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ABSTRACT 

 

In 2021 a new national law in spatial planning is being introduced in The 

Netherlands, which will make mandatory that all governmental institutions will 

have a participatory process in all their spatial plans. Therefore, it will be 

crucial to have a better understanding of participatory processes. Especially 

for smaller municipalities since they have in general less experience with 

participatory processes.  

The aim of the research is to look at how the design of a participation process 

can lead to more ownership and active citizenship and which elements are 

crucial in the participatory process to achieve that. On the basis of a case 

study, research was conducted into why that participatory process did not lead 

to ownership and active citizenship, although it was the intention of the 

process in advance. The case study was analysed via semi-structured 

interviews, desk research and observations. 

The study states that important factors are the extent to which the actors are 

equal and have a decision-making power. Crucial points seem to be which 

actor is the initiator and to what extent does an actor dominate the process. 

When the role of the municipality is mostly focussed on facilitating, it seems to 

determine the degree of active citizenship in what extent the process leaves 

space for other actors to take initiatives. In the case-study the municipality has 

an initiating and facilitating role, but a more motivating or stimulating role 

could lead to citizens taking up more ownership and active citizenship. 

An overall conclusion is that despite that there is more than fifty years of 

experience in the Netherlands, this knowledge and experience is still not 

always put into practice. Because participation has developed in many 

different forms over the years, it is important to see the effects of these 

processes well to set up the right design of participatory process, which also 

has the desired effects on your intentions.  
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1   INTRODUCTION  
 

Citizens’ participation in government decisions has a history of at least fifty 

years within Dutch planning. It mirrored the emancipatory and democratic 

movements which were also evolving in the United States (as a result of the 

Vietnam demonstrations), France (the student revolt), Germany (Rudi 

Dutschkes ‘Langer Marsch durch die Institutionen’) and post-war agitation in 

other western countries. In the 70’s, the Social Democrat policy in the 

Netherlands focused on ‘the education of citizens towards parliamentary self-

control’. Citizens needed to be empowered and stimulated to participate in 

governance, management, and communal responsibilities. Instead of top-

down blueprint planning, this spatial policy focused on a procedural and 

flexible planning with new facilities for participation. In the past fifty years, 

citizens’ participation in spatial planning has changed from consultation, via 

collaboration towards a sort of delegated management. The most recent form 

of citizens participation in The Netherlands is a form of participation that is 

called participatory budgeting, in other words ‘citizens’ initiatives backed up by 

government budgets’.  

Although various methods had been used and visions on participatory 

processes have been developed more over time; it is argued that participatory 

planning hasn’t been able to produce the results that were expected and also, 

that citizens still don’t have an active role in the spatial transformation of their 

environment nowadays. In the article of Boonstra and Boelens (2011) it is 

argued that one reason that could explain this, is that time and again 

participatory planning proposals remain controlled by public government, and 

that public government seems not to be very adaptive to initiatives that 

emerge from the dynamics of civil society itself, and thus is unable to address 

the growing complexity of present-day society. It raises the question what 

municipalities can do to facilitate these dynamics and a more active role of 

citizens and entrepreneurs in their planning process. A question that seems to 

be a trend throughout the whole of (Northern) Europe and has also resulted in 

some good examples and bottom-up initiatives. What can we learn from this 

precedent and from the way participatory planning has been done so far in 

The Netherlands? What needs to be facilitated to create a more active role of 

citizens in participatory spatial planning? Answers to this questions are 

needed, especially in The Netherlands, because in 2021 a new national law in 

spatial planning is being introduced, called the Environmentlaw 

[:Omgevingswet]. This law will combine a lot of rules and laws, to make the 

process simpler, but will also introduce a new law that there should be a 

participatory process in all spatial plans. Since participatory processes will be 

obliged, it will be crucial to have a better understanding of participatory 

processes. Especially for smaller municipalities since they have most of the 

times less experience with participatory processes. 

This research focusses specifically on the role of planners in the municipality 

and the participatory process that has been used so far in municipal policy 

nowadays. The research looks at a specific case study of a redesigning 

project in a small municipality in the North of the Netherlands, the municipality 

of Groningen. The problems mentioned before is something that can be seen 

also in this participatory process. The municipality of Groningen uses 

participatory planning with the intention to create active citizenship and 

ownership in the redesigned area. In the first results of the projects it is 

concluded by the planners of the municipality that citizens don’t take that 

much ownership over the new redesigned area in the city. It is desirable and 

the aim of the municipality that the next participatory processes would result in 

more active citizenship. The big question for the municipality is of course, how 

their participatory process should be designed to evoke this ownership and 

active citizenship. A question that a lot of municipalities focus on nowadays.  

Therefore, this research aims to look at how these (disappointing) outcomes 

of the participatory process can be explained by the way the participatory 

process has been designed and by looking at the role of the municipality in 

this process. What role did the municipality take in this participation process 

and which role was assigned to the other parties in the participation process? 

By doing research into this, an attempt is made to show which indicators in 

the process are resulting in these (disappointing) outcomes and what can be 

changed in future participation processes. 
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1.1  Relevance and motivation 

In recent literature much attention is paid to the nature of citizens' initiatives, to 

those who are participating and their background (Bakker et al., 2011, 

Boonstra & Boelens, 2011; De Jong, 2015; Hurenkamp & Rooduin, 2009; 

Kilic, 2008; Tonkens & De Wilde, 2013; Van Houwelingen et al, 2014), 

however, the interaction between the government and promoters remains 

underexposed in most cases. This thesis will therefore examine how the 

interaction between municipalities and citizens takes place. 

The aim of this research is to gain insight into success factors and barriers in 

the interaction between municipalities and citizens' initiatives in an urban 

environment. This research will examine how municipalities facilitate, support 

and activate citizens' initiatives and what their expectations are towards 

citizens. Moreover, insight will be gained on the way municipalities design 

their participatory process nowadays, what role they take in these 

participatory processes and how the results of the participatory process can 

be explained.  

In response to the problem definition and the objective, the following main 

question has been formulated: 

How can municipalities in The Netherlands facilitate bottom-up initiatives  

and stimulate citizens and entrepreneurs to take an active role  

with the design of the participatory process? 

 
1. How is the participatory process designed and via which means are 
initiatives facilitated? 

2. What type of planning knowledges and techniques are put in play and in 
what way are different knowledges and techniques “better” or “worse” in 
relation to stimulate active citizenship? 

3. What role does the municipality have in the participatory planning process, 
what role do other actors have in the participatory process? 

4. What can be facilitated so entrepreneurs and citizens can be more active in 
the planning process? 
 

1.2  Introduction of the case study 
 
The inner city of Groningen is the most important hub of urban life in the 
Northern Netherlands. In the 1970s Groningen was the first city with a traffic 
circulation plan, and this approach of a car-free city centre is something that 
they developed more throughout the following years. This has eventually led 
to their newest vision: ‘Space for you’ [:'Ruimte voor jou'], that builds on this 
vision and focuses on making better use of the space in the city centre. The 
main goal is to make the public space more attractive, especially for 
pedestrians and bicyclists. The bus will be rerouted to the edge of the centre 
and pedestrians and cyclists will get more space in the inner city. The growth 
of Groningen in recent years has also been a big factor for this approach: the 
city centre has more or less the same size for 1000 years. Only the amount of 
people who are living, working and visiting there nowadays are much more. 
There has been a growth predicted of 35% in the upcoming 25 years. This 
pressure demands contemporary adjustments in terms of urban design, use, 
and experience. Over the next five years, dozens of projects of ‘Space for you’ 
needs to give a big boost to the city centre of Groningen. Among these 
projects there are 16 smaller projects of streets and squares that are being 
redesigned - at the moment several redesigning processes have started and 
four of them have been completed. The aim is to create an attractive, safe and 
accessible city centre that invites you to stay.  
 
The approach that is used for the development of sub-plans is through 
participation: by municipality and residents of the city designing together. For 
this purpose, the ‘Design cafe’ s’ [:’Binnenstad Café's’] as a platform for ideas 
is used, but also by the annual Let's Gro Festival: a festival about the future of 
the city of Groningen. These two main events are being used to reach out to 
all of their citizens and give them the opportunity to design and think along. 
Other participation sessions are being held with local entrepreneurs and 
citizens for subprojects, where they have used the method of the Place game. 
During the realization of the inner-city vision, intensive communication was 
regularly held with various stakeholders, which also takes place during the 
execution of the work. The aim is to match the demand and expectations of 
stakeholders, to inform them as well as possible and to initiate cooperation 
where possible. 
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1.3  Reading guide 
 

This chapter introduces the introduction, objective and research question of 

the research. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework that has been 

used as a base for analysing the participatory process. This chapter will go 

deeper into the role of municipalities and citizens in spatial planning and how 

this can be reflected in participatory processes.  In chapter 3 the method of 

data collection and analysis will be explained, followed by the results of the 

study in chapter 4. The answers to the main and sub-questions can be found 

in chapter 5. In chapter 6 the research will be discussed, a reflection on the 

research process is given and recommendations are made for follow-up 

research. The thesis will end with an epilogue in chapter 7 with a personal 

view on the design of participatory process on a municipality level and on the 

future of it with the introduction of the Environmentlaw being introduced in 

2021. 
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2   THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 
This chapter discusses theories that serve as the basis for this research. It 
discusses the origin and development of citizen participation, the changing 
role of the local government and the desirability of citizen participation in The 
Netherlands. The changes in area development and the role of citizens in 
area development will also be discussed. 
 
2.1  Emerge of citizen participation 
 
In the 1960s, it became clear that not all population groups were well 
represented in the political decision-making. In the 1960s and 1970s, the 
modernization of society led to many changes in Dutch politics and society 
(Duyvendak and Krouwel, 2001). In addition, the welfare state came up during 
this period, which increased prosperity in the Netherlands. It resulted in an 
increased level of education and secularization of society (Duyvendak and 
Krouwel, 2001), which evoked a less formal bond between the government 
and its citizens. On the other hand, it was increasingly difficult for citizens to 
come into contact with the government through private organizations in 
society that represented various interests, opinions and groups 
(Hoogenboom, 2011). Burger (2001) states that the government would start to 
focus more directly on their citizens because of this. Political parties started to 
think about ways in which the government could influence the behaviour of its 
citizens in a more direct way. Duyvendak and Krouwel (2001) state that the 
political elite in the Netherlands started to develop various forms of 
participation, such as public participation and referendums. Since the 
emergence of the first form of citizen participation, citizen participation has 
been used by governments for many years as an instrument for policy 
development and has developed over the years (Innes and Booher, 2004, 
Association of Dutch Municipalities, 2014). Citizen participation can be found 
in almost all policy areas of the government. In the course of the years, 
citizens have gained more and more opportunities to influence the decision-
making and implementation of policy (Roberts, 2004). The Ministry of the 
Interior and Kingdom Relations [: Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken] (2012, 
p.18) defines citizen participation as follows:  
 
'A way of conducting policy whereby citizens (whether or not organized in civil 

society organizations) are directly or indirectly given the opportunity to 
influence the development, implementation and/ or evaluation of policy.’ 

