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Participation is increasingly used to legitimize and improve environmental decision
making. However, in practice participants often find the process empty and
frustrating. This has adverse consequences for environmental planning and consenting
processes, where participants become disillusioned, and negative feelings develop into
active opposition, causing delays, spiraling costs, and conflict. This paper addresses
the gap between participatory ideals and unsatisfactory environmental decision-making
in practice. We take a fresh look at how participatory ideals can be implemented and
propose a new framework based on translating participatory ideals into practice. We
identified commitments and values for fair and achievable participatory environmental
decision-making from science and technology studies (STS), procedural environmental
justice, and deliberative democracy. These were synthesized and organized into a set
of principles (inclusivity, process-orientation, empowerment, and reflection) and then
translated into “practical” criteria. The result is a new framework that links
participatory ideals to practice.

Keywords: participation; decision-making; procedural environmental justice;
deliberative democracy; environmental planning

1. Introduction

Participation is increasingly recommended to improve environmental decision making.

Meaningful political engagement can improve decision making by providing new

knowledge and reveal citizens’ values, interests, and aspirations, and thus politically

validate decision-making by demonstrating that public opinion has been considered.

Consequently, participation is said to improve the acceptance and durability of envir-

onmental planning decisions and policy-making (Brooker et al. 2019; Reed 2008;

Sustainable Development Commission 2007). However, realizing these potential bene-

fits is difficult because, in practice, participatory processes can be complicated, inef-

fective, and counter-productive, which adversely affects political engagement and the

supply of willing participants, and encourages political apathy.

The breadth of literature on normative participation illustrates the difficulty.

Arnstein’s classic study (1969) warns of empty and superficial participatory processes

that contribute to consultation fatigue, conflict between stakeholders and protracted

decision-making. Participation in environmental planning and decision-making
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processes currently exemplifies these challenges (Armeni 2016) because it is domi-

nated by extractive methods of data collection; focuses on the accuracy of data rather

than democratic values; and prioritizes expert knowledge over public views.

Consequently, previous studies have found that participants often become disillusioned

and that negative feelings develop into active opposition (Aitken, Haggett, and

Rudolph 2016; Wolsink 2007). This generates conflict, delays decisions, and increases

costs (Cashmore et al. 2019; Haggett 2008).

This unsatisfactory situation is especially evident in planning and consenting proc-

esses involving controversial projects, such as renewable energy developments, where

fixed consultation processes limit the breadth of stakeholder views and do not capture

what matters most to many consultees (Roberts and Escobar 2015, 194). The percep-

tion that consultation represents a meaningless tick-box exercise is therefore common

(newDemocracy Foundation 2018; Dorfman 2008; Pieraccini 2015), which can leave

people feeling excluded and ignored (Flannery, Healy, and Luna 2018; Haggett 2008).

The consequences of inadequate and unsatisfactory participation in environmental

planning and decision-making are well documented in the context of renewable energy

projects (Armeni 2016; Bell et al. 2005; Hindmarsh and Matthews 2008; Rydin et al.

2015), over the siting of land-based industrial projects (Hunold and Young 1998), agri-

cultural practices (Pretty 1995), contaminated land (Carson 2009), and conservation

(Lauber and Knuth 1999). For example, proposals for an offshore wind farm in the

Netherlands were consented, but the project was later halted by public opposition

because public views of the landscape impacts were not adequately considered during a

highly technocratic, top-down decision[-making] process (Wolsink 2010, 195). Similarly,

the UK Government’s 2013 consultation on planning for Marine Conservation Zones

was deemed to have ignored stakeholder views (Pieraccini 2015). More recently, marine

spatial planning in northeast USA (as part of the Northeast Regional Ocean Planning ini-

tiative) was found to be an exclusive, top-down process, designed to exclude or limit

meaningful engagement (Flannery, Healy, and Luna 2018).

In response to these challenges, scholars have, for many years, sought to define

conditions for normative participation (Arnstein 1969; Biegelbauer and Hansen

2011; Rowe and Frewer 2000; Steenbergen et al. 2003; Schr€ogel and Kolleck 2019;

Webler 1995). These include attempts to develop criteria that prescribe ideal stand-

ards for participation in environmental planning, environmental governance, and

natural resource management (Hunold and Young 1998; Pretty 1995; Uittenbroek

et al. 2019;). However, despite the abundance of this literature, the shortcomings of

participation in environmental decision-making, in practice, persist. Part of the prob-

lem is that participatory ideals, when put into practice, are often unachievable and/

or perpetuate power disparities, which contribute to suspicion and mistrust between

those with access to information and those without (Smith 2003, 55). To address the

gap between theoretical ideals and achievable implementation, a fresh perspective is

needed to ensure active engagement, which entails, if not a full shift of power from

authorities to citizens, at least transparency to mitigate the effects of unequal

power relations.

This paper is not a comprehensive review of previous attempts to define participa-

tory ideals. Instead, considering the persistence of unsatisfactory participation, in prac-

tice, we take a fresh look at some existing participatory ideals and propose a new

framework to operationalize them. The novelty in our approach is two-fold. First, we

focus on fair processes of participation (procedural justice) not its outcome
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(substantive justice). There is extensive literature that focuses on the ideal outcomes of

participation, these include social learning – a measure of knowledge acquired, under-

stood, and disseminated during a participatory process (Ernst 2019). Though, as Ernst

and others (including Pahl-Wostl et al. 2007; Reed et al. 2010) note, social learning

also considers the processes (and context) that generate outcomes, and social learning

may be related to participatory governance through intermediate outcomes such as

trust, network building, and conflict resolution. In contrast to accounts that emphasize

outcomes, we start from the claim that legitimate decision-making is dependent on pro-

cedures rather than outcomes (Ottinger 2013). To identify meaningful and useful par-

ticipatory ideals for environmental planning and decision-making, we draw on insights

from science and technology studies (STS), and political theories of procedural envir-

onmental justice and deliberative democracy, that focus on fair processes. We explain

our selection of these theories in the next section.

The second distinctive feature of this study is the way we apply participatory

ideals. This represents our key contribution. We propose a process of translating ideals

into practice – a framework for undertaking participatory environmental decision-mak-

ing. We explain how this framework emerged in the main body of this paper. In sum-

mary, we identified commitments and values that underpin achievable and effective

participatory ideals from insights from science and technology studies (STS), and theo-

ries of procedural environmental justice and deliberative democracy. Next, we organ-

ized the identified commitments and values into four principles – inclusivity, process

orientation, empowerment, and reflection – that are based on a participatory decision-

making process. The principle of inclusivity groups together ideals associated with

who is to be included; an issue that should be considered before decision-making

starts. Process orientation and empowerment group together ideals associated with

what occurs and how participants are treated during the decision-making process.

Reflection groups together ideals associated with what happens after decision-making.

We propose that thinking about principles in terms of particular temporal periods in

the decision-making process is an analytically helpful way of organizing the diverse

principles discussed in the literature. However, that does not mean the principles are

only relevant at a specific time in the decision-making process. On the contrary, envir-

onmental decision-making is not a neat linear process, and the principles are, and

should be, applied throughout. Finally, we translated the four principles into practical

criteria for their implementation to develop a new framework for undertaking and

assessing participation in environmental planning and decision-making.

2. Theoretical choices – how and why we draw on science and technology

studies (STS), procedural environmental justice, and deliberative democracy

In this section, we explain and justify our use of STS, procedural environmental just-

ice, and deliberative democracy to identify commitments and values of participatory

environmental decision making.

Our focus on fair process and procedure is underpinned by an understanding of

knowledge as being inherently incomplete and dynamic, informed by STS. From the

perspective of STS, knowledge gaps are accepted and expected, knowledge develops

with experience, and knowledge changes over time (Graham 2016). Accepting that

knowledge is incomplete and changes, requires continuous decision-making processes,

rather than a single decision outcome and “ongoing opportunities to consent” (Ottinger
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2013, 251). Opportunities to contribute cannot be limited, because procedures that rely

on limited information provision and limited opportunities to engage reduce the legit-

imacy of decision making.

We draw on procedural environmental justice because of its emphasis on fair proc-

esses as opposed to fair outcomes (Schmidt 2014) and because of the interdependent

relationship between participation and just procedure. The environmental justice move-

ment developed out of a widespread critique of top down, centralized procedures that

disempower individuals (Schlosberg 1999, 558), where the absence of procedural just-

ice adversely affects decision-making and contributes to political deadlock (Tomlinson

2015, 9), as is characteristic of contemporary environmental decision-making. As the

movement has evolved, the concept of environmental justice expanded in response to

demands for respect, recognition, and fairness in participation (Young 1990, 34;

Honneth 1992, 190–191; Schlosberg 2007, 26), to comprise three interrelated and

interdependent elements: equal distribution of environmental risks; fairness of proce-

dures; and recognition for other participants, issues, and values, irrespective of position

and identity. Procedural environmental justice is understood as institutional processes

that determine access to information, participation, decision making and justice

(Shrader-Frechette 2002, 28), representing a precondition (Walker 2012) of addressing

distributive injustice as well as issues of oppression and justice as recognition (Young

1990). This conception again highlights that participation is embedded in the definition

of procedural justice (Sovacool et al. 2016).

Finally, we draw on deliberative democracy literature. Deliberative democracy is

based on procedural ideals, rather than achieving an ideal outcome, where decisions

are made with, not for, people, cultivating a sense of ownership, rather than people liv-

ing with imposed decisions (Smith 2003). As well as being theoretically compatible

with participation, deliberative democracy can enhance participation (Elstub 2018),

because it provides an understanding of the theory and operationalization of procedural

values (Niemeyer and Dryzek 2007; Tomlinson 2015). It is argued that theories of

deliberative democracy (rather than theories drawn from other models of democracy,

such as aggregative forms of participatory democracy) represent the right way to

assess fair and just procedure, dealing particularly well with weaknesses in institutional

processes that are designed to facilitate critical scrutiny and cultivate engagement

(Smith 2003, 65).

Table 1 summaries the values drawn from STS, procedural environmental justice,

and deliberative democracy. These commitments and values have been selected based

on their relevance to environmental planning and decision-making processes and

achievability and serve as a useful way to illustrate the development of the proposed

framework. The commitments and values have been interpreted and grouped into four

principles of environmental decision-making – inclusivity, process-orientation,

empowerment, and reflection, as shown in Table 1 and explained in the next section.

3. Principles for participatory environmental Decision-Making

This section explains the categorization of the commitments and values drawn from

STS, procedural environmental justice, and deliberative democracy (summarised in

Table 1) into four principles. As described in Section 1 and detailed in this section,

this categorization emerged from thinking about the participatory process in terms of

specific temporal periods of the decision-making process: pre, during, and post

4 J. Carrick et al.



Table 1. Commitments and values of STS, procedural environmental justice, and deliberative
democracy and their relation to the four principles.

Contributions and insights

Science and
Technology Studies

Procedural
Environmental Justice Deliberative Democracy

PRINCIPLE: Inclusivity
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Multiple and diverse perspectives and voices are heard / represented
Lay knowledge is legitimate

and essential
Obligations for proactive

pursuit of contributions

Actively seeks diverse voices
Includes non-expert /
public voices

Seeking and recognizing
diverse voices

Reaching out to alternative
views, including
traditionally
excluded groups

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Fair access to information and opportunity to participate
Access to information Access to information

Equal right, opportunity, and
capacity to participate

The right, opportunity, and
capacity to participate

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Regard for environmental values
Accounts for non-human
(ecological) actors

Appreciate environment’s
intrinsic value

Space and flexibility for
‘Value Pluralism’

PRINCIPLE: PROCESS-ORIENTATION
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Deliberation
The decision is part of an

ongoing, iterative process
of deliberation and is open
to change

Intrinsic value of procedure Meta-consensus, via mutual
understanding

Just decision is part of
ongoing process of
deliberation, reflection,
and action

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Transformation and change
Knowledge is dynamic,

allowing space to accept
and expect change

Flexible / adaptive via
grassroots / bottom-
up structure

Transformative process and
expectation for change

Learning
Deliberation transforms self-

interest toward ethically
defensible and ‘common
good’ positions

PRINCIPLE: EMPOWERMENT
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Open discussion
Lay knowledge is sought (not

just allowed)
Unconstrained dialogue

defended against
strategic action

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Trust and respect
Fair distribution of power
Equal voice and partners at
each stage

Empowerment through
diverse and creative
methods of engagement

Transparency
Recognition and respect

Transparency
Coercion /power relations

managed, not excluded.

