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Refining Evaluation Criteria for Public 
Participation Using Stakeholder Perspectives 
of Process and Outcomes

by Andrea Grant & Allan Curtis

Abstract

Public participation in the development 
and implementation of natural resource 
management plans has been widely 
adopted by lead natural resource 
management agencies. The literature 
suggests that evaluation of participation 
initiatives has largely focused on the 
perspective of proponents, and when 
it has addressed participant needs, 
has primarily explored satisfaction 
with process. This paper reflects on 
the authors’ attempts to evaluate 
both the process and the outcomes of 
participation, and to do so by drawing 
on the perspectives of participants. The 
approach adopted involved iteratively 
cycling between the literature and 
participant perspectives of the purpose, 
process and outcomes of participation to 
identify, and test the validity of, a set of 
criteria to evaluate both processes and 
outcomes. The intention was to identify 
an approach that could be used by 
practitioners to refine the evaluation of 
public participation in different settings. 
The specific research setting was the 
development of the East Gippsland 
Floodplain Management Strategy.

Introduction

Public participation is an increasing 
feature of public policy development and 

implementation and widely employed by 
natural resource management agencies. 
Amongst other things, participation 
of stakeholders (those affected) in 
creating the vision and strategy for 
natural resource management is 
seen as a way of ensuring that plans 
and management actions are better 
informed and more readily accepted, 
and as a way of enhancing the capacity 
of participants to resolve issues in the 
future (Ewing, Grayson & Argent 2000; 
Syme & Eaton 1989; Webler, Tuler & 
Krueger 2001). However, participation 
is not a panacea for the difficulties of 
managing in an environment where 
powerful stakeholders increasingly 
challenge agency intentions and contest 
management approaches. Public 
participation literature demonstrates 
that participation can lead to increased 
conflict between stakeholders and 
to disillusionment with government 
when participants are dissatisfied with 
the processes or outcomes of these 
initiatives (Gericke & Sullivan 1994; 
Manring 1998; Moote, McCalaran & 
Chickering 1997).  Agency staff trained 
in natural sciences can be ill equipped 
in interpersonal and communication 
skills, particularly in regard to 
identifying value differences and the 
resolution of conflict (Blahna & Yonts-
Sheppard 1989; Creighton 1983). The 
specific setting or context, including 
the time available, prior history of 
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collaboration, resources available, and 
competency of staff, is a critical factor in 
the choice of participation practices and 
in shaping stakeholder attitudes about 
participation processes and outcomes 
(e.g., Curtis, Birckhead & De Lacy 1995; 
Syme & Eaton 1989; Tuler & Webler 
1999). 

While the selection of participation 
practices requires an understanding 
of the specific context, the extensive 
literature reflecting on previous 
initiatives provides useful guidance to 
practitioners. Research suggests that 
issues concerning representation, the 
quality of decision-making, and conflict 
management impact on perceptions of 
‘successful’ participation (Moore 1996; 
Lauber & Knuth 1998; Webler, Tuler & 
Krueger 2001). Some argue that narrow 
definitions of success orient evaluations 
toward proponent goals such as 
reaching consensus or improving 
public perception of the agency 
(Cuthbertson 1983; Landre & Knuth 
1993). Proponent agencies have been 
criticised in the literature for viewing 
the process of participation as an end 
in itself, such as offering stakeholders 
a ‘voice’ in planning activities, rather 
than a means to accomplish a broader 
set of goals (Blahna & Yonts-Shepard 
1989; Cuthbertson 1983). Researchers 
have suggested viewing participation 
as a dynamic process in which 
participants’ aims for participation and 
understanding of the issues emerge 
from the process (Rosener 1983; Sewell 
& Phillips 1979; Shindler & Brunson 
1999). Some also argue that definitions 
of success need to include wider public 
benefits such as building capacity for 
future participation or increasing public 
knowledge of complex environmental 
problems (McCool & Guthrie 2001; Tuler 
& Webler 1999). While some researchers 
have emphasised the importance 
of exploring participant aims for 
participation (Moore 1996; Webler, Tuler 
& Krueger 2001), others emphasise the 

importance of addressing participant 
concerns about fairness of the process, 
often referred to as procedural justice 
(Lauber & Knuth 1999; Lawrence, 
Daniels & Stankey 1997). 

Australian research on participation 
has mostly examined the evaluation of 
process (Curtis, Birckhead & De Lacy 
1995; Syme & Eaton 1989). A small 
number of evaluations in Australia have 
included the perspective of participants 
as well as proponents (e.g., Curtis, 
Birckhead & De Lacy 1995; Wilkinson 
& Barr 1993). However, the authors are 
not aware of any Australian research 
where participation initiatives have been 
evaluated in terms of both processes and 
outcomes of participation and from the 
perspective of multiple stakeholders. In 
taking up this challenge, we interviewed 
16 key stakeholders, reviewed 37 
documents and participated in planning 
activities in the development of East 
Gippsland’s floodplain management 
strategy. We adopted the approach of 
iteratively cycling between evaluation 
criteria identified in the literature and 
participant perspectives of the purpose, 
process and outcomes of participation. 
Our aim was to refine a set of evaluation 
criteria with an approach that could be 
used by practitioners to evaluate public 
participation in different contexts of 
natural resource management. In the 
next section, we outline the context for 
the development of the East Gippsland 
Floodplain Management Strategy in 
eastern Victoria. 