 
 

 
2.2   Three generations of citizen participation 
 
Lenos, Sturm and Vis (2006) have distinguished different forms of citizen 
participation. Lenos et al. (2006) defines three generations of citizen 
participation. These three generations can coexist (Lenos et al., 2006, 
Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken, 2014) and in some cases merge (Van der 
Heijden, van der Mark, Meiresonne and van Zuylen., 2007). Also, Van der 
Heijden et al. (2007) state that the boundary between different generations of 
citizen participation is not always clear. Table 1 provides a schematic 
overview of the three generations of citizen participation.  
 
 

 

 

 First 
generation 

Second  
generation 

Third  
generation 

Origin In the 70s In the 90s In the years 00 

Initiative Government Government and  
citizen 

Citizen 

Characteristics Citizen involved 
as interested 
party 

Influence of citizens 
on interactive  
decision 

Ideas and proposals 
from citizens 

Policy Citizens have a 
say 

Coproduction of 
policy: citizens are 
invited to think and 
talk 

Government offers 
space and facilitates 

Forms Plans / policy is 
available for 
inspection 

Citizens’ initiative 
Referenda 

Village- and 
neighbourhood 
councils 
Informally and with 
shared responsibility 

Table 1:  Overview of the three generations of citizen participation 
    (Van der Heijden et al., 2007) 
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2.2.1   First generation of citizen participation 
 
Duyvendak and Krouwel (2001) state that citizen participation originates from 
democratic changes in society. Until the 1960s there was a politico-
denominational segregation of society in the Netherlands. Moreover, there 
was a formal representative democracy and a paternalistic government. From 
the 1960s onwards, this relation changed thanks to the rise of radio and TV, 
the increased prosperity and a better educated society (Duyvendak and 
Krouwel, 2001). Citizens became more and more empowered during this 
period (Kilic, 2008) and were seen by the government as people who had to 
be taken into account in the process of policy making. That is why the first 
generation of citizen participation came up in the 1970s. The government 
assumed that legitimacy and representativeness could be increased through 
citizen participation (Pröpper and Steenbeek, 1999, Veldheer, Jonker, van 
Noije and Vrooman, 2012). Veldheer et al. (2012) also indicated that it was 
assumed that citizen participation could generate support and that the gap 
between the citizen and the government could diminish.  
The first generation of citizen participation is also called ‘public participation’. 
In this generation of citizen participation, citizens and stakeholders can 
express their opinion after a decision (Innes and Booher, 2004, Veldheer  
et al., 2012). 
 
2.2.2   Second generation of citizen participation 
 
The second generation of citizen participation came up in the early 1990s 
(Duyvendak and Krouwel, 2001, Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken, 2014, 
Pröpper and Steenbeek, 1999, Van der Heijden et al., 2007). This form is 
referred to as ‘interactive policy making’. Duyvendak and Krouwel (2001) state 
that in the 1990s the government started looking for new ways of participating 
to bridge the gap between citizens and government. Pröpper and Steenbeek 
(1999) indicate that the government has been increasingly cantered in society 
and has sought partners for policy-making since 1990’s. Pröpper and 
Steenbeek (1999, p.16) define interactive policy as follows:  
 
'A government involves citizens, civil society organizations, companies and / 
or other authorities as early as possible in the policy of open interaction and / 
or cooperation with to come to the preparation, determination, implementation 

and / or evaluation of policy'. 
 
Citizens, entrepreneurs and/ or civil society organizations are seen not only as 
stakeholders but also as experts in the second generation of citizen 

participation. The government's starting point for this way of participation is 
that all parties involved are equal to each other (Innes and Booher, 2004, 
Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken, 2014). Duyvendak and Krouwel (2001) 
state that in this generation of citizen participation there is a frequent or even 
permanent presence of citizens in the decision-making process. This means 
that the government is prepared to relinquish part of its influence to citizens, 
civil society organizations and companies (Healey, 2007, Pröpper and 
Steenbeek, 1999). Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) state that interactive policy 
can generate a new development, when citizens, civil society organizations 
and companies actually want to be involved and also want to contribute to the 
policy and the approach to social problems. According to Pröpper and 
Steenbeek (1999), the government should take a stimulating role in such 
situations. The founding of village- and district councils are characteristic of 
the second generation of citizen participation (Ministerie van Binnenlandse 
zaken, 2014). With both the first and second generation citizen participation, 
the initiative comes from the government, from the policy makers themself. 
The first and second generation are also called ‘formal citizens' initiatives’ or 
‘policy-influencing participation’ (Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken, 2014, 
VNG, 2014). The Association of Dutch Municipalities [: Vereniging van 
Nederlandse Gemeenten (VNG)] (2014) states that formal citizens' initiatives 
cost time. Municipalities must go through a policy process before 
implementation can proceed. Moreover, it takes time to prepare a citizens' 
initiative according to the guidelines and to collect sufficient signatures. 
Finally, there is the possibility that the city council will reject the citizens' 
initiative (Vereniging van Nederlandse Gemeenten, 2014). 
 
2.2.3   Third generation of citizen participation 
 
The third generation of citizen participation arose in the '00s (Kilic, 2008). With 
this generation, unlike the first and second generation, the initiative does not 
come from with the government. In the third generation of citizen participation, 
citizens take the initiative for an action and they involve the government in the 
initiative (Oude Vrielink and Van de Wijdeven, 2007). It can be said that the 
government participates in an initiative of the citizens and takes a facilitating 
role. The roles between the government and the citizens have been reversed 
(Kilic, 2008, Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken, 2014, Van der Heijden et al., 
2007). The facilitating role of the government can differ per initiative. The third 
generation of citizen participation is also referred to as ‘informal citizen 
initiatives’ and ‘self-reliant participation’ (Ministerie van Binnenlandse zaken, 
2014). Oude Vrielink, Verhoeven and van de Wijdeven (2013) state that civil 
servants are expected to be 'citizen-oriented'. This means that civil servants 
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will have to focus on citizens' goals and that they must try to bring citizens into 
contact with each other. In addition, civil servants are asked to coordinate 
different citizens' priorities and provide other citizens with the support they 
need. The Council for Public Administration (2012) [: (Raad voor Openbaar 
bestuur (Rob)] states that the third generation of citizen participation is also 
called government participation. Kilic (2008, p.3) states that the third 
generation citizen participation revolves around 'citizens' initiatives that arise 
when the citizen sees opportunities in his environment and when together with 
other citizens they start working on the development of something beautiful in 
the street, in the neighborhood and at city level'. Blom et al. (2011, p.20) 
define a citizens' initiative as follows:  
 

'An initiative of one or more citizens that is set up without obligation  
for the benefit of others or society.' 

 
2.2.4   Stages of government participation 
 
The various forms of citizen participation are worked out by different authors 
in 'participation ladders'. Veen and Mul (2011) state that a participation ladder 
clearly shows the way in which citizens are involved in politics and decision 
making. Veen and Mul (2011) indicate that the higher citizens ‘get on the 
ladder’, the more involved they become in the decision-making process. The 
participation ladder (figure 1) was originally designed by Arnstein (1969). She 
designed a ladder consisting of eight steps. Each step higher on the ladder 
shows an intensified form of involvement. Arnstein (1969) considered 
participation as the attempt of the individual to collaborate with others in the 
process of shaping their society. Arnstein (1969) called the lower two steps 
manipulation and therapy. Arnstein (1969) described these two steps as non-
participation. The middle steps are, from low to high, informing, consultation 
and placation and were described as feints. The highest three steps, 
partnership, delegated power and citizen control, described Arnstein (1969) as 
real participation. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The participation ladder made by Arnstein has been adjusted or modified by 
various authors. Edelenbos and Monnikhof (2001) designed a participation 
ladder for interactive policy. This ladder consists of the following five steps: 
informing, consulting, advising, co-producing and co-decision. Each step  
higher represents a more interactive way of policy making. Pröpper and 
Steenbeek (1999) have linked various management styles to the participation 
ladder. According to the Council for Public Administration (2012), in situations 
where the role of the citizen as co-producer or co-decider changes to the  
 initiators, participation ladders, based on citizen participation, are no longer 
sufficient. In these situations, the private initiative is leading and the 
government is looking at how this initiative should be supported. The Council 
for Public Administration (2012) has developed the 'government participation 
stages' and assumes that there is no best or ideal role for the government. It 
depends on the situation which form of participation the government must 
apply. The government participation stage consists of the following five steps 
(figure 2): regulating, directing, stimulating, facilitating and letting go. 
Regulation is on the bottom step of the government participation stage. This is 
the heaviest instrument. The government can meet its citizens by means of 
legislation and regulations. The government also has full control. Directing is a 
less heavy role for the government. The government does control this 
situation, but other parties also have a role. The government, however, mainly 
determines policy making and implementation. Stimulation is on the middle 
step of the stairs. In this situation, the government has a wish that an 

Figure 1:  A ladder of citizen particpation (Arnstein, 1969) 
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intervention or a certain policy is realized, but leaves the realization to other 
parties. Facilitating is on the second bottom ladder of the ladder. In this 
situation there is an initiative from society and the government ensures that 
this initiative can be made possible. The direction remains with the initiators 
and the government can decide to support this initiative. Letting go concerns 
the last step of the stairs. This form of participation is the least intensive for 
the government. In this situation, the government leaves a citizens' initiative in 
its entirety to the initiators. The government then has no influence on the 
process or on the content of the initiative (Rob, 2012). regulating, directing, 
stimulating, facilitating and letting go 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.3   The facilitating government 
 
This research will look at the role of the municipality in participatory processes 
in area development. The role of the municipality and civil servants in area 
development is examined, with a role for the municipality in contributing to 
make this initiative possible. Because there is the desire of the municipality of 
Groningen to have a facilitating role in similar participation processes in the 
future, the facilitation role of the municipality has been examined in this study.  
Duyvendak and Krouwel (2001, p.23) describe facilitating as follows:  
 

'With facilitation we can think of giving subsidies, support by 
 professionals, availability of accommodations and the  

moral support of' important third parties'. 
 

Buitelaar et al. (2012) argue that facilitating in its most extensive form means 
that municipalities must create full cooperation and / or opportunities if citizen 
initiatives present themselves. Moreover, Buitelaar et al. (2012) indicate that 
municipalities should be more dependent on the initiators. In addition, 
Buitelaar et al. (2012) indicate that governments that facilitate must adopt an 
active attitude towards the initiatives. In the literature, various authors 
distinguish between ways in which municipalities can facilitate local initiatives 
(Adams and Tiesdell, 2012, Buitelaar et al., 2012; Heurkens, de Hoog en 
Daamen, 2014). Roughly, a distinction can be made between four ways in 
which municipalities can facilitate local initiatives in area development: 
facilitating communication, facilitating organization, facilitating with financial- 
economic means and facilitating with legal-planning means. 
 
 2.3.1   Facilitating communication 
 
The first way in which municipalities can facilitate citizens' initiatives in area 
development is through communication. Municipalities can facilitate local 
initiatives through various communicative expressions, for example through 
visions, plans and municipal policy (Adams and Tiesdell, 2012, Buitelaar et 
al., 2012). Buitelaar et al., (2012) indicate that municipalities can support 
initiatives in area development by 'seducing' and connecting parties to achieve 
initiatives. 
 
