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1 Towards Knowledge Democracy 

Abstract     

The concept of knowledge democracy is meant to enable a new focus on the rela-
tionships between knowledge production and dissemination, the functioning of the 
media and our democratic institutions. The emerging concept of knowledge de-
mocracy moreover obliges us to realise that the institutional frameworks of to-
day’s societies may appear to be deficient as far as the above mentioned undercur-
rents, trends and other developments demand change. We explored the directions 
for institutional change during the conference. 

Democracy is without a doubt the most successful governance concept for so-
cieties during the last two centuries. It is a strong brand, even used by rulers who 
do not meet any democratic criterion. Representation gradually became the pre-
dominant mechanism by which the population at large, through elections, provides 
a body with a general authorisation to take decisions in all public domains for a 
certain period of time. Representative parliamentary democracy became the icon 
of advanced nation-states. 

The recent decline of representative parliamentary democracy has been called 
upon by many authors. On the micro-level the earlier consistent individual posi-
tion of an ideologically-based consistent value pattern has disappeared. The values 
are present but the glue of a focal ideological principle is not any longer at stock. 
Fragmentation of values has lead to individualisation, to uniqueness but thereby 
also to the impossibility of being represented in a general manner by a single actor 
such as a member of parliament. More fundamentally media-politics destroy the 
original meaning of representation. On the meso-level the development of political 
parties to marketeers in the political realm destroys their capacity for designing 
consistent broad political strategies. Like willow trees they move with the winds 
of the supposed voters’ preferences. And on the macro-level media-politics domi-
nate. Volatility therefore will probably increase. 

The debate on the future of democracy in advanced national societies has not 
yet led to major innovations. Established political actors try to tackle populism 
with trusted resources: a combination of anti-populist rhetoric and adoption of the 
populist agenda. Some of the media have responded by attempting to become 
“more populist than populists themselves”, almost always at the expense of ana-
lytical depth. 

Meanwhile, the worldwide web provides for a drastic change in the rules of the 
game. A better educated public has wide access to information, and selects it 
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by itself instead of by media filters. Moreover citizens themselves have become 
media. They may produce world-famous YouTube pictures.  

The crucial combination of a network society and media-politics provides new 
problems and tensions. The political agenda is filled with so-called wicked prob-
lems, characterised by the absence of consensus both on the relevant values and 
the necessary knowledge and information. Uncertainty and complexity prevail. 

Advanced societies are characterised by an increasing intensity and speed of re-
flexive mechanisms. Reflexive mechanisms in a more or less lenient political en-
vironment cause overwhelming volatility of bodies of knowledge related to social 
systems. As all available knowledge is utilised to facilitate reflexive processes, the 
result of such processes might establish new relationships that undermine the ex-
isting knowledge. Social reality has then become unpredictable in principle. 

The relationships between science and politics demand new designs in an envi-
ronment of media-politics, wicked problems and reflexivity. The classical theory 
on boundary work in order to master the existing gaps between science and poli-
tics is nowadays widely accepted among experts. The underlying insight is that 
scientific knowledge by its very structure never directly relates to action, because 
it is fragmented, partial, conditional and immunised. This observation is valid for 
both mono- and multi- disciplinary knowledge. So translation activities are always 
necessary in order to utilise scientific knowledge for policy purposes. 

The literature on transdisciplinary research is dominated by process-directed 
normative studies. It appears clear to me that the core concept of transdisciplinar-
ity is to be defined as the trajectory in a multi-actor environment from both 
sources: from a political agenda and existing expertise, to a robust, plausible per-
spective for action. 

In this volume 20 selected and carefully edited essays represent the harvest of 
the international conference “Towards Knowledge Democracy” which took place 
on 25–27 August 2009 in Leiden, the Netherlands. The introduction to the harvest 
is presented in Chap. 2. 

The final part of our study is devoted to observations on quiet and turbulent 
democracies as very different typologies of potential evolutionary patterns of 
knowledge democracy. 

1.1 The overwhelming success of democracy 

Democracy is without a doubt the most successful governance concept for socie-
ties during the last two centuries. It is a strong brand, even used by rulers who do 
not meet any democratic criterion. Democracy according to Abraham Lincoln is a 
very broad concept:  

government of the people, by the people and for the people.  

Some centuries later Schumpeter however defines it in a minimal manner: 
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….the democratic method is that institutional arrangement for arriving at 
political decisions in which individuals acquire the power to decide by 
means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote. 

From Plato onwards, the continuous debates on the relative merits of democracy 
versus aristocracy, of consensual versus majoritarian typologies of democracy, of 
unicentric versus pluricentric concepts of democracy enrich our thinking. 

In the course of the last two centuries, a group of related types of representative 
constitutional democracy became the predominant format of the nation-state. It 
enjoyed unheard popularity, and still does, all over the globe. All Western and 
most Southern political leaders preach democracy as an all-healing recipe. Repre-
sentation gradually became the predominant mechanism by which the population 
at large, through elections, provides a body with a general authorisation to take 
decisions in all public domains for a certain period of time. 

State, sovereignty, society and territory became intensely related with democ-
racy: the formation of the nation-state was territory-oriented by nature, its violence 
monopoly became legitimated by representative democracy, and the population to 
be represented was the stable population of that same territory, gradually evolving 
into a society with a degree of cohesion that justified sovereignty. Of course the 
dynamics of this development were far more complicated than indicated here so far. 

1.2 The curse of success 

The cognitive and emotional investments into the present democratic institutions 
have been large. As a consequence the stability of these institutions is embraced. 
However, exogenous as well as endogenous developments threaten the continua-
tion of success of representative parliamentary democracy. 

The recent decline of representative parliamentary democracy has been called 
upon by many authors. Both Castells (1998, 2009) and Dahrendorf (2002) explic-
itly refer to the rise of media-politics as a threat to democracy. The reciprocal 
structural dependence of politicians and media then becomes the focal determinant 
of political action. Their explanations are related to the waning role of political 
parties and the migration of the political forum from parliaments to television stu-
dios. As a result of the disappearance of compelling political ideologies, political 
parties have started to behave like economic actors striving to maximise the num-
ber of future voters: following sole economic marketing theory for as far as their 
position on the political spectre is concerned. In the absence of consistent ideolo-
gies, the main parties choose a position very close to their competitors, shrinking 
the programmatic space dramatically. So voters complaining about the diminish-
ing choice options are right. 

Three intertwining simultaneous developments have taken place on the macro-, 
meso- and micro-level of societies, with important effects. On the micro-level the 
earlier mentioned consistent individual position of an ideologically-based consistent 
value pattern has disappeared. The values are present but the glue of a focal 



 

Personalities in stead of programmes become the most important discriminating 
factor and therefore the voters choose personalities. In the attempt to maximise the 
number of voters, political parties are keen to use the media, as it is merely possi-
ble to actually “sell” personalities through mass media. This of course signifi-
cantly increases the structural dependence of politicians on the mass media. Media 
and politics, a relationship based on mutual interest as on the other hand the media 
equally need politicians in order to produce news, one of their main products. So 
this dependence is reciprocal. The central position of the media – networks in 
themselves – with their natural focus on the production of news, causes the politi-
cal debate to become superficial and short-term oriented. The classical function of 
democracy to protect the people against tyranny and random or arbitrary action by 
rulers is endangered by the stress on personalities in stead of programmes. More 
fundamentally media-politics destroy the original meaning of representation.  

As Castells points out,  

It is not improbable that people will utilise their vote at general elections to 
show disgust or disapproval, more than revealing their preference for the 
favourite representative.  

To his judgement, representation does not any longer produce a sustainable man-
date for the representative. It does merely register an instantaneous picture of dis-
gust at the moment of elections, timeless, without any meaning for future trust, 
and certainly not for a longer time span. Volatility therefore will probably in-
crease. 

The arguments in some attempts to gain insight in the consequences of the de-
cline of democracy, point at the under-institutionalised global developments char-
acterised by the increasing predominance of global economic conglomerates and 
accompanied by the rise of a new global elite. Other comments indicate that new 
communication technologies create virtual worlds and weaken the relevance of a 
physical stable territory. The notion of state, of territory, of society, of sovereignty 
and therefore of democracy appear to be endangered. ICT and mass media are 
identified by the above-mentioned analysts as threats for the political realm with a 
specific negative influence on political representation as media-politics develop. 
All these trends appear to cause the gradual disappearance of checks and balances, 
among which adequate protection against arbitrary or random political action. We 

ideological principle is not any longer at stock. Fragmentation of values has lead 
to individualisation, to uniqueness but thereby also to the impossibility of being 
represented in a general manner by a single actor such as a member of parliament. 
None of the values cherished by an individual may be unique, but the combination 
probably is. The preference on behalf of individuals for partial representation by 
an NGO per value-domain therefore is no mistake, but a logical evolution. On the 
meso-level the development of political parties to marketeers in the political realm 
destroys their capacity for designing consistent broad political strategies. Like wil-
low trees they move with the winds of the supposed voters’ preferences. And on 
the macro-level media-politics dominate. As a consequence the epicentre of poli-
tics is shifting from parliament to the media. 
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will digress upon these options later. Another group of far more optimistic experts 
indicates that ICT enables new types of democracy that could prove to deliver 
adequate countervailing powers against the just listed threats. 

The debate on the future of democracy in advanced national societies has not 
yet led to major innovations. Established political actors try to tackle populism 
with trusted resources: a combination of anti-populist rhetoric and adoption of the 
populist agenda. Some of the media have responded by attempting to become 
“more populist than populists themselves”, almost always at the expense of ana-
lytical depth. 

1.3 Wide access to information for everyone 

Meanwhile, the worldwide web provides for a drastic change in the rules of the 
game. Acts of harassment on weblogs become political facts; virtual allegations 
become unchecked urban myths and pressure groups design increasingly easier 
ways to find endorsement on the internet. Obama’s campaign was trendsetting for 
the latter. 

Internet, better education and other societal changes have made knowledge ac-
cessible to many more people than in the past. This leads to an abundance of 
knowledge that needs to be interpreted. It also leads to different types of knowl-
edge: not only scientific knowledge but also citizens’ knowledge. This is a huge 
challenge for policy-makers, for scientists and for the media. Politics is not just 
about how knowledge can be selected for political decisions, but also about how 
democratic decision-making processes should change in order to incorporate the 
different types of knowledge adequately. 

Moreover citizens themselves have become media: any citizen may produce a 
YouTube picture that is world-famous in 2 days: icons in political turmoil with 
great political momentum may be created by amateurs, as the recent events in Iran 
showed us. The classical media suffer from the new ones: not only in a commer-
cial sense, but also because of the influence of the new media. We call the new 
media the bottom-up media in order to distinguish them from the classical media, 
the top-down media. Many of the new media do not know an editing function: no-
body accepts the obligation to select the rubbish from the trustworthy materials. 
This results in very high costs for the recipient of the information in order to make 
the aforementioned selection. The developments in and with the media are confus-
ing. Our capacity to observe appears deficient.  

The wicked character of many problems on the political agenda sheds a fasci-
nating light on the complexities caused by the interaction of top-down and bottom-
up media. 

Inclusion and exclusion get new dimensions: while the official Dutch authori-
ties promoted a campaign of vaccination in order to protect young girls against fu-
ture cervical cancer in the official media, the target group itself communicated on 
MSN Messenger, including series of very negative rumours. As a consequence a 
considerable part of the target group refused vaccination. Like ships in the night, 
the different streams of information passed each other. 



 

As mentioned above, we distinguish “top-down media” and “bottom-up me-
dia”. Both contribute to the agenda-setting of politics. The top-down media oper-
ate in structural interdependency with politics. The expression “media-politics” is 
devoted to this interdependency. The bottom-up media are to a considerable de-
gree independent from both the top-down media and politics. Participation in deci-
sion preparation and – making may be invited by public authorities, but uninvited 
participation takes place too, in particular with support of bottom-up media.  

1.4 From knowledge economy to knowledge democracy 

During the last decade, an influential debate was conducted on the “knowledge-
based economy”. This concept even became the main policy objective of the 
European Union, the Lisbon Strategy. However, there are signs that the strength of 
the argument for the knowledge-based economy is weakening rapidly. 

The current worldwide economic crisis leads to new, very challenging ques-
tions. These questions refer mainly to the institutional frameworks of today’s so-
cieties. It is therefore time for a transition to a new concept that concentrates on 
institutional and functional innovation. As the industrial economy has been com-
bined with mass democracy through universal suffrage and later by the rise of 
mass media, one might suggest that the logical successor of knowledge economy 
is a new type of governance, to be called “knowledge democracy”.1 

Which challenges and threats will we be facing? How will the respectable par-
liamentary and new direct forms of democracy mix, and which roles will knowl-
edge play in the transition towards a knowledge democracy? The crucial combina-
tion of a network society and media-politics provides new problems and tensions. 
During this conference we concentrated upon the roles of knowledge and informa-
tion in today’s democracies. We further developed the concept of knowledge de-
mocracy in order to analyse whether we might be able to deal with these problems 
and tensions. 

Today policy-making in many instances is evidence- or knowledge-based, pro-
viding both legitimacy and effectiveness, according to the supporters. Effective-

                                                           
 

1  This concept was already formulated in the 1990s (Gaventa 1991) and since then sur-
vived on a moderate level. Only recently it emerges as a focal point of scientific and so-
cietal debate (Cohill 2000, Brown, 2003, Biesta 2007, Ober, 2008). 

ness is assured as the knowledge concerns true statements on the relationships be-
tween political interventions and their societal effects. Legitimacy is furthered 
when the policies are based upon the “objective” truth. As Silvio Funtowicz has 
explained over and over again, this image of knowledge is not adequate according 
to the modern science model. We will elaborate upon this later. 

The political agenda is filled with so-called wicked problems, characterised by 
the absence of consensus both on the relevant values and the necessary knowledge 
and information. Uncertainty and complexity prevail. 
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1.5 Reflexivity 

Advanced societies are characterised by an increasing intensity and speed of re-
flexive mechanisms. We define reflexive mechanisms as events and arrangements 
that bring about a redefinition of the action perspectives, the focal strategies of the 
groups and people involved, as a consequence of mindful or thoughtful considera-
tions concerning the frames, identities, underlying structures of themselves as well 
as other relevant stakeholders. Defined in this manner, reflexivity has to do with a 
particular kind of learning potential. Reflexive systems have the ability to re-
orientate themselves and adapt accordingly based on available self-knowledge. 

Reflexive mechanisms in a more or less lenient political environment cause 
overwhelming volatility of bodies of knowledge related to social systems. As all 
available knowledge is utilised to facilitate reflexive processes, the result of such 
processes might establish new relationships that undermine the existing knowl-
edge. Social reality has then become unpredictable in principle. The efficacy of re-
flexive mechanisms is furthered by institutional arrangements that enable individ-
ual liberty and tolerance. 

In a tyrannical environment reflexive learning may take place, but it is not 
transformed into a change in behaviour because that change probably is illegal, 
and severely punished. Insofar as tyranny is negatively correlated with democracy, 
a democratic environment will prove to be apt for reflexivity. 

It is necessary to develop this notion further because it is of utmost importance 
for the design of an advanced way of thinking on policy-making: we should real-
ise that a social theory of any kind may never be used to create policy measures 
without an earlier research effort on the specific issue. Such an effort should in-
clude the question whether it is probable or plausible that the theory is already un-
dermined by reflexive reactions in or around the target group of the measure. This 
latter effort will never deliver results with an absolute truth claim. So uncertainty 
is overwhelmingly present there too. The policy dialogue will then be character-
ised by different layers of uncertainty, and so by a discussion on the impact of the 
different layers of uncertainty too. 

Evidence-based policy-making as a normative concept probably bears some 
relevance when it concerns the application of a physical, chemical or biological 
scientific theory. But it becomes a hazardous pretention if the decision support 
comes from a theory in the social sciences for the reasons just explained. In par-
ticular the claims of economics in important fields as education and health are 
sometimes preposterous. More modesty would fit once the complexity jump that 
results from reflexive systems is internalised by the expert.   

Knowledge democracy could become an emerging concept with political, ideo-
logical and persuasive meaning. The analogy with the concept of knowledge 
economy is clear: the latter brought political attention for the economic meaning 
of research and development, a focus on the quality of education and political 



 

 

support for larger public budgets for the domains under consideration. The human 
capital theory – although deficient from a scientific point of view – became the 
predominating policy paradigm in educational policies.  

The concept of knowledge economy has developed as a rather vague persuasive 
notion concerning the relationships between advanced research and education on 
one hand and economic prosperity on the other. The “container”-character of the 
concept has not prohibited favourable effects. It has proven to cause a more con-
scious approach to the relationships between knowledge production and dissemi-
nation on one hand and economic innovation on the other. 

The concept of knowledge democracy is meant to enable a new focus on the re-
lationships between knowledge production and dissemination, the functioning of 
the media and our democratic institutions. The emerging concept of knowledge 
democracy moreover obliges us to realise that the institutional frameworks of to-
day’s societies may appear to be deficient insofar as the above mentioned under-
currents, trends and other developments demand change. We explored the direc-
tions for institutional change during the conference. 

In the perspective of new relationships between politics, media and science also 
classical problems demand new solutions: the concept of knowledge democracy 
concerns a problematique that relates to the intensification of knowledge in poli-
tics. We developed earlier a heuristic scheme in order to think properly about the 
bottlenecks that threaten optimal trajectories between the realm of politics, policy-
making and useful research (Figure 1.1): 

 
Fig. 1.1 Bottlenecks between the realm of politics, policy-making and useful research. 
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The thunderbolts show possible bottlenecks in the processes of articulation of the 
demand for knowledge, as well as the utilisation of knowledge, for instance: 

− The actual political agenda may not correspond with the existing policy 
theories that are either laid down in existing policies, legal systems budg-
eting rules etc. or/and are embraced by the top civil servants. 

− The translation of policy questions in knowledge demand may prove to 
be extremely difficult, for instance because the policy objectives bear a 
symbolic character, or because the policy questions are wicked in nature, 
lacking underlying consensus on values. 

− Inconvenient truth, newly produced knowledge that attacks the existing 
policy theories, will probably not be applied in policy-making. 

− Research will produce knowledge in the future but the need is urgent, and 
the political agenda is slightly volatile so there is a general problem of 
timeliness. In order to recognise the time lags just described on one hand 
and the legitimate demand for useful new knowledge on the other we 
should attempt to design the policy agenda in the near future in stead of 
only the present one, but that is a dangerous activity. 

The aforementioned bottlenecks can be reformulated as problems that demand a 
solution or at least improvements.  

The trajectory between science and politics however is only one of the relevant 
relationships in the triangle that was used as the basis of the 2009 Leiden confer-
ence on knowledge democracy  which triggered this book (Figure 1.2):  

 
Fig. 1.2 The “Towards Knowledge Democracy” conference triangle.  

The media are far from neutral or passive. The illusion that they are a neutral mir-
ror of reality belongs to a forgotten past. We have already shed light on the rela-
tionships between politics and media. Media create realities, they also produce 
knowledge, and moreover report on citizens’ knowledge. They are the reporters 
on scientific findings but also competitors of scientists. The same goes for the 



 

− How do media deal with scientific knowledge, and in particular how do 
they select the new knowledge to be reported on from the vast supply of 
new knowledge?  

− How can scientific knowledge and citizens’ science both be utilised in 
processes within politics? 

− How can conflicts between both types of knowledge be solved? 
− How do supervisors and regulators deal with citizens’ science?  

A number of questions concerning the functioning of the democratic institutions 
themselves as far as application of knowledge is concerned are very relevant: 

− How do parliaments deal with different types of knowledge?  
− How do parliaments not only use e but also produce knowledge?  
− Is parliamentary research to be trusted since parliamentary research 

committees never lose their power orientation? 
− How do parliaments deal with their dependence on information from 

ministries? 
− Which challenges and threats will we be facing? How will parliamentary 

and new direct forms of democracy mix, and which roles will knowledge 
play in the transition towards a durable and sustainable knowledge de-
mocracy? 

We will deal with some of these questions in this volume. 

1.6 Transdisciplinarity 

Much valuable scientific work has been performed on the relationships between 
science and politics, in order to answer the last question partially. Jasanoff and 
others have argued that it would be wise to design an independent boundary func-
tion in order to foster the quality of the translation. The classical theory on bound-
ary work in order to master the existing gaps between science and politics is 
nowadays widely accepted among experts. The underlying insight is that scientific 
knowledge by its very structure never directly relates to action, because it is frag-
mented, partial, conditional and immunised. This observation is valid for both 
mono- and multi-disciplinary knowledge. So translation activities are always nec-
essary in order to utilise scientific knowledge for policy purposes. Pohl, Scholz, 
Nowotny, Regeer and Bunders, and many others have explored this vast domain 
and developed the concept of transdisciplinarity in a number of variations.    

The literature on transdisciplinary research is dominated by process-directed 
normative studies. It appears clear to me that the core concept of transdisciplinar-
ity is to be defined as the trajectory in a multi-actor environment from both 

relationships between media and citizens. This increasing complexity demands 
efforts in order to gain insight. Other important questions are for instance: 
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sources: from a political agenda and existing expertise, to a robust, plausible per-
spective for action. Funtowicz’s later models contain both solutions and caveats 
on this thorny road. The terminology of the main authors is still more hesitant and 
still bears the word “research” in the title. It appears fair however, to acknowledge 
that the core activity of transdisciplinarity is design, more than research. Re-
searchers of course may contribute to design.   

 
Fig. 1.3  The emergence of the knowledge democracy concept.  

This scheme (Figure 1.3) illustrates the emergence of knowledge democracy. The 
original institutional framework was fit for the application of the fruits of discipli-
nary science, in order to solve rather simple policy problems within the framework 
of representative democracy. Society was ordered clearly in terms of ideological 
patterns and classical top-down media fulfilled their roles. The first-order relation-
ships show this picture. Each of the corners in the triangle is prone to profound 
change, indicated in the second-order relationships: 

− The bottom-up media do not only supplement the classical media, but 
also compete with them. 

− Participatory democracy is complementary to representative democracy 
but is also considered as a threat to the latter. 

− Transdisciplinary design or research is not only a bridge between classical 
science and the real world but also produces deviant knowledge and insights. 

As a consequence we are confronted with tensions, threats and opportunities that 
are indicated in the third-order relationships. 



2 The harvest of the “Towards Knowledge 
Democracy” conference 

Abstract    

The harvest of the conference “Towards Knowledge Democracy”1 is only partially 
collected in this volume. We have selected the most promising contributions that 
illustrate aspects of knowledge democracy. Of course, this selection is not objec-
tive at all. We will introduce the selection in this chapter in a more or less neutral 
manner, and draw some conclusions in the final chapter.  

We did not attempt to introduce the concept of knowledge democracy as either 
a consistent theoretical framework or as a closed well-defined concept at the con-
ference nor in this book. Our objective was to focus on a group of crucial relation-
ships, in order to draw attention. 

2.1 The character of the knowledge democracy concept 

We consider the concept of knowledge democracy as an inspiring normative no-
tion that indicates, integrates and summarises emerging phenomena. Esther Turn-
hout points out that this type of concept is neither riskless nor without dangers. 
She ranks knowledge democracy in the range of concepts dealing with the rela-
tionships between the production of knowledge and its use. She discusses at first 
the traditional speaking truth to power model and the information-deficit reason-
ing. She considers both to be simplistic and unsatisfactory concepts that cannot 
any longer be upheld in a world that is characterised by “scientisation of politics 
and politisation of science”. Therefore a need for new visions on the relationship 
between knowledge production and use exists. The analysis of written statements 
during the Knowledge  Democracy Conference in August 2009 leads her to the as-
sumption that the concept of knowledge democracy should be interpreted as an en-
riched speaking truth to power model, as a model supplemented with a participa-
tory ideal.  Moreover she interprets knowledge democracy as a utopian concept. 
Following Achterhuis, she points at the potentially totalitarian character of utopian 
concepts.  

 
1 Leiden, the Netherlands, 25–27 August 2009. 

Roeland Jaap in ’t Veld 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_2,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 



 

 

The aforementioned participatory ideal is her next concern. Like many other 
authors, she criticises the assumption that the participatory processes could be 
constructed by process architects in each relevant case according to standardised 
protocols prescribed by a or “the” theory on knowledge democracy. She points out 
that the public is brought into being in the context of participation. She shares this 
viewpoint with Floor Basten, who also argues that the public is an event-bound 
phenomenon that can only be observed ex post. She fears technocratic applications 
of knowledge democracy concepts.  

2.2 The institutional context of knowledge democracy 

Voters are also citizens and clients. Public authorities deliver services to clients, 
who earlier decided upon the service deliverance indirectly in their quality as vot-
ers.  

We depart from an institutional framework characterised by the classical repre-
sentative democracy that produces collective goods and merit goods with classical 
instruments like standardised regulation and standardised subsidies, in order to 
provide equality and justice. The complexity of the relationships between public 
authorities and citizens however, cannot be met adequately any longer by stan-
dardised arrangements only. Values are more fragmented than ever before. More 
flexible systems should be introduced. 

Dirk Wolfson digresses on the concept of “situational contracting”. To his opin-
ion, the application of this type of contract would fit the demand for organisation 
of a properly informed democracy. It appears that equal and standardised provi-
sion of services by public authorities causes injustice because under the surface, 
equal cases are unequal. The available knowledge and information are insufficient 
for the purpose to meet variety in a just manner. Public failure is the consequence. 
Being a self-critical economist, Wolfson concludes from an overview in social 
theories that a new institutional design is needed which modernises the “contrac-
tarian” conception, and among other things does justice to the growing fragmenta-
tion of values in a pluralistic society.  

Departing from principal-agent theory, he moves to situational contracting. This 
concept is characterised by the discretionary authority of public service deliverers to 
offer facilities customised to differences in the counterparts’ abilities to perform. 
Value convergence is revealed in relationships characterised by empathy and the ex-
pectation of reciprocity, both essential components of the concept of trust.  

Situational contracting rests on the firm base of value patterns of public offi-
cials that are not only restricted to the pursuit of self-interest, but also contain al-
truistic parts. Application of the concept is, according to Wolfson, a manner to 
deal adequately with the flow of information as well as to introduce elements of 
deliberative and direct democracy. The crucial factor is the way in which informa-
tion is revealed and the interactions that take place between stakeholders through-
out the entire chain of policy-making and implementation. 
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2.3 The constitutional values in a knowledge democracy 

Freedom of choice and equality belong to the most important constitutional values 
to be realised by democracy. The majority rule is one of the least deficient meth-
ods to take collective decisions while respecting these values, as was explained in 
the previous chapter. These constitutional values are in general not related to a 
certain substance. Equality is a relational value.  

Klaus Töpfer and Günther Bachmann introduce a substantial constitutional 
value: the fundamental idea of environmental justice in the formulation “one man, 
one vote, one carbon footprint”. They consider this idea as a contribution to 
knowledge democracy. According to them, the sustainability challenge adds a 
normative, political challenge to justice. The classical democratic concept should 
be broadened to the idea – based upon the precautionary principle – of concretis-
ing the individual environmental space into “one carbon footprint”. The necessity 
of such a concept is based upon the empirical observation that an overwhelming 
amount of available scientific evidence on the threatening ecological disasters so 
far has not led to adequate political action. 

They argue, in analogy to “the one man, one vote” adagium that was meant to 
avoid civil wars, that the introduction of a restricted individual claim on ecological 
damage could avoid ecological disasters. 

2.4 The people 

In classical democracy the population of a certain territory is the “logical” elector-
ate. In the previous chapter we already pointed at the consequences of ICT and the 
existence of virtual communities as a complicating factor. Moreover people are 
absent from their homes more than ever before. The notion of a steady electorate 
fits in schemes of representation, but far more complex considerations are at stake 
in participatory collective decision-making. The question: “Who are the stake-
holders that should participate?” is sometimes answered by the public authorities 
themselves, but in less orthodox cases groups of citizens themselves decide to ut-
ter themselves. ICT plays an important role here also in the creation of communi-
ties by bottom-up media. Masses, crowds and publics are well-known concepts in 
sociological theory. But they are hard to handle in prescriptive theory on participa-
tion. 

Analysing roles of citizens in participatory processes we often tend to speak 
about either civic society at large or about inhabitants of a certain territory. How-
ever, citizens manifest themselves collectively in many shapes and formats. We 
deal here with masses, crowds and publics. Floor Basten deals with publics in the 
context of the crisis in social sciences as she experiences it. Her first insight re-
lates to Baudrillard’s description of the mass as a highly implosive phenomenon, a 
“black hole”, “that does not think, but is researched”. “Nothing can represent the 
silent majority and that is its revenge” (Baudrillard). Masses are cemeteries for the 
dying social. Information produces still more masses.  



 

 

The inertia of masses is absent in the term “publics”. Publics are defined by and 
after events. They must become involved when existing institutions do not (any 
longer) provide an adequate framework to settle issues. The outlines of a public 
are defined by the people involved in an event. A public has no central intelli-
gence, but may act consistently. Recognising and involving publics may create 
“democratic spaces” that produce knowledge under democratic conditions. Event-
oriented decisions are taken more and more as the media create agendas and 
hypes. Hypes are events that enable publics to constitute themselves. 

2.5 The political process: agenda-setting 

The theoretical viewpoint that considers the policy process as a life cycle indicates 
agenda-setting as the initial phase. 

Agenda-setting is a crucial process in the political realm. The selection of 
agendas is usually based upon the objectives of the actors involved: politicians 
will select agendas that may produce success. The citizen who might have thought 
that societal agendas have to cover the most serious societal problems will be dis-
appointed, but the logic of politics is irresistible in itself. Unsolvable problems do 
not appear on political agendas because success is impossible. The construction 
processes of political agendas by cabinet formations and the like are well-
described in political science literature. Media play an active role in agenda con-
struction.  

Politicians rely upon participation by citizens and other relevant actors if they 
are uncertain about future success. Anders Jacobi et al. analyses in particular the 
combination of foresight and citizen participation. The CIVISTI project specifi-
cally deals with seven smaller European nations, where citizen panels were con-
structed in a comparative approach. The character of the approach is iterative: at 
first well-informed citizen panels design long-term visions, subsequently experts 
and stakeholders transform these visions into research agendas, followed by the 
final step where citizens set priorities on the expert designs and policy options. 
The project is underway.  

Tjard de Cock Buning describes an actual case which involved citizen partici-
pation in policy-making on biotechnology and food in the Netherlands. A con-
structed societal agenda was produced by iterating classical approaches with par-
ticipative tools. According to the author, this societal agenda serves as a reflective 

 

The crowd is a somewhat vaguer notion. Maurits Kreijveld attempts to reduce 
the applicability of insights into the potential wisdom of crowds by describing far 
more accurately the series of circumstances that enable the emergence of wisdom 
to be produced by crowds. He also indicates the potential wisdom of process-
bound groups of participants in interactive decision preparation. 

Of course more in general the interaction of different stakeholders with differ-
ent interests and varied types of knowledge is at the heart of all participatory proc-
esses in decision-making.  We will deal with this later on. 
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mirror, and illustrates the development that the focus of power on innovation is 
shifting from an elitist mode to a democratised mode in which concerns of society 
are analysed and transformed into the content of research policies.  

Civil society is organising itself, but also has to organise itself because the tra-
ditional institutions do not function properly any longer so that one might speak 
about an institutional void, in  the terminology of Hajer (2003). Also in De Cock 
Buning’s approach iteration between revealing preferences and priorities on one 
hand and the formulation of expert judgements, report and designs on the other 
hand is furthered. The result of the approach described by him is the concrete 
identification of a number of areas where research efforts should be intensified.  

2.6 Wicked problems and configurations 

Wicked problems dominate political agendas nowadays. We speak of wicked 
problems if dissensus exists regarding both the relevant values and the necessary 
knowledge and information. Multiplicity and plurality of knowledge are essential 
characteristics of these problem domains. Transdisciplinarity is the concept that 
covers processes and trajectories that lead to robust plausible action perspectives 
for wicked problems. Configuration theory sheds an interesting specific light on 
the complications that can be found in the amalgamation of knowledge and prefer-
ences in transdisciplinary processes. Configuration theory explains “organising” 
as a process of gradual construction of meaning, of a common view on reality, in 
two dimensions: the social and the cognitive dimension. “Organising” is then real-
ised by communication and argumentation. Configurations gradually acquire a 
specific identity, close themselves, and become “fixed”, both in the cognitive and 
in the social dimension. They often experience the utterings of other configura-
tions as lies, as hostile opinions that should be mistrusted.  

Katrien Termeer and others analyse the issues around the revolutionary agricul-
tural idea of mega-stables in terms of configurations. They try to explain why this 
creative idea was not accepted by majority coalitions. They clearly demonstrate 
how fixations in different configurations that are rooted in self-referentiality and 
revealed in convictions of self-evidence, hamper fruitful communication between 
configurations and produce mistrust and still deeper dissensus.  

The understandable but wrong approach to overcome this bottleneck on behalf 
of the process architecture is to conduct more research in order to strengthen the 
cognitive basis of the proposal. The recommendations from the authors to the 
process architecture are: identify the relevant configurations, avoid fixations by 
maintaining reflection, and try to return from fixation to reflection by the variation 
of context.  

The authors were not successful as consultants in the real case in proposing 
variations of context that overcame the fixations in the real case. They suggest an 
incremental “small step” approach as desirable. We might also explore other ap-
proaches, aiming for instance at “revelation”. This quest for effective interventions 
is the continuous assignment of process architecture around wicked problems. 



 

2.7 Media 

Miguel Goede attempts to present a conceptual framework describing the interre-
lated functioning of the media, democracy and governance. The classical top-
down media have changed the character of politics profoundly. The media frame 
the societal debate in which politics function like a television reality show. The 
classical media impose their specific logic upon the political process. The struc-
tural mutual dependence of politicians and media leads to an unholy alliance. Rep-
resentation in its original meaning disappears, so democracy itself is threatened. 
Hypes prevail. 

 New bottom-up media however reveal preferences of until now inaudible 
groups. Bottom-up media may also exercise political influence. As a consequence, 
the media logic changes dramatically. Mediacracy is no longer a top-down affair 
only. Classical media-politics are sometimes overthrown by bottom-up media. But 
one may also observe that either classical media or politicians attempt to incorpo-
rate bottom-up media. Goede concludes that the convergence of politics and the 
media towards a reality show is now irreversible. The notion of reality show may 
bear a negative connotation, but Goede argues that it may also hold the promise of 
a direct or participative democracy in which people play an active role in their 
own government.  

2.8 Transdisciplinarity 

Transdisciplinary research is a process that is meant to amalgamate different types 
of knowledge on one hand and values and preferences on the other. 

Joske Bunders et al. answer the question how transdisciplinary research may 
contribute to knowledge democracy. They compare the historical developments in 
Switzerland and the Netherlands, followed by the design of a typology of transdis-
ciplinary research styles in two dimensions: the degree of involvement of non-
dominant groups and the degree of lay knowledge input. A low score on both di-
mensions illustrates a self-referential knowledge production style, a high score on 
the first dimension and a low score on the second describes a knowledge dissemi-
nation style, while a low score on the first and a high score on the second dimen-
sion is named mutual learning between scientists and dominant societal actors, and 
a high score on both dimensions is named a broad process of co-creation. The 
Transdisciplinary Case Study Approach as applied by Scholz and some other ap-
proaches are described. The upheld pretention is, that the architecture of transdis-
ciplinary research (should) hold(s) an unbiased position. The authors’ conclusions 
are that the mutual learning (for knowledge between scientists and dominant ac-
tors) style aims at enriching the decision-making process. This type of research 
can be exercised within the boundaries of the classical representative democracy. 
The co-creation style fits in deliberative democracy, and causes potential tensions 
with classical representative political bodies. 
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Jurian Edelenbos et al. analyse the synchronisation of knowledge. They focus 
on the interplay between experts, bureaucrats and stakeholders in the production 
of knowledge for decision-making. Their case studies relate to water management. 
In general they distinguish scientific or expert knowledge, bureaucratic knowledge 
and stakeholder knowledge. The latter is often grounded in experiences, and often 
is location- or context-oriented. It may be lay knowledge. As the cases show, 
sometimes the non-dominant stakeholders have to fight for influence, while the 
other two groups acquire influence more or less automatically. The roles of ex-
perts and bureaucrats differ, but they understand each other relatively well because 
of a common scientific background. The interplay between experts and stake-
holders may appear to be more problematic, because models and instruments are 
expert-driven, and the application of these methods is often very rigid. In both 
cases the civil servants are not receptive to or responsible for the knowledge pro-
vided by stakeholders. Already available new approaches for process management 
leading to negotiated knowledge were neither accepted by the civil servants nor by 
the political principals. Experts and bureaucrats – because of common background 
– do cooperate better. More in general, according to Edelenbos – and contrary to 
conclusions by others – experts and bureaucrats do not acknowledge that stake-
holder knowledge has the potential to improve either the identification of prob-
lems or the search for feasible solutions. 

One may conclude that both in literature and in reality it is possible to distin-
guish between believers and non-believers in the “wisdom” of communicative and 
argumentative processes. The believers think that processes may enrich the solu-
tion of problems, and may produce results that no single participant could have 
come up with. The processes have added value. The non-believers are only willing 
to accept that processes may produce compromises.  

2.9 Boundary work 

So far we spoke about process architecture. Do we have to think about a specific 
process architect or just about a method? Jasanoff and others have argued that the 
communication between experts and bureaucrats should be furthered by boundary 
workers who speak the languages of both groups and understand the differences in 
roles and responsibilities. Some European nations have created public advisory 
organisations that play the role of boundary worker. 

Rob Hoppe describes the recent development of the predominating political 
doctrine in the Netherlands leading to the destruction of boundary work organisa-
tions that aimed at bridging science and policy-making. The ministries themselves 
will from now on assign advisers and experts. Destroying these boundary organi-
sations is based upon a simplistic view on their functions. The result is according 
to Hoppe “anorexia consulta”, because impact of advice is defined on the basis of 
unidirectional transfer of knowledge. A closer look into the internal structure of 
the advice process reveals that it is a myth that politics would only be concerned 
with values and interests, and scientists or expert advisors would only occupy 



 

themselves with facts and causality. The traffic of information moreover proves to 
be not unidirectional at all, but reciprocal. Policy-makers and experts negotiate 
tensions and disconnects between the political-administrative worlds and aca-
demic-professional worlds. One part of boundary work is continuous demarcation, 
and the complementary part is coordination. Mutual dependence is the conse-
quence. Hoppe distinguishes seven types of boundary workers and relates them to 
a 2 × 2 diagram describing problem structures. He introduces “policy politics” de-
scribing the combination of the types of cognitive processes (puzzling) and the 
types of competitive interaction (powering).  

Successful arrangements for boundary work are identified: double participa-
tion, dual accountability, choice of boundary objects, co-production and last but 
not least metagovernance and capacity building. From Hoppe’s combination it be-
comes crystal clear, that a certain amount of boundary work may be found to be 
necessary in any high-level policy-making process but that the organisational 
shapes as well as the division of roles and tasks may vary considerably.  

2.10 Roles of creativity and knowledge 

Stella van Rijn and René Tissen have a thorough look at the roles of knowledge in 
decentralised government, in regions and cities. They concentrate on ideas and 
creativity as the crucial factor in regional economies almost immediately and 
therefore consider the viability of the ideas of Richard Florida. They interpret his 
theory in such a manner that businesses follow knowledge and therefore cities 
should attract creative citizens, the Creative Class being a super-creative core who 
realises meaningful new forms of living and working. Creative professionals com-
bine with the just mentioned core. Knowledge becomes a competitive advantage. 
According to Florida the world consists of twelve mega-regions with powerful 
centripetal forces. The advanced city is concentrating on accumulating creative 
people and businesses. Departing from Tissen’s organisational design theory with 
respect to a threefold notion of necessary space, physical, virtual and mental space, 
the authors argue whether city governments should provide space to knowledgeable 
citizens. Participatory democracy might provide space in some respect. The authors 
try to define satisfactory conditions for a knowledge society and appear to accept 
transdisciplinarity as a natural way of life. So the traditional roles citizens play in 
city planning needs to change in the direction of much more participation.  

2.11 Unwelcome knowledge 

In the absence of boundary work many “traffic accidents” may happen in a system 
that is populated by scientists and bureaucrats. It is well known that policy-makers 
will hardly accept new knowledge that does not fit into their core belief systems, 
for instance their policy theory. But also other bottlenecks may become visible. 
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Louis Meuleman and Henk Tromp write two connected essays on the end-of-
pipe bottlenecks after knowledge production. Of course the whole concept of “us-
able knowledge” is now well known since Cohen and Lindblom (1979). Louis 
Meuleman sums up many of  the reasons why knowledge may not be usable for 
policy-makers. He applies the variety of governance styles – hierarchy, market, 
and network – to find different notions of usability. He recommends metagovern-
ance: a conscious combination of styles. The framing of the policy problem under 
consideration is a crucial matter. The sense of urgency is a determining variable: 
the more urgent the problem, the more hierarchical the knowledge governance. 
Governance styles may also vary in different phases of the knowledge production 
process. Henk Tromp tells us about experiences with cases of unwelcome knowl-
edge. The different techniques practised by policy-makers in order to neutralise 
unwelcome news are: to silence the messenger – who pays the piper, calls the tune – to 
distort the conclusions and recommendations, to put sanctions on the utterings of 
the researchers, etc. This author recommends among other things the build-up of a 
system of jurisprudence on the compromises reached in the cases of unwelcome 
knowledge.  

2.12 Future research 

Reflexivity, the predominant characteristic of all social systems, prohibits fore-
casting. The future cannot be known. However other forms of future research than 
forecasting are possible. One of the most promising activities is the design of a 
Horizon Scan.  

Victor van Rij describes the exercise in the Netherlands – other programmes 
were developed in Great Britain and later in Denmark. Horizon Scanning has been 
developed upon a tradition of foresight. A Horizon Scan contains a large collec-
tion of feasible threats and opportunities for the next half century or so. Each of 
them gets a mark for probability, seriousness of impact, and/or desirability. This 
exercise is extremely fit to enable wide participation by stakeholders and citizens. 
The exploration of threats and opportunities, but also the indication of impact, 
plausibility and desirability could be fascinating elements of interactive processes 
between different types of experts, bureaucrats, politicians and citizens. Moreover 
the results of Horizon Scans are valuable tools in strategic political decision-
making.  

2.13 Long term decisions 

Louis Meuleman and Roeland in ’t Veld concentrate on the specific characteristics 
and peculiarities of long-term decisions. A general observation shows that politi-
cians are often very competent in designing long-term visions, while hesitating at 
the same time to take decisions with benefits on the long term while sacrifices 



 

have to be made today.  The explanation for this hesitance generally is given in 
terms of a nearby political time horizon. The next elections necessitate producing 
political success beforehand. Disasters around PCBs and asbestos show the above-
mentioned hesitance to take adequate action. The authors define two types of 
long-term decisions:  

− Cases with a relatively long period between the policy intervention and 
the intended effects: a long lead time. 

− Cases that demand a long-lasting series of interventions that as a whole is 
necessary to cause a favourable effect, following the “drop in the bucket” 
metaphor.  

The first type demands firm leadership in order to collect sufficient momentum for 
the focal decision, the second type asks for perseverance and consistency.  

As to long-term futures uncertainty and complexity prevail. In some cases we 
are able to forecast to a considerable degree, then we may anticipate. In the major-
ity of cases we have to meet the existing uncertainty by concentrating on the ac-
quirement of resilience.  

The authors deal extensively with the roles of knowledge in long-term deci-
sions and in particular formulate recommendations for sensible processes in order 
to integrate values, knowledge and political preferences in long-term decision-
making.  

2.14 Knowledge governance 

The institutional framework of today’s societies consists of complex combinations 
of hierarchy, markets and networks, as Meuleman (2008) has pointed out. Within 
this framework crowds, publics and citizens may exercise influence, while top-
down as well as bottom-up media enable and hamper nearly all functions in public 
decision-making. In this volume Wolfson has formulated a proposal for an institu-
tional innovation leading to knowledge democracy by situational contracting.  

Arwin van Buuren and Jasper Eshuis propose to introduce an additional fourth 
institutional arrangement, to be called knowledge governance. This arrangement is 
about purposefully organising the development of knowledge in order to deal with 
societal problems. The paper analyses the situations in which knowledge democ-
racy may be a viable alternative for the traditional arrangements in order to pro-
vide adequate coordination.  

Coordination is, according to the authors, the essential condition for collective 
action. Sometimes the three classical coordinating mechanisms fail. A case study 
illustrates this, in which the production of new knowledge served as a catalyser to 
reach consensus on a solution for a water management problem. The involvement 
of all actors in the design of an innovative research programme enabled them to 
learn collectively, and to redefine their framing of the problem. The voluntaristic 
character of the common efforts – no relation with future action or implementation 
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was visible in the beginning – appeared to accelerate the birth of consensus. Shar-
ing ideas gradually enabled all parties involved to share initiatives for action later 
on.  

2.15 Commissions as innovative boundary organisms 

Boundary work is necessary in order to reconcile the paradigms and approaches of 
different scientists on one hand and the values and convictions of policy-makers 
on the other hand in an adequate manner. Boundary work may be performed by 
intermediate organisations indicated as such, but also by other organisms. Martin 
Schulz and Mark van Twist deal with commissions. A commission is a group of 
people with origins outside of government, which is set up to consider a matter of 
some kind within the public service. The core function of commissions may be 
advisory, but commissions may reach authoritative conclusions, may break taboos, 
and may find new solutions. Schulz and Van Twist discover three perspectives on 
changing roles and positions of commissions in a knowledge democracy. They 
had an almost exclusive role in the development of knowledge for policy until the 
sixties, and are gaining a position in power games and checks and balances since 
the 1980s.  

Schulz and Van Twist observe that the boundaries between domains and be-
tween societal actors are fading, and as a consequence the role of commissions is 
fading. The authors indicate four major transitions in the functioning of commis-
sions:  

− From a “flat” structure to a multi-layered structure, to be called cascade 
commissions, provided with many sub-commissions that reach into the 
capillaries of society.  

− From commissions of inquiry to citizens’ assemblies where citizens’ 
knowledge is appreciated besides scientific knowledge. 

− From evaluation commissions to policy hubs, with the assignment to cre-
ate new knowledge, and to establish connections across organisational 
boundaries.  

− From political commissions towards conventions and network consulta-
tions, where citizens reveal preferences on government policies, creating 
“living documents” similar to a wiki.  

Schulz and Van Twist define the future challenge for commissions as finding the 
balance between opposing values on the interface of organised relationships.  



2.16 Political networks 

Commissions consist of experts. New technologies enable every one to communi-
cate, also politicians and citizens. One may attempt to define networks that stimu-
late rich communication. 

We indicated above in a general manner that the so-called bottom-up media are 
in full development. Chris Aalberts and Maurits Kreijveld analyse the knowledge 
exchange through online political networks. The relationships between politicians 
and citizens may change as a consequence of the application of Web 2.0 networks. 
The case the authors deal with, concerns the Dutch social network Hyves. Hyves 
can be compared with Facebook or MySpace. More and more politicians attempt 
to utilise Web 2.0 applications for communication with citizens.  

The majority of the members of Hyves is sleeping, never visits the hyve. The 
hyves of politicians show only moderate participation by citizens. The member-
ship of the hyves of two right-wing politicians is the most numerous. It appears 
that unless the discussion is very well-structured, the communication on Hyves 
tends to degenerate into small talk.  

2.17 Knowledge democracy, innovation and sustainability 

The final chapter is devoted to the relationships between knowledge democracy 
and sustainable development, the most focal global political issue.  

Bert de Wit concentrates on the design of a societal innovation system that pro-
duces more sustainability. Having declared linear innovation models obsolete, he 
deals at first with innovation on the micro-level. He follows the suggestion of the 
Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy to create hybrid spaces for 
interaction between scientists, entrepreneurs and societal groups. On the meso-
level De Wit has in the past analysed a number of sectors – food, energy, water – 
and concludes that the innovation system for sustainability within these sectors is 
deficient.  

On the macro-level De Wit concludes that both government and the powerful 
intermediate research organisation, the Royal Academy of Science and the Nether-
lands Organisation for Scientific Research  in the past have failed to produce ei-
ther consistent viewpoints or courses of action regarding sustainability.  

Klaus Töpfer and Günther Bachmann departed from the basic democratic prin-
ciple “one man, one vote” and formulate an argument in favour of the recognition 
of “one carbon footprint”.  De Wit recommends the above mentioned hybrid 
spaces and moreover “bypasses” in order to overcome the failures of the official 
organisations. These bypasses should be specific programmes directed at innova-
tion in sustainability.    
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3 Heads in the clouds: knowledge democracy as 
a Utopian dream 

Esther Turnhout  

Abstract    

Knowledge democracy serves as an inspiring new vision for the relationship be-
tween knowledge production and use, to replace the old and discarded speaking 
truth to power and information deficit models. However, a closer look at what is 
envisioned makes it clear that knowledge democracy has a problematic Utopian 
character. Knowledge democracy is based on technocratic and scientific Utopian 
ideals complemented with Utopian governance and participation ideals. It refers to 
a society with empowered, competent citizens and public actors who: (1) have un-
restricted access to scientific information; (2) contribute to its production and/or 
assessment and (3) utilise it to make informed and rational decisions. This chapter 
uses two examples in environmental governance (the Water Framework Directive 
and sustainability certification) to argue that – as has been demonstrated for many 
other Utopia – putting knowledge democracy into practice may have undesirable 
technocratic and anti-democratic implications. 

3.1 From “speaking truth to power” to knowledge democracy 

The relation between the production of knowledge and its use, is a contentious is-
sue. In much of the literature on this topic, the current state of affairs is character-
ised as one in which a gap exists between the production of knowledge and its use 
(Meffe 1998, Bradshaw and Borchers 2000, Lawton 2007, Pohl 2008). Either be-
cause – and this is a common statement among policy actors – science does not 
produce the right kinds of usable knowledge, or – and this is the complaint of 
many scientists – because knowledge is wrongly or insufficiently used in decision-
making. To remedy this, many experts on the subject seem to envision a speaking 
truth to power model to produce more and better knowledge which is fully utilised 
for rational decision-making and effective policies. 
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The speaking truth to power model is a linear model that assumes one-way traf-
fic of truth from science to policy and separate domains of production and use of 
knowledge. Under this linear logic, deviations are often considered as resulting 
from a lack of information and communication – referred to as the information 
deficit model (for example Bulkeley and Mol 2003, Wynne 2006). If only produc-
ers and users of knowledge would communicate better, scientists would be more 
able to produce relevant knowledge and policy-makers would have a better under-
standing of this knowledge and would be more able to translate it into well-
founded rational decisions and policies.  

The information deficit model and the speaking truth to power model have both 
been criticised for being idealistic, unrealistic and politically naive. Firstly, studies 
of the history of science have shown that science is a cultural, social activity per-
meated with values and preferences (for example Shapin and Schaffer 1985, 
Collins and Pinch 1993). Thus, science is not essentially different from other cul-
tural practices – including policy – and has no privileged, unmediated access to 
the truth. Secondly, Jasanoff (2004) states that science and policy are not separate 
domains but continuously influence and shape each other in dialectical processes 
of coproduction. Thirdly, difficulties in the relationship between production and 
use of knowledge are not due to a lack of information and communication. Poten-
tial knowledge users can have well-grounded and justified reasons to reject scien-
tific knowledge. Scientific controversies are often characterised by competing 
knowledge coalitions that use and reject knowledge based on vested interests 
(Turnhout et al. 2008a). Wynne’s (1996) publication on Cumbrian sheep farmers 
explains how lay publics distrust scientific knowledge not necessarily on meth-
odological or epistemological grounds, but on the basis of a justified lack of trust 
in the knowledge-producing institutions. Obviously, a better understanding of sci-
ence or its methods, will do little to remedy this.  

Despite these criticisms, the two models have not disappeared. Speaking truth 
to power still functions as a powerful ideal to describe how science, policy and so-
ciety should interact and simplistic information deficit models continue to influ-
ence the way in which problems in the relationship between knowledge produc-
tion and use as well as suggestions to overcome them are framed (for example 
Vaes et al. 2009). For example, a study on the Dutch Environmental Assessment 
Agency, shows that all respondents used these models to describe their role and 
position as a translator of scientific knowledge into usable knowledge, thereby en-
hancing knowledge utilisation (Huitema and Turnhout 2009). 

However, the increasing entanglement of science and policy – in particular in 
the environmental domain (for example Turnhout 2009) – makes clear that the 
dual processes of scientisation of politics and politicisation of science (Weingart 
1999) are likely to continue. This means that the speaking truth to power and in-
formation deficit models will become even more problematic. Because the separa-
tion between knowledge production and use, which is an important source of sci-
ence's authority and credibility, will be increasingly difficult to uphold, science is 
in need of a new legitimacy and requires a new appealing vision for the relation-
ship between knowledge production and use. Hence the call for a knowledge 
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democracy. However, what exactly does knowledge democracy mean and what 
are its democratic implications? 

In this chapter I will first sketch the contours of the concept of knowledge de-
mocracy (Sect. 3.2). Subsequently I will use relevant literature on Utopia to dem-
onstrate the different Utopian characteristics of knowledge democracy (Sects. 3.3 
and 3.4). Section 3.5 will offer some examples of knowledge democracy in prac-
tice and I will then finally discuss the concept of knowledge democracy and its 
possible undesirable consequences (Sect. 3.6). 

3.2 Dreaming of knowledge democracy 

The first chapter of this book offers an outline of the ambitions of knowledge de-
mocracy. The main suggestion is to move beyond a narrow focus on “knowledge 
economy” to a more reflexive and less simplistic conception of the importance of 
the advancement of knowledge – and its wise use – for functioning democracies. 
While this is inspiring and provocative, it remains rather abstract in terms of it 
possible meanings and practical implications. 

A good way to start the further exploration of the meaning – or meanings – of 
knowledge democracy is to look at the Knowledge Democracy Conference web-
site (www.knowledgedemocracy.nl, accessed 13 October 2009). The collection of 
statements of the different participants that can be found there offers a wealth of 
ideas, concerns and outlooks which together serve to substantiate the concept. 

Several statements emphasise the importance of ensuring optimal utilisation of 
knowledge: 

We have to be sure that policy-making is based on well-tailored, validated 
information; 
Efficient utilisation of different types of knowledge; 
Responsible use of knowledge; 
Knowledge democracy is the ambition to have decisions based on […] 
science for the good of the people. 

These statements clarify that the concept of knowledge democracy does not ex-
plicitly reject the speaking truth to power model. The aim is to improve knowl-
edge utilisation without addressing how this knowledge should be produced. Fur-
thermore, many of the suggestions indicate a belief in the information deficit 
model in the sense that better interaction and communication will achieve a better 
knowledge utilisation: 

Bridging the gap between science and policy-making is the never-ending 
challenge in a knowledge democracy; 
An open, honest and timely exchange of facts and figures; 
Communication; 
We need dialogue and reflection for using knowledge effectively. 
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Many statements explicitly address the public. It is considered important to 
improve public access to information because using this information will empower 
citizens: 

When knowledge is democratic it means that it is free, that everybody can 
access it; 
Open access to knowledge for capable citizens; 
Improving access to and use of knowledge allows people become more 
empowered; 
Knowledge democracy is sharing information and […] transparency in 
decision-making. 

Again, this is very much in line with the speaking truth to power and information 
deficit models. Access to information will ensure its use and enable science to 
speak the truth to power better. However, power is now extended to include citi-
zens. 

Finally, many statements indicate that sharing or access to knowledge alone is 
not enough. They are concerned with changing the way knowledge is produced to 
involve stakeholders:  

Acknowledging the value of different kinds of knowledge; 
The ability to draw on multiple sources of knowledge is of crucial 
importance; 
Knowledge is produced as a joint effort between practitioners, scientists, 
lawyers, and policy-makers; 
Accepted, feasible and legitimate knowledge is produced only in interaction 
among professionals, experts, and citizens. 

This deviates from the speaking truth to power model because it explicitly ad-
dresses knowledge production and is no longer concerned with truth per se. The 
idea is that legitimate, trustworthy and useable knowledge about current complex 
and uncertain issues can only be achieved when stakeholders are involved in its 
production. The objective to improve knowledge utilisation is very much part of 
this, but not according to the information deficit model. Knowledge utilisation by 
the participants is expected to be guaranteed because they helped to produce it. 

The statements are representative of the current literature concerned with this 
issue. A first strand of this literature makes ample use of the “boundary” metaphor 
– in a rather instrumental, managerial and interventionist way – to describe ways 
to improve interactions between producers and users of knowledge. Such an “in-
terventionist turn” is clearly visible in the use of the concept of boundary object 
(Zeiss and Groenewegen 2009). Boundary objects – for example science-based 
policy-relevant tools such as scenarios, models or indicators – are being promoted 
as tools able to bridge the gap between science and policy, thus improving knowl-
edge utilisation (Turnhout 2009). Furthermore, the literature on boundary organi-
sations is quite explicit about this. Sarewitz and Pielke (2007) use a market trans-
action logic to explain what is meant by this. Boundary organisations are able to 
“bridge the gap” between science and policy by “reconciling supply of and 
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demand of science” (Sarewitz and Pielke 2007). The notion of boundary work, 
which started out as a concept to describe how science is defined in practice and 
demarcated from other social domains (Gieryn 1983, 1995, 1999), is increasingly 
being replaced by concepts such as boundary management or spanning, both of 
which emphasise the importance of overcoming or managing rather than drawing 
boundaries and designing effective strategies to do so (for example Cash et al. 
2003). 

The second strand of literature explicitly takes up the participatory element of 
knowledge democracy. It is captured by concepts such as post-normal science 
(Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993), Mode-2 science (Gibbons et al. 1994) and transdis-
ciplinarity (Thompson Klein 2001, Regeer and Bunders 2009). What these new 
modes of knowledge production have in common is that they emphasise the im-
portance of so-called lay or local knowledge next to scientific knowledge. They 
argue that, in order to address current post-normal science – to use Funtowicz and 
Ravetz’s terms – complex and uncertain problems, it is crucial that lay knowledge 
is taken into account. Stakeholders should be allowed to have a say not only in de-
cision-making processes but also regarding the knowledge relevant to those proc-
esses, for example by participating in extended peer review processes or by engag-
ing in joint knowledge production processes. Participatory knowledge production 
produces knowledge that is seen as legitimate by all involved and that is more 
likely to be used (Ballard et al. 2008, Fernandez-Gimenez et al. 2008). This also 
links up well with current debates about the democratisation of science and exper-
tise (Jasanoff 2003, Liberatore and Funtowicz 2003). 

So, what the concept of knowledge democracy does is supplementing the 
speaking truth to power model with a participatory ideal. When put together, the 
statements envision a society with empowered, competent citizens and public ac-
tors who:  

− Have unrestricted access to knowledge and information; 
− Are involved in the production and/or assessment of knowledge; 
− Utilise knowledge to make informed and rational decisions. 

This makes clear that knowledge democracy deviates only slightly from the old 
speaking truth to power model and replaces it by “speaking truth to democracy”. 
Instead of solely considering sites and actors of power as recipients of knowledge, 
the concept of knowledge democracy requires science to speak to the public as 
well. The suggested way forward complements the information deficit-inspired 
suggestions of improving access to information, communication and interaction 
with stakeholder participation as a new way to improve knowledge utilisation. Be-
low, I will demonstrate that the image of knowledge democracy as outlined here 
has a problematic Utopian character. 
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3.3 Political, scientific, technological and governance utopia 

The ideal of knowledge democracy as outlined above is a complete, holistic, inte-
grated and internally consistent image of what could be. Knowledge democracy 
concerns society as a whole and argues for its transformation. This gives it a 
dream-like or Utopian character. Based on Achterhuis (1998), the following char-
acteristics of Utopia can be outlined:  

− They are “makeable”, or at least, they are considered makeable.  
− They are holistic or totalising, aiming towards the transformation of soci-

ety as a whole. 
− There is no room for individual deviations as these would endanger the 

project as a whole (Achterhuis 1998). 

A particularly well-known Utopian ideal that is relevant for the knowledge de-
mocracy concept is Bacon’s New Atlantis. New Atlantis is an island with a tech-
nologically advanced society able to cure all sorts of diseases and extend life ex-
pectancy. The scientists of Salomon’s house play a central role by developing 
scientific and technological innovations to benefit all inhabitants of the island. 
This central role of science suggests a technocratic form of governance in which 
questions of what is, are smoothly and unproblematically transformed into issues 
of what should be (done). Politics has become obsolete and science serves as the 
basis for optimal decisions and choices. New Atlantis is based on a singular view 
of knowledge; there is no room for disputes about what knowledge is, what it 
means to use it and how to decide what kinds of decisions and choices should be 
made based on that knowledge. 

Achterhuis (1998) is deeply critical of Utopia because behind their “good inten-
tions”, they are intrinsically absolutist, totalitarian and violent1. Indeed, the nega-
tive consequences of actually putting them into practice have been widely re-
ported. For example, J. Scott’s book Seeing like a State (1998) offers important 
analyses of a wide variety of such Utopian projects, from the design of the city of 
Brasilia, to the Soviet agricultural collectivisation. 

In light of the many Utopia-inspired failures2 that have characterised the twen-
tieth century, it is surprising to find that we have not seen the end of them yet. De 
Wilde (2000) demonstrates how old style political Utopia have been replaced by 
equally optimistic technological ones in which technology will create new and 
better ways of living. What is envisioned is nothing short of a paradise in which 
technologies will extend our capacities infinitely and take over all the boring and 
tedious chores of life. Again, societies are seen as makeable, although this time not 
through revolutions but through technological innovations. The Utopian character of 
                                                           

 
1  Achterhuis is relatively mild about Bacon’s New Atlantis. In his view, this utopia is less 

totalitarian than others and the exertion of violence is largely restricted to the conquering 
of nature by science and technology. 

2  Such as those described in Scott (1998) and Achterhuis (1998). 
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technological images of the future lies in the little room they offer to reflect on the 
desirability of technological innovations and in the way that these innovations and 
their inventors exert power over their potential users. 

I argue that currently we are witness to the emergence of yet another Utopian 
ideal, which goes by the name of governance. Governance implies a trend away 
from hierarchical command and control modes of steering towards civil society 
participation and the use of voluntary and market-based instruments. Governance 
Utopia refer to societies with full citizen participation, fully transparent and ac-
countable policy processes and maximum efficiency and legitimacy. Participants 
engage in Habermas-inspired deliberations and achieve communicative rationality. 
Instead of hierarchies, societies are characterised by horizontal networks of con-
nected, free and equal actors. 

However, governance Utopia have been criticised as well. Cooke and Kothari’s 
(2001) book Participation, the new Tyranny shows clearly how participation has 
served to strengthen vested interests and reinforce existing power relations rather 
than empower the poor and powerless. Studies in critical geography have demon-
strated the drawbacks of introducing assumingly efficient market mechanisms (for 
example Robertson 2006). Critical management and science studies have made 
clear how systems of performance measurement or evidence-based policies are 
prone to all sorts of perverse effects and have not improved the transparency of 
policy processes (De Bruijn 2007, Turnhout et al. in prep. a). 

Regardless of these criticisms, it appears that governance remains an attractive 
ideal, perhaps because it is a-political. Two factors contribute to this. Firstly, 
power is usually lacking in discussions about governance and participation (Van 
der Arend 2007). Secondly, governance and related notions of participation, trans-
parency and efficiency are matters of implementation, dealing with the how rather 
than with the what. They aim at “making things better”, which entails the promise 
of optimal solutions while at the same time side-tracking the political issue of 
what constitutes better and who decides that.  

3.4 Knowledge democracy as a utopian dream 

Utopian thinking has been present throughout history. Utopia have been criticised 
but so far, it appears that this has mostly resulted in the emergence of new ones. 
The ideal of “makeability” (in Dutch: maakbaarheid), which was criticised in the 
1980s, has not been discarded but replaced by different ones (for example related 
to innovation, see Duineveld et al. 2007). Knowledge democracy is the newest 
member of the extended family of Utopian makeability ideals. 

Linking the different Utopian ideals described above to the concept of knowl-
edge democracy it becomes clear that it has several Utopian characteristics. Simi-
lar to New Atlantis and the speaking truth to power model, knowledge democracy 
aims to increase knowledge utilisation in order to improve the rationality of poli-
cies and decisions. This is a technocratic form of rule that neglects power and 
politics. Knowledge democracy is also inspired by governance. It envisions 
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knowledge as freely circulating in networks of connected, free and equal actors. In 
addition, it incorporates the participatory ideal of governance by promoting stake-
holder participation in knowledge production. Also here, the neglect of power and 
politics is striking. It appears that there is very little recognition of the perform-
ance aspects of participation (Hajer 2005). However, the public is not a pre-
existing entity waiting to be involved; it is brought into being – performed –  in 
the context of participation. Participatory initiatives are sites of power in the sense 
that they create their own participants in ways that fit with the objectives and ex-
pectations of the initiators (Turnhout et al. in prep. b). Using the three characteris-
tics of Utopia outlined in the previous section, it is clear that knowledge democ-
racy has a problematic Utopian character:  

− It is considered to be makeable by means of organising interaction and 
communication between knowledge producers and users and involving 
stakeholders in knowledge production. 

− It involves society as a whole, existing of competent public and private 
actors who have complete access to knowledge and utilise it to make ra-
tional and informed decisions. 

− There is little room for deviation. Actors who do not fit the requirements or 
expectations, who lack the skills and competences to use information or 
participate in knowledge production, or who wish to refrain from involve-
ment will become effectively marginalised. Also, to a large extent, knowl-
edge democracy depends on a singular and unproblematic view on what 
knowledge is leaving little room for contesting knowledge claims. The 
ideas of speaking truth to power, increasing knowledge utilisation by im-
proving communication, and participatory knowledge production are based 
on the possibility of achieving consensus on what knowledge is, what it 
means to use it effectively and how it should be transformed into action.  

3.5 Knowledge democracy in practice: two examples from 
environmental governance 

This section will give two examples from environmental governance to give an il-
lustration of the kinds of practices and activities that could sail under the flag of 
knowledge democracy. 

A first example is taken from water governance. In the framework of the Neth-
erlands Organisation for Scientific Research (NWO) “Contested Democracy”-
programme, I3 am involved in a study about the democratic implications of the EU 

                                                           
 

3  The project involves a cooperation between researchers from the Forest and Nature Con-
servation Policy Group, Wageningen University and the Policy, Organisation, Law & 
Gaming Section, Delft University of Technology. 
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Water Framework Directive (WFD). The WFD, has two important objectives: get-
ting Europe’s waters cleaner4 and getting the citizens involved. Although the 
WFD at first sight presents these two objectives as separate and equally important 
objectives, the following quotation from the WFD website (http://ec.europa.eu/ 
environment/water/water-framework/info/intro_en.htm, accessed 22 September 
2009) demonstrates that it in fact relates and integrates the two: 

The greater the transparency in the establishment of the objectives, the 
imposition of measures, and the reporting of standards, the greater the care 
member states will take to implement the legislation in good faith, and the 
greater the power of the citizens to influence the direction of environmental 
protection. 

This is very much in line with knowledge democracy. Participants are involved in 
knowledge production in the sense that they are involved in making decisions 
about water quality objectives and about indicators and monitoring parameters to 
measure water quality. The measurement of water quality achieves transparency 
about the efficiency and effectiveness of policies. This knowledge is used by the 
participants to hold decision-makers accountable and speed up the implementation 
of the WFD. The WFD involves participatory knowledge production, unrestricted 
access to information and complete knowledge utilisation. However it is also 
clear, that participation is a means rather than an end. The WFD’s guidance 
document on public participation openly admits this: 

A well-managed public participation process is not free of costs and 
demands time and energy, but it will pay off in the end. Public participation 
is not an end in itself but a tool to achieve the environmental objectives of 
the Water Framework Directive. Trust, transparency of process and good 
management of expectations will help to achieve good participation. Now 
just do it! (CEC 2003: 6). 

Participation is intended to increase knowledge utilisation, which enhances the 
achievement of the WFD’s ultimate objective of cleaner water (for a detailed ar-
gumentation see Turnhout et al. in prep. a). 

A second example is certification. Certification initiatives worldwide gain 
growing attention as promising instruments for promoting sustainability (Cashore 
et al. 2004). Certification is a voluntary market-based instrument. Producers who 
decide to join a certification scheme have to meet the standards and requirements 
prescribed by the scheme. In return, they earn the right to put the certificate on 
their product. Certified products offer potential consumers transparent information 
about that product thereby enabling them to make informed decisions about which 
products to buy. The website of the Forest Stewardship Council 
(www.fsc.org/about-fsc.html, accessed 12 October 2009) phrases it as follows: 

                                                           
 

4  Bouleau (2008) considers this objective to be an ecological dream that may be difficult to 
achieve thereby indicating the Utopian character of the WFD. 
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The FSC label provides a credible link between responsible production and 
consumption of forest products, enabling consumers and businesses to make 
purchasing decisions that benefit people and the environment as well as 
providing ongoing business value. 

By making information about the environmental effects of products available, cer-
tification is seen as a way to counter market failures due to incomplete informa-
tion and environmental externalities. Citizens are invited to express their political 
preferences by making responsible consumption decisions. According to the Fair 
Trade website (www.fairtrade.nl/653/Introduction/, accessed 12 October 2009): 

Modern consumption is responsible consumption. Fair Trade Original offers 
you the easiest and most agreeable way of making your contribution to 
changing the world. 

Certification is in line with knowledge democracy because it offers knowledge 
and transparency which is used by the public. However, the public only has lim-
ited possibilities for engagement. The scope of their actions is restricted by the 
market in which the only possible choice is to buy or not to buy. 

The two examples presented here share the problematic characteristics of 
knowledge democracy. They are based on a technocratic ideal in which knowl-
edge is fully used and unproblematically translated into action and they assume a 
singular view of knowledge. Both the WFD and certification require consensus 
about knowledge – about what counts as clean and sustainable an about how it can 
be measured – and contestations of the knowledge claims pose a serious threat. In 
the case of the WFD, competing claims about how clean waters are or how effec-
tive and efficient policies will restrict the capacity of citizens to hold government 
accountable and might endanger the WFD as a whole. In the case of certification, 
competing claims about the merits of the scheme in terms of ensuring sustainabil-
ity will harm the trustworthiness of the scheme thereby endangering its competi-
tiveness in the consumer market. Both examples are inspired by governance Uto-
pia. Certification is a voluntary instrument and the public can freely join the 
initiative by using the information offered by the scheme to decide on whether to 
buy certified products. The WFD is based on an ideal of stakeholder participation 
in which stakeholders take responsibility for the implementation of the WFD by 
producing and using knowledge about the environmental status of water and about 
policy-effectiveness and -efficiency. 

3.6 Utopian dream or totalitarian nightmare? 

So far, this chapter has argued that knowledge democracy is a new Utopian dream 
about the relationship between production and use of knowledge. It does not reject 
the old speaking truth to power model, but complements it with a governance in-
spired participatory ideal. It is a totalising vision of society with a technocratic a-
political form of rule that is based on a singular view on knowledge and that 
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leaves little room for power or for deviations. In contrast to the argument made in 
In ’t Veld (2009), knowledge democracy may serve to strengthen, rather than 
criticise, neoliberal and technocratic notions of evidence-based and efficient poli-
cies.  

The examples given in the previous section serve to illustrate this. The point is 
not to argue that the WFD is a bad policy or that certification should be aban-
doned. They – and other initiatives to increase access to information, improve 
communication between knowledge producers and users or organise participatory 
knowledge production – can be very productive and lead to desirable outcomes. 
However, knowledge democracy entails the promise of being democratic and it is 
this explicit link to democracy – and the idea of the public implicit in this – that 
makes it vulnerable for criticisms. 

For the concept of knowledge democracy to work, it needs a vision of a general 
public or citizenship. The view of the public that is implicit in knowledge democ-
racy is a homogeneous one that consists of engaged, competent, empowered and 
knowledge using citizens. Importantly, this public is not merely reflected on or 
imagined. It is, as was also briefly touched upon in Sect. 3.4, brought into being; it 
is performed. The WFD assumes and performs a public that consists of engaged 
citizens who participate in (knowledge production for) water governance and cer-
tification performs a public that consists of informed consumers. The homogeneity 
of these performed publics is at odds with views of democracy that emphasise plu-
rality and diversity (for an interesting analysis of DNA bar coding with a similar 
argument, see Ellis et al. in press).  

Authors such as Mouffe (2005), have emphasised that democracy should not be 
conceived as an end-state or horizon. They argue that harmony, completeness and 
consistency can only be obtained at the cost of exclusion and oppression. The 
paradoxical conclusion is that when democracy is obtained – that is, when under-
stood as potentially complete –, it ceases to exist. The project of democracy will 
always fail to meet its own objectives. In Laclau’s (2005) terms: it is a failed total-
ity. According to this view, democracy should ensure space for “the political”; 
foster diversity and open up possibilities for struggle and contestation of compet-
ing values and claims. The totalising aspect of knowledge democracy – and Uto-
pia in general – and the homogeneity of the public that it performs, sits uncom-
fortably with this view of democracy. 

Thus, what is envisioned under the label of knowledge democracy is not neces-
sarily democratic. Rather, it is inspired by technocratic ideals about science-based 
decision-making and by neo-liberal or managerial governance ideals about trans-
parency and efficiency (see Maasen, and Lieven 2006 for a similar argument). As 
such, it is not necessarily about ensuring space for political struggle and contesta-
tion but about strengthening the power and position of actors involved in measur-
ing, accounting and controlling (including managers, scientists, accountants and 
bureaucrats). Attempts to make the dream of knowledge democracy real, run 
genuine risks of ending up with technocratic, totalitarian, exclusionary and anti-
democratic nightmares. 
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Laclau’s (2005) notion of a failed totality already points to the impossibility to 
achieve Utopian ideals. Attempts to put Utopia into practice will never succeed 
completely (as also demonstrated by Scott 1998) and this may lead to the undesir-
able consequences outlined above. However, the same is true for knowledge de-
mocracy’s dystopian twin: the technocratic, totalitarian exclusionary nightmare. 
While elements of the nightmare might emerge as a result of knowledge demo-
cracy put into practice, it will not be realised completely. Both can only be imag-
ined with our heads in the clouds, but while for knowledge democracy these 
clouds are white and fluffy, the dystopian nightmare involves dark thunderclouds. 
What knowledge democracy will be made to be in practice is shaped by the con-
tinuous interaction between Utopian dreams and dystopian nightmares. 



4 Dreaming about a properly informed  
democracy 

Dirk J. Wolfson  

Abstract    

The present paradigm shift away from laissez-faire creates a window of opportu-
nity to improve the flow of structured information or knowledge by making indi-
vidual access to excludable public benefits conditional on ascertainable efforts to 
limit claims, as agreed upon in situational contracts. Contracts are situational 
when agents in delivery are mandated to allow for differences in ability to perform 
of beneficiaries and to offer customised enabling facilities to improve their capa-
bilities, in line with the vision on fairness of the government in charge. Degrees of 
freedom and transaction costs are controlled through political guidance in proto-
cols and mandates, on the basis of apply-or-explain. Mutual adjustment in situ-
ational response reveals individual preference in direct democracy, improves goal 
convergence and the fit between supply and demand, reduces opportunism, fur-
thers trust and induces open innovation. The chapter reports on a successful appli-
cation in The Netherlands.  

4.1 Introduction 

Knowledge democracy is a blissful state in which people are well-informed about 
social problems and politicians behave as honest brokers of individual preference. 
Real life is different. This chapter explores the tenuous relationship between in-
formation, ideology, governance, innovation and accountability, and shows how 
the present paradigm shift away from laissez-faire creates a window of opportu-
nity to improve targeting and revitalise democracy. Section 4.2 introduces 
“knowledge democracy” as a properly informed mode of achieving ends; Sect. 4.3 
deals with a missing link between theory and actual practice in ordering values, 
and Sect. 4.4 introduces a new mode of situational contracting, reporting on a suc-
cessful experiment in social security reform. 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_4,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 
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4.2 An analytical framework of democratic coordination 

4.2.1 Precepts for living together 

The democratic state has a basic responsibility to order values for society, estab-
lishing a system of human rights, property rights and user rights that enable people 
to live their own life in safety and security. Ordering values requires institutions, 
as collective constraints structuring economic, social and political interaction, and 
so the question arises how institutions come about. Buchanan and Congleton 
(1998) present two contrasting views on this: a “truth judgment conception” and a 
“contractarian conception”. In a truth judgment conception, the basic system of 
cultural values is autonomous and autocratic, interpreted and applied top-down by 
a ruling political or religious elite. In other words, precepts for living together are 
handed down unilaterally from on high. In the contractarian conception, value sys-
tems are endogenous and democratic, derived bottom-up, based on mutual de-
pendence and compromise between, or on behalf of, individual citizens. “The 
metaphor is that of a social contract. And agreement itself serves as the criterion 
for goodness or truth” (Buchanan and Congleton 1998: 4). In modern democra-
cies, the contractarian conception dominates. While there are still traces of truth 
judgment in the way traditions and elites influence the institutional environment, 
the contractarian conception explains how “constitutional” arrangements are re-
viewed under pressures and experiences from the bottom up, in learning loops of 
institution building.   

Institutions provide guidance on goals and the use of instruments in implemen-
tation. Following Lindblom (1977) and Thompson et al. (1991), three basic cate-
gories of means to achieve ends may be distinguished: authority, in hierarchies 
harnessed by law or convention; horizontal coordination in voluntary exchange, in 
markets offering quid pro quo; and persuasion in networks pursuing communica-
tive strategies. These means may be seen as legal, economic and sociological in-
struments respectively, and interact with one another; mutual adjustment and evi-
dence from implementation may lead to a reconsideration of both ends and means. 
In actual practice, further specification of the policy toolkit is needed to deal with 
flaws in information, the meaning of rationality, the nature of motives and the un-
intended consequences of ideologies and incentives.  

4.2.2 Asymmetrical information, rationality and motivation analysis 

Information may be costly, unreliable or even unavailable. In judging the feasibil-
ity of policies, transaction costs – the costs of negotiating and monitoring agree-
ment on ends – are difficult to asses if the relevant information is distributed 
asymmetrically – if “different people know different things”, as Stiglitz (2002: 
469) puts it simply in his Nobel Lecture. Things get even worse when problems 
are “wicked”, or intractable, and there is no consensus about their causal structure 
and solution. 
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Simon (1976) taught us to model rationality as a procedural, not a substantive 
concept, meaning that individuals, when dealing with choice under a constraint of 
time or money, are generally capable of ordering their preferences in appropriate 
deliberation. Obviously, lapses of judgment will occur (Akerlof and Shiller 2009, 
Kahneman et al. 1997) but, on the whole, mistakes in individual choice tend to 
cancel out; hence, assumptions about appropriate deliberation are validated in em-
pirical testing. Moreover, as Simon points out, appropriateness also means that 
satisfying behaviour (developing routines) may be a socially efficient way of lim-
iting transaction costs. As Hirschleifer (1985: 59) elaborates,  

in the light of one’s goals […], if the means chosen […] are appropriate the 
individual is rational; if not, irrational.  

“Appropriate” here refers to method rather than result. Rational behaviour is 
action calculated on the basis of rules of logic and other norms of validity. Owing 
to chance, good method may not always lead to good result”.  

A similar reservation applies for the popular misconception of self-interest as 
the exclusive driving force in economic analysis (Sen 1977, 1987). In modern be-
havioural economics, self-interest serves as a benchmark from which to consider 
deviations for a wide range of alternative motivations (Sent 2004), from altruism, 
compassion and commitment to egoism and malevolence. Empirically, people are 
observed to care about what other people have, and about what is left for future 
generations. They actually vote for programmes of income redistribution or envi-
ronmental sustainability. So, if rational people can be wrong, and economics can 
accommodate whatever motive inspires us, where does that leave the intellectual 
basis of economic and social policy? With the need to distinguish economic the-
ory, as an analytical tool to diagnose scarcity relationships and the way people ac-
tually deal with scarcity, from economic and social policies as a set of value-
loaded and political tools providing guidance on how people should deal with 
scarcity.  

4.3 Mediating ideology and information in public governance 

4.3.1 Goal formulation 

In public governance, formulating goals requires that policy-makers reconcile re-
futable principles of efficiency with normative considerations of fairness, sustain-
ability and individual freedom, as basic values of good governance that generally 
pull in different directions. When they do, economic analysis contributes the in-
sight that the scarcity of resources makes ambitions interdependent (Hennipman 
1995). Hence, it needs to be judged to what extent the attainment of each of these 
values or ends is worth the commensurate sacrifice (the “opportunity costs”) of 
other objectives. That judgment, however, is a political valuation. As long as op-
portunities are indeed appraised to reflect scarcity relations, a comparison of costs 
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and social benefits can indicate, for instance, what it costs – in terms of alterna-
tives sacrificed – for society to provide in vitro fertilisation as a social benefit, or 
to build a new subway-line in Amsterdam. As the latter example already suggests, 
economists may make mistakes in costing – or may be pressured to make mis-
takes by politicians dreaming of cutting ribbons – but costing is what they do, and 
analysing how people respond to opportunities and incentives, while warning 
against unintended consequences that decisions may have. Valuating benefits, 
however, and comparing them with alternative uses of public resources is a politi-
cal responsibility. 

4.3.2 Unintended consequences of ideologies and incentives 

How does political theory deal with the evaluative part of paradigms and research 
programmes? It formulates ideologies. For brevity’s sake, I’ll demonstrate this 
with the dilemmas involved in balancing fairness and individual freedom. In con-
tinental Europe, political liberalism, christian-democracy and social democracy may 
be distinguished as the major ideologies, focusing on individualism, community and 
solidarity respectively, as dominant perspectives. Liberal philosophers, from Hayek 
(1960) to Rawls (2001) and Dworkin (2002), stress individual freedom and re-
sponsibilities, and plead restraint in government intervention. In their vision, con-
cerns with fairness can be limited to creating equal opportunity in terms of inputs. 
The christian-democratic vision is more communitarian, keen on self-organisation 
and emphasises process; it places man in the context of his community (Etzioni 
1993, Cohen and Rodgers 1995). Individualism is toned down and fairness and 
solidarity are believed to belong essentially to the realm of the civil society; the 
state is kept at bay, but allowed to subsidise. Social democracy, finally, identifies 
with the vulnerability of man (Vandenbroucke 2001). It strives to equalise out-
comes by compensating differences in needs, capabilities and access to social net-
works, for which it turns to the state, rather than the civil society.  

Values are non-refutable. Yet, their treatment in theories of justice raises some 
very hard questions that are all too often side-stepped. Is freedom from paternal-
ism, as an aspiration of individual liberty, equivalent to freedom to participate, as 
long as new social risks – such as deficient capabilities to deal with rapid techno-
logical change, or single parenthood – are unevenly distributed? Should policies 
cater to new social needs, such as the need to reconcile work, family life and edu-
cation? Is responsibility of the have-nots to make use of the opportunities on offer 
– a attribution put forward by Dworkin as well as Vandenbroucke – not a figment 
of the imagination of the have’s, as long as differences in access to networks and 
ability to perform are not addressed?  

On the latter question, Granovetter (1985), Sen (1985, 1999) and Nussbaum 
(2006) argue convincingly in seminal contributions that cognitive, psychological 
and social capabilities as well as embeddedness in the relevant networks to make 
use of the opportunities on offer vary widely within ostensibly homogeneous so-
cial groups. Hence, whatever a society’s vision on fairness, it would seem that the 
traditional canon of equal treatment needs to be modified so that comparable 
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4.3.3 Knowledge democracy: a tenuous relationship in an operational 
void 

In short, there seems to be a lot of unfinished business in the intellectual under-
pinnings of governance and in the distribution of responsibilities. Theories of jus-
tice, whether right- or left-leaning, show a surprising resilience to findings of the 
social sciences that refute predilections about motives and capabilities of man, a 
benign neglect of problems in implementation, and little reflexivity in dealing with 
feed-back. Economists all too often play the guru, entertaining biased views on 
what ought to be done, rather than sticking to their trade: presenting options for 
politicians to choose from, and warning for presumably unintended consequences 
of political intentions. And politicians have a way of presenting valuations as be-
liefs, or even facts (Myrdal 1969), and of obfuscating responsibilities. 

Where does all this leave knowledge democracy, as a grand ideal that presumes 
all relevant parties well-informed and politicians to behave as honest brokers of 
individual preference? Nowhere, as long as it operates in an institutional void. 
What is needed is a new institutional design that modernises the contractarian 
conception, recognises findings about motives and capabilities of men as identi-
fied in the behavioural sciences, does justice to the growing diversity of needs and 
the fragmentation of values in a pluralistic society, leaves scope for self-
organisation and reintroduces political guidance in public administration, now that 
the limits of the market mode have been rediscovered the hard way. In short, a de-
sign that redecorates decision trees with the relevant hypotheses regarding the re-
sponsibilities and behaviour of people in relation to their institutional environment, 

differences are dealt with in a comparably different way. This tallies, incidentally, 
with a finding of welfare economics that matching a fixed packages of public ser-
vices with individually diverging needs requires that conditions for access are cus-
tomised accordingly. In other words, when content is fixed and indivisible – as with 
an educational qualification, or with granting a voluntary association access to a pol-
icy arena – an optimal solution requires that demand (access) is “priced” according to 
ability to deliver on an obligation in kind. Yet, the consideration required is not 
necessarily a price, but may be a cooperative relationship as well (Weber 1979: 
114, Arrow 1985: 44; more on this in Sect. 4.4). As noted before, economics as such 
cannot judge values, as its methodology uses the preferences of consumers in the 
market place and of citizens in the public space as independent variables. Yet, 
economists can point out inconsistencies and unintended consequences in dealings 
with scarcity. They may warn against penny-wisdom and pound-foolishness, for 
example when an ill-advised efficiency measure as asking a fee for seeing a general 
practitioner would result in a reduction of early detection of serious and very costly 
problems later on, or they may show how failure to make polluters pay may lead to 
costly environmental crises over time. Furthermore, they may remind policy-makers 
that any policy-mix chosen needs to be supported by appropriate incentives, a 
point that leading scholars of distributive justice – all of those mentioned here, as 
a matter of fact – tend to disregard (Wolfson 2008).    
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to further goal convergence on the basis of “negotiated pictures of reality” (Klein 
and Snellen 2009). Against this background, it will be shown how situational con-
tracting provides a substitute for the glue of a focal ideological principle that In ’t 
Veld finds lacking in Chap. 1 of this book.  

4.4 Pulling things together: what makes institutions tick? 

4.4.1 Principal-agent theory  

The flaws in information and reciprocity, and the need to specify and enforce ac-
ceptance of responsibilities identified in Sects. 4.2 and 4.3 may be analysed in 
terms of principal-agent relations in which agents are typically better informed 
about possible solutions than principals, but dependent on – or interested in – the 
principal’s resources (Breton 1995). Hierarchies, markets and networks may be 
seen as chains of supply and demand, in which parties have something on offer 
that other parties want. Yet, although mutually dependent, actors are faced with 
information asymmetry at every step of public governance. Ministers for example, 
supply resources and demand solutions from senior civil servants who, in turn, de-
pend on ideas from their staff. At the end of the line, caseworkers, as principals in 
the delivery of benefits, may have difficulty in appraising the willingness of indi-
vidual agents – the claimants of public support – to make an appropriate effort to 
limit claims to what is necessary. Hence the need for institutional arrangements 
that clarify and enforce responsibilities and reveal information throughout the 
chain of policy-making and implementation. 

Differences between models of coordination remain, however, in that hierar-
chies are based on authority, markets deal on the basis reciprocity and the distribu-
tion of property rights, and networks need to secure cooperation. Note, moreover, 
that democracy itself may be interpreted in terms of principals and agents as well, 
with the citizen as the sovereign principal and the government as his agent. What 
unifies the analysis is that real life is characterised by information asymmetry, mu-
tual dependency and the need to specify rights and responsibilities. Principal agent 
theory highlights the full circle from power to the people to the citizen as a loyal 
subject. 

4.4.2 Situational contracting 

Mutual dependency in principal-agent relationships may be institutionalised by 
making individual access to benefits conditional on ascertainable efforts to limit 
claims on public support, as agreed upon in situational contracts with caseworkers. 
Contracts are situational when staff in delivery systems are mandated to allow for 
differences in the ability to perform of their counterparts and to offer customised 
facilities to improve capabilities. Situational contracts differ from New Public 
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Management (Pollitt et al. 2007) and from “contractualism” as developed else-
where (Le Grand 2007, Halligan 2007, Steane 2008) in sensitivity for differences 
in capabilities to deliver on obligations and in scope for mutual adjustment and 
bottom-up inputs in networks of policy-making and implementation. Transaction 
costs are controlled through protocols and mandates, on the basis of apply-or-
explain. Mutual adjustment in a situational response to demand and supply in pub-
lic intervention reveals individual preference, reduces opportunism, furthers trust 
and goal convergence – an alignment of the frames of reference with which prob-
lems are perceived (Van Buuren et al. 2009) – and induces open innovation. 

As a mode of governance, it is based on reciprocity, bonding and accountabil-
ity. Reciprocity between rights and obligations binds, and demands accountability. 
Customising on the basis of ability to pay or to perform (to deliver in kind) bonds; 
it nurtures individual involvement while allowing for diversity in preference and 
differences in circumstances and capabilities. It allows, moreover, for an intelli-
gent and adaptive order of self-organisation and bottom-up initiatives that lies at 
the basis of trust in democracy (Van Gunsteren 2006). Conditionality of access – 
the strong point of markets, but here remodelled in terms of willingness and ability 
to perform – reveals preference and reduces opportunism. Without it, asymmetric 
information makes disciplining the “non-deserving” difficult and performance 
hard to control. Effectiveness, finally, is monitored in accountability in independ-
ent peer reviews, to assess satisfaction on the demand side and to control manage-
rial efficiency on the supply side.  

Situational contracting creates a dialogue in which stakeholders in complex 
networks swap information, resources and commitments in recognition of their 
mutual dependency, investing in an organisational culture of citizenship and de-
liberate moulding of a shared fate (Van Gunsteren 1998). Recognising that there 
cannot be inclusion without exclusion, access to networks, discretionary powers 
and individual benefits of all participants depends on willingness and ability to 
perform. Self-organisation, reflexivity and bottom-up policy initiatives are en-
couraged, but policy capture and emergent patterns of strategic behaviour are con-
strained by maintaining political responsibility for protocols and mandates. In 
short, situational contracting endeavours to fill the operational void in the modern 
writing on complexity in public administration (Teisman et al. 2009).  

4.4.3 Contributions from the behavioural sciences; stewardship 

The situational approach is deduced from empirical findings that distrust breeds 
distrust, that trust depends on empathy, identification and the expectation of recip-
rocity (Nooteboom 2004), and that professionals in public service are motivated 
by more than self-interest alone (Bénabou and Tirole 2006). They want to heal, to 
teach, to design policies, to serve the common good, or whatever it is that moti-
vated their choice of profession. They are – up to a point – prepared to trade lei-
sure or pay for professional satisfaction, recognition, or career concern (Tirole 
1994), but feel constrained in settings of command and control. For many of them, 
a bureaucratic environment crowds out intrinsic motivations (Fehr and Falk 2002, 
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Frey and Stutzer 2002, Fischer and Huddart 2008). Surveying the evidence, Le 
Grand (2003: 64) concludes that the incentive structures of professional workers 
in the public sector should “nurture individuals” non-material concerns”. That is 
what situational contracting does: bonding with counterparts, shaping rather than 
steering performance, and guiding behaviour in a situational response with tailor-
made solutions and incentives (Wolfson 2010). It makes principal-agent relation-
ships, originally perceived as self-interest driven, develop into principal-steward 
relationships, in which a higher value is placed on goal convergence than on self-
interest (Van Slyke 2007) and, more generally, re-specifies models of mutual ad-
justment on the basis of findings from the behavioural sciences. 

Traditionally, professionals in areas such as public health have considerable 
degrees of freedom to cater to the needs of patients, and educators are entrusted to 
pass judgment on the ability to perform of students. Empowering professionals in 
other areas as well helps to adjust agendas to specific needs, ranging from the de-
ployment of police protection to urban renewal. It reduces the risk of shirking and 
rent seeking, formulates policies with bottom-up inputs, and grants professionals 
operational degrees of freedom on the basis of the mantra apply-or-explain. In 
short, it relies – within boundaries of political guidance – on professional ethic and 
experience to help overcome the asymmetries in information that are at the core of 
modern theories of incentives.  

4.4.4 Scope and limitations 

In appraising the scope for situational contracting, transaction costs are the easiest 
part, as cost-benefit analysis can approximate whether the marginal transaction 
costs remain below the marginal social cost of regulation superseded. Yet, there 
are other limitations as well, such as the possibility of exclusion – a condition of 
contractibility (Shleifer 1998) – and the unconditional delivery of entitlements 
when recipients cannot influence eligibility, or are not supposed to (primary edu-
cation). Access to non-excludable public goods remains open, and in authoritative 
routines, such as grading papers or upholding traffic regulations, there may be 
scope for appeal, but not for negotiation.  

Within these limitations, there is considerable scope to improve the targeting of 
public services and to further citizenship and public service motivation. Condi-
tionality of access reveals individual preference, reduces information asymmetry, 
improves the match between demand and supply and constrains uncooperative be-
haviour, not just in the delivery of individual social services, but also in general 
government (allowing police regions to develop their own mandates, for example), 
and in relations with network partners. Internationally, recent reforms have made 
IMF-conditionality more sensitive to differences in ability to perform, and the 
European Union has introduced a mode of situational contracting with farmers to 
improve environmental sustainability, food safety and animal welfare which re-
duces payments to farmers who fail to respect EU-standards. 

Yet, the cultural change required to introduce situational contracting requires a 
step-by-step approach and appropriate resources of time, money and continuity to 
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develop a bonding between principals and agents. Getting used to an interactive 
regime calls for gradual realignment of responsibilities and incentives, starting out 
with management-by-speech to prepare for cultural change, and with getting safe-
guards in place, such as exit and voice options and contestability. Initially, man-
agement-by-mandate, deregulation and the devolution of responsibilities might in-
crease transaction costs but, over time, new and more open routines in 
communication will develop and mandates will prove an efficient mode of com-
munication. Finally, shifting the balance between rules and discretion raises the 
question of safeguarding propriety, and calls for exit- and voice options and con-
testability of service providers as checks and balances against harassment. 

4.4.5 Applications, empirical results and points for further research 

In recent years, The Netherlands introduced situational contracting to deal with a 
number of public concerns. It all started with a parliamentary enquiry into the per-
formance of the social security system. The parliamentary committee documented 
an unsatisfactory situation in which employers and unions controlled access and 
used public insurance benefits as an exit route for surplus labour. Subsequently, 
the government commissioned the Scientific Council for Government Policy, a 
public but independent think tank, to develop suggestions for a fundamental re-
form, with a view to reducing unintended use of benefits and increasing labour 
participation. In consultation with academic specialists and resource people in the 
field, the Council developed three options for a new institutional design, from 
which the government selected the mode here identified as situational contracting 
for a step-by-step introduction over the period 1998–2002.      

To initiate the actual reform, an inclusive community of political participation 
was put together in the Dutch tradition of consensual democracy. Roles were rede-
fined to achieve goal convergence in a common strategy to promote employabil-
ity. Employers, labour, manpower brokers, health management agencies (HMAs) 
and the Ministry of Social Affairs agreed on best practices in prevention and rein-
tegration, which were then formalised in a protocol. An understanding was 
reached, for instance, to appraise the risk of disability in the first week of sickness, 
and to forthwith involve an HMA in developing and monitoring a plan of action 
for reintegration. 

As of 2002, all the necessary legislation had passed and a mode of situational 
contracting was fully operational. Public agencies now provide social insurance 
and take decisions on eligibility. Moreover, they classify individual cases in four 
broad categories of employability, as a base for a selective awarding of custom-
ised reintegration programmes. Individual employers and employees are held ac-
countable for prevention and reintegration. As an incentive to outplace or reinte-
grate employees, employers have to pay 70 % of the last wage during the first two 
years of sickness, as long as the public agency sees reasonable prospects for em-
ployability; that period that may be extended if efforts to further participation are 
considered inadequate. Moreover, employers have to contract private and com-
petitive manpower agencies and HMAs to provide a facilitating interface serving 
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three different stakeholders: customers (employers), clients (workers on sick 
leave) and political principals (who retain responsibility for the way the system 
works). Employers and HMAs are to keep logs of actions undertaken – to be vali-
dated by the employee – for submission to the public “gatekeeper” if reintegration 
efforts are unsuccessful and a disability benefit is to be considered. Uncooperative 
employees may see their benefits discontinued, but are protected by exit- and 
voice options. In short, the new approach replaces a rule-based but asymmetrically 
informed bureaucracy by a mode of well-informed discretion. It introduces cus-
tomised conditionality of access to reveal preference, induce cooperative behav-
iour, enable a situational response to perceived needs and ability to perform, and 
provides a documented basis for decisions by a public gate-keeper.  

4.5 Empirical results 

The reform has a significant impact on participation. Over the period 2000–2008, 
the employment rate increased from 72.9% to 77.2%, in the EU second only to 
Denmark (Eurostat 2009). In a recent study the Central Planning Bureau con-
cludes that the reforms in the disability case here selected “are considered success-
ful as the inflow in the disability schemes for workers declined from almost 
120,000 persons in 2000 and 2001 to less than 25,000 persons in 2006 and 2007” 
(Euwals et al. 2009:  36). There are more direct pointers of success as well: be-
tween 2002 and 2004, the number of employees on sick leave – in the past all too 
often leading to claims on disability insurance later on – dropped from 5.4% to 
4.6%, and the inflow in disability insurance from 87,000 to 60,000 per annum 
(Hoogtanders et al. 2006: 20 and 23). The most dramatic result, however, is that 
undue entitlements granted, before 2002 estimated at 38%, were virtually 
eliminated by 2003 (Euwals et al. 2009).  

As far as the outflow from disability insurance is concerned, Kok (2006) esti-
mates the social costs and benefits of reintegrating disabled workers at about 
€ 100 million and € 350 million per annum respectively, suggesting a substantial 
yield. Note, however, that there is some skimming involved here, as younger 
workers or those with lesser disability have a better chance of getting enrolled in a 
reintegration programme (Kok and Hop 2008). As for the immaterial rewards of 
participation, reintegrated employees cite the social benefits, such as having re-
gained social contacts on the job, slightly more often than financial considerations. 

Although the programme as a whole is undeniably successful in raising the 
employment rate and reducing the reliance on benefits, it is hard to establish to 
what extent results are attributable to its constituent components, such as the new 
reintegration programmes, the better hands-on monitoring during periods of sick-
leave, the clarification of responsibilities, or the more appropriate incentives for 
both employers and employees that were all introduced at the same time. The em-
pirical snag, of course, is that in complex reforms results are obtained through a 
“common funnel” of inputs, and are hard to decompose ex post. Although detailed 
evaluations are still going on, the cabinet was sufficiently convinced to commission 
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a follow-up study to explore options for a wider use of situational contracting 
(Wolfson 2005). Following its recommendations, the new mode was, as of 2007, 
introduced in supporting personal care for the non-working handicapped, with a 
first evaluation to be completed in early 2010, and elements of a principal-steward 
relationship were further developed in such areas as deregulating education en po-
lice deployment.   

An example of situational contracting under advisement is the Common Agri-
cultural Policy of the EU, where income support is gradually decoupled from pro-
duction. Efforts are induced to improve environmental sustainability, food safety 
and animal welfare through a system of conditionality or “cross-compliance”, 
which reduces payments to farmers who fail to respect EU-standards (European 
Commission 2007). Here again, uniform regulation is not feasible. Hence, follow-
ing recommendations from the Social and Economic Council (SER 2006, 2008), 
The Netherlands is now proposing to mandate member countries to deal with di-
versity, engaging farmers in situational contracts for the delivery of “green” (envi-
ronmental) and “blue” (water management) services.  

4.6 Discussion 

In the social security case discussed above, the main players for a long time pur-
sued diverging goals. Employers and unions wanted easy access to benefits, while 
the government wanted a least-cost solution, but was held hostage in the corpora-
tist tradition of the original arrangement. The story highlights how collective ac-
tion problems in networks of horizontal relationships might lead to self-interested 
actions and sub-optimal results that are difficult to manage. Over time, however, a 
prospect of full employment or even labour shortage resulting from demographic 
developments opened a window of opportunity, and goal convergence could be 
achieved in a new deal that rearranged responsibilities and competences.  

The point to grasp is that situational contracting introduces conditionality of 
access to the resources of principals at all levels in the chain of command, and 
horizontally as well. Willingness to make a credible effort to limit claims reveals 
the urgency of a need and avoids complexity in detailed categorisation – citizens 
and other agents classify themselves, as it were, for entitlements or resources, 
while customising efforts required takes care of differences in ability to perform. 
At the meso-level, access of professionals to policy arenas and degrees of freedom 
in delivery are conditional on making a constructive contribution, and delivering 
on responsibilities. Summing up, conditionality reveals preference, takes the guile 
out of self-interest and leaves scope for more empathic and cooperative motivations.  
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4.7 Conclusions 

This chapter claims that goal convergence and effectiveness of public intervention 
crucially depend on the ways in which information is revealed and the interaction 
between stakeholders is coordinated throughout the entire chain of policy-making 
and implementation. To that effect, the basic elements of governance – agenda-
setting, policy-making, implementation and accountability – are brought together 
again, in a format that deals with information asymmetry and diversity, on the ba-
sis of new insights from the behavioural sciences and theories of justice that have 
been ignored too long in public administration. Situational contracting bonds by 
nurturing non-material concerns, in reciprocity and accountability, making access 
to policy networks and benefits conditional on a credible and ascertainable effort 
to limit claims, but allowing for differences in preference and capabilities. Reviv-
ing intrinsic cooperative motivations, it creates ownership, tapping new ideas and 
spreading the right to define and judge the value of what is being produced across 
legitimate stakeholders (Moore and Hartley 2008, Van Gunsteren 2006). It is ar-
gued that this will create a better fit to individual preference and a better over-all 
performance than traditional hierarchies or networks.  

Note again that conditionality depends on excludability. Non-excludable goods 
remain provided in top-down modes of command and control, although the con-
sultative element of situational contracting in preparing legislation described in the 
case study may prove a useful innovation here as well. Exclusion and monitoring 
requires an initial investment, and so there are transaction costs to be considered. 
Yet, costs are reduced by diffusing best practice in peer reviews, protocols and 
mandates. More important is that situational contracting is indeed situational in 
that it introduces the option to make access to policy arenas and public benefits 
conditional on the basis of ability to perform, rather than on an equivalent quid pro 
quo as in the market mode.  

Where – I am asking again – does all this leave knowledge democracy? Situ-
ational contracting provides a format to make ideologies operational, but disci-
plines a world of make believe, shirking, rent seeking and populist grandstanding 
by holding politicians, partners in implementation and individual citizens account-
able for mutual obligations. It will not solve all the wicked problems of modern 
governance, but it improves the flow of information and introduces elements of 
deliberative and direct democracy, reducing the wicked problem of aggregating 
individual preference as the driver in policy-making.  

 



5 One Man – One Vote – One Carbon Footprint: 
Knowledge for Sustainable Development 

Klaus Töpfer and Günther Bachmann 

Abstract     

“One man, one vote” is the core idea of modern democracy. It is a slogan that has 
been used in many parts of the world, and in many public campaigns for universal 
suffrage. It became particularly prevalent during the period of emerging parlia-
mentarism, and later during the phase of decolonisation and the global struggles 
for national sovereignty. Today, while modern societies are being challenged by 
non sustainable developments, the concept of knowledge democracy is emerging. 
This concept emphasises direct, participative forms of coping with challenges of 
increasing knowledge production and of applying this knowledge to solve prob-
lems of very long term and fundamental characteristics. With this, the slogan “one 
man, one vote” gets a new connotation and gains renewed relevance for societies 
in dealing with their debt to the future. In this chapter we will argue that it will 
even expand its relevance if combined with the fundamental idea of environmental 
justice as expressed by the idea of “one man, one vote, one carbon footprint”, and 
that this also requires that the debate on sustainable development will be better in-
formed. 

5.1 Democracy in a challenging time  

In many countries around the world the principles of democracy are not yet fully 
established, and the democratic countries display a huge variety of how demo-
cracy is being practiced, be it in different voting systems, employee participation 
in enterprises, or public participation. All this alone gives enough reason to dis-
cuss the perspectives of democracy. But there is much more. After the first decade 
of the 2000s, the world is troubled by a double crisis, one being perceived as fi-
nancial meltdown and subsequent economic crisis of 2008/2009, the other known 
as an environmental crisis with the global warming at its heart. They are challeng-
ing the way our society debates the future and the way knowledge about risks and 
opportunities is dealt with. Scientific research on the loss of biodiversity, the dy-
namics of climate change and resource depletion, has made quite plausible that the 
world as we know it, will change. Greed, subprime mania, risk without responsi-
bility and smug thinking are building up a crisis-affine mindset and, thus, lead to 
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deficits in market behaviour and policy formulation. Purposely, no thought is 
given to the consequences of unrealistic and unreasonable growth. The “buy now 
and pay later” mentality and the notion that we can neglect the costs of environ-
mental damage and pass them to future generations are both attitudes that fuel 
short-term thinking in the green-house. The unbridled nature of this crisis is end-
lessly annoying. It breeds doubt about how knowledge, responsibility, and liability 
are shared today. Yet the worst annoyance, comes from those who are not at all 
annoyed by this crisis. 

The economic crisis in 2008 and 2009 is a “short wave and high tide” type, and 
this is worrying enough. But the climate crisis is a long wave, which may develop 
into a tsunami. There is increasing evidence that the global greenhouse will put 
our societies at risk, ecologically, economically, and certainly regarding the social 
impacts that climate change will have on the quality of life, culture and people’s 
prosperity (Leggewie and Welzer 2009, Friedman 2008, Diamond 2005). With 
climate change at its core, the global challenge is therefore broader: it is a chal-
lenge of development and of how pathways could be designed in the transition to a 
sustainable development. 

The question is how to shape the direction of change and how to get people in-
volved: What are the challenges of the sustainability crisis to our democracies? 
The state, nationally and in multinational agreements, will have to play an impor-
tant role, but the state alone will not be apt to avoid climate disruptions and envi-
ronmental depletion. The state will not just regulate society onto more sustainable 
pathways. There are also other trends that influence the functioning of democra-
cies, like globalisation of production chains, individualisation of lifestyles and be-
haviour, the demo-graphic change in ageing societies, food safety and security, 
and the Internet and how it influences our communication skills and other soft 
skills in dealing with knowledge. 

The sustainability challenge, however, adds a normative, political challenge: 
The extrapolation of the democratic concept of “one man, one vote” to include the 
environmental justice concept of “one carbon footprint” will be a crucial part of 
climate solutions, together with other instruments targeting to adjust market be-
haviour and political commitment. This makes the relation of knowledge and de-
mocracy an interesting feature and it renders it clear enough that new ideas are 
needed to make knowledge work for sustainable development. 

 

The case for global warming 
Increased greenhouse emissions have already warmed the planet by 

0.8°C and even with a zero additional emission policy enacted right away, 
the planet will experience the “fat tail” of greenhouse impacts, and will 
warm another 0.5°C to 1.5 or 2°C, or even to 2.5°C, given the long standing 
warming potential of greenhouse gases. Whether this “fat tail” will come out 
closer to the minimum or the maximum depends on how serious carbon 
mitigation policies will be implemented and, to a substantive part, on 
whether and how aerosol emissions of “black carbon” are being cut down. 
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The role of atmospheric brown clouds for the dimming of climate forcing 
and the role of aerosols in processes that may accelerate climate impacts on 
for example glacier systems is only recently being targeted (Ramanathan 
2007) and has lead to a rethinking of the strategies for climate research 
(Ramanathan et al. 2009). 

The major impact of climate forcing threatens the vulnerability of human 
habitats. The real extent of those threats becomes clear on the regional and 
local level, and cannot be deducted from global average warming figures 
alone. Given the fact that any heating of the atmosphere basically means to 
power up the physical reactivity of the earth system it is understood that ex-
treme events will be triggered. Those events may be for example glacier 
melting, ocean-weather interfaces, sudden effects of soil deterioration, 
droughts and water flooding respectively, food chain disruptions, and the 
melting of soil-permafrost, or the release of hitherto accumulated and bound 
residues with green house gas potential such as for example benthos bound 
methane or carbon stored away in peat reservoirs. Neither the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change nor the Kyoto Treaty considers the 
need for immediate measures that would gain time and hedge against cli-
mate forcing.  

Politically far reaching commitments have been negotiated in the frame 
of the G8 and G20 summit meetings in L’Aquila, Italy. They are displaying 
a roadmap for implementing an internationally shared way to combat cli-
mate change. The main action point to note is that industrialised countries 
are committed to put in place a major transition to reduce carbon emissions 
by 80% in 2050, therefore sending strong signals along midway from now to 
2050. Scientific advice provided by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, IPCC, goes even further. In order to have a higher probability to 
avoid worse climate change impacts industrialised countries should reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions 80–95% as part of global effort to reduce emis-
sions by 80% by 2050 as concluded by the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report 
2007 (IPCC 2007). Time is of the essence, noting the need to peak global 
emissions in the next 10–15 years if we are to avoid the most disruptive im-
pacts. IPCC introduces the concept of a climate emergency for the chance 
that the peak carbon point would not be met, global temperature rises more 
than 2°C, and major tip-ping points of the earth system would be triggered. 

CO2-emissions account for only about half of the global warming story. 
Ground-level ozone (from transport and biomass burning), black carbon 
(aerosols from motor vehicles and households) and me-thane production 
(from agriculture, cattle) also play roles. While mitigation of CO2 is mostly 
a case for high tech clean energy generation from renewable sources, energy 
saving appliances, retrofitting buildings, the other greenhouse gases and 
black carbon substances require some very different sets of measures. 
Mostly, they require changes in land use methods in forestry and agriculture, 
a transition of consumption patterns (in particular meat consumption). 
Above all, they are caused by all kinds of wood-fired domestic heating and 
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cooking. Whereas the first may be targeted by industrial policies and inno-
vation, the latter require decentralised action on the ground. 

5.2 Making democracy work for sustainability 

With a large part of the scientific community in broad agreement over the climate 
change challenge, one might expect the democratic political system to take imme-
diate and thorough measures. It seems, however, that there is no automatic re-
sponse and that a closer look into the mechanics of decision-making is necessary. 
When the world leaders gathered for the UN Summit on Environment and Devel-
opment, in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro, and processed the Rio Agenda 21 all aspects of 
stakeholder involvement, public sharing of experience and knowledge, informed 
debates and access to sound information have been covered as a centrepiece of 
sustainable development (Brundtland 1987). The last two decades have signifi-
cantly added more weight to this. 

The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) is the legal 
framework for multinational efforts to curb greenhouse gas emissions and has 
even been ratified by the US. In particular, it is one sentence that turned out to be 
of crucial value for any activity following up, be it on the international or the na-
tional level:  

Human activities have been substantially increasing the atmospheric 
concentrations of greenhouse gases (…) and that this will result on average 
an additional warming of the Earth surface and atmosphere and may 
adversely affect natural ecosystems and humankind.  

Ever since, the central open question is to what extent do we have to limit the in-
crease in greenhouse gases concentration in order to avoid unacceptable or even 
dangerous impacts on nature and for mankind? This triggered intensive discus-
sions in science, and it still does. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change, IPCC, has become a successful mechanism for the creation of collec-
tively shared scientific findings. A key conclusion on the basis of this body of sci-
entific evidence is that the increase of average global temperature must not surpass 
2°C; otherwise it seems to be most probable that the earth system reacts and irre-
versible changes will be tipped off. It is widely shared knowledge that the 2°C 
threshold translates into a maximum concentration of greenhouse gases in the at-
mosphere well below 450–500 ppm. With today’s 380 ppm we therefore know 
that we have to take serious action urgently. Give and take, