldviews, and act on the basis of different rationales.6 
Hence, participation refers to the involvement in the decision-making process of persons external to 
the formal politico-administrative circle. Participatory approaches include traditional participation 
processes of our democratic institutions, but also all sorts of processes which bring together public 
actors, civil society stakeholders (such as business actors, NGOs, trade unions, consumer groups, 
scientists, etc.) and/or individual citizens. 

 
Participatory approaches have been increasingly advocated as effective decision-making 

processes to address complex environment and sustainable development issues. Since the milestone 
inclusion of participation in Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration, institutional uptake of 
participation has been tremendous. The European Union provides a good illustration of this trend. 
Here participation is recognised as a central element for general governance, as illustrated by the 
White Paper on Governance in which participation appears as one of the five “principles of good 
governance” – together with openness, accountability, effectiveness and coherence (European 
Commission 2001). In the environmental domain, the 1993 Fifth Environment Action Programme 
(European Communities 1993) introduced the notion of participation. But in its successor – the 2002 
Sixth Environment Action Programme – participatory environmental governance has been fully taken 
on board through systematic inclusion (European Communities 2002). In parallel, participation is 
directly integrated in an increasing number of Community legal instruments such as the Water 
Framework Directive (European Communities 2000). The ground-breaking 1998 Aarhus Convention 
of the UN Economic Commission for Europe aims at guaranteeing “rights of access to information, 
public participation in decision-making, and access to justice in environmental matters”  (UNECE 
1998). 

                                                      
6. Callon and Rip use the expression ‘hybrid forum’ to refer to interactions between actors of the scientific 

and technical sphere, the socio-political and economic sphere, and the regulatory sphere. The term 
‘hybrid’ indicates that “actors, the problems that they formulate, and the resources that they invest are 
heterogeneous”. (Callon, M. & Rip, A. 1992, our translation). 
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Characteristics of environmental issues and type of decision-making processes needed 

A key justification for the rapid development of participatory approaches for environment 
and sustainable development governance stems from the characteristics of environmental issues. 
Environmental issues – and radioactive waste disposal is a good example here – typically present four 
important physical characteristics: complexity, uncertainty, large temporal and spatial scales, and 
irreversibility. All these physical characteristics of environmental processes have consequences on 
what can be called the social characteristics of environmental issues. These include: social complexity 
and conflicts of interests, transversality, diffuse responsibilities and impacts, no clear division between 
micro- and macro-levels, and short-term costs of dealing with the issue associated with benefits which 
might occur only in the long-term. In turn, these physical and social characteristics determine the type 
of problem-solving processes needed to tackle environmental issues (see Table 1). It appears that the 
problem-solving processes best suited to confront global environmental issues will be dynamic 
processes of capacity-building, 

•  aiming at innovative, flexible and adjustable answers;  

•  allowing for the progressive integration of information as it becomes available, and of 
different value judgements and logics;  

•  involving various actors from different backgrounds and levels.  
 

In promoting more democratic practices, these processes additionally should supersede 
traditional politics and allow co-ordination across different policy areas. It is deemed that participatory 
approaches have the potential to meet these problem-solving requirements (van den Hove 2000a)7. 

 

Table 1: Environmental issues characteristics and consequent problem-solving requirements. 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 
CHARACTERISTICS 

CONSEQUENT PROBLEM-SOLVING 
REQUIREMENTS 

Complexity Complex and/or innovative answers 
Conflicts of interests Conflict resolution processes 
Dynamic aspects Dynamic processes 
Uncertainty Flexible and adjustable answers 
Reducible uncertainty Progressive integration of information  
Irreducible uncertainty Integration of different value judgements and logics 
Diffused responsibilities and impacts Involvement of the many different actors 
No clear division between micro and 
macro levels 

Involvement of actors from different levels  

Long time-span, immediate costs and 
long-term benefits 

Involvement of concerned actors 

Long time-span and large space-scale  Depart from traditional short-sighted politics while 
remaining democratic 