 
 
 
 

Letting go 
 

Facilitating 
 

Stimulating 
 

Directing 
 
 

Regulating 
 
 

Figure 2:  Government participation stages (Rob, 2012) 
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2.3.2   Facilitating organization 
 
The second way in which the municipality can facilitate is through organization 
(Buitelaar et al., 2012). For example, municipalities can supervise the process 
of developing the initiative, an area manager can be appointed and 
collaboration between initiators and the municipality can be done in a formal 
or informal manner (Heurkens et al., 2014). Oude Vrielink and van de 
Wijdeven (2011) have distinguished between four roles for supported 
professionals: complementing civilian power, empowering initiators, 
institutional linking and vitalising the neighbourhood community (Table 2). 
Oude Vrielink and van de Wijdeven (2011) indicate that in practice the 
supporting professionals use a combination of the four supported roles. By 
'supplementing civilian strength', Oude Vrielink and Van de Wijdeven (2011) 
refer to a type of support in which the supporting professional supplements or 
adjusts the plans of the initiator(s) at various points. The supporting 
professional does not take the initiative in these cases, but tries to intervene to 
get a project off the ground. A second way of support by professional 
concerns 'empowering promoters’. Oude Vrielink and Van de Wijdeven (2011, 
p.446) state that: 
 

'empowerment starts with the conviction that every person  
has competencies and the ability to improve it'. 

 
 Professionals are making efforts in this supported role to bring their skills, 
qualities and potentials to their full advantage. Personal contact and meetings 
with citizens are essential in this situation. The third type of support 
distinguished by Oude Vrielink and Van de Wijdeven (2011) concerns 
'institutional linking'.  
Institutional linking is a type of support that aims to provide the citizens to get 
involved with ongoing initiatives and relevant institutions by working on an 
informal institutional infrastructure. Professional supporters can help citizens 
generate brand awareness and connect with agencies that can benefit from 
citizens' initiatives. The last type of support mentioned by Oude Vrielink and 
van de Wijdeven (2011) is 'vitalizing the neighbourhood community'. This type  
of support takes place in the 'environment' of concrete projects. Oude Vrielink 
and van de Wijdeven (2011) indicate that this way of support requires a 
personal approach from the professionals with the aim of getting citizens' 
initiatives off the ground. Professional supporters must create a situation in 
which initiators are being put in the spotlight and approach residents in person 
who seek rapprochement.  
 

2.3.3   Facilitating with financial-economic means 

 
Municipalities can also support an initiative with financial and economic 
means. Examples of ways in which a municipality can facilitate a citizens' 
initiative are with subsidies and funds. Also, when the municipality owns the 
land, by offering this land for temporary use, or with attractive rent or sale 
price (Buitelaar et al., 2012; Heurkens et al., 2014). 
 
2.3.4   Facilitating with legal-planning means 
 
Finally, Adams and Tiesdell (2012), Buitelaar et al. (2012) and Heurkens et al. 
(2014) appoint the legal planning tools that municipalities can facilitate. This 
can be done via internal flexibility provisions, such as the development 
obligation [:uitwerkingsplicht] or the ability to change [:wijzigingsbevoegdheid]. 
When the initiatives cannot be made possible within these provisions, is there 
also a possibility to do this by an environmental permit 
[:omgevingsvergunning] in deviation from the zoning plan or by creating a 
completely new zoning plan. Buitelaar et al. (2012) also state that 
municipalities can do this in a temporary way. A final way in which 
municipalities can facilitate local initiatives in area development through legal-
planning means is to classify an area as a development area under the Crisis 
and Recovery Law [:Crisis- en Herstelwet]. Because of this law, the 
municipality has the opportunity to establish an area development plan and 
will have a maximum of ten years to deviate from the current environmental 
rules. In addition, the municipality will be given the opportunity to redistribute 
the available used space and create measures and projects. 
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approach 

Personal approach 

Role in contact with 
initiator 

Strengthening civilian 
power 

Empowering 
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2.4    Two different worlds 
 
The German philosopher and sociologist Habermas (1985) introduced the 
concepts of the system world and the lifeworld in order to indicate the 
difference between the world determined by bureaucracy and strategic 
interests and the lifeworld characterized by involvement, communication and 
agreement. Civic initiatives in area development relate to both worlds. 
 
2.4.1   The system world and the lifeworld 
 
Because initiatives in participatory process are relating to both the system 
world and the lifeworld, it may lead to officials and citizens speaking in a 
different language to each other. Citizens speak a language from their daily 
lives, and civil servants from the system world of the municipality. These two 
different worlds and languages can lead to irritations, misunderstandings and 
confusions (Hospers, 2012). A difference in expectations between citizens 
and the municipality can be found in who is invited to participate and who 
does not. The municipality also determines to what extent citizens have 
influence and to what extent they themselves take a step back. Boonstra and 
Boelens (2011) indicate that citizens are involved in some processes and not 
in other processes. This can cause ambiguity and irritation. Moreover, the 
municipality takes the final decision on the policy. It is possible that the 
municipality has raised too high expectations among the citizens so that they 
think their ideas and their own decisions are being implemented, even though 
this is not the case. If it turns out that the ideas of the citizens are only 
deliberated or ignored, this can lead to disagreement (Irvin and Stansbury, 
2004). Hurenkamp and Rooduijn (2009) state that the initiators of a citizens' 
initiative have different expectations from the government. They indicate that 
expectations change as the citizens' initiative evolves. Hurenkamp and 
Rooduijn (2009) created a hierarchy of needs for citizens' initiatives based on 
Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs (figure 3). They propose that 
governments support citizens' initiatives to increase the feasibility and stability 
of an initiative. If there is little contact among initiators of an initiative, then 
Hurenkamp and Rooduijn (2009) state that a certain degree of involvement 
from the government is advisable. In such cases initiatives do not immediately 
require money or political recognition, but a fixed point of contact from the 
government. Initiators like to see the involvement of the government in the 
presence of an alderman or civil servant at a meeting (Hurenkamp and 
Rooduijn, 2009). Hurenkamp and Rooduijn (2009) state that more social 
capital is created within an organization if the mutual contact with a citizens'  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

initiative increases. The need to be taken seriously as initiators or organization 
is bigger. Only involvement from the government is no longer sufficient in this 
situation. The initiators want to see their initiative on the political agenda. 
Moreover, the initiators want them to be heard by the government. In cases 
where initiators or organizers of an initiative are well organized and organized 
externally, there is a (bigger) need for subsidy. 
 
2.4.2   Connecting two worlds 
 
Citizens' initiatives relate to two different worlds. On the one hand the world of 
the initiators, and on the other hand the system world of civil servants. The 
system world is different from what is happening among the citizens 
(Habermas, 1985). The contact theory, coming from social psychology, can 
help to unite these two worlds and to understand how citizens and civil 
servants can find a mode of interaction. Allport (1954) is the founder of the 
contact theory. In his book 'the Nature of Prejudice' Allport (1954) describes 
that prejudices and stereotypes are necessary for people to keep the world 
clear and understandable. The contact theory assumes that personal 
interaction between different groups can lead to the reduction of prejudice and 
mutual trust. In that case, four conditions must be met. The first condition that 
must be met is an equal status position of the groups. Secondly, there must 
be sufficient opportunity to get to know each other. The third condition that 
Allport (1954) states is that the situation must be cooperative and not 
competitive in nature. Finally, the contact must be supported by institutions 
and authorities. Pettigrew (1998) adds a fifth condition here: the situation must 
offer the participants the opportunity to become friends. 
 

Figure 3:  Hierarchy of needs for citizens’ initatives  
                          (Hurenkamp and Rooduijn, 2009) 

 
Figure 3:  Hierarchy of needs for citizens’ initatives  

                          (Hurenkamp and Rooduijn, 2009) 
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2.5   Is citizen participation always desirable? 
 
Citizen participation has many advantages (Van de Peppel, 2001). For 
example, it is assumed that citizen participation contributes to the quality of 
policy (Burby, 2003, Edelenbos and Klijn, 2006, Innes and Booher, 2007, Irvin 
and Stansbury, 2004, Pröpper and Steenbeek, 1999, Van de Peppel, 2001). 
Citizens are often seen as experience experts with local and up-to-date 
knowledge. Edelenbos and Klijn (2006) and Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) 
state that the involvement of citizens in policy not only leads to different ideas 
and perspectives being considered in policy, but also that the skills, 
experiences, knowledge and information of these citizens are used to 
increase the quality of the policy. Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) add that the 
exchange of information can also increase the mode of reasoning of citizens. 
They argue that broadening the frameworks of both policymakers and citizens 
can contribute to possibilities for consensus and mutual understanding. A 
second advantage of citizen participation mentioned by, among others, Irvin 
and Stansbury (2004), Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) and Van de Peppel 
(2001) concerns increasing support and legitimacy. The Council for Public 
Administration (2012) states that legitimacy can be increased by developing 
instruments through which citizens can respond to their interests. Edelenbos 
and Klijn (2006) argue that citizens can turn against the government if they 
cannot identify themselves with policy. According to Edelenbos and Klijn 
(2006), this can lead to political passivity, the abuse of collective services and 
the exceeding of norms. Research by Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) shows 
that interactive policy has positive effects on the support. This means that the 
distance between the board and the citizens is reduced, there is a 
commitment to problem-solving, there is satisfaction with the quality of the 
information, the carefulness of the way in which the input of participants is 
dealt with in the process and there is agreement with the final result. Finally, 
the acceleration of processes is often mentioned as an advantage of citizen 
participation (Pröpper and Steenbeek, 1999). Pröpper and Steenbeek (1999) 
indicate that citizens and interest groups are less likely to challenge the policy 
in a legal sense. This benefits the speed of process of area development. 
Aside from the fact that it becomes clear from the literature that involving 
citizens in spatial planning processes has a lot of potential, criticism is also 
being made towards citizen participation. The first point that critics make is 
that citizen participation refers to representativeness. It is argued that citizens, 
entrepreneurs and other participants in spatial planning generally consist of a 
group of 'elite' persons (Gerrits and Edelenbos, 2004, Innes and Booher, 
2004, Irvin and Stansbury, 2004). Wille (2001) states that there is a strong 
underrepresentation in citizen participation of lower educated, young people, 

women and ethnic minorities. Gerrits and Edelenbos (2004) indicate that this 
way of involving participants in spatial planning is not a reflection of the will of 
the people. Nienhuis et al. (2011) add that there are specific groups of citizens 
who consciously choose not to participate in their living environment. This 
means that only a selective group of active citizens participate in spatial 
planning processes. In addition, Nienhuis et al. (2011) note that there are 
three groups of citizens: active citizens (they participate), doubters (not active 
now, but do not exclude being active in the future) and citizens who are on the 
side lines (do not participate and neither in the future). Their research shows 
that especially citizens who feel involved in their environment are active and 
are committed to projects that improve the quality of the living environment 
and public safety. The less an individual focus on the community, the less it is 
willing to participate in neighbourhood projects. Nienhuis et al. (2011) state 
that there are specific groups of citizens who consciously choose not to 
participate in their living environment (citizens who are on the side lines). As a 
result, only the active citizens in cooperative processes will represent the 
neighbourhood, while they are unrepresentative for the rest of the community. 
The research by Tonkens and Verhoeven (2011) shows that initiators deviate 
from the previously outlined picture that mainly highly educated men over 40 
years participate. They note that there are more low-educated, young people, 
immigrants and women being involved in citizens' initiatives. The research by 
Bakker et al. (2011) also shows this. Both studies note, however, that there is 
an active vanguard within this group, especially citizens who are heavily 
involved in their living environment are overrepresented. This is in 
corresponds to the results of the research by Nienhuis et al. (2011). 
 