(Continued)
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engagement. However, we stress that the application of the principles and the criteria

that we derive from them are not limited to specific points in the participatory process

and should be applied iteratively throughout. To aid understanding of the categoriza-

tion, the detail of the four principles is honed by sub-principles that add an extra layer

of organization to the proposed framework for implementing participatory ideals. The

sub-principles emerged during the process of interpretation and integration, as

explained below.

3.1. Inclusivity

The principle of inclusivity groups together values from STS, procedural environmental

justice, and deliberative democracy that are associated with who is involved in, has

access to, and is heard in environmental decision-making. These values are generally

associated with, but not limited to, pre-engagement activities. Inclusivity is divided into

three sub-principles: multiple and diverse perspectives and voices are heard; fair access

to information and opportunity to participate; and regard for environmental values.

3.1.1. Multiple and diverse perspectives and voices are heard/represented

Recognizing the need to include and hear multiple and diverse perspectives and voices,

beyond immediate stakeholders and experts, is a key requirement for improving envir-

onmental decision-making in STS, procedural environmental justice, and deliberative

democracy literature. STS scholars build on the arguments for the legitimate and

essential contribution of non-expert/lay knowledge in democratic decision-making.

Fiorino (1990, 227–228) highlights the substantive, normative and instrumental value

of lay knowledge. Substantively, Fiorino considers that lay knowledge is as sound, or

more so, than the knowledge of experts, due to non-experts’ sensitivity to social and

political values and their capacity to account for uncertainty. Fiorino associates the

normative value with the ethical presupposition that citizens are the best judge of their

own interests. Finally, Fiorino identifies the instrumental value of effective lay

Table 1. (Continued).

Contributions and insights

Science and
Technology Studies

Procedural
Environmental Justice Deliberative Democracy

PRINCIPLE:
REFLECTION

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Reflective process
Dynamic knowledge requires

ongoing process of
engagement and reflection

Equal opportunity for
consideration

Reflective process
enables change

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Self-awareness
Opportunities for participants

to recognize the limitations
of their own perspectives

Engaging and learning from
diverse and
competing viewpoints

6 J. Carrick et al.



participation in risk decisions as making those decisions more legitimate. Rowe and

Frewer (2000) agree, emphasizing the public’s capacity for participating on technical

issues, and considering the limitations of experts’ perspectives. Therefore, STS pre-

scribes that lay knowledge is legitimate and essential for participation in environmental

decision-making, which is incorporated into this sub-principle.

The commitment to include lay knowledge, which is not dependent on a partici-

pant’s qualifications (Wynne 2007) contrasts with other attempts to prescribe criteria

for participatory environmental decision-making. For example, Steenbergen et al.

(2003) discourse quality index (DQI) limits contributions according to their quality.

Also, Webler’s (1995) “competence” criteria assess contributions based on the quality

of their discourse to determine their inclusion. It also contrasts with calls for selective

stakeholder analysis (Reed 2008) that could lead to biased selection and would exclude

some potential contributors.

Accepting STS’s understanding of knowledge as dynamic and the value of lay and

diverse sources of knowledge, participatory environmental decision-making must con-

duct a proactive pursuit of contributions (Ottinger 2013). As a precondition of recogni-

tion justice, procedural environmental justice also prescribes inclusion of multiple,

diverse, and non-expert voices. For effective implementation of the commitments and

values of procedural environmental justice, participation would not only allow, but

actively seek, diverse voices, by facilitating creative communication methods and

opportunities, incorporating novel methods such as narrative and even storytelling to

empower disenfranchized groups in debate (Young 2000, 53).

Similarly, deliberative democracy provides a systematic framework and institu-

tional context for the application of scientific and technological knowledge… . within

which the barriers between “expert” and “lay” knowledge can be challenged (Smith

2003, 65). This commitment to inclusivity is defined by engagement that reaches out

to alternative views, including the views expressed by traditionally excluded groups

(Schlosberg, Shulman, and Zavestoski 2006).

3.1.2. Fair access to information and opportunity to participate

The sub-principle of fair access to information and opportunity to participate draws

directly from the theories of STS, procedural environmental justice, and deliberative

democracy. As set out above, STS literature assumes that knowledge changes, there-

fore the commitment to access to information drawn from STS literature is also incor-

porated into this sub-principle of fair access to information and opportunity to

participate.

Theoretical ideals for participation are embedded in the development of the grass-

roots environmental justice movement that is rooted in social activism in the US and

connected to issues of race, class, and gender (Jenkins 2018). As a grassroots move-

ment the right to participate as equal partners at every level of decision-making is one

of the environmental justice movement’s founding principles (First National People of

Color Environmental Leadership Summit 1996). Grassroots movement groups have

formalized requirements for access to information, inclusivity, and community engage-

ment to achieve environmental justice. The United States Environmental Protection

Agency (USEPA) incorporates meaningful involvement into its definition of environ-

mental justice, comprising: opportunity to participate; potential for public contributions

to influence decision-making; a voice for community concern in decision making; and

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 7



the involvement of those potentially affected (USEPA [United States Environmental

Protection Agency] 2020). The underlying principles of procedural justice reinforce the

commitment to inclusivity. Specifically, the procedural environmental justice literature

emphasizes access to knowledge and availability of information (Di Chiro 1997;

Jenkins 2019; Shrader-Frechette 2002; Schlosberg 2007). Procedural environmental

justice’s commitments to providing the equal right, opportunity, and capacity to par-

ticipate via access to information is incorporated into this sub-principle.

To ensure that all voices are heard, or are represented, in deliberative democracy the

fundamental normative conditions for (environmental) deliberative procedures are: the right,

opportunity, and capacity to participate (Smith 2003), which is incorporated directly into

the sub-principle of fair access to information and opportunity to participate.

3.1.3. Regard for environmental values

The commitment to accounting for environmental values draws on procedural environ-

mental justice and deliberative democracy. The environmental justice movement is

characterized by a shift away from anthropocentric concepts associated with social

justice to a wider appreciation of the environment’s intrinsic value and a more eco-

centric approach (Schlosberg 2013). The intrinsic value of nature (as defined in delib-

erative democracy) describes the richness and diversity of the non-human world that

has a value in and for itself, which is independent of any particular value placed on it

by humans (Smith 2003, 9). As well as requiring that the intrinsic value of the envir-

onment is appreciated, procedural environmental justice prescribes those non-human

actors (non-human things that influence social and ecological systems [Bickerstaff and

Agyeman 2009]) are accounted for.