Irreversibility Proactive approaches 
Transversality Co-ordination across policy areas and integration 

into multiple sectors 
 

                                                      
7.  The prospects for public participation on nuclear risks are discussed in: O’Connor & van den Hove 

(2001). 
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At the ontological level, the inherent ecological and societal complexity of environmental 
issues has important consequences regarding the conflict resolution processes that can be called upon. 
Complexity goes hand in hand with indeterminacy and irreversibility, which lie at the heart of our 
understanding of natural systems, and a fortiori of human systems. Physicists have shown how in 
some physical systems it is neither our limited capacity of observation nor our limited computational 
power that forces us to abandon (the ‘ideal’ of) determinism and accept the existence of 
indeterminacy, but rather the very nature of the system (see e.g., Prigogine 1996). Hence 
indeterminacy is not the sign of the limitations of our knowledge capacity and of our approximations, 
it is a fundamental trait of our relationship to reality. As a consequence, there will always remain an 
irreducible uncertainty in our predictions concerning the future evolution of complex natural and 
social systems – including in particular the evolution of socioeconomic systems in their inter-relation 
with ecological systems. This also suggests that there will always coexist a plurality of representations 
of a given system. That is, our knowledge – including the knowledge we refer to and develop in 
decision making processes – is necessarily plural and irreducible to a unique representation. Hence 
any knowledge is knowledge from a certain standpoint and standpoints can be different. We are faced 
with the existence of an irreducible plurality of standpoints. 

 
It would not matter much if this irreducible plurality of standpoints existed among beings 

who have no need nor obligation to interact in any way with each other (say a Martian and an 
inhabitant of some planet in a distant galaxy). But because human beings all share a single planet and 
live in societies, the problem of coexistence of people having potentially irreducible standpoints 
becomes central. Life in society can be described as the inevitable and dynamic construction of 
coexistence. In other words, some degree of coordination is unavoidable.  

 
In a context of inevitable coexistence, one has two options. One may simply ignore – or even 

negate – this plurality in an attempt to secure the hegemony of a particular vision of the world. This 
amounts to rejecting the plurality, without however demonstrating that it does not exist. The other 
option is to accept this state of affairs and attempt some form of exchange of knowledge on which to 
build societal coexistence. Hence communication becomes central. But not just any form of 
communication can do the job. What is needed is communication that takes place within an interactive 
process of participation bringing together those holding the different standpoints. Hence participation 
emerges as a consequence of the acknowledgement of an irreducible plurality of standpoints stemming 
from the complex nature of the issues at hand and the necessity of living together on the same planet.8  

 

Participatory approaches as an answer? 

The participation of a wide range of actors in the problem-solving process —in all or some 
of its different phases —answers in principle several of the requirements listed in Table 1 above.  

 
Looking for extended participation is the most obvious way of involving actors in a decision-

making process. It can potentially guarantee a higher degree of legitimacy to the decisions taken since 
a wider range of social forces will have been allowed to influence the process instead of simply being 
imposed a decision “from above”. 

 
Participation of different actors provides a potential answer to the quest for a dynamic 

process. Actors can join the process as issues evolve and as the interests they represent become 
                                                      
8.  Clearly the argument holds for any complex issue, not only environmental ones. Environmental issues are 

especially emblematic and highly pressing, in particular due to the strong conjunction of uncertainty and 
irreversibility that characterises many of them.  
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affected.  Moreover, participation during the implementation and the control steps can allow for direct 
feedback on the evolution of the situation. Combined with the flow of new information, this 
participant feedback will improve the adjustment phase, hence favouring more flexible and adjustable 
answers. 

 
A participatory process can also be an answer to the problem of information and knowledge, 

which goes hand in hand with many environmental issues. Uncertainty is prevalent – and sometimes 
here to stay; information is incomplete, knowledge is multiple. Science cannot pretend anymore to 
control and provide all relevant information and knowledge (Funtowicz & Ravetz 1993). Including 
different actors in the problem solving process, and in particular during the identification and analysis 
steps, is a way to allow for better information processing for at least two reasons. First, even if 
complete information did exist, it is unlikely that one actor could possess the whole of this 
information.  A participatory process allows the pooling of information. Moreover, inclusive practices 
may facilitate the progressive integration of new information as it becomes available. Second, a more 
comprehensive understanding of the issue is potentially reached, including different perspectives of 
scientific, social, cultural and ethical nature. This of course provided the practical organisation of the 
communicative process allows for the articulation of these different and irreducible standpoints. 

 
Underlying the different types of information that different actors may bring in a 

participatory process are different and irreducible value judgements and logics. As pointed out by 
Holland et al. (1996): “Insistence on plurality of legitimate standpoints usually leads to advocacy of 
some form of deliberative institutions within which the weight of different reasons that appeal to 
incommensurable values for and against different options can be considered. However any such model 
of the rational resolving of value disputes needs to recognise that a consensus may not always be 
found. Value disputes are also about conflicts of interests and the distribution of power: hence, modes 
of resolving disputes through negotiation will also be required.” And possibilities exist here since a 
lack of consensus on values does not always mean a deadlock. An agreement on a course of action 
might still be reachable, even when values remain irreconcilable (Dryzek, 1990). As for the different 
logics, they can be dealt with in a properly designed participatory process through 'discursive 
rationality' (Habermas 1986), which allows for the exercise of reason about normative judgements: 
interests, goals, values, and problem definitions. 