Irvin and Stansbury (2004) appoint a second criticism. They argue that 
participation by citizens in policy-making processes takes a lot of time. 
Moreover, they indicate that citizen participation also costs a lot of money. 
Irvin and Stansbury (2004) state that civil servants spend much more time 
making policies in consultation with the citizens than they would without the 
citizens. Oude Vrielink, Verhoeven and van de Wijdeven (2013) bring a third 
disadvantage of citizen participation forward, which relates in particular to the 
third generation of citizen participation. Oude Vrielink et al. (2013) state that 
citizens' initiatives in the so-called do-democracy are seen as bottom-up 
initiatives in which the government provides support when necessary. In 
practice, according to Oude Vrielink et al. (2013), the government secretly 
sends these initiatives still in the direction of government policy ambitions. 
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2.5.1  Problems with government participation 
 
Although the shifting role of the government can have a positive influence on 
citizens' initiatives, there are also problems with government participation. 
First, it appears that it is difficult for many municipalities to abandon policy. 
Uitermark and Van Beek (2010) argue that despite the government stimulates 
citizens' initiative, they still like to keep control in their own hands. They argue 
that citizen initiatives are generally dependent on government subsidies, 
whereby the government can withdraw the subsidy if the initiative does not 
correspond with the current policy. This means that only initiatives that are 
consistent with the policy will have a chance to develop. Van Ankeren et al. 
(2010) also concluded that citizen initiatives sometimes cannot be 
implemented because the municipality indicates that the initiative does not fit 
within the policy. On the one hand, the government does indicate that citizens 
should take initiatives, but on the other hand, municipalities would like to see 
that established conditions are kept; this allows the municipality to send a 
wrong signal. This can demotivate promoters and encourage disappointment. 
Moreover, many municipalities find it difficult to adapt their way of working. 
Boonstra and Boelens (2011) conclude that local governments often interfere 
with citizen initiatives. Municipalities tend to form an initiative on how they 
would like to see it instead of leaving it entirely to the community. They find it 
difficult to let go of old routines and impose preconditions and frameworks on 
an initiative, through which they direct the initiative and take over part of it. 
This is partly due to finances, regulations and instruments that municipalities 
must adhere to and which makes it more difficult for them to adapt to citizens' 
initiatives. In addition, Oude Vrielink et al. (2013) state that civil servants 
generally doubt the skills of citizens needed to lead an initiative and the ability 
of citizens to think about a long-term perspective. Most civil servants therefore 
argue that the government should keep the monopoly on political choices and 
that citizens' initiatives are only a supplement or support to this. According to 
Van Ankeren et al. (2010) citizens do not really get a say in this way, which 
discourages initiatives. Finally, the government tends to focus primarily on 
active citizens who 'do'. As a result, the focus is on 'good citizens' who get 
'good' initiatives off the ground and do not become too critical about their 
policy. Citizens' initiatives that do focus on changing policy or protest against 
it, often have a harder time (Oude Vrielink et al., 2013). According to 
Verhoeven (2010b), these initiatives obstruct decision-making and policy 
implementation and the government therefore prefers to keep these critical 
citizens out of the door. These citizens must therefore make an extra effort to 
influence policy with their initiative. Oude Vrielink et al. (2013) note that 'good' 
initiatives are given free rein, while critical citizen initiatives are excluded 

because they are considered a risk factor. However, they state that critical 
initiatives are not anti-democratic, but a form of political influence that 
strengthens the learning capacity of politics and government. The exclusion of 
critical forms of citizens' initiatives diminishes the democratic content of the 
political system (Oude Vrielink et al., 2013). 
 
2.5.2   Why do we want to participate? 
 
The ACTION-model [:ACTIE-model] of Denters (2016) can be used to give 
substance to the generic and specific policies of Oude Vrielink et al. (2013). 
The ACTION-model provides insight into the way some people are more 
inclined to participate in initiatives than others. Moreover, this model describes 
what municipalities can do to respond to the explanatory factors that ensure 
that people do or do not participate. This allows governments to use this 
model to shape their generic and specific policies. This model can be found in 
table 3. The first column describes the factors that are relevant to active 
citizenship. In the second column you can find the factors that explain why 
citizens participate. The third column shows what municipalities can do to 
mobilize and facilitate citizens' initiatives. 
 
The A, C, T in this model stand for individual motives and resources. The I 
and E in this model relate to the impact that the political system can have on 
active citizenship. As the table above shows, there are various ways in which 
municipalities can support citizens' initiatives. Firstly, by motivating people to 
start a citizens' initiative (A). Denters et al. (2013) distinguish three types of 
motives why citizens become active: social motives, targeted motives and 
personal motives. In the first motive citizens commit themselves to others, in 
the second motive they are committed to the quality of the living environment 
and the third motive is for example something as gaining new contacts. When 
municipalities want to activate people, they will have to consider these three 
types of motives and emphasize. Initiators often state that procedures are too 
long, there are unnecessary rules, there is a lack of coordination within and 
between organizations and there are opening hours on which they can reach 
these organizations (Denters, 2016).  
 
Moreover, Denters (2016) mentions that initiators are faced with the low 
willingness of civil servants to make initiatives possible and to help them 
achieve their goals (letter E). This sometimes has to do with the lack of 
empathy, the understanding of the needs of initiatives, genuine interest, 
keeping promises, flexibility to deal with rules and organizational routines. 
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Municipalities will therefore have to focus on facilitating (A, C, T), changing 
institutional arrangements and political culture (I, E) (Denters, 2016). 
 
 

 
 
 

 
2.6   Participation in area development 
 
Since the beginning of this century, the emphasis within spatial development 
has increasingly shifted to area development. Voogd, van Dijk and Woltjer 
(2010) state that the concept of area development comes from development 
planning, a term which was introduced in 1988 by the Scientific Council for 
Government Policy [:Wetenschappelijke Raad van Regeringsbleeid (WRR)]. 
The term of area development itself, was introduced in 2004 in the Spatial 
Strategy [:Nota Ruimte]. Area development is a broad concept for large-scale 
spatial developments in urban and rural areas. Examples of area development 
are: redevelopment of central and shopping areas, restructuring of residential 
areas, construction of residential areas and business parks in areas of 
interpretation, adjustment and expansion of infrastructure and construction of 
green areas, water and recreation (Wolting, 2008). The redesigning of the city 
centre of the case study can be seen as area development. 
 
2.6.1   A new form of area development 
 
Van de Baardewijk, de Haan and Hijmans (2013) mention that in traditional 
area development the government starts an area development project, directs 
and makes plans. In traditional area development, the end results are already 
considered and involves supply management. Nowadays, we can see a 
change and also changing roles in area development. Nowadays, we talk 
about invitation planning (Van Rooy, 2011), private-controlled area 
development (Heurkens, 2012), organic area development (Buitelaar et al., 
2012) and coalition planning (De Zeeuw, Franzen and van Rheenen, 2011). 
These concepts result from a change in the proportions and positions of 
various parties in the process of area development. In traditional area 
development, the central government, the municipality, corporations and 
developers were influential players (Jonker-Verkaart, 2015; Teisman, 2012). 
Nowadays, urban development processes are embedded in a network of 
various governments, commercial actors, residents and social organizations 
(Wagenaar, 2007; Taylor, 2007). 
 
2.6.2   Citizen participation in area development 
 
Boonstra and Boelens (2011) state that worldwide new cooperative methods 
for citizen participation in spatial planning are emerging. Since the 1960s, 
various attempts have been made to involve citizens in spatial development 
processes. There was also a call for cooperation between government 

 Explanatory factor 
active citizenship 

Mobilize and facilitate 
by municipalities 

Ambitions and 
Goals 

Motives of participants 
- social motives 
- targeted motives 
- personal motives 

Emphasize what benefits 
participation has, celebrate 
(fast) results. 

Contacts  The social capital of 
citizens 

Making contacts and ties 
with relevant people. 
Building up social capital. 

Talents and time Human capital 
(knowledge), financially 
capital (income) and the 
availability of time. 

Information, advice, training 
and provide financial 
resources. Participaton 
becomes easier and time-
consuming 

Institutionalization The availability of 
accessible participatory 
channels and procedure 

Change formal procedures, 
create organizational 
commitment, so that there is 
no organizational resistance  

Empathy and 
Expectations 

1. expectations that 
initiatives are be taken 
seriously and that this 
can be successful 
2. politicians and 
professionals must be 
empathetic and react 
responsively 

Changing organizational 
culture: stimulating 
empathy, flexibility, 
responsiveness and 
helpfulness among officials. 

Table 3:  ACTION-model (Denters, 2016) 
                           

 
Table 3:  ACTION-model (Denters, 2016) 
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agencies, entrepreneurs and social organizations or between public, private 
and entrepreneurial stakeholders in a so-called 'multi-actor approach' (WRR, 
2008). Nowadays more players are involved in area development such as 
citizens, social organizations, local entrepreneurs and companies (Taylor, 
2000; Wagenaar, 2007). The government is no longer automatically the 
director of area development projects, but has a changing role in the 
development process (Jonker-Verkaart, 2015). The idea of 'active citizenship' 
has also been involved in spatial planning in recent years. First, it is assumed 
that citizen participation will lead to an increase in social cohesion in a 
growing secularized and fragmented society. Boonstra and Boelens (2011) 
state that citizen participation is used in this context to improve social 
conditions in an area. Moreover, the idea prevails that citizens' initiatives are 
valuable because they are being developed in the area itself. This increases 
the chance that the development meets the local needs and circumstances. 
Citizens' initiatives can also strengthen the commitment of local people 
involved, which may benefit the implementation of visions and plans (Sullivan 
and Skelcher, 2002; Wagenaar, 2007). Boonstra (2015) indicates that 
cooperation between facilitating officials and initiating citizens can arise when 
actors can see the relationships and opportunities, work as transparently as 
possible, be empathetic and build on the ideas of others. In addition, Boonstra 
(2015) states the importance of assuming equality between initiating citizens 
and facilitating civil servants. Heurkens et al. (2014) state that local 
administrators and civil servants speak of a shift towards a more supporting 
role for the municipality. Municipalities support area initiatives of private 
parties and individuals and assist in the implementation of these initiatives if 
necessary. 
 