Competing social and environmental values need to be managed during participa-

tion in environmental decision-making, while addressing complexity, uncertainty and

risk that contribute to conflict between stakeholders and to protracted decision making.

Deliberative democratic theory provides the space for “value pluralism” that gives

voice and sensitivity to diverse environmental and social values and conditions (Smith

2003), as well as recognizing nature’s agency (Dryzek 2007). The sub-principle of

regard for environmental values is, therefore, based on procedural environmental justi-

ce’s commitment to their inclusion and deliberative democracy’s commitment to value

pluralism to facilitate their inclusion.

3.2. Process-orientation

The principle of process-orientation groups together ideals from STS, procedural envir-

onmental justice and deliberative democracy that are associated with the process of

decision-making, which is divided into sub-principles of deliberation, and transform-

ation and change. Underpinned by the STS understanding of knowledge as dynamic

(Ottinger 2013), deliberation describes an ongoing, iterative process that is open to

change: transformation allows, expects, and encourages change. The composition of

each of these sub-principles is described below, building on STS’s understanding of

knowledge as dynamic and drawing on procedural environmental justice and delibera-

tive democracy.

8 J. Carrick et al.



3.2.1. Deliberation

Procedural environmental justice is defined by its intrinsic value, as well as its instru-

mental value (Schlosberg 1999). Walker (2012, 47) explains the intrinsic as well as

the instrumental value of fair procedure: “procedural injustice does not serve only as

an explanation or cause of injustice… .it is also a subject or element of justice… in

its own right.” Therefore (procedural) injustice will occur if the processes were unfair,

even if they resulted in the desired outcome (the fair distribution of environmental

risks and benefits) (Schlosberg 1999). The intrinsic value of procedure espoused by

procedural environmental justice is incorporated into the deliberation sub-principle.

Recognizing the intrinsic value of participation (as the democratic right to participate)

from the perspective of the participant contrasts with previous attempts to define crite-

ria for participatory environmental decision-making that build on Habermas’ theory of

communicative action. These previous attempts measure the quality of the discourse to

enhance the instrumental value of the data extracted from participants (Webler 1995;

Palerm 1999; Steenbergen et al. 2003).

Along with inclusivity, unconstrained dialogue, and sensitivity to environmental

values, just decision-making is a fundamental commitment of deliberative democracy

(Smith 2003). Deliberative democracy seeks workable agreement and mutual under-

standing that accepts competing values and different viewpoints (value pluralism)

(Smith 2003). Deliberative process allows for broad agreement in the presence of alter-

native legitimate voices, so that the outcome itself is open to change (Niemeyer and

Dryzek 2007, 500). This contrasts with complete consensus that limits critical dialogue

and the voice of minorities and relies on a stable notion of knowledge.

Accepting that complete consensus is unfeasible for effective implementation

(Bailey and Grossardt 2010), it is important that decisions are still taken; deliberation

is distinct from dialogue in that decisions are made through a process of exchanging

and understanding well-informed and justified individual positions (Raphael and

Karpowitz 2013). However, the outcome becomes part of an ongoing process of delib-

eration and not an endpoint (Smith 2003, 73), reflecting the understanding of know-

ledge as dynamic, informed by STS and the commitments of procedural justice.

Deliberative democracy’s commitments to seeking meta consensus via mutual under-

standing and just decision-making, via an ongoing process of deliberation, reflection,

and action, are incorporated into the sub-principle of deliberation.

3.2.2. Transformation and change

In deliberative democracy, engagement processes encourage transformation of self-

interested positions and individual preferences and values into more ethically defens-

ible positions that are oriented toward the “common good” (Smith 2003, 63; Niemeyer

and Dryzek 2007). As explained above, an ongoing process of deliberation facilitates

learning and change. Deliberative democracy’s commitments to transformative process

toward the common good via learning are incorporated into the sub-principle of trans-

formation and change.

Accepting the dynamic nature of knowledge and the contested theoretical ideals of

participation in environmental decision-making in the literature, the values and com-

mitments of STS, deliberative democracy and procedural environmental justice are

also subject to change. Normative and effective models of participation in environmen-

tal decision-making must therefore be flexible, to adapt to case- and time-specific

Journal of Environmental Planning and Management 9



circumstances, in contrast to current (rigid) attempts to institutionalize models of par-

ticipation (as described in Section 1.1). Procedural environmental justice provides a

flexible and adaptive structure to implement transformative but fair process. As a bot-

tom-up, grassroots movement, environmental justice can be conceptualized as a decen-

tralized structure that is strong enough to confront issues while being flexible and

diverse to respond to changes (Schlosberg 1999, 558). The environmental justice

movement commits to retaining the flexibility of the grassroots movement that recog-

nizes diverse views as it expands and is adopted by institutions (Young 1990; Gould

1996). This commitment to flexible and adaptive structure is incorporated into this

sub-principle to enable transformation and change to occur.

3.3. Empowerment

The principle of empowerment groups together ideals from STS, procedural environ-

mental justice and deliberative democracy that are associated with treatment of partici-

pants during decision-making. The principle of empowerment is divided into sub-

principles of open discussion, and trust and respect. We describe the composition of

each of these sub-principles below.

3.3.1. Open discussion

The commitment to include lay knowledge (from STS – see Section 3.1.1) is directly

integrated into the sub-principle of open discussion. The treatment of participants

(including those with lay knowledge) in the deliberative process draws on deliberative

democracy. One of the fundamental normative conditions for (environmental) delibera-

tive procedures is unconstrained dialogue that defends deliberation against strategic

action (from powerful actors) (Smith 2003, 56). This commitment is defined by condi-

tions that allow for engagement and reflection with different perspectives and transpar-

ency to enable participants to learn from competing viewpoints, transform their prior

beliefs and cultivate mutual understanding (Smith 2003; Niemeyer and Dryzek 2007).

This contrasts with strategic engagement that maximizes self-interest, for example, by

deliberately retaining information to gain advantage over other participants. The com-

mitment to unconstrained dialogue that defends deliberation against strategic action is

incorporated into this sub-principle of open discussion.

3.3.2. Trust and respect

There is broad agreement in the procedural environmental justice literature that the underly-

ing principles of procedural justice are inclusivity, fair distribution of power, and transpar-

ency. The literature emphasizes an equal voice, an equal right to participation, an equal

opportunity for consideration, and an ability to participate as equal partners in environmen-

tal decision-making, at each stage of the process (Gould 1996, 181; Honneth 1992,

190–191; Shrader-Frechette 2002, 28–29). However, these commitments can present prob-

lems for effective implementation: for example, how to ensure equal power between partici-

pants who are unequally affected and resourced. This challenge raises concerns about the

way power is exercised, which is compounded by the need to account for non-human (eco-

logical) actors. Procedural environmental justice’s commitments to fair distribution of
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power, equal voice at each stage, recognition of other participants, and transparency have

been incorporated into the sub-principle of trust and respect.

While differences in views should not be suppressed in favor of consensus

(Escobar 2019), it is vital to avoid endless deliberation without action. As discussed

above under the sub-principle of deliberation, decisions are made through a process of

exchanging and understanding well-informed and justified individual positions

(Raphael and Karpowitz 2013). To achieve this, Mansbridge (1996) reminds us that

coercion can be managed to motivate collective deliberation to action. Therefore, a

commitment to fair conditions to manage power, rather than setting unobtainable and

undesirable conditions to exclude it, is incorporated in the sub-principle of trust

and respect.

3.4. Reflection

The principle of reflection groups together ideals from STS, procedural environmen-

tal justice and deliberative democracy that are associated with how participants can

and should engage with their own previous contributions. These ideals are generally

associated with, but not limited to, post-engagement activities. Building on the prin-

ciple of process-orientation and commitment to an ongoing process of decision-mak-

ing, the principle of reflection is divided into sub-principles of reflective process

and self-awareness. We describe the composition of each of these sub-princi-

ples below.

3.4.1. Reflective process

Accepting STS’s understanding of knowledge as dynamic, participation in environmen-

tal decision-making cannot be limited to passive opportunities for engagement.

Participatory environmental decision-making must therefore consist of ongoing itera-

tive processes of engagement and reflection (Ottinger 2013). This commitment is sup-

ported by deliberative democracy’s commitment to change via reflection, where

participants reexamine their own and other people’s views as part of deliberation

(Roberts and Escobar 2015). To ensure fairness in the deliberative process, we draw

on procedural environmental justice’s commitment to enabling participants to have

equal opportunity to contribute, which continues throughout the process of engagement

and reflection. Reflective process, therefore, incorporates an ongoing process of reflec-

tion to facilitate change (informed by STS and deliberative democracy), which pro-

vides participants with equal opportunities to contribute throughout.

3.4.2. Self-awareness

In deliberative democracy, reflective and transformative process is dependent on par-

ticipants recognizing the limitations of their own perspectives while encouraging

mutual understanding of different views, via an engagement process that cultivates

reflection. Commitments to providing opportunities for participants to recognize the

limitations of their own perspectives, and engage and learn from alternative perspec-

tives, are incorporated into the sub-principle of self-awareness.

In this section, we have taken a fresh look at participatory ideals using insights

drawn from STS, procedural environmental justice, and deliberative democracy.
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To aid their implementation, we have explained how these ideals have been cate-

gorized into four principles and sub-principles. In the next section, we discuss

how these principles and sub-principles should be translated to facilitate effective

implementation.

4. Translation of theory into practice: Interpretation of the four principles

In this section, the four principles of inclusivity, process orientation, empowerment

and reflection, and their sub-principles are translated into practical criteria.

4.1. Inclusivity

The commitment to inclusivity in participatory environmental decision-making

involves ensuring that: multiple and diverse perspectives and voices are heard/repre-

sented; there is fair access to information and opportunity to participate; and there is

regard for environmental values. The theoretical ideals associated with adhering to the

commitment to inclusivity are identified in Table 2, but in practice, it is difficult to

strike a balance between ensuring voices are included and that they are heard.

Inadequate inclusion excludes relevant voices, while “over-inclusion” drowns out indi-

vidual voices, including those from disadvantaged and minority communities.

Implementing the principle of inclusivity needs to accept the practical implications

of unlimited inclusion. For example, drawing on STS literature, Biegelbauer and

Hansen’s (2011) participatory criteria prescribe that all legitimate interests have a

voice. However, trying to include everyone affected is impractical (Gould 1996).

Implementing this ideal would be hampered by a lack of clarification on what counts

as all legitimate voices and may result in procedural deadlock (Tomlinson 2015),

where the process gets bogged down in accounting for all legitimate voices. The prac-

tical criteria in Table 2 go some way to striking a balance, shifting away from pre-

scribing that all those affected are included toward diversity and proactive practices

that seek, as opposed to passively allow, participation, as prescribed by STS. The prac-

tical criteria focus on the tools of engagement, their design and how they can be used

to demonstrate effort to meet the criteria.

4.1.1. Multiple and diverse perspectives and voices are heard/represented

To implement the sub-principle of ensuring that “multiple and diverse perspectives and

voices are heard/represented”, the practical criteria in Table 2 prescribe that the design

of engagement processes enables diverse interactions and should include processes that

proactively engage and seek diverse and alternative voices, minority groups and non-

experts. The intention is to demonstrate the inclusion of lay knowledge, diverse voices,

and non-expert/public voices in the design and implementation of environmental deci-

sion-making. While acknowledging that the ideal of including all lay knowledge, non-

experts and minorities is unachievable, the practical criteria emphasises that voices

beyond those immediately affected and experts are sought.

The practical criteria for ensuring that “multiple and diverse perspectives and voi-

ces are heard/represented” prescribe that demonstrable effort should be made to reach

out to minority communities that often “lack effective organizations to represent

them”. To reach out to alternative views, including traditionally excluded groups, the
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practical criteria require that diverse engagement and communication tools be used

(e.g. visual representations) and that efforts be made to acknowledge and address con-

sultation fatigue. This resonates with Young’s plea for the inclusion of alternative

forms of communication, such as storytelling, in response to discussion-based deliber-

ation that is culturally biased (1996, 120). Drawing on developments in deliberative

practice (see Involve 2005), the role of creative methods is recognized to account for

and respect diverse backgrounds, cultures, and educational achievements, as well as to

address consultation fatigue associated with the typical and ordinary.