 
As we have seen, the risk of irreversibility of environmental damages calls for preventive 

and pro-active approaches.  Addressing a problem in a preventive way, before its negative effects can 
be sensed, or sometimes even before there is any scientific agreement on the existence of the problem, 
poses a challenge to policy-makers. Inducing changes in behaviour and imposing costs today on 
individuals who might never directly share the benefits, either because these will only appear way 
after their death, or because the “only” benefit is to have avoided a contested catastrophe, is no easy 
task. The participation of a wide range of concerned actors in the problem-solving process, because it 
confers a higher legitimacy content to the decisions taken, and because it can take into account 
different knowledge, values, and logics, is more likely than traditional processes to permit the design 
of more preventive and pro-active approaches. Additionally, because many problems are of a totally 
new kind, one can imagine that an open process is more likely to engender an innovative type of 
answer. 

 
The need for co-ordination across policy areas and integration of environmental action into 

multiple sectors of society calls for the participation in the problem-solving process of representatives 
of sectorial interests – in particular representatives of industry. Because they possess unique 
knowledge about their field of activity, these representatives cannot be excluded from any step of the 
process. To integrate these actors in an open participatory process, involving public authorities and 
other actors as well, can guarantee a higher quality of the basis of information used in the decision-
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making process. It also allows the range of interests to exert pressure in order to avoid the problems 
being defined too narrowly or simply dropped. 

 
Another requirement stemming from the characteristics of environmental issues is that of 

going beyond traditional short-term politics. One option is to involve in the policy-design process 
actors who are not bound by electoral constraints. As Blowers (1997, p. 860) puts it: “Unconstrained 
by the necessity for electoral support and unconfined by territorial limitations, actors within this zone 
[of “sub-politics” or civil society] are relatively free to develop ideas and seek to influence the society 
at large as well as to mobilise support for particular issues and policies.”  

 
A participatory process with wide representation of actors can in principle improve the 

mobilisation of individuals and groups as they gain a greater sense of shared responsibility by 
becoming part of the problem-solving process, and as more legitimacy is attached to the process itself. 
This can help to render the chosen solution more effective by ensuring some degree of commitment to 
its implementation, for instance, through compliance with the rules set up during the policy process. 

 
It appears therefore that participatory processes may answer the specific problem-solving 

requirements imposed by environmental issue characteristics. It is clear however that no single 
participatory process can answer all the above decision-making requirements, for all issue areas. 
Moreover, and central to the reflection on the implementation of participatory approaches, questions 
emerge as to their formalisation, their institutionalisation, and their articulation with existing 
democratic rules. So the challenge, as every practitioner knows, lies in the practical design and 
organisation of a participatory problem-solving process.  

 

Exploring participatory approaches based on their expected effects  

As of today, and in the context of this rapid institutional uptake, numerous participatory 
settings have been designed, implemented and analysed in various contexts. In the field of 
environment and sustainable development they are manifold. They include: focus groups, citizens’ 
juries, consensus conferences, co-operative discourse, dialogue groups, stakeholder workshops, 
participatory expert workshops, reflection forums, deliberative interviews, voluntary agreements, 
eco-audits, policy simulation exercises, deliberative foresights, concerted environmental management, 
mediation, regulatory negotiation, consultative forums, deliberative conflict resolution processes, 
environmental negotiations, etc.  

 
A way to explore the diversity of participatory approaches and to contribute to selecting 

appropriate participatory approaches for a given purpose is to reflect on their anticipated effects (van 
den Hove 2001). These effects relate to different dimensions of the decision-making process. One can 
identify three broad categories of effects (see Table 2).  

 
Often the effects that are sought first when implementing participatory processes are those related to 
the quality of results. Those substantive effects (which may also be called consequential) are probably 
the most obvious since the quality of a decision-making process will be judged primarily by the 
quality of its outputs in terms of dealing with the problem. Substantive quality may however be 
gauged against a series of different criteria: environmental, economic, technological, or social. A 
participatory approach can enhance the substantive quality of decisions by leading to choices that 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 technological point of view, or to choices which are 
socially more acceptable than choices emerging from a non-participatory top down decision process 
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for instance. The first 3 criteria are closely linked, for instance a choice is technologically appropriate 
only in a given economic context. 
 