2.6.3   Two policies towards citizens’ initiatives 
 
Although the term citizen initiatives suggest otherwise, the government is in 
practice always involved in one way or another (Bakker et al., 2011). The 
research of Hurenkamp and Rooduin (2009) shows that despite the 
government calls for citizens to do things themselves and own responsibilities, 
there is rarely a full initiative of citizens without the government. Wijdeven and 
Hendriks (2013) note that in many cases promoters consult with the 
municipality, institutions in the district or professionals. Tonkens (2009) states 
that citizens are not spontaneous becoming active without any connection 
with institutions. This connection works in two directions, active citizens, on 
the one hand, need something from the government or other institutions. On 
the other hand, the government is trying to activate citizens, which creates this 
connection. Verhoeven (2010a) states that this intertwine makes it so complex 

to allow to give citizens space. A government that tries to activate citizens will 
have to take on a different role than a government that tries to respond to 
initiatives. The roles of the 'responding government' and the 'Activating 
government' can, according to Oude Vrielink et al. (2013), become two policy 
lines split up: a generic policy line and a specific policy line. The generic policy 
line gives the government the space to be active and relies on the citizens 
their creativity and initiatives. The citizen is involved in this policy and 
facilitates the government. At the specific policy line, on the other hand, 
governments try to activate citizens to become active. The government takes 
an intermediate position in which they try to tempt citizens into taking 
initiatives. This is often subject to specific policies (Van de Wijdeven et al., 
2013) 
 
Within the generic policy line in which the government relies on bottom-up 
initiatives officials, administrators and professionals are increasingly in touch 
with active citizens who want something from them. They are therefore 
encouraged to learn how to deal with this. Responding initiatives are complex 
because there is a huge diversity of citizens' initiatives (Oude Vrielink et al., 
2013). The emphasis here is on the shifting roles between the government 
and citizens, where the government has to serve and support citizens and 
facilitate (Van de Wijdeven et al., 2013). Three types of relationships can be 
distinguished between institutions and initiatives where they respond to each 
other; 'Additional', 'Needy' and 'Corrective' relationships (Verhoeven, 2010a). 
According to Verhoeven (2010a) the most relationships can be seen as 
‘needy relationships’. This involves citizens who seek solutions for social 
issues problems and put them into practice, where they can use help from the 
government or other civil society organizations. Hurenkamp et al. (2006) 
indicate that citizens mainly need the government to be open about an 
initiative, subsidy, involvement and the need of a listening ear. 'Additional 
relationships' can be distinguished because these initiatives mainly focus on 
public services. Generally, this is about granting licenses, providing expertise 
and acting quickly when an initiative is submitted (Verhoeven, 2010a). Finally, 
Verhoeven (2010a) distinguishes corrective relations between citizens and 
institutions, in which citizens take initiatives to enter (negative) consequences 
to the policy. There may be alternative plans presented by citizens for the 
negatively experienced policy. Initiatives of citizens can arise which want to 
put pressure on the plans and policies of the government. Citizens try to 
correct the government through these protests. The government tries to steer 
on active citizenship, but it does not allow citizens to do so to challenge the 
policy of the government (Tonkens & De Wilde, 2013). That is why the 
government has been trying to work inactive for several years to encourage 
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citizens. This involves a government that invites citizens and is trying to 
activate them, without taking over the initiatives (Tonkens, 2009).  
 
Civil servants and professionals are often used to alert non-active residents of 
a neighbourhood on the possibility to set up an initiative. According to 
Verhoeven (2010a), the government is trying to activate citizens to participate 
in their neighbourhood because of the idea that citizens, once they are more 
active, in the future also will be more likely to take an active attitude. The 
municipality does not see the promotion of citizens' initiatives as a goal, but as 
a mean to the involvement of local residents, to strengthen social capital, to 
improve the quality of life or to improve strengthen social cohesion. According 
to Oude Vrielink et al. (2013), this can be the specific policy line because 
specific policies are often made about the way in which citizens will be 
activated. When this is compared with the generic policy line, the government 
sees it here as a greater role for themselves, namely as a supercharger and 
supervisor that encourages citizens, which allows them to take the lead.  
 
Both policies require a different approach from the government. This means 
‘additional' drafting to the generic policy line that citizens should do as much 
citizens become active in the community to address and strengthen social 
cohesion. So, there is a paradox between the two policies, making it extra 
complex for the government to deal with citizens' initiatives (Oude Vrielink et 
al., 2013).  
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3  METHODOLOGY 
 
This chapter explains how the research has been designed and which steps 
have been taken to reach the final conclusion. In addition, the data collection 
methods and analysis techniques used are described, which contributes to the 
validity and transparency of the research.  
 
3.1  Used methods 
 
The research method used in this study depends on the research objective 
(Flyvbjerg, 2001). The aim of this research is to gain insight into success 
factors and barriers in the interaction between municipalities and citizens' 
initiatives in an urban environment. This research is thus exploratory and 
explanatory in nature. To get answers to the main and sub-questions a 
qualitative research method is used. Qualitative research encompasses all 
forms of research in which results are not obtained by static procedures or 
other forms of quantification (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Qualitative research 
is suitable for this research because this type of research makes it possible to 
consider participatory processes in area development and its context as a 
whole (Baarda, de Goede and Teunissen, 2005). Moreover, the collection of 
qualitative data makes it possible to explore various positions, experiences, 
perceptions and dimensions of those involved in citizen initiatives in this study 
(Flyvbjerg, 2001). Qualitative research is a process in which the researcher 
collects and interprets data that comes from participants. The researcher's 
interpretation is of great importance in the research process. Strauss and 
Corbin (1998) indicate that the researcher becomes part of the research 
process in qualitative research. Flyvbjerg (2001, p.32) says the following: 
 

‘Social sciences study self-reflecting humans and must therefore take into 

account of changes in the interpretation of the objects of study. Stated in 

another way, in social science, the object is a subject’. 

 

This is an important fact to consider when researching situations or 

phenomena in society. Flyvbjerg (2001) indicates that the researcher must 

consider two types of self-interpretation. The first type of self-interpretation is 

about the self-interpretation of the people studied in the research. The 

researcher must understand these self-interpretations and the relationship of 

the persons to the context and then understand why these people act as they  

do. The second type of self-interpretation relates to the self-interpretation of 

the researcher himself. Flyvbjerg (2001, p.33) gives the following explanation: 

 

‘Just as the people studied are part of a context, research itself also 

constitutes a context, and the researchers are a part of it. The researchers’ 

self-understanding and concepts do not exist in a vacuum, but must be 

understood in relation to this context. Context both determines and is 

determined by the researchers’ self-interest’. 

 

It is therefore important to realize when conducting research within a social 

science discipline, like urban planning, that what is regarded as relevant 

information is determined by the researcher's own interpretation and the self-

interpretation of the people studied. Both must be recognized and indicated 

during the research (Flyvbjerg, 2001). 

 

Charmaz (2014) states that the well-founded theory approach consists of 

systematic but flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data 

and then constructing theories about the data. The well-founded theory 

approach is suitable for investigations that are exploratory and explanatory in 

nature (Charmaz, 2014) and therefore is a suitable research method to gain 

insights into the development of citizens' initiatives in area development and 

the role of municipalities in this. Verschuren and Doorewaard (2000) argue 

that research that is carried out according to the well-founded theory approach 

can be described to get theoretical insights with a little prior knowledge and 

through the constant interaction of phenomena. A 'searching attitude' of the 

researcher and the constant comparison of theoretical and empirical concepts 

are important characteristics of the well-founded theory approach. Another 

important feature of this method is that the research does not start with a 

detailed theory, based on which the testing takes place (Verschuren and 

Doorewaard, 2000). The founded theory strategy is therefore chosen to gain 

insight into the participation process in area development and the role that the 
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municipality plays in this. Based on the case study and the existing literature, 

important facets for a citizens' initiative in area development will be drawn up. 

This will be done based on semi-structured interviews, observations and desk 

research. 

 

Figure 4 shows step-by-step how this research has been done. In the 

following sections the various research methods and analysis techniques are 

explained. Below the main and sub questions are repeated once again. 

 

How can municipalities in The Netherlands facilitate bottom-up initiatives  

and stimulate citizens and entrepreneurs to take an active role  

with the design of the participatory process? 

 
1. How is the participatory process designed and via which means are 
initiatives facilitated? 

2. What type of planning knowledges and techniques are put in play and in 
what way are different knowledges and techniques “better” or “worse” in 
relation to stimulate active citizenship? 

3. What role does the municipality have in the participatory planning process, 
what role do other actors have in the participatory process? 

4. What can be facilitated so entrepreneurs and citizens can be more active in 
the planning process? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2  Casestudy 

 

By means of a case study, this research tries to gain insight into the way in 

which a participatory process in area development is developed and what the 

role of the municipality is in this process. Although a case study as a research 

method is seen by some scientists as a research method that cannot provide 

reliable information that is widely applicable (Abercrombie, Hill and Turner, 

1984, Campbell and Stanley, 1966), other scientists claim that this approach 

is appropriate for exploratory and explanatory research aimed at the 

development of theorems and theories by means of learning concrete 

situations and phenomena (Campbell, 1975, Flyvbjerg, 2001, Flyvbjerg, 2006, 

Ragin and Becker, 1992). The use of case studies is useful in this study 

because it contributes to understanding the context of the participation 

process (Morris and Wood, 1991, O'Leary, 2004, Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2008). Schramm (1971, as cited in Yin, 2014) states that the 

essence of a case study is that it tries to highlight a decision or set of 

decisions: why are they taken, how are they implemented and with what 

results? O'Leary (2004) describes a case as a limited unit or a limited system, 

which can be defined by identifiable boundaries. The redevelopment of the 

city centre of Groningen was chosen as the primary case in this study. This 

case was chosen because the researcher has gained work experience in the 

communication and information provision of the project. It was therefore easy 

for the researcher to come in contact with the actors involved. This case is 

suitable for this research because it concerns a participation process in area 

development, in which the municipality plays a facilitating role in the areas of 

communication, organization, finances and legal-planning matters. Moreover, 

the development of the area is a major focus in the participation process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  Setup methodology 

 
Figure 4:  Setup methodology 
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3.3  (Semi-structured) interviews 

 

In this study semi-structured interviews were chosen because they can make 

a significant contribution to this research, which cannot be obtained through 

desk research or another data collection method. In this research, the semi-

structured interviews can provide insights into the motives of the various 

parties involved in the participation process, the way in which different parties 

experience each other’s role and provide insight into the satisfaction with 

certain decisions and developments of those involved (Barribal and While, 

1994, Longhurst, 2010). Longhurst (2010) adds that this way of questioning 

gives participants the opportunity to name things that they consider important. 

In this study, the semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face. The 

advantage of face-to-face interviewing is that the facial expressions become 

presentable, which the researcher can go into. Moreover, a personal 

atmosphere can ensure that the respondent opens up more quickly and 

therefore can tell more (Khan, 2014, Sturgers and Hanrahan, 2004).  

Appendix II contains an overview of the questions asked to those involved in 

the participation process. These questions were drawn up in response to the 

literature and the first observations. The semi-structured interviews have been 

included for this study with permission, by a declaration (Appendix I).  

 

3.3.1  Selection of participants 

The persons who were interviewed to gain insight into the participation 

process of Bestemming Binnenstad were found through 'snowballing'. 

Snowballing means using a contact to help acquire another contact, which in 

turn can bring the researcher back into contact with someone else (O'Leary, 

2004; Valentine, 2005). Snowballing is often used when it is not easy to 

identify populations for research (O'Leary, 2004). In this way, the researcher 

has easily encounter the participants in the participation process. Some other 

persons who were interviewed were found because the researcher 

participated in a participation event and interviewed some participants at the 

event. 

 

3.4   Observation 

 

The second data collection method used in this study is observation. This has 

been chosen because observation can often provide additional information 

about the subject to be investigated (Yin, 2014). Participation in two 

participation events took place. A free observation was chosen because little 

prior knowledge was available during the first phase of the research (Baarda 

et al., 2005). In particular, the observation had a descriptive character. The 

observations contribute to a more holistic view of the participation process and 

the resources that are used in this participation process. Moreover, the 

observation of the participation event provides input for the preparation of the 

questionnaire of the semi-structured interviews. In addition, the researcher 

has been able to establish contacts with persons who were interviewed about 

the participation process of ‘Bestemming Binnenstad’ by attending the 

participation event. The researcher has opted for an open role in participatory 

observation. This means that the researcher has asked permission to 

participate, has introduced himself to the attendees at the meeting and has 

answered any questions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



18 

 

3.5  Desk research 

 

Finally, the third data collection method used in this study is desk research. In 

order to be able to answer the sub-questions, existing data is partially used to 

collect objective data. The existing data are used in a complementary way 

with the data collected from semi-structured interviews. Existing data is used 

because it is time-efficiency (Clark, 2005) and it can offer crystallization points 

for further research in the semi-structured interviews. In addition, desk 

research can contribute to a holistic approach to research (Baarda et al., 

2005). The existing data was used to describe the case in an objective way. 

During the research, attention was paid to the sources of the existing data and 

the quality of the data. The reason for this is that the researcher has no 

control over the way in which these data were collected (Clarck, 2005; White, 

2010). The following sources (municipality documents) were used in this 

study: 

 

- Hofman, B. (2017), Groningen van alle tijden. Bestemming Binnenstad. In 

Boekvorm Uitgevers BV 

- Gemeente Groningen (2015a). Inspraaksvisie Bestemming Binnenstad. 

Gemeente Groningen. 

- Gemeente Groningen (2015b). Inspraaksrapportage Binnenstadsvisie 

‘Bestemming Binnenstad’. Gemeente Groningen. 

- Gemeente Groningen (2016a). Uitvoeringsprogramma Bestemming 

Binnenstad 2016 - 2021. Gemeente Groningen. 

- Gemeente Groningen (2016b). Raadsvoorstel Uitvoeringsprogramma 

Binnenstad. Gemeente Groningen. 

- Gemeente Groningen (2017a). Leidraad voor de openbare ruimte van de 

binnenstad van Groningen. Gemeente Groningen 

- Gemeente Groningen (2017b). Uitvoeringsprogramma Bestemming 

Binnenstad. Gemeente Groningen. 

 

 

 

3.6  Analysis 

 

The interviews with the various participants were recorded with audio material. 

Subsequently, these recordings were transcribed verbally and coded as 

carefully as possible. In this research use was made of both deductive and 

inductive coding. Inductive research means the generation of theories or 

understandings that arise from the collected data (Clifford, French and 

Valentine, 2012). The inductive codes that have been drawn up for this 

research are therefore derived from the collected data from the interviews with 

actors of the participation process. The deductive codes have been drawn up 

on the basis of the theoretical framework. The combination of using deductive 

and inductive codes has resulted in a total of twenty codes. An example of the 

coding can be found in Annex III. Based on the analysis of the codes, the 

results about the participation process of ‘Bestemming Binnenstad’ were 

realized. After writing the results these results were analyzed. By means of 

desk research and semi-structured interviews, various conclusions were 

drawn about the participation process, outcomes of the participation process 

and the role of the municipality. 
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4   ANALYSIS 
 
In this chapter de findings of the research will be presented, followed by sub 
conclusions. The design of the participatory process will be analysed by the 
level of participation given in the process and a schematic representation of 
the process (figure 7). The different methods and ways to participate will be 
analysed followed by the roles of actors in the participatory process. 
 
4.1.1   Levels and areas of participation 

There are various levels at which residents and users of the inner city are 
involved in the area development. The three levels are: inform, think along 
and participate. The level at which residents and users can participate 
depends on the area that is being developed. The city is divided into five 
different areas, with a different level of participation. This is shown in figure 5. 
The map in figure 6 gives an indication of the spaces that are available in the 
city for a different interpretation. Because most of the space is needed for 
traffic and logistics, there is little space left for a different interpretation. The 
map distinguishes permanent and temporary free space (event locations). The 
squares and parks are pre-eminently places where it is possible to think about 
temporary filling of the space.  
The municipality indicates that it is important that informing takes place early 
in the process, so that objections and ideas of residents can be considered at 
an early stage. The level of thinking along together is a more intensive 
process, in which residents are asked to actively contribute ideas for the 
design of the space that is being redesigned. The municipality uses various 
means for this, such as participation evenings where plans are explained for 
the area, or the Place game. The Place game is seen by the municipality as 
the most important means of 'thinking along' in the participation form. The 
municipality indicates that it is important to communicate well how much a 
citizen can influence the design. Participate is the most intensive form of 
participation. Citizens and entrepreneurs can 'adopt' places in the city and 
take care of the decoration or the maintenance themselves. In the areas in the 
city centre with mainly the function of housing, the so-called 'life streets' 
[:leefstraten], are the most suitable for this form of participation. But also 
widened streets and squares can be adopted by groups of people, if there is a 
well-founded plan. The 'participation' level also applies to the city centre. This 
is because here sessions are held, in which everyone who lives in the city is 
invited to participate because of its many different users. During the reflection 
sessions, the opportunities for participation must be inventoried. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

4.1.2  Sub conclusion possibilities to participate 

As can be seen in the figures, the municipality sets out the lines in which it 

can participate; the possibilities for residents to come up with initiatives is 

therefore often regulated. This can be seen, for example, in the fact that 

residents and users in certain areas are given a certain level that determines 

their freedom to participate. For example, a resident can think along or even 

participate in the participation process one, but another resident in another 

area is only informed about the redevelopment plans. The municipality 

indicates that this has been done to clearly communicate what the possibilities 

are and to be able to indicate clearly from the beginning to the residents how 

much space there is to influence the development. Participants indicate that 

they do not feel that they participate as an equal party in the participation 

process, because it is determined top-down how much freedom they have and 

to what extent their opinion is accepted. 

Figure 5:  Level of participation 

 
Figure 5:  Level of participation 

Figure 6:  Space for deviant design 

 
Figure 6:  Space for deviant design 
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Figure 7:  Schematio representation of participatory process 

 
Figure 7:  Schematio representation of participatory process 
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4.2  The design and participation process 

The municipality of Groningen states that a good design results from a good 

design process. The municipality of Groningen indicates that participation and 

flanking policy is also essential for success. Figure 7 shows the design 

process in a schematic way for the area development and the faces in which 

participation is taking place. It can be concluded that again the municipality 

wants to be very clear in when there are possibilities for citizens to participate 

in the process and in which ways that can be. 

When we compare the participation process with the different forms or citizen 

participation distinguished at Lenos, Storm and Vis (2006), we see that the 

participation process has the greatest similarities with the First generation of 

participation. The citizens and their initiatives need to be involved, but this is 

at its highest level as a stakeholder. They sometimes have a say, and they 

are allowed to think along, share their opinions about the redesigning projects, 

but the government has set out for them when and how it will take place.  

Although the way the participatory process is designed and the similarities are 

the greatest with the first generation of participation, the forms and methods 

that are used not. The forms and methods that is used has similarities with the 

second generation of participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3  Ways of participation 

In figure 7, where the participation process is schematically represented, 

various means and activities are shown that are used to participate. These 

various methods, such as discussions with stakeholders, the Place game, the 

design café and Urban Gro Festival (not shown in figure 7) are briefly 

discussed below and found connections and conclusions will be summarized 

at the end of the section. 

4.3.1  Discussions with stakeholders 

In the beginning of the process, various stakeholders are invited to discuss 

their wishes and needs for the area. Stakeholders who are invited are, for 

example, are a few entrepreneurs, people of the fire brigade and / or police, 

representatives of disabled people, representatives of residents. They form a 

small working group in which the municipality wants to gain in advance insight 

on which points must be explicitly taken into account when developing the 

design. Often this working group is invited again later in the process for any 

changes in the design. All parties involved are positive about the way in which 

these meetings are held and initiated. The municipality emphasizes that the 

invitations for these conversations are limited, just to ensure that these 

discussions can be as effectively as possible, but also as discreetly as 

possible because many ideas and plans have no fixed form yet and many 

changes will be made later in the design process. 

4.3.2   The Place game 

The Place game is part of the Placemaking method that was developed in the 

1970s by Project for Public Spaces (PPS), a New York based agency. Central 

to the method is not the design, but the use. The Place game is a method 

which can create an inventory of qualities of an area and analyse a place in a 

systematic way, with the aim of involving the community in (area) 

transformation in the beginning of a design process. The participating group 

can consist of developers, owners, entrepreneurs, residents, local policy 

experts and new initiators. This participating group can discuss the qualities 

and disadvantages of the area, that can be researched in the game. During 
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the Place game, four elements are examined: social cohesion, use and 

activities, accessibility and connections, comfort and image formation. 

The municipality organizes these place games and invite residents and 

stakeholders in the area to participate. In general, the municipality and the 

participants are very happy with these methods. Participants have the feeling 

that they can put forward the strengths of the area and their environment. The 

municipality said that they started the use of the Place game as a pilot, but 

because of the good and informative results they will keep on using it for 

every redesign project. In an interview the method of the Place game has 

been quested by the municipality. It was stated that the civil servant thought it 

was a really good method to use and define the area, but that it was also a 

really subjective method. Results of one Place game session turned out really 

negative about the area, way more negative than had been predicted. This 

had probably to do with a huge fire in a casino in the area, a week before the 

Place game took place in that region. Most likely this resulted in a really 

negative outcome. Therefore, the results of the Place game session was less 

helpful for the design process. It is important that the game is a subjective 

method, and therefore the timing of the event is also important. 

4.3.3  Design Café 

The Design Café [:Binnenstad Café] is an opportunity to talk to the 

municipality and exchange ideas about the various projects and changes in 

the city centre. Participants can actively contribute ideas. These cafés are 

organized throughout the year at various locations on various issues related to 

the area development. Examples of issues that are presented are about draft 

designs, in which involved specialists explain the plans and start discussions 

with the visitors. There are different variants of the design cafés, in which the 

difference can be found in the way participants are invited. Usually twice in the 

design process, residents and entrepreneurs from the area are invited (Design 

café 1 and Design café 3 (figure 7). Usually, there is once a general design 

cafe in which every interested person in the city can visit (Design café 2 

(figure 7)). Invitations to Design café 2 can be found on various flyers, posters 

and websites. When there is a demand for extra sessions, for example due to 

the large number of questions or great dissatisfaction with the design, there 

are possibilities to hold extra sessions; however, this has not yet taken place. 

The municipality is enthusiastic about the large number of attendants at these 

meetings, although some civil servants indicate that attendees have most of 

the particular objections to small details in the plans; such as placement for 

street furniture, instead of really new or big ideas. Visitors to the Design Cafés 

indicate that they are very satisfied with the way in which these sessions are 

organized, that it is nice to find that contact with officials and specialists is 

informal and they feel that their questions and comments are being taken 

seriously. The individual answering of each question is answered in addition 

to an oral response, also afterwards with a written response. This is highly 

appreciated by the participants and indicates that they feel that they are been 

taken serious. The municipality indicates the input that is less useful during 

the general design cafés (Design café 2) compared to that of those with the 

invited guests. This is largely because the public who will visit these design 

cafes is mainly interested in the new developments. Local residents and 

entrepreneurs from the area will give more feedback, and will not attend the 

general design cafés because they already have had a previous invitation. 

However, the municipality does indicate that it is very nice to find the 

separation in the public during the various sessions for the course of the 

evening, but also because of this it is possible to go into depth at the detailed 

level. 