Floodplain Management and 
the East Gippsland Context

East Gippsland was the last of nine 
Victorian regions to develop a floodplain 
management strategy. The development 
of strategies for the management of 
floodplains and rural drainage was 
part of a state government initiative to 
reform flood management (Department 
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of Natural Resources and Environment 
(DNRE) 1998). Requirements for 
developing the strategies were legislated 
in the Water Act 1989 and the Catchment 
and Land Protection Act 1994, both 
of which emphasised community and 
stakeholder participation in planning. 
Strategies were to be developed by 
recently formed Catchment Management 
Authorities (CMA), regionally based 
authorities responsible for delivering 
improved natural resource management. 
The development of floodplain and 
rural drainage management strategies 
was one of the first tasks of the East 
Gippsland CMA. Major flooding in 
East Gippsland during June 1998 
had heightened public awareness of 
the issues surrounding floodplain 
management.

East Gippsland covers an area of 21,300 
square kilometres in eastern Victoria 
bounded by the Great Dividing Range 
in the northwest, the NSW border in the 
northeast and the Tasman Sea in the 
south (East Gippsland Catchment and 
Land Protection Board (EGCALPB) 1997) 
[Figure 1]. Almost 80 percent of the 
land area in East Gippsland is public 
land, managed by various divisions 
of the Department of Sustainability 
and Environment (previously DNRE) 
(EGCALPB 1997). With the exception of 
the Snowy River headwaters in NSW, 
the region includes the watersheds 
or catchments for three major river 
systems – Snowy-Brodribb, Tambo-
Nicholson and Mitchell rivers – and 
several smaller catchment areas in 
the far east of the region (for Thurra, 
Wingan, Genoa, Cann and Bemm rivers). 
The Mitchell, Tambo and Nicholson 
rivers drain into the Gippsland Lakes 
and all of the other systems enter the 
Tasman Sea.

Figure 1: Map of East Gippsland 
including major waterways and towns 
covered in research 

East Gippsland has a small and widely 
dispersed population of 38,000 with 
an average of one person per square 
kilometre (ABS 2001). The regional 
centre of Bairnsdale has a statistical 
local area population of 23,700 
including townships surrounding the 
Gippsland Lakes at Lakes Entrance, 
Bairnsdale, Paynesville and Metung. 
Bairnsdale, the largest centre (10,500) 
is located 300km from Melbourne and 
approximately the same distance from 
Canberra (ABS 2001).

Incomes in East Gippsland are 10 
percent below the non-metropolitan 
average (Haberkorn et al. 1999). Below 
average incomes impair the ability of 
local government to recoup a debt of 
$17 million, incurred prior to local 
government amalgamations in 1995 
(East Gippsland Shire Council 1996). 
Agriculture, forestry and fisheries 
are three main income-supporting 
industries in East Gippsland (EGCALPB 
1997). Agriculture earns the East 
Gippsland region $110 million a year 
from a productive area of 419,300 ha 
(EGCALPB 1997). However agriculture 
employed 10 percent less people in 
1996 than 1991 (Haberkorn et al. 
1999). The forested area of the region 
is 1,261,900 ha, although only about 
35 percent is suitable for logging due 
to environmental considerations such 
as accessibility and land and water 
protection (EGCALPB 1997). Tourism is 
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emerging as an alternative industry in 
East Gippsland, earning an estimated 
$146 million a year for the region, and 
holds potential for future economic 
development, particularly around the 
coastal environment (EGCALPB 1997).

This description of East Gippsland 
indicates that local resources to manage 
the built and natural assets of the region 
are limited. The ability to implement 
floodplain management strategic 
planning may depend on the success of 
local initiatives to pull down resources 
from higher tiers of government.

Iterations from Literature 
Review and Qualitative Data

This research focused on the collection 
of stakeholder perspectives to 
refine criteria for the evaluation of 
participation processes and outcomes. 
Qualitative data was collected in three 
phases over six months, corresponding 
to the process of participation adopted 
by the East Gippsland Catchment 
Management Authority (EGCMA). 
Sixteen semi-structured interviews with 
participants, participant observation 
of key group processes and a small 
document study of primary source 
documents including strategy drafts 
and stakeholders’ comments, were used 
to collect data. The EGCMA appointed 
consultants from an environmental 
engineering firm (not the authors of 
this paper) to conduct the participation 
process and complete the Floodplain 
Management Strategy (FMS) document 
in early 2000. Working with the EGCMA 
and a project steering committee, the 
consultants identified a process for 
stakeholder and public participation, 
opting for a three phased process that 
included: preliminary investigations; 
stakeholder review; and public review.

Drawing on key journal articles and 
other literature on participation such 

as practitioner handbooks the authors 
generated an extensive list of criteria for 
evaluating the process and outcomes of 
participation [Table 1]. The usefulness 
of individual criteria was assessed 
against stakeholder perspectives and 
participant observations of the purpose, 
process and outcomes of participation. 
The target group was 58 stakeholders 
participating in the development of East 
Gippsland’s floodplain management 
strategy. It was necessary to limit the 
study to participants, as they needed to 
have some experience of the process to 
legitimately comment on it. Interviewees 
were purposively selected from the target 
group to provide a spread of viewpoints 
across different locations, stages of 
life and genders. Our stakeholder 
interviews (N=16) were conducted after 
these individuals had participated in 
corresponding activities coordinated by 
the consultants [Figure 2]. Interviews 
were structured to cover three topic 
areas: 

1. the person’s interest in floodplain  
 management; 
2. their perspective of the participation  
 process; and 
3. their expectations for the outcomes  
 of participation. 
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Figure 2: The participation process and corresponding phases of data collection 

Consultant investigation

Steering committee meeting 2/3

Stakeholder forum
Bairnsdale

�� Interviews (9) 
with affected 
landholders 

�� Participant 
observation at 
meeting 

�� Participant 
observation at 
stakeholder 
forum 

�� Interviews (4) 
with invited 
stakeholders 

�� Participant 
observation at 
fora and 
meeting 

�� Interviews (3) 
with forum 
participants 

Public forums: 
1. Orbost 
2. Lakes Entrance
3. Bairnsdale

Steering Committee meeting 4 

Participant observation 

Steering committee meeting 1 

Project Brief 

Stakeholder forum invitation 

Mitchell River 
Management 
Group meeting  

Far East River Management 
Group meeting

Stakeholder comments sought 

Public comment sought

Project Steering Committee meeting 5

Draft final report 

Field trip 1

Field trip 2

Field trip 3

Field trip 4

Field trip 5

Figure 2: The Participation Process and Corresponding Phases of Data 

Collection
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Table 1 Evaluation Criteria Synthesised from the Literature 

Process criteria (adapted from source)

Agreement on the process of participation between the agency 
and participants
Participation to start early in the decision-making process
Agency to provide clearly stated objectives of participation 
Participant awareness of the level of power being offered
Agency to make an effort to identify all interested parties
Information freely available to all participants
Participants know how their submissions will be processed
Where appropriate costs for participation reimbursed
Public involved throughout planning process
Input representative of interested publics
Proponents use personal and interactive methods
Input in development and evaluation of alternatives
A process conducive to consensus-building
Wide representation and access
Information exchange and learning
Continuity of involvement
At least some decision-making authority
Power to influence the process and outcomes
Structural characteristics to promote constructive interactions
Facilitation of constructive personal behaviours
Adequate analysis of inputs
Popular legitimacy acquired and maintained
An ideological discussion facilitated
Participatory process conceptualised as a power struggle
The need for leadership and compromise highlighted
Outcomes criteria (adapted from source)

Public educated about the implications of their values
Decision-making risks shared 
Decisions implemented
The process resulting in positive personal change
Demonstrated support for planning outcomes
Constructive feeling of effectiveness in the development of 
priorities
Overall satisfaction with the plan
Improved relationship between community and departments
Improved on-ground management
A valued public service provided
Expanded resources available to accomplish objectives
Established trust in government agencies 
Tangible results for participants
Other forums for conflict resolution prevented
Common group understanding of the major goals for resource 
management 
Public concerns identified
Public preferences for policy determined
Durable decisions
Changes in meaning schemes and perspectives as the result of 
informal learning
Social conditions necessary for future processes

Source 

(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)

(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Institute for Participatory Planning 1981)
(Blahna & Yonts-Shepard 1989)
(Blahna & Yonts-Shepard 1989)
(Blahna & Yonts-Shepard 1989)
(Blahna & Yonts-Shepard 1989)
(Landre & Knuth 1993)
(Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 1997)
(Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 1997)
(Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 1997)
(Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 1997)
(Tuler & Webler 1999)
(Tuler & Webler 1999)
(Tuler & Webler 1999)
(Tuler & Webler 1999)
(Webler, Tuler and Krueger 2001)
(Webler, Tuler and Krueger 2001)
(Webler, Tuler and Krueger 2001)
(Webler, Tuler and Krueger 2001)

(Creighton 1981)
(Rosener 1983) 
(Syme & Eaton 1989)
(Landre & Knuth 1993)
(Landre & Knuth 1993)
(Landre & Knuth 1993)

(Landre & Knuth 1993)
(Wilkinson & Barr 1993)
(Wondolleck & Yaffee 1994) 
(Wondolleck & Yaffee 1994)
(Wondolleck & Yaffee 1994)
(Wondolleck & Yaffee 1994)
(Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 1997)
(Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 1997)
(Moote, McCalaren & Chickering 1997)
 
(Shindler 1998)
(Shindler 1998)
(Shindler 1998)
(Diduck 1999)

(Tuler & Webler 1999)
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During interviews participants were 
encouraged to explore their own ideas 
and observations about the purpose, 
process and outcomes of participation. 
This approach provided data that was 
grounded in the context and experience 
of participants and allowed for inductive 
analysis. 

Participant observations were 
undertaken during the last two of four 
steering committee meetings and the 
stakeholder and public fora conducted 
by the consultants. Participant 
observation provided a first hand 
account of the participation process 
to identify with the issues as raised by 
the research participants. Participant 
observation also provided some insights 
into the expectations of the proponents 
and to explore the constraints on 
conducting an effective participation 
program. We also examined documents 
such as relevant legislation, the project 
brief, drafts of the FMS document, 
steering committee correspondence and 
written stakeholder comments to the 
consultants. 

The content of data collected from 
interviews, participant observations 
and documents was analysed by 
isolating and coding meaningful 
statements. Analysis was guided by 
Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) grounded 
theory approach of open and axial 
coding. Open coding involves isolating 
statements and ordering them according 
to themes emerging from the data. Axial 
coding involves drawing links between 
themes. In this case interviews were 
coded and categorised according to 
the main themes emerging from each 
interview transcript and placing them 
in tree-like categories. Participant 
observations and documents were also 
coded and analysed to compare with 
the findings derived through interview 
analysis. Three main categories were 
guided by interview topics and covered 
the participation process, participants’ 
expectations and stakeholder needs. 
Under each category three themes were 
aggregated from the data [Figure 3]. 
Sub-themes emerging from the process 
of coding and categorising data were 
then aligned with concepts from the 
literature. This enabled the researchers 
to check whether criteria previously 
generated had covered the issues 
relevant to stakeholders in this setting. 

Figure 3: Coding categories generated from data analysis

22

Figure 3: Coding categories generated from data analysis 

Coding 
categories

Process
Communication 
Representation 

Influence 

Expectations
Responsibility 

Resources
Co-ordination 

Needs
Co-operation 

Impacts
Information
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Figure 4: Iterative Cycle of Literature Review and Data Collection

23

Figure 4: Iterative cycle of literature review and data collection 

Figure 4 represents the three phases of 
research and shows the iterative cycle 
of literature review and data collection 
used to refine criteria for evaluating 
participation. We began with a list of 
criteria for evaluation synthesised from 
the literature, followed by a grounded 
approach to collect and analyse data 
and used an iterative cycle of induction 
and deduction checking data against 

criteria available in the literature and 
visa versa.

This study is limited to the views of 
research participants and the more 
immediate reflections of the researcher 
and research participants on the 
processes and outcomes of participation. 
While the research has been a valid 
instrument for detailing participants’ 
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perceptions of process and outcomes 
for evaluating participation, it cannot 
account for participants’ longerterm 
reflections on the process or the 
impacts of implementing the strategy. 
We conclude that our approach to 
evaluation, maintaining grounded data 
collection for the basis of inductive 
analysis is valid. At the same time, 
there are assumptions in this approach 
that must be highlighted, including 
that the evaluation of participation 
is subjective and requires the input 
of a range of views to substantiate 
the outcomes of evaluation as being 
representative of different values and 
interests. Participants in this research 
were drawn from those who participated 
in the process and therefore the findings 
do not represent those who chose not 
to participate or were not aware of the 
process. Access to these views could 
alter the overall findings. 

Multiple Perspectives of 
Participation Processes and 
Outcomes

The process of cycling between the 
review of literature and participants' 
perspectives was necessary to refine 
criteria that would (a) cover processes 
and outcomes and (b) include the 
perspectives of multiple stakeholders. 
Understanding the theory behind 

participation assisted our development 
and refinement of criteria for evaluating 
the Floodplain Management Strategy 
(FMS) participation process and 
outcomes. Stakeholders’ direct 
experience with the process and 
understanding of the context was 
important for informing criteria that 
was relevant to the local conditions 
and relationships between land and 
water managers. Following an intensive 
process of cross-referencing between 
data and literature, four criteria 
were generated for evaluating the 
participation process and four criteria 
for evaluating outcomes [Table 2].

The refined set of criteria for process 
and outcomes are illustrated 
below with direct quotes from 
the range of comments made by 
agency stakeholders, community 
representatives (catchment management 
implementation committees members) 
and directly affected stakeholders (some 
stakeholders were also community 
representatives). Quotes were selected 
to represent the diversity of views 
expressed and for clarity of expression. 

Table 2: Criteria for Evaluating the Process and Outcomes of Participation in 
East Gippsland’s Floodplain Management Strategy

Process criteria Outcomes criteria

Include representation from affected 
interests

Build capacity for future cooperation

Provide opportunity and capacity for 
influence

Address individual and collective needs

Promote constructive interaction
Demonstrate influence of local 
knowledge

Meet agreed standards of decision-
making

Reach an enduring and widely-supported 
plan
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Process Criteria

Representation of Affected 
Interests

It was important to participants that 
the process included representation 
from those interests that are held by 
people who will be affected by the 
strategy. Many participants identified 
key stakeholders that were either 
knowledgeable or important players in 
implementing the outcomes but these 
people were apparently not consulted. 
There was also concern expressed that 
the absence of these players from the 
strategy development process would 
limit the relevance and quality of the 
strategy.

According to stakeholders there was a 
lack of information about the purpose 
and process for participation. 

On receiving a letter I asked 
for more information. I received 
t h e  p r o j e c t  b r i e f ,  I  w a s 
expecting it to be explained, 
what it involves and asked to 
forums [agency stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Participants expressed concern that key 
stakeholders were not included in the 
process of strategy development. 

There’s people that live down 
there on the Lake and there’s 
tourist operators that make an 
income from the Lake … that part 
of it wasn’t really canvassed well 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

There seems to be very few 
community people who’ve been 
asked to input to it … that are 
actually going to be seriously 
affected by this [community 
representative: public forum].

I’m looking at it from the perspective 
of other agencies that don’t seem 
to feel ownership of it [community 
representative: stakeholder forum].

Some stakeholders felt that the strategy 
development process had not included 
those with a long history in the area, 
who hold much of the local knowledge 
about floodplain management. 

Most of the older people who 
live in this area, their numbers 
are decreasing and their age is 
increasing and they’re losing 
interest in going to meetings 
and standing up and arguing 
[ communi ty  representa t ive : 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Opportunity and Capacity for 
Influence

An important dimension in developing 
the opportunity and capacity for 
influence was being given plenty of 
forewarning to gather the relevant 
people and information to make the 
process worthwhile. Many participants 
felt that they had not been given 
appropriate information or time to 
allow this to take place. Some also were 
concerned about the timing of their 
input in terms of maximising influence 
on the strategy.

Participants valued the opportunity 
to voice concerns about local issues 
through early face-to-face interaction 
with consultants. At the same time, 
it seems that some participants were 
conscious of being left out of the early 
phase of investigation. 

I was concerned that they might 
not take on board too much of the 
local issues and go with what they 
thought the CMA wanted from the 
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guidelines. But I thought they did 
take on board and listen to the local 
issues and seemed to identify with 
them, which I thought was important 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Once the plan is in its draft stage its 
not going to be changed too much. 
The process of key stakeholder 
involvement would have been 
better if conducted earlier [agency 
stakeholder: stakeholder forum].

For some stakeholders having an 
opportunity to review their input was 
important.

I would hope to get a draft to make 
comment on what I told them and 
the same for what I have told you 
[directly affected stakeholder; 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Others suggested that with more 
information they would have been in 
a better position to contribute to the 
strategy development. 

We didn’t get a letter or anything 
explaining what they were going 
to do which would have been, 
you know, a bit of background 
on what was going on, to have a 
think [directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

One indicated that the capacity for 
influence was limited because there was 
not enough time to interpret the strategy 
and its implications for stakeholders. 

I didn’t really come away with 
much more information than 
that I already had in my mind 
but I’m not confident that I got 
exactly what’s happening [agency 
stakeholder: stakeholder forum].

Constructive Interaction

Participants’ reference to constructive 
interaction, with the proponents and 
between stakeholders, alluded to the 
importance of getting access to the 
different views of stakeholders and 
having equal opportunity to define 
the issues. During analysis it became 
clear that creating a regional vision 
for floodplain management amongst a 
diverse group of stakeholders did not 
form part of the participation process.

Participants felt that it was important 
to be able to discuss the relevance 
of information contained within the 
strategy with other stakeholders. Apart 
from building a sense of agreement 
they felt it was necessary to gauge 
the impacts of the strategy on local 
communities and other stakeholders. 

It would have been good for them to 
put their main points up and even 
let us have a discussion about 
them and see whether we’d come 
up with what they had [agency 
stakeholder: stakeholder forum].

Adult learners sometimes need 
a little bit of time to comprehend 
what you are about and they 
need a chance to talk about it. 
You can’t just run a straight 
lecture for that long [agency 
stakeholder: stakeholder forum].

It will take a long time as people 
slowly learn more and get worn 
down too I suppose. But if you 
go on long enough people start 
to see other people’s views 
[ communi ty  representa t ive : 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Some participants saw agency staff 
members as too inflexible while others 
blamed members of the community for 
their lack of vision. 
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At lot of them are there with 
personal  agendas …they’re 
pushing their own wheelbarrow 
a n d  t h e y  w o n ’ t  c o n s i d e r 
broader issues and they won’t 
consider alternatives [community 
representative: public forum].

Participants considered it important that 
stakeholders could see benefits flowing 
from the strategy to build a sense of 
cooperation. 

If the landholders get an idea 
that they’re coming up with 
something that’s worthwhile 
they’d be fairly interested in 
giving it as much help as they 
can [directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Standards of Decision-making

A number of participants expressed 
concern about the information and 
standards used to make decisions about 
floodplain management. There was 
acknowledgment by some that local 
experience and values needed to be 
brought together with engineering skills 
and know-how to improve the outcomes 
of decision-making. More participants, 
however, were disillusioned by the lack 
of power offered to local stakeholders 
regarding local matters, especially 
development in floodplains.

There was some concern that the 
information gathering had been too 
shallow or had not given adequate 
consideration to alternative approaches 
to solving problems.

I went and spoke to them about 
vegetation corridors and I don’t 
know but it seemed like new 
information and I’m thinking, 
either these guys haven’t dug deep 
enough or wide enough or they are 
coming from a different perspective 

[ communi ty  representa t ive : 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

There was little faith that institutional 
arrangements would allow for locals 
to shape decisions on the big issues 
such as infrastructure development on 
floodplains or the closure of estuaries at 
river mouths.

They tend to go with what they think 
is right in the eyes of the economic 
rationale and the legislative 
program as opposed to … the 
interests of the people here in the 
area  [directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Some participants were concerned 
about how decisions were being framed, 
and whether regional managers had an 
adequate understanding of local values 
to produce locally relevant outcomes. 

It's important that everybody in 
each river valley gets a hearing and 
local issues are formulated into any 
strategy that comes out. There’s 
not much point doing it otherwise 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Other stakeholders highlighted the 
complex mix of needs, perspectives 
and issues associated with floodplain 
management and the difficult task of 
reconciling these diverse interests. 

There are a lot of different people 
with different ideas about different 
things and how they should be 
corrected and to get the uniform 
backing is not going to be easy. 
Whatever you do there’s going to 
be people it helps and people it 
affects and it’s a matter of picking 
a course that’s right and affects 
or is detrimental to the least 
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number of people [community 
representative: stakeholder forum].

Outcomes Criteria

Capacity for Future Cooperation

The lack of interaction between 
stakeholders was seen as limiting 
future cooperation, however some felt 
that past interaction had also been 
less than constructive. This may have 
explained why some stakeholders were 
seen as lacking the initiative to become 
involved in the planning process. 
Being able to clearly define and agree 
on responsibilities was considered an 
important first step for cooperation.

One participant felt that there was 
very little effort by the proponent to 
support local initiatives to improve 
environmental health.

They want to make it difficult and 
that’s not the way, I don’t think, if 
they just got some local involvement 
… we’ve fenced off a lot of our river 
bank just because it’s unstable … 
no one gives you any credit for 
it [directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Another participant noted that the 
overlapping of responsibilities between 
key agencies constrained their capacity 
to effectively engage stakeholders.

There was some concern from 
different authority figures about 
responsibilities and they might 
have  some respons ib i l i t i es 
taken away from them … that’s 
when you know another study 
will be coming up [community 
representative: stakeholder forum].

One stakeholder noted a lack of 
community initiative for building better 

relations with the EGCMA. 

When the opportunity is there for 
them to attend a public meeting 
or workshop … they don’t meet 
their community obligations, they 
don’t take responsibility or they 
ignore the fact that they’re a 
community representative on an 
advisory committee [community 
representative: stakeholder forum].

Individual and Collective Needs

Although it was apparent that satisfying 
all needs was a near-impossible task, 
participants did think it necessary that 
the strategy address different needs. 
Perhaps, in part, the process should be 
more considered and develop a detailed 
reference of stakeholders’ inputs that 
clearly identified different individual 
and collective needs.  Participants also 
wanted to know how needs might be 
addressed or why they cannot. This 
outcome may have been assisted by 
enabling stakeholders to collectively 
create a vision for regional floodplain 
management.

While some thought that it was 
important to take a broader view of 
the issues and address the greater 
good ahead of individual needs, others 
understood that this would not be a 
simple process because those bearing 
the costs may not necessarily be the 
recipients of benefits. 

There have been changes where 
they’ve got to keep a buffer 
strip now along the waterways 
and catchments, which was 
never the case in the past. So 
that’s trying to keep the happy 
balance between a heal thy 
environment and productivity 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .
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S o m e b o d y  w a n t e d  t o  b a n 
cultivation on the floodplain; the 
other person’s needs were actually 
trying to make a living out of the 
floodplain. That’s a bit hard but 
everyone’s got a certain amount of 
need, that’s exactly what is hard 
to put your finger on [community 
representative: stakeholder forum].

Many participants suggested that 
equal consideration should be given 
to affected individuals and that a 
systematic attempt to address the range 
of concerns was necessary to produce a 
just outcome. 

If [the] Lake fills up, well you 
know it affects tourism in the 
area and that has an effect in the 
towns that rely on tourism and 
so forth. That part of it has to be 
considered but the stakeholders 
on the valley floor itself that earn 
their income off the floodplain do 
have to be considered as well 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

I would hope that they would take 
on board the concern of individuals 
such as myself and then perhaps 
identify the important issues that 
are common across the whole region. 
In addition to that I would expect 
that there would be area specific 
issues that would be highlighted 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Influence of Local Knowledge 

While it was important to include 
stakeholders in defining the issues for 
floodplain management there was some 
difference in opinions on the quality 
of local knowledge. Some saw local 
knowledge as built on experience and 
understanding of floodplain processes 

and others perceived local sources 
of knowledge as marred by fallible or 
distorted memory.

For many stakeholders, the importance 
of including local knowledge was to 
produce a locally relevant strategy that 
could be understood and implemented 
by local people. 

I was a bit surprised toward the 
final stages he was able to open 
the talk – talk local terms with 
floodgate structures. He was fairly 
well versed … he seemed to be 
able to understand the problems 
... I could relate to what he was 
talking about [directly affected 
s takeholder :  publ ic  forum] .

For one participant the intimate 
relationship between livelihood and 
environment was essential knowledge 
for floodplain management.

I don’t think you can get any better 
grounding in issues on a floodplain 
than when you're actually trying 
to make a living off it because 
anything to do with the floodplain 
is a vital issue to you as a person 
because it could affect your income 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Another participant described a contest 
between the values of longerterm 
residents and new residents. 

The few people that are here that 
have come down through two or 
three generations don’t really get 
much say or consideration because 
they get swamped by numbers of 
people who mean well enough but 
don’t understand the bush and 
rivers [community representative: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .
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For some, reliance on an individual’s 
memory to provide background 
information was a poor substitute for 
recorded information.

Too much is relied on people that 
have the years of experience and 
can fill in the background. I’ve 
got nothing as far as dates or 
anything goes, nothing written 
down to say this happened 
a t  tha t  s tage  o r  whatever 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Enduring and Widely Supported 
Plan

Although participants had not yet seen 
the final Flood Management Strategy 
(FMS) document many commented on 
what type of resource they expected 
from the planning process. There was 
some level of optimism that the result 
of stakeholder participation would be a 
reliable resource for future management 
of floodplains in East Gippsland. For 
others, however the strategy and process 
were seen as tokenistic and lacking 
authority to influence decisions by those 
in higher places or indeed those that did 
not participate.

Some participants thought that the FMS 
would assist decision makers to improve 
the management of floodplains for a 
greater number of stakeholders. 

Since legislation and the CMA have 
broadened our horizons we are 
looking at the whole issue, which 
is a good thing. The stakeholders 
are still important because they 
have to earn an income from the 
river, which is not the only issue. 
There are a lot more issues to look 
at [community representative: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

It’s the people in the office that 
have got to make a decision and 
put a recommendation to council … 
unless there’s guidelines through 
these studies done so that officers 
in the council have got something 
to work to, they’ve got nothing to 
go on [community representative: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Others were concerned that as a tool the 
strategy lacked the authority to regulate 
development on floodplains and unless 
the outcome was enforceable the issues 
would not be resolved. 

From what I can gather the CMA 
is a group that’s really been 
given no legislative power, so if 
somebody commits a breach on 
the floodplain they can’t prosecute, 
they’ve got no legislative power 
[directly affected stakeholder: 
p re l im inary  inves t i ga t i on ] .

Because of limited stakeholder 
representation it cannot be assumed 
that the FMS will be acceptable to the 
broad cross-section of affected interests 

It’s going to be up to people in the 
community … There’s [likely] to be 
a certain amount of beneficiary 
pays, obviously they’re not going 
to want to do that and they 
won’t because they haven’t had 
input to the strategy [community 
representative: public forum].

Discussion with Reflections 
on the Literature

The literature highlights the importance 
of having representation from those 
who desire to have a voice in the plans 
or decision in question and especially 
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those that might typically be excluded 
from planning processes (Blahna & 
Yonts-Shepard 1989; Cuthbertson 1983; 
Stankey, Hendee & Clarke 1975). Our 
contact with stakeholders in this study 
suggested that they wanted a much 
higher level of engagement in planning 
for floodplain management than was 
being offered or considered desirable 
by steering committee members or the 
consultants undertaking the public 
participation process. Stakeholders 
said that they had not been sufficiently 
informed about the purpose or 
the process of participation. They 
suggested that key stakeholders were 
not adequately represented and that 
important sources of local knowledge 
had been ignored or excluded. 
Stakeholders, involved in the early 
phase of the consultant’s investigations 
were concerned that they were given 
little forewarning of the consultant’s 
visit and as a result most were unable 
to make the preparations they felt 
were necessary to adequately and 
appropriately influence the strategy.

Participation processes can be 
undermined if those responsible 
for implementation are unskilled 
in collaborative processes and/or 
are unable to incorporate the value 
dimensions of stakeholder input 
or reluctant to share power with 
stakeholders (Creighton 1983; Blahna 
& Yonts-Shepard 1989; Selin, Schuett 
& Carr 2000). Similarly, participating 
stakeholders may be ill equipped in 
negotiation skills, unfamiliar with 
complex scientific arguments or 
unprepared to engage in a process in 
which their views may be contested 
or co-opted (e.g., Landre & Knuth 
1993; Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 
1997; Shindler & Brunson 1999). In 
this study, both the consultants and 
proponents had limited experience with 
collaborative planning processes and 
appeared to have very low expectations 
of stakeholder interest in contributing 

to the planning process beyond learning 
about some of the technical aspects 
of flood mapping and flood warning. 
Our investigations suggested that 
stakeholders were interested in a range 
of issues and wanted to be engaged at 
various stages of the planning process. 
The proponents and consultants did 
demonstrate flexibility by responding 
to many stakeholder concerns, making 
substantive changes to flood mapping, 
considering alternative management 
approaches and providing an additional 
meeting with stakeholders in the remote 
far east of the region to allow for review 
of the draft strategy. 

One element underpinning 
contemporary participatory theory is 
that stakeholders become engaged 
in decision-making to highlight and 
rank value differences. This follows 
an argument that technical rationality 
cannot account for the different 
value dimensions, experience and 
perspectives of stakeholders in complex 
natural resource management issues 
(Ewing, Grayson & Argent 2000; 
McCool & Guthrie 2001; Shindler & 
Brunson 1999). Many researchers 
have suggested that participation is 
a process of negotiation about values 
(Blahna & Yonts-Shepard 1989; Landre 
& Knuth 1993; Syme & Eaton 1989). 
In this study the proponents did 
acknowledge that there were competing 
uses of floodplains, however these 
different land uses were not linked to 
differences in underlying values.  The 
failure to articulate and mediate these 
value differences contradicted one of 
the fundamental factors for effective 
participation processes.  

Stakeholder engagement in participation 
processes can highlight knowledge 
gaps and lead to more competent 
decision-making (Lauber & Knuth 1998; 
McCool & Guthrie 2001; Syme & Eaton 
1989). In this study participants were 
confident that the information held by 
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stakeholders was adequate to improve 
floodplain management. However, many 
of our informants thought that there 
had been insufficient debate about 
so-called floodplain management best 
practices. As indicated earlier, our 
informants were particularly concerned 
that important local knowledge had 
not been considered and felt that the 
consultants had a very narrow definition 
of floodplain management issues and 
proposed solutions. For example, the 
consultants paid little attention to 
the relationship between floodplain 
management and related aspects of 
catchment management, such as 
vegetation management, which were 
given cursory treatment in the draft 
strategy document.  It seems that the 
consultants had been unsuccessful in 
facilitating discussion on some of the 
more contested aspects of floodplain 
management, including competition 
between productivity and conservation 
values. 

Researchers argue that proponents 
need to be upfront about the decision-
making role being offered to participants 
and that having clarity about the 
purpose for participation can bring 
focus to the choice of participation 
practices (Cuthbertson 1983; Rosener 
1983; Shindler 1998). In this case, 
the proponent did not define the 
decision-making role being offered to 
participants or articulate their goals for 
including stakeholders in the planning 
process. Considering the complexity 
of issues including the large number 
of flood affected areas, the range of 
government and private stakeholders, 
limited local resources for strategy 
implementation, and the diverse values 
attached to the floodplains, the task 
of finding an appropriate decision-
making structure or set of standards 
was beyond the skills available in the 
group responsible for implementing this 
participation process. At the same time 
it needs to be acknowledged that this 

task is one the most difficult aspects 
of implementing competent and fair 
participation processes (Ewing, Grayson 
& Argent 2000; Lawrence, Daniels 
& Stankey 1997; Renn, Webler & 
Weidermann 1995). Some authors argue 
that establishing rules of operation 
for decision-making is critical to the 
success of participation, particularly 
in complex or contentious settings 
(Cuthbertson 1983; McCool & Guthrie 
2001; Moote, McCalaran & Chickering 
1997).

Conclusions

Although the focus of this research was 
to test a methodology for refining criteria 
to evaluate participation processes 
and outcomes, important lessons for 
participation emerged from the analysis 
of stakeholder perspectives. Whilst these 
‘lessons’ are consistent with the findings 
of existing literature, it seems useful to 
reiterate that this research suggested 
that effective participation processes 
must:

• clearly communicate the purpose 
and process of participation to 
ensure adequate stakeholder 
preparation and representation;

• make an effort to understand 
the limitations of stakeholder 
involvement and be proactive in 
attracting and maintaining the 
involvement of affected interests;

• facilitate open-ended learning 
and negotiation by encouraging 
stakeholders to voice their needs 
and reconcile differences; 

• provide technical support for 
stakeholder engagement in 
decision-making and respond 
to stakeholder needs for 
information and debate; and

• be explicit in articulating the 
decision-making role being 
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offered to participants and 
develop a structure or set of 
standards for decision-making, 
especially where those decisions 
involve weighing competing 
values.

As explained, the real purpose of this 
research was to test a methodology 
that involved iteratively cycling between 
the existing literature and stakeholder 
perspectives to develop a set of criteria 
that addressed the need to evaluate 
both the process and outcomes of 
participation. In our view this approach 
can be usefully employed in other 
settings, although the expectation would 
be that different criteria would emerge 
in different settings. In this case, the key 
criteria identified are:

Four process criteria

• include representation from 
affected interests,

• provide opportunity and capacity 
for influence,

• promote constructive interaction,

• meet agreed standards of 
decision-making; and

Four outcomes criteria

• build capacity for future 
cooperation,

• address individual and collective 
needs,

• demonstrate influence of local 
knowledge,

• reach an enduring and widely 
supported plan.

In our evaluation of participation we 
concluded that those responsible for 
facilitating participation appeared to 
lack a clear conceptualisation of the 
purpose, processes and outcomes of 
participation. This oversight occurred 

despite the vast literature on public 
participation including research on the 
practice and evaluation of participation 
and regional planning in Australia (e.g. 
Curtis, Birckhead & DeLacy 1995; 
Wilkinson & Barr 1993). Experience in 
the East Gippsland FMS development 
suggests that public participation 
practitioners lack awareness of what’s 
available.
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