Beyond their substantive effects, participatory approaches implemented in the environmental 
domain also do affect the decision process itself. These procedural effects include: improvement of the 
quality of the informational basis of decision processes, better information use, construction of a more 
open domain of choice for the decision, more dynamic processes, better conflict management, 
increased legitimacy of the decision process, better cost- and time-effectiveness of the process, and the 
possibility for less organized interests to increase their power of influence.9  

 
Finally, contextual effects are those effects that do not directly relate to the issue at hand but 

rather apply to the information systems around the decision-making process and to the social context 
in which it takes place. Contextual effects and procedural effects correspond to two different levels of 
the same thing. The decision processes under consideration in sustainable development governance are 
on-going dynamic processes in a bidirectional relation with the social context in which they occur: 
they transform this context and the context in turn transforms the decision processes. The distinction 
between the two categories of effects corresponds to the range of impact: procedural effects impact 
directly on a particular decision process, while contextual effects are indirect and influence the wider 
social context in which multiple decision processes occur concomitantly. Contextual effects include: 
better information of stakeholders and/or the public, improvement of strategic capacity of decision-
makers, changes in the perception and conceptualization of the social context, modification in 
traditional power relations and conflicts, reinforcement of democratic practices and citizens' 
involvement in public domains, increased confidence of actors in institutions.  

 

Table 2: Potential effects of participatory approaches 

Category  
Substantive effects more pertinent choices from the environmental point of view 
 more pertinent choices from the economic point of view 
 more pertinent choices from the technical point of view 
 more socially acceptable choices 
Procedural effects 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 
 more dynamic processes 
 better conflict management 
 increased legitimacy of the decision process 
 improvement of the effectiveness of the process in terms of costs and time 
 improvement of the power of influence of less organized interests 
Contextual effects better information of stakeholders and/or the public 
 improvement of strategic capacity of decision-makers 
 changes in the perception and conceptualization of the social context 
 modification in traditional power relations and conflicts 
 reinforcement of democratic practices and citizens' involvement in public 

domains 
 increased confidence of actors in institutions 
 

                                                      
9.  These procedural effects are prevalent in the problem-solving requirements presented in Table 1. 
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Whatever the effects sought in the design and implementation of a given participatory 
approach, the potential occurrence of unintended side effects should never be disregarded. Any 
participatory approach has limitation and shortcomings. These are often not intrinsic properties of 
particular settings but rather correspond to situations where the chosen approach is not adapted to the 
context. Because “real life” decision situations are each unique, each problem requires the 
implementation of a specific and appropriate decision process. While past experiences do constitute an 
important source of inspiration, any participatory setting will need to be specifically adapted to the 
context. Otherwise a participatory approach can even lead to counterproductive situations such as the 
complete stall of the decision process (van den Hove 2000b). There are also both limits and dangers to 
categorising participatory approaches in terms of their effects, a topic which we will briefly explore in 
the next section. 

 
Remembering the irreducible dimensions of environmental issues  

Although we believe it can prove useful to the practitioner wishing to design and implement 
a “real life” participatory approach addressing an environmental issue, the type of analysis presented 
in the previous section may be dangerously misleading. It can give the false impression that one can 
unequivocally associate types of participatory processes with types of environmental issues. In this 
manner, the theoretical specificity of environmental issues tends to be occulted in order to promote a 
more classical methodology where each issue is supposed to be treated with its associated “right” 
process in order to reach the “right” policy action. But whatever the combination of scientific, 
participatory and policy-making processes under consideration, there will always remain a number of 
dimensions which are left aside (e.g., some dimensions of complexity, incommensurability, conflicts, 
etc.). These “left-aside” dimensions must be remembered and given attention by the policy-maker. For 
example, the expanding discourse on participation tends to develop into a discourse on consensus, 
where the unavoidable conflicts tend to be occulted. But not all conflicts can be resolved, as values 
remain plural. Typically, participatory approaches rather are 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 (van den Hove, 2003). Ignoring 
the negotiation dimension of participatory approaches can lead to their manipulation by the more 
powerful actors and impede their legitimacy and effectiveness as learning processes to resolve 
complex environmental issues beyond the interest of the more powerful actor. This example illustrates 
the need to continuously recognise, assess and deal with the “left-aside” dimensions of participatory 
approaches and to look for ways to address them. In other words, we have to face the inherent 
limitations of decision processes and their resulting decisions. This requires a change of attitude 
towards decision-making, as well as a radical change in communication, where one does not only 
communicate on solutions but also – and even primarily – on problems. 
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