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Qualities of effective participatory processes (2002) 
 
Our experience, and the published literature, suggests that  the part icular 
method of public part icipat ion, for instance, a cit izens j ury, stakeholder 
forum, consensus conference, is a secondary factor in success. The primary 
factors appear to be: 
 
1) Whether the agency is genuinely commit ted to public part icipat ion and 
intends to honour the commitments it  makes to it s community. 
 
2) The underlying human qualit ies of the process. 
 

1) Agency commitment 
 
It  is likely that  the single most  important  factor in the success of a public 
part icipat ion program is whether the agency is genuinely commit ted to 
public part icipat ion. 
 
In their study into public part icipat ion in natural resource management  in 
Aust ralia, Buchy, Ross and Proctor 2000 note: 
 

"Sadly, it  seems that  few Commonwealth and State agencies t reat  public 
part icipat ion as Ôcore businessÕ. As a result  it  is diffi cult  to achieve the 
Ôparadigm shiftÕ required in genuine adopt ion of part icipatory processes 
and their results. 
 
"Further, their staff membersÕ liaison, facilitat ion and extension skills are 
not  t ruly respected and supported. Nor are the heavy personal demands 
of managing Ñ or even j ust  j oining Ñ part icipatory processes appreciated. 
The interpersonal interact ions involved can be gruelling as oft en as they 
are rewarding, and staff oft en need to ÔdebriefÕ aft er st ressful 
encounters. The t ime demands of t ravel and encroachment  into 
ÔpersonalÕ hours are also severe.  
 
"Organisat ional culture within agencies engaged in any form of public 
part icipat ion thus needs to recognise and support  the skill sets involved."  
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A number of other researchers emphasised the importance of having an 
agency commit ted to public involvement  (for instance Beriele and Konisky 
2000, Curt is and Lockwood 2000). 
 
In Kuhn and Ballard, in their 1998 examinat ion of four Canadian hazardous 
waste facilit y sit ing processes, found that  the commitment  of the agencies 
to open decision-making processes was the key element  in retaining public 
t rust  which in turn made the diff erence between success and failure. 
 
Aronoff and Gunter 1994 examined seven studies of locally based 
technological hazard disputes and ident if ied three factors that  cont ributed 
to bet ter outcomes: the fi rst  of these was the agency-community 
relat ionship ‘reflecting the agency’s willingness to negotiate collaboratively 
with lay persons.’  
 
Pet ts 2000 concluded that  this is a key challenge for government :  
 

‘It will also require change in the procedures of goverance, in 
particular a need to break down the barriers of compartmentalised 
decision making by different authorities and groups.’ (p830) 

 
 
Agency commitment: some questions for the decision-maker 
 

Buchy Ross and Proctor 2000 suggest  that  agency managers ask themselves 
these quest ions before entering a public part icipat ion process. 
 

¥ Why do I want  to start  a part icipatory process? 
 
¥ What  is available for negot iat ion, what  is not? Have I stated my intent ion 
clearly? Have we established a shared understanding? 
 
¥ Am I commit ted to listening to the people and act ing on their input  (or am 
I j ust  going through the mot ions)? 
 
¥ Does the process add value to the community Ñ what 's in it  for them? 
 
¥ Given the scale, the process and the issue, have I allocated suffi cient  t ime 
and resources? 
 
¥ Have I ident ifi ed the maj or stakeholder groups and do I understand how 
they relate to each other? Do all stakeholders have an equitable chance to 
part icipate? Do they have the capacity to part icipate? 
 
¥ Which useful skills/ informat ion will we potent ially learn fr om taking part  in 
this process? 
 
¥ What  are the risks? 
 
¥ Is the approach we have designed appropriate for the Indigenous, other 
cultural or organisat ional group to be involved? 
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¥ Have we sought  advice fr om part icipat ing Indigenous organisat ions or key 
informants (including Indigenous people and women) to ensure that  the 
approach is suitable?  
 

B) Underlying human qualities 
 
Numerous deliberat ive methods are described in the literature, and in 
pract ice these are further adapted to suit  part icular situat ions. ItÕs fair to 
say however that  designing a deliberat ive process may be more an art  than a 
science, and experienced pract it ioners should be involved wherever 
possible. 
 
What  make a part icipatory process successful? The literature suggests that  a 
successful process depends less on the formal method of involvement  than 
on the underlying qualit ies of openness, t rust ,  respect ful interact ion, shared 
cont rol and agency commitment . 
 
Chess and Purcell 1999 concluded that  the success of a part icipat ion 
program does not  depend on the part icular form of part icipatory process 
chosen. The factors affect ing success or failure instead included the history 
of the issue, the context  of part icipat ion, the expert ise of those planning 
the effo rt  and the commitment  of the agency.  
 
Beierle and Konisky 2000 ident if ied qualit ies of successful processes: the 
qualit y of the deliberat ive process; the qualit y of communicat ion with 
government ; the commitment  of the lead agency; and the degree to which 
j urisdict ion over the process was shared. 
 
PoisnerÕs 1996 evaluat ion of part icipatory processes suggested seven criteria 
for the effe ct iveness of community involvement  processes: 
 
1.  Do the part icipants represent  all signifi cant  sectors of the community? 
2.  Does the process focus on the common good? 
3.  Does the process engender crit ical refl ect ion of the values underlying the 

discussion? 
4.  Do the part icipants communicate in person, face to face? 
5.  Does the process involve cit izens, as opposed to individuals hired to 

represent  cit izens? 
6.  Does the part icipat ion process encourage dialogue? 
7.  Does the process inculcate civic virtue? 
 
Tuler and Webler 1999 interviewed part icipants in a maj or US forest  
management  consultat ion process and derived seven Ônormat ive principlesÕ 
for effe ct ive community consultat ion processes: 
 
1.  Access to the process: physical access at  t imes and places that  suited the 

part icipants. 
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2.  Power to infl uence the process and outcomes: part icipants could 
infl uence the agenda and consultat ive process. 

3.  Access to informat ion: part icipants requests for informat ion where 
sat isfi ed. 

4.  St ructural characterist ics to promote const ruct ive interact ions: e.g. 
neut ral facilitator,  sensit ive seat ing arrangement . 

5.  Facilitat ion of const ruct ive personal behaviours ie. the process promoted 
respect , openness, honesty, understanding, listening and t rust .  

6.  Adequate analysis: process goes beyond assert ions, and t ries to 
empirically verify facts. 

7.  Enabling social condit ions necessary for future processes:  
¥ resolving confl ict  not  heightening it ;  
¥ building bet ter relat ionships between diffe rent  part icipants and 

interest  groups; 
¥ promot ing a sense of place; and 
¥ being aware of public concerns about  the cost  and eff ort  of such a 

process. 
 
Compare these with the condit ions of procedural j ust ice in hazardous sit ing 
decisions set  out  by Hunold and Young 1999: 
 
1.  inclusiveness;  
2.  consultat ion over equal resources and access to informat ion (to help 

overcome power imbalance); 
3.  shared decision-making authorit y; and 
4.  authoritat ive decision-making. 

 
Similar evaluat ive criteria have been developed by other researchers (Duffy , 
Halgren et  al 1998; Beierle and Konisky 2000). 

 

Some advice for project designers 
 
A number of studies provide useful advice for those who design public 
involvement  processes. 
 
Chess and Purcell 1999 concluded that  empirical research supports Ôrules of 
thumbÕ which are based on the accumulated experience of pract it ioners: 
Clarify goals (e.g. ensure the agencyÕs underlying goals donÕt  contr adict itÕs public 
support for parti cipati on). 
 
1.  Begin part icipat ion early and invest  in advance planning. 
2.  Adapt  t radit ional part icipatory forums (e.g. precinct  commit tees) to 

meet  desired process and outcomes goals, and involve experts fr om 
outside agencies to provide technical assistance. 

3.  Include a mix of part icipatory methods eg. community advisory 
commit tee for sustained interact ions, workshops to develop opt ions, 
polls to involve larger numbers of people. 
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4.  Collect  feedback on the public part icipat ion effo rt ,  so you can 
demonst rate that  it  ÔworkedÕ. 
 

Lyn Carson 2000, in her work for Planning NSW, proposed a four-step process 
which built  on the work of Ortwin Renn in Germany (Renn et  al 1993). 
 
1.  Visioning:  a randomly selected group of community members, that  is 

demographically representat ive of the aff ected community, is brought  
together to establish visions, values and the criteria against  which the 
process can be evaluated. 

 
2.  Operationalising:  ÔexpertsÕ who may be knowledgeable members of the 

community, advocates, or technical experts, are brought  in to assist  the 
fi rst  group to form an act ion plan and test  it  against  the stated values. 

 
3.  Testing:  the plan is put  to the community as a whole, t ypically through a 

survey. 
 
4.  Evaluation:  if the proposal is approved, a f irm recommendat ion is made, 

the result  is communicated to the whole community, and the part icipant  
group evaluates the consultat ion process against  the criteria established 
in step 1. 

 
Carson suggests this st ructure can be adopted to suit  a range of deliberat ive 
methods including consensus conferences, cit izen j uries and Charet tes. 
 
Dr Janet te Hartz-Karp in the WA Minist ry of Planning, is ut ilising community 
consensus forums to seek solut ions to some of PerthÕs most  diff icult  land use 
confl icts. This model mixes community act ivists, randomly selected 
community members, agency staff and technical experts in intensive one-
day consensus seeking events. The part icipants are broken into work-groups 
under the guidance of facilitators, who are specially t rained for the event .  
 
She simultaneously ut ilises deliberative polls to consult  with the community 
(where subj ects a mailed an informat ion pack with the survey) in order to 
test  the broader publicÕs views. (pers. comm. Dr Janet te Hartz-Karp March 
2002) 
 
Specifi cally concerning facilit y sit ing processes, Kuhn and Ballard 1998 in 
their analysis of the sit ing of Canadian hazardous waste facilit ies proposed a 
generalised ÔOpen approachÕ with seven steps: 
 
1.  establish general environmental criteria; 
2.  broad public consultat ion; 
3.  invitat ion to part icipate; 
4.  consultat ions with interested communit ies; 
5.  site invest igat ions; 
6.  community referendum; 
7.  site decision. 
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