4.3.4  Let’s Gro Festival 

Let's Gro is an annual inspiration festival about the future of the city, with the 

aspiration to connect ideas and people to work together on the future of the 

city of Groningen. The festival deals with various topics, including 

neighbourhood renewal, accessibility and spatial planning. The municipality of 

Groningen helps facilitating the stages and the festival organization. The 

content and organization of the contents of the various presentations, 

lectures, debates, demonstrations and / or showcases is in the hands of 

residents and other parties / clubs / institutions / organizations from the city. 
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An example of an activity that has been organized on the Let’s Gro Festival is 

to show three different variants of a redevelopment plan and on which people 

could express their preference and put possible questions and comments 

forward. In this way, the opinion is asked of the entire city and the discussion 

is opened up to the entire public instead of a select group of residents in the 

redesigned areas. Events will also be organized in which special, playful 

means of transport will take place along all the different redevelopment 

projects and project managers are providing all sorts of information of the 

different projects. 

The municipality of Groningen is satisfied with these activities because they 

mainly aim to create awareness among the residents of the entire city for the 

project. They notice that the influx of questions and comments continues for a 

few weeks, especially in the weeks after the festival. They indicate that they 

notice that there is much attention to the project from inhabitants of the city. 

Residents of the city also indicate that they find the activities fun, interesting 

and informative. 

4.3.5  Sub conclusions ways of participation  

In the participation process, several ways are offered to participate at different 

levels. The goal of providing information is used through all the four different 

means. The participation level of thinking along and participating comes back 

in the Place game, the discussions with stakeholders and in the Design Cafés, 

in which it depends on the invitation to what extent different groups are asked 

to participate. There seems to be a connection with the extent to which the 

municipality considers methods to be useful and in the way they invite people 

to these methods; it seems that the activities in which they choose who they 

invite (such as the discussions with stakeholders and the more closed design 

cafés) are the ones that they find the most useful. Participants are generally 

very satisfied with the opportunities offered to them, and appreciate the 

informal setting and personal (oral and written) feedback. 

 

 

4.4  Role in the participation process 

In the participation process, the municipality of Groningen has various roles in 

which they facilitate matters such as organization, communication, financial-

economic means and legal-planning resources. From this, statements can be 

made about how this role persists in equality, commitment of actors and 

managerial priorities. Found connections and partial conclusions will be 

summarized in the sub conclusions at the end. 

4.4.1   Facilitating 

The municipality has a facilitating role and facilitates, among other things, with 

organizational means. Citizens indicate that they do not take an organizational 

role in the participatory process, but one participant does indicate that he 

organized a neighbourhood meeting in his neighbourhood to gather the 

opinions of the local residents. However, this is an exception and is the only 

time that participants have joined together. The municipality mainly takes on 

the organizational means. Participants indicate that they do not feel the need 

to organize something themselves because they feel that they don’t need it 

because there is enough room for their input during the activities organized by 

the municipality. In addition, the municipality facilitates to a large extent with 

communicative means, through personal invitations, information brochures 

from door to door, via websites, but also through events that are available to 

all interested citizens in the city. In addition, the municipality uses an 

information centre on the central square of the city to provide information to 

everyone in the city of Groningen; both residents and tourists visiting the city. 

The municipality itself sees communication and information provision as one 

of the most important ways to facilitate and indicates that if it did not do so, it 

would have a negative influence on the development of the redesigning plans. 

That is why there is a great focus on communication. 

The municipality indicates that they place the greatest priority on 

communication of all matters that they facilitate. Here they indicate that in 

previous processes they have experienced that this will benefit the 

development of the project, both in the result and in the required time and 

money of the process. There seems to be a connection between the way in 
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which the municipality facilitates and the way in which the other actors initiate 

things. Because the municipality uses many activities and resources to 

facilitate, for example, and communication, the other actors in the participation 

process feel less called to play a role in this because the municipality already 

fulfills this role. Both the municipality and the other actors indicate that the 

good way of communication does not cause problems between the language 

of the world and system world, as described in the Habermas theory (1985). 

The other actors indicate that they see changes in the plans with the initiatives 

they put forward and have the feeling that they their need for involvement, 

being listened and subsidy for these proposed changes is met. 

The redevelopment of the public areas in the city are fully financed by the 

municipality. Participants and entrepreneurs do not actively contribute to the 

area development through financial and economic means. The municipality 

also indicates that, in addition to being the owner and responsible for these 

public spaces, they would prefer use other financing because in this way they 

will always have the final say in deciding on the redesign plans. 

All legal planning activities are facilitated by the municipality; however, they 

work together with various architectural firms on the redesign, and these 

agencies also participate in the participation process with local residents. The 

municipality chooses on which architectural firms they will collaborating with. 

In addition, the municipality also states that they believe that legal planning 

matters should always be facilitated by a municipality, because they have all 

the experts in house and do not want to take any juridical risks in the process 

4.4.2  Equivalence 

When redesigning the public areas in the city centre, it can be concluded that 

there is no equivalence between all the actors that are involved. The 

municipality has a much more powerful role in the participation process than 

other actors. This is evident not only from the fact that they facilitate all 

important means, but also from the fact that a large number of participation 

opportunities are made by the municipality and the invitation to attend is given 

by the municipality. Figure 4 also shows that the only levels at which it is 

possible to participate is by informing, contributing and participating. If this 

way of participation is compared to the ladder or citizen participation of 

Arnstein (1969), it can be concluded that this is only a minimal way of 

participation. Citizens get informed, which is a one way flow of information. 

There is consultation via surveys, neighbourhood meetings and public 

inquiries, but no real participation. It can be concluded that in this process we 

can see tokenism: the practice of being a perfunctory or symbolic effort to be 

inclusive in order to create the impression of inclusiveness. 

Allport (1954) sees equivalence as an important starting point for achieving 

reduction of prejudice and mutual trust. Equivalence is a first condition that 

must be met. Despite the fact that this is not present in, for example, the 

degree of decision-making and power that actors have, the actors apparently 

do not see this as a hindrance. All actors indicate that the cooperation is 

cooperative and not competitive in nature. This can be explained by the fact 

that despite the inequality between the actors, there are no further problems in 

the communication of the participation process, which can be explained by the 

informal character of the mutual communication. 

4.4.3   Commitment of actors 

The participation process has a varying commitment from actors. With the 

municipality itself, but also the working group that is invited to the discussions 

with stakeholders, a great commitment can be seen. Other actors in the 

participation process have a relatively low commitment, which partly can be 

explained by the level of participation that is asked of them and by the 

tokenism that we see in the participation process. The municipality indicates 

that they had expected a greater commitment from their actors, especially 

after the redesign process had been completed. The municipality finds it 

disappointing that the actors do not take ownership over the place after 

completing the redesign. That this does not happen, however, can be 

explained by causes pointed out above.  

 

 

 



25 

 

4.4.4  Priority 

The redesign of public space has a high administrative priority. Many civil 

servants are intensively involved in the process, which is seen as a strong 

determining factor in the development of the redevelopment area. The other 

actors are also very satisfied with the administrative priority and generally feel 

that they are being heard. 

4.4.5  Sub conclusions role in the participation process 

When looking at the coherence of the different facets and the way in which 

they determine the development of the participation process, a number of 

connections between the facets seem to emerge from the interviews. The first 

relates to the facets of equality and commitment of actors. When the 

equivalence is determined to a large degree, the involvement of the actors 

also seems to be a strong determining factor. It seems that the equality of 

actors contributes to the commitment of actors. A second link that has been 

found in this research relates to the commitment of actors and the extent to 

which communicative, organizational, financial and legal planning resources 

are facilitated. If there is a role for a party here, other actors also seem to feel 

less committed to the project. In addition, there seems to be a link between 

the role that the municipality is taking in facilitating through organizational 

means and financial-economic means, in order to always be able to exert the 

greatest influence on the decisions made in the participation process. 
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5   CONCLUSION 

Although various methods had been used and visions on participatory 

processes have been developed more over time; it is argued that participatory 

planning hasn’t been able to produce the results that were expected and also, 

that citizens still don’t have an active role in the spatial transformation of their 

environment nowadays. In the article of Boonstra and Boelens (2011) it is 

argued that one reason that could explain this, is that time and again 

participatory planning proposals remain controlled by public government, and 

that public government seems not to be very adaptive to initiatives that 

emerge from the dynamics of civil society itself, and thus is unable to address 

the growing complexity of present-day society. 

Uitermark and Van Beek (2010) argue that despite the government stimulates 

citizens' initiative, they still like to keep control in their own hands. They argue 

that citizen initiatives are generally dependent on government subsidies, 

whereby the government can withdraw the subsidy if the initiative does not 

correspond with the current policy. This means that only initiatives that are 

consistent with the policy will have a chance to develop. Van Ankeren et al. 

(2010) state that citizen initiatives sometimes cannot be implemented because 

the municipality indicates that the initiative does not fit within the policy. On 

the one hand, the government does indicate that citizens should take 

initiatives, but on the other hand, municipalities would like to see that 

established conditions are kept; this allows the municipality to send a wrong 

signal.  

When looking at the coherence of the different facets and the way in which 

they determine the outcome of the participation process, a number of 

connections between the facets seem to emerge from the interviews. The first 

relates to the facets of equality and commitment of actors. When the 

equivalence is determined to a large degree, the involvement of the actors 

also seems to be a strong determining factor. It seems that the equality of 

actors contributes to the commitment of actors. A second link that has been 

found in this research relates to the commitment of actors and the extent to 

which communicative, organizational, financial and legal planning resources 

are facilitated. If there is a role for a party here, other actors also seem to feel 

less committed to the project. In addition, there seems to be a link between 

the role that the municipality is taking in facilitating through organizational 

means and financial-economic means, in order to always be able to exert the 

greatest influence on the decisions made in the participation process. 

In the design of the participatory process in case study this dominant role of 

the municipality can be seen on various ways. The municipality sets the 

outlines of the process in which citizen can participate; the level of 

participation is limited depending on the area: Are citizens only being informed 

or also allowed to think along and come with initiatives? The municipality 

offers a lot of different methods for participation, but in what way can 

participate is limited depending on the fase of the development process and 

on who can participate is depending in some methods by who is invited by the 

municipality to take place in the participation event. The reasoning for the 

municipality to choose to design their participatory process like this is not 

unreasonable; they want to communicate very clear when there are 

possibilities in the process and what sort of participation is needed. The side 

effect is that the chances of this leading up to real ownership of the citizens in 

the redeveloped area and active citizenship is small. Therefore, it must be 

noted that the level of participation the municipality sees as ‘participation’ 

would be considered tokenism in Aronstein’s ladder of participation: it is a 

perfunctory or symbolic effort to be inclusive in order to create the impression 

of inclusiveness. When the participation process is compared to the different 

forms or citizen participation distinguished at Lenos, Storm and Vis (2006), it 

can be concluded that the participation process has the biggest similarities 

with the First generation of participation from the 70’s. Despite all the years of 

good examples and development of different forms of participation, it is a pity 

to see that the design process of the case study has not been adjusted more 

to the developments and new forms of participatory processes. Heurkens et 

al. (2014) point out a shift towards a more supporting role for the municipality. 

Municipalities support area initiatives of private parties and individuals and 

assist in the implementation of these initiatives if necessary. Taking a more 

supporting role instead of a dominant facilitating role could lead to creating 

more ownership and active citizenship. 
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6  DISCUSSION AND REFLECTION 

This chapter will be critically reflected on the validity of the research and the 
results. Also, in response to the findings made in this study, recommendations 
will be given for follow-up research.  

 
This thesis investigated the participation process in area development and the 

facilitating role of the municipality in this. In the previous chapter it was 

concluded that the participation process in area development and its support 

by the municipality differs in every situation. In addition, each participation 

process has a different context. So, participatory processes differ in every 

situation from initiators, civil servants, administrators, other actors, policy and 

environment. The question that can be asked now is whether new knowledge 

can be gained by doing research in this way. Participation processes in area 

development, after all, are very situational. Flyvbjerg (2006) states in his book 

'Five Misunderstandings about case study research' that there are many 

misunderstandings about case studies. He also states that a case study 

generates the type of context-dependent knowledge that makes it possible to 

move from the lower to the higher level in the learning process (Flyvbjerg, 

2001). This thesis, through the case study, provides in-depth knowledge about 

the participatory process for area development and which facets can be seen 

as crucial for achieving ownership and active citizenship. Based on the 

arguments by Flyvbjerg (2006) of the misunderstandings around case studies, 

it can be said that this research is valuable because of the details that are 

offered to other researchers. This research can therefore serve as a basis for 

further research. 

The second discussion point relates to the choice of the case-study. This case 

was chosen because the researcher has gained work experience in the 

communication and information provision of the project. It was therefore easy 

for the researcher to come in contact with the actors involved. Because the 

researches had already knowledge, some results could be biased. The 

researcher was well aware of this fact, and was aware of its own interpretation 

and the self-interpretation of the people studied.  

 

 

The third discussion point relates to the generalizability of the results of this 

thesis. This research provides insight into the development process of 

citizens' initiatives in area development and various facets that come with it. 

The reader must take into account that the outcomes of this research are 

based only on researching a single participation process. The collected data 

from the interviews held during the participation sessions provide a one-sided 

and subjective picture of the developments and are therefore difficult to verify. 

This is because you quickly speak to satisfied participants here, and the 

critical or negative citizens are not likely to be present at these events. This 

data can therefore not be considered generalizable. This does not alter the 

fact that this research can serve as a starting point for follow-up research. For 

follow-up research it would be interesting to investigate different participation 

processes. This means that interviews will have to be concluded with al 

various parties involved in the participation process. In this way, more insight 

can be gained into the different roles in the participation process because they 

can be compared better. 

Following this research there are some recommendations for follow-up 

research that can contribute to the research field of citizens' initiatives in area 

development. 

In this thesis research has been conducted into the participation process in 

area development in the municipality of Groningen. It would be interesting to 

investigate another participatory process from the same municipality and see 

whether it was designed in a different way and what the reason was for any 

differences. In this way, specific research can be done into the extent to which 

the initiators themselves can undertake activities in the organizational, 

communicative, financial-economic and legal-planning areas. 

It is also more interesting to compare the participation process with another 

participatory process from another municipality, where the participation has to 

do with a different board, different officials and different policies. 

This research was conducted in one in a Dutch context. It is also interesting to 

carry out this study abroad. Research can be done into the way in which local 
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authorities abroad shape participation processes in area development. In 

addition, it can be checked whether local authorities play an important role in 

the participation process in area development by facilitating through 

organizational, communicative, financial-economic and legal-planning means. 

Research can also be carried out into the importance of administrative priority 

in citizen initiatives. Finally, it is interesting to examine how the relationships 

between citizens, developers, municipalities and other actors in other 

countries. 

This study shows that municipalities have a major role in facilitating 

participation processes in area development through financial and economic 

means. With this, the municipality soon has a powerful position and a final 

vote in decisions. It would be interesting to investigate whether there are 

participation processes in area development of which the initiators take care 

of the whole financial-economic aspect. Subsequently, the influence of this on 

the participation process could be examined. Do the initiators have more 

power? Or do those who make funds available have more to contribute to the 

development? 

This research shows that citizens in the participation process in area 

development do not contribute to the legal-planning facet of the citizens' 

initiative. It is also indicated that this never actually occurs. This does not 

detract from the fact that citizens are not able to handle legal-planning issues. 

For follow-up research it is interesting to study the question of whether 

initiators of citizens 'initiatives in area development are able to contribute to 

the development of a citizens' initiative through legal-planning matters.  
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7                      EPILOGUE 

Because the Environmentaw [:Omgevingswet] is being introduced in 2021 in 
the Netherlands, every municipality will need to include participation in their 
design process for spatial plans. The moment to introduce this seems to be 
about right: participation came up in the ‘70s so there is already fifty years of 
experience with participation. Moreover, participation has been developed a 
lot true these experiences and experimenting which resulted in different forms, 
views and ways of participation. Several good examples have been developed 
throughout these years nationally, but also internationally where can be 
learned from. Although various methods had been used and visions on 
participatory processes have been developed more over time; it is argued that 
participatory planning hasn’t been able to produce the results that were 
expected and also, that citizens still don’t have an active role in the spatial 
transformation of their environment nowadays. In addition, the amount of 
experience with participation processes differs per municipality. In general, 
municipalities in regional areas have less experience with participatory 
processes than municipalities in urban areas. That’s why it is important to 
make sure that the knowledge about participation processes, their variation in 
design and their variation in effects, is being shared. Unfortunately, there is 
still al ack of knowledge that is put in to practicing, something that came as a 
result of this research. We still see participation processes carried out in a 
certain way, which one could say is 'outdated', especially after this many 
years of development of participatory processes. What is intended with the 
process is not achieved by the way the participation is designed. And that is 
regrettable: on the one hand because there are good examples available, on 
the other lessons have not be learned from the experiences. 
  
Unfortunately, the research and the case study show that the participation 
process that is currently taking place is structured with a certain hope for the 
desired effect of active citizenship and ownership. However, when studying 
the participation process, it appears that the actors are not equal, the 
municipality has the initiating and a dominant facilitating role which seems to 
result in the reticent role of other actors. Because the municipal role 
determines how, when and to what extent participation can take place, there 
is a form of tokenism: the practice of being a perfunctory or symbolic effort to 
be inclusive in order to create the impression of inclusiveness. Which is 
regretful, because the knowledge and experience is already available, so 
when such outcomes would be desired, the participatory process should be 
designed differently. 
  

 
With the Environment law being introduces, and therefore also for 
governmental institutions to include participation in spatial plans, but on the 
other hand with the connotation that participation processes outcomes don’t 
meet the expectations, there is a risk for participation to become something 
unusual later on when participation is seen as this charm for spatial plans. 
The way in which the participation process is organized, with the role 
assigned to the actors, with expectation management for the possible 
outcomes, need to be examined critically. Participation has so many different 
forms, which all offer a different outcome, but which is being used in a wrong 
way. Only the most positive effects are the ones that are mainly known, but on 
the other hand, very outdated participation processes are being designed. The 
danger lies in the fact that each municipality will start working with 
participation soon, has the perception of these most positive effects, which are 
not always correct, because there has not been learned from previous 
experiences and new improved forms of participation. There is the danger that 
participation will became a hollowed-out concept. Unfortunately, we have 
already seen this principle in society with for example sustainability, which is 
used excessive, inappropriately and resulted in greenwashing. Sustainability, 
its ambition and therefore also its appeal and function is being lost. 
Unfortunately, we now see this emerging also with diversity, of which it is 
known for example that a big range of diversity in groups can result in much 
better results than a unanimous group. And again, we see all sorts of 
agencies taking over the concept of ‘diversity’ without knowing the different 
forms, approaches and working methods, which have resulted to pink 
washing. 
  
There is a real chance that with the current state of affairs, this phenomenon 
will also take place with participation, when no more attention is paid to the 
design of a participation process and looked at with a critical view. But of 
course, this is not necessary to happen! The knowledge is there. The 
participation ladder is a 50-year-old theory and thousands of studies have 
been published. In addition, there is fifty years of experience with participatory 
processes in the Netherlands alone, and has resulted over the years in all of 
these different forms of participation. Now the matter is to just not only think of 
participation as a sort of magic way to create all these positive effects, but to 
put all the knowledge and experiences into practice. To develop participatory 
processes, choose the right forms, roles and ways of participation to get the 
effects that you would hope for from the start.  
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I  Informed consent 

 

 

Research:  Master's thesis Urbanism Studies, KTH Stockholm  

          Marins Hettinga 

 

 

 

To be completed by participant 

 

I declare that I have been informed in a clear manner about the nature and 

purpose of the interview. 

I know that the data and results of the research will only be disclosed 

anonymously and confidentially to third parties if so desired. Any questions 

from my side have been answered satisfactorily. I understand that made audio 

material or editing thereof will be used for analysis and / or scientific 

presentation. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. In doing so, I 

reserve the right to terminate my participation in this research at any time 

without giving any reason. 

 

 I want to be anonymous in the research 

 

 

Name contestant: 

 

Date: 

 

Signature participant: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To be completed by the executive researcher 

 

Regarding the research I have given both an oral and written explanation. I 

will answer any remaining questions to the best of my ability. The participant 

will not suffer any adverse consequences from a possible early termination of 

participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name researcher: 

 

Date: 

 

Signature researcher: 
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II  Questionnaire semi-structured interviews 

 

       Introduction 

1. Who are you? 

2. How did you get involved in the participation process of Bestemming 

Binnenstad? 

3. How did you enter this project? 

4. What is your interest in this redevelopment? 

5. How do you type your role in the participation process of Bestemming 

Binnenstad? 

 

Relating to the content 

6. How would you describe this development? (in terms of initiative, 

participation etc) 

7. In your opinion, what kind of parties are involved in the participation 

process of Bestemming Binnenstad? 

8. How is the contact between the other actors? 

9. How does the contact between the municipality and the other actors take 

place? 

10. How does the municipality shape inner-city area development in terms of 

communication, organization, financial, legal-planning? 

11. How do you view the board (board, committee)? 

12. How do you view the group of active stakeholders as a whole? Is there a 

good representation? 

13. What do you think are strong points of the participation process? 

14. What do you think are weaknesses of the participation process? 

15. Where do you see opportunities in the participation process? 

16. Are there factors that, in your opinion, interfere with the participation 

process of Bestemming Binnenstad? 

17. What do you think is necessary to ensure that a local initiative for area 

development runs smoothly?  

 

 

Closing 

18. Are there any elements that we have not discussed about the 

participation process of Bestemming Binnenstad, but which I do need to 

know? 

19. In your opinion, did you have a good idea of the participation process of 

Bestemming Binnenstad? 

20. Are there any interesting people you know who I can talk to about the 

development process of Bestemming Binnenstad? 

21. If I have any questions during my interview, can I contact you by email or 

telephone? 

22. Do you need the result of my research? If so, I would like to note your 

details. 

23. Do you have any further questions? 
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III  Example text coding 

 

The following codes were formulated on the basis of the literature and the 

semi-structured interviews with those involved in the participation process of 

Bestemming Binnenstad and used for analysis of the transcripts. 

 

- Interest 

- Description of participation process of Bestemming Binnenstad 

- Involved parties 

- Residents / entrepreneurs from the neighborhood 

- Functioning working group 

- Municipality facilitating via communication 

- Municipality facilitates through economic-financial means 

- Municipality facilitates through legal-planning means 

- Municipality facilitates through organization 

- ontstaan Bestemming Binnenstad 

- Discussions with stakeholder 

- The Place game 

- Design Café 

- Urban Gro Festival 

- Role of civil servants / municipality 

- Role of residents / entrepreneurs 

- Other roles 
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