4.1.2. Fair access to information and opportunity to participate

The sub-principle of ensuring “fair access to information and opportunity to partic-

ipate” demands an equal right, opportunity, and capacity to participate; and that access

to information should be provided.

Table 2. Inclusivity: theoretical ideals and practical criteria.

Theoretical Ideals Practical Criteria

PRINCIPLE: Inclusivity
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Multiple and diverse perspectives and voices are heard / represented
Lay knowledge is legitimate and essential Demonstrate proactive engagement, targeting

diverse range of voices and
minority groups.

Actively seeking and recognizing
diverse voices

Demonstrate effort to seek alternative voices
beyond those immediately affected
and experts.

Includes non-expert / public voices Experts and non-experts are included.
Reaching out to alternative views, including

traditionally excluded groups
Diverse engagement and communication tools

used (e.g. visual representations).
Efforts made to acknowledge and address
consultation fatigue to engage stakeholders
and enhance participation.

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Fair access to information and opportunity to participate
Equal right, opportunity, and capacity to

participate
Participation is open; individuals or groups

can initiate participation without invitation.
Consultation is open for sustained and
regular periods and is publicized in advance
to optimize awareness of the opportunities
to participate.

Access to information Demonstrate what additional information and
resources for access is provided to
disadvantaged and under-
represented groups.

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Regard for environmental values
Give voice to non-human (ecological) actors Identify potential environmental impacts (e.g.

use existing EIA framework).
Appreciation of the environment’s

intrinsic value
Demonstrate that environmental values are

represented, e.g. use groups representing
conservation interests such as the RSPB.

Space and flexibility for value pluralism Provide opportunities for diverse viewpoints
to hear and reflect on alternative
perspectives.
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To implement the theoretical ideals associated with the sub-principle of fair access

to information and opportunity to participate, the practical criteria emphasize openness

to promote equal opportunities for participation while recognizing the inherent differ-

ence between contributors. To implement the equal right, opportunity, and capacity to

participate, the practical criteria prescribe that decision-making processes be open so

that individuals or groups can initiate participation without invitation. A mechanism

for self-selection works in conjunction with the proactive engagement described above,

to optimize the opportunities to participation.

The practical criteria operationalize the ideal of “access to information” by pre-

scribing that consultation periods be open for sustained and regular periods and be

publicized in advance to optimize opportunities for participation. This draws on

Hunold and Young’s (1998) proposal that consultation over time, as opposed to spor-

adic consultations, is required to maximize social knowledge. Recognizing that insuffi-

cient time and knowledge reduces the capability of citizens to engage in meaningful

debate with experts and authorities, thereby reducing public participation and legitim-

ate critique, the practical criteria also require provision of additional information and

resources to compensate disadvantaged and under-represented groups. This reflects

Hunold and Young’s (1998) concern for equal resources and access to information to

address gross power disparities between experts and citizens. It also reflects Fraser’s

“objective condition” required for participation that prescribes “distribution of material

resources… to ensure participants’ independence and voice” via systems that facilitate

“means and opportunities” for participation (Fraser 2001, 29). The practical criteria

emphasize providing the opportunities for participation, rather than coercion, to recog-

nize the right not to participate.

4.1.3. Regard for environmental values

The sub-principle of having “regard for environmental values” necessitates the provi-

sion of a voice for non-human (ecological) actors; appreciating the environment’s

intrinsic value; and the space and flexibility for value pluralism.

The practical criteria for implementing this sub-principle aim to enable decision-

makers to demonstrate that environmental values are recognized and accounted for. It

is acknowledged that there may be case-specific opportunities for recognition of envir-

onmental values which may be more appropriate and should therefore be considered.

To operationalize the ideals of giving a voice to non-human actors and appreciation of

the environment’s intrinsic values, the practical criteria require that decision-making

processes should demonstrate that environmental impacts and values are considered

and represented. This draws on Palerm’s (1999, 234) principles which lay down that

those actors without a voice are “given an opportunity to participate, either directly or

through actors representing their interests”, for example, by those who enunciate envir-

onmental values. The specific requirement to consider environmental values addresses

weaknesses in Habermas-inspired criteria that are often criticized for underplaying

intrinsic environmental values (Smith 2003, 69) and dismissing nature as passive and

inert (Dryzek 2007).

It is acknowledged that existing regulatory frameworks, such as Environmental

Impact Assessment (EIA), already include groups representing conservation interests

such as the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB). To enhance this existing

approach and provide the space and flexibility for value pluralism, the practical criteria
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emphasize that, as well as including diverse viewpoints, mechanisms for participants

to hear and reflect on alternative perspectives are provided. This resonates with

Fraser’s (2001) conditions for participation that recognize the diversity of voices and

interests, which need to be served by diverse systems. Crucially, the focus shifts from

equality toward an approach that accepts inherent diversity and inevitable conflict

between values, characteristic of value pluralism.

4.2. Process orientation

As discussed in the introduction, participatory ideals often focus on what the outcome

(the decision) is, rather than how it was achieved. For example, Hunold and Young

(1998) proposed that environmental decisions should be fair, respecting the partici-

pants’ contributions. We propose that to address the shortcomings of environmental

decision-making in practice, a change in mindset is required that focuses on achieving

a sense of fairness in process. The practical criteria, set out in Table 3 and described

below, translate ideals for fair process into mechanisms that encourage fair process,

rather than unachievable standards associated with the outcome.

Table 3. Process-orientation: theoretical ideals and practical criteria.

Theoretical Ideals Practical Criteria

PRINCIPLE: Process orientation
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Deliberation
The decision is part of an ongoing process of

deliberation and is open to change.
Consultation and engagement processes

facilitate regular decisions and action points
that represent milestones, as opposed to an
endpoint.
Provide consistent mechanisms for
engagement beyond decision and
action points.

Intrinsic value of procedure
Just decision is part of ongoing process of

deliberation, reflection, and action
Provide opportunities for participants to

deliberate and reflect on their own and
alternative contributions.

Deliberation
Meta-consensus, via mutual understanding Decisions represent broad agreements (rather

than complete consensus), which
participants are encouraged to query
and debate.

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Transformation and change
Knowledge is dynamic, allowing space to

accept and expect change
A range of engagement activities are provided

to provide space for participants to consider
alternative perspectives and reflect on
prior beliefs.

Flexible / adaptive via grassroots / bottom-
up structure

Opportunities and mechanisms for feedback
and reflection are provided and promoted.

Transformative process and expectation
for change

Provide systems to communicate information
and knowledge as it changes, before, during
and after decision and action points.Learning

Self-interest is transformed toward ethically
defensible and ‘common good’ positions
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4.2.1. Deliberation

The sub-principle of deliberation demands that decisions be part of an ongoing process

of deliberation that opens the decisions up to change. Ideally, the intrinsic value of

procedure should be recognized so that just decision-making is part of the ongoing

process of deliberation, reflection, and action. To aid this procedure, the practical crite-

ria require that decision-making processes be designed to facilitate regular decisions

and action points that represent milestones, as opposed to an endpoint. Provision

should be made for consistent mechanisms for deliberation and reflection beyond the

decision and action points. These practical criteria reflect Biegelbauer and Hansen’s

(2011) commitment to open-ended decision-making processes and obligation for debate

and interrogation.

The sub-principle of deliberation also prescribes that, ideally, participants should

reach mutual understanding. This ideal is interpreted in the context of value pluralism

and expectation for change, where the practical criteria encourage query and debate so

that broad agreements can be found via an iterative process. The idea is that an

ongoing iterative design enables opportunities for reflection and change to defuse the

level of expectation and sense of finality associated with a single endpoint.

4.2.2. Transformation and change

The sub-principle of “transformation and change” indicates that environmental decision

making should recognize that knowledge is dynamic, allowing space to accept and

expect change. To implement a process that recognizes that knowledge is dynamic, the

practical criteria suggest that a range of engagement activities should be provided to

give participants the space to consider alternative perspectives and reflect on

prior beliefs.

Ideally, environmental decision making should be flexible and adaptive via a grass-

roots/bottom-up structure. To implement this aspect of the sub-principle of transform-

ation and change, the practical criteria suggest that activities are provided that enable

participants and decision makers to reflect and provide feedback. Emphasizing a flex-

ible and adaptive process addresses potential shortcomings of conventional top-down

decision-making.

The sub-principle of transformation and change sees environmental decision-mak-

ing as a transformative process that expects knowledge to change. To implement this

transformative process, the practical criteria recommend that expectation for change is

established from the start via systems that facilitate knowledge and information to be

built up and communicated between stakeholders. Adhering to the criteria for trans-

formation and change, which applies to both participants and decision makers, should

be achieved via co-production of knowledge, as opposed to knowledge extraction that

is typical of contemporary consultation practices.

Ideally, participatory environmental decision-making facilitates learning to encour-

age transformation of self-interest positions toward ethically defensible and “common

good” positions. To implement this, the practical criteria suggest that systems be pro-

vided to communicate information and knowledge as it changes, before, during and

after decision and action points. The aim is to encourage participants to increase their

awareness and appreciation of alternative perspectives so that through learning, they

move away from self-interest positions.
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4.3. Empowerment

The commitment to empowerment in participatory environmental decision-making

depends on open discussion and cultivating trust and respect. Openness, trust, and

respect between participants does not spontaneously materialize, but it can be encour-

aged. As set out in Table 4, to implement the principle of empowerment the practical

criteria focus on providing the space for a variety of engagement tools to be used with

the aim of encouraging openness, trust, and respect.

4.3.1. Open discussion

Ideally, participatory environmental decision-making should ensure that lay knowledge

is sought, not just allowed. To implement this aspect of the sub-principle of open dis-

cussion, the practical criteria suggests that the inclusion of lay knowledge can be

achieved in practice by ensuring that mechanisms are provided that enable and pro-

mote participation from project conception.

Table 4. Empowerment: theoretical ideals and practical criteria.

Theoretical Ideals Practical Criteria

PRINCIPLE: Empowerment
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Open discussion
Lay knowledge is sought (not just allowed) Provide mechanisms that enable and promote

participation from project conception.
Unconstrained dialogue is defended against

strategic action
Provide mechanisms that enable and

encourage non-expert and expert
participants to frame issues / problems and
contribute ideas early in process.

Enable unlimited contributions.

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Trust and Respect
Coercion /power relations managed,

not excluded.
State at commencement and reiterate

throughout that all contributions are valued
and will be included.

Fair distribution of power Time and resources provided to allow
participants to get to know each other,
preferably before providing contributions.

Equal voice and partners at each stage. Communicate the purpose of the project and
set out realistic goals to manage the
expectations of the participants.

State and reiterate that the process relies on
mutual respect and trust between
participants and with the facilitator. Provide
a mechanism for issues associated with
respect and trust to be heard.

Empowerment through diverse and creative
methods of engagement.

Diverse and creative methods of engagement
used to encourage participants
to contribute.

Transparency The preferred outcome of the facilitator is set
out transparently and does not limit
inclusion of contributions.

Demonstrate the mechanisms for participants
to understand the impact and place of their
contribution.
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The sub-principle of open discussion lays down that participatory environmental

decision-making comprises unconstrained dialogue that is defended against strategic

action. To implement this, the practical criteria suggest that mechanisms should be put

in place that enable unlimited contributions from both non-experts and experts, which

encourage them to frame issues and to contribute ideas early in the process. These

practical criteria draw on Biegelbauer and Hansen’s (2011) participation criteria that

require that issues are framed by participants, and Steenbergen et al.’s (2003) DQI that

requires that participants have the freedom to speak without interruption.

4.3.2. Trust and respect

The sub-principle of trust and respect requires that power relations should be managed not

excluded and there should be a fair distribution of power during decision-making proc-

esses. To implement this, the practical criteria suggest that a statement be made that all

contributions should be valued and will be included, at commencement of the process and

reiterated throughout. Moreover, time and resources should be made available for partici-

pants to get to know each other and consider the issues and conflicts before expressing

their opinions and then reflecting on them (R€ockmann et al. 2012).

Ideally, participants should have an equal voice in decision-making processes and

be partners at each stage. To implement this, the practical criteria suggest that the pur-

pose of the project and realistic goals be communicated to the participants to manage

their expectations. The practical criteria also suggest that a statement be given and reit-

erated explaining that decision-making relies on mutual respect and trust between par-

ticipants and with the facilitator, and that mechanisms are provided that enable issues

associated with respect and trust to be heard.

Ideally, participatory environmental decision-making should provide diverse

and creative methods of engagement. The practical criteria suggest that diverse

and creative methods of engagement should be designed and used with the inten-

tion of encouraging participants to contribute. This aims to improve on other par-

ticipatory ideals that neglect the opportunity for diversity and creativity in

engagement methods to empower minority, disadvantaged, and disenfranchized

groups (e.g. Palerm 1999).

The sub-principle for trust and respect prescribes that decision-making processes

should be transparent. To implement transparency, the practical criteria suggest that

the preferred outcome of the facilitator be set out to the participants at the outset, and

that the inclusion of contributions is unlimited. The practical criteria also suggest that

environmental decision-making be designed to demonstrate ways for participants to

understand the impact and place of their contributions.

Effective implementation of the sub-principle of trust and respect relies on mecha-

nisms and systems to be established and maintained to facilitate reliable and trust-

worthy communication. The engagement process should, therefore, be characterized by

early and sustained cycles of engagement, with regular action points to demonstrate

progress and learning.

4.4. Reflection

Reflection is a key requirement for accepting the dynamic nature of knowledge so that

decision makers and contributors can consider knowledge as it changes and is built up
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from alternative views, experience, and new data. The practical criteria for implement-

ing the sub-principles of reflective process and self-awareness are set out in Table 5

and described below.

4.4.1. Reflective process

The sub-principle of reflective process is based on an understanding of knowledge as

dynamic and states that environmental decision-making comprises of an ongoing pro-

cess of engagement and reflection. To implement this, the practical criteria suggest

that engagement processes should be designed to include decision and action mile-

stones that are discussed before during and after implementation to facilitate reflection

and learning.

Ideally, reflective process should facilitate change. To implement this, the practical

criteria suggest that systems be provided for participants to reflect on their previous

contributions to ensure an ongoing process of dialogue, consideration of views, negoti-

ation, and compromise. There should also be equal opportunities for consideration of

participants’ contributions. The practical criteria suggest that systems be provided that

enable participants to offer contributions outside formal engagement activities and

make suggestions for alternative/additional activities.

4.4.2. Self-awareness

To implement the principle of self-awareness, participants should be given opportuni-

ties to share and consider their own and alternative views, so that they recognize the

limitations of their own perspectives and engage and learn from diverse and competing

Table 5. Reflection: theoretical ideals and practical criteria.

Theoretical Ideals Practical Criteria

PRINCIPLE: Reflection
SUB-PRINCIPLE: Reflective process
Dynamic knowledge requires ongoing process

of engagement and reflection
Design engagement process to include

decision and action milestones that are
discussed before during and after
implementation to facilitate reflection
and learning.

Reflective process enables change Provide systems for participants to reflect on
their previous contributions to facilitate
ongoing process of dialogue, consideration
of views, negotiation, and compromise.

Equal opportunity for consideration of
contributions

Provide systems to enable participants to offer
contributions outside formal engagement
activities and make suggestions for
alternative / additional activities.

SUB-PRINCIPLE: Self-awareness
Opportunities for participants to recognize the

limitations of their own perspectives
Provide systems that enable contributions to

be shared between participants.
Engaging and learning from diverse and

competing viewpoints
Establish and agree places and systems to

communicate results and findings to enable
and encourage feedback.
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viewpoints. To implement opportunities for participants to recognize the limitations of

their own perspectives, the practical criteria suggest that systems be provided that

enable contributions to be shared between participants. Finally, to ensure that partici-

pants engage and learn from diverse and competing viewpoints, the practical criteria

suggest that places and systems to communicate results and findings be established

and agreed, to enable and encourage feedback.

In this section, we have translated the four principles of participatory environmen-

tal decision-making into practical criteria. A new framework (practical criteria

arranged according to the four principles) has been presented to facilitate the imple-

mentation of theoretical ideals. This framework could be used to measure and guide

environmental planning decision-making in practice.

5. Conclusion

This paper addresses the paradox of participation: ideally and theoretically, the intrin-

sic democratic right to participate improves decision-making; however, in practice it is

complicated, often ineffective and can be counter-productive. A new framework for

implementing participatory ideals is proposed. The framework comprises the synthesis

and organization of existing participatory ideals into principles and sub-principles,

which were then translated into practical criteria.

Other normative models in theory paint the ideal world scenario, ineffectively

implemented by tick-box models of unrealistic/inappropriate criteria. In contrast, the

proposed practical criteria are orientated toward implementation that works within the

constraints and purpose of the context of participatory environmental planning and

decision-making. The intention is that the practical criteria encourage the provision of

flexible systems that allow for, and adapt to, contributions and revisions within and

outside formal engagement activities. Multiple points of engagement are required to

enable participants to review and update their previously-held views as knowledge

changes. The practical criteria do not, however, dictate how participants interact and

how views are shared. It is recognized that it is sometimes practically impossible or

counter-productive for participants to meet face-to-face, and that views could be shared

in other ways. The emphasis is on the provision of transparent communication of

accrued knowledge and actions to enable participants to reflect on their own and each

other’s contributions.

The translation of ideals into practical criteria represents an original contribution

that links appropriate theoretical ideals to practice via guidelines for implementation.

For practitioners, the key point is that the way standards are implemented has a more

significant effect on the quality of participation than what the standards are

(newDemocracy Foundation 2018; Niemeyer 2013). For theorists, the addition of the

translation stage means that fulfilling the criteria becomes process-orientated, where

compliance is defined by design, intention, and implementation of the process, as

opposed to focusing on obtaining a theoretical ideal standard or end-point such as a

planning decision.

The practical criteria proposed are designed to be flexible to be broadly applicable

to a wide range of participatory decisions. Where fair and just participation is sought

and the commitments to inclusivity, process orientation, empowerment and reflection

are appropriate, the underlying detail could be tailored for case-specific applications.
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We have proposed a novel normative account of practical criteria to guide – and to

evaluate – environmental decision-making processes. The normative content of our

proposal might be contested through normative debate but it is, we think, even more

important for the practical usefulness of the criteria that we propose to be tested

through empirical research that uses the practical criteria to design, implement and

evaluate actual environmental decision-making processes. The key point from the

paper is that research should be focused on translating theoretical ideals into practical

criteria that can be implemented (rather than debating theoretical ideals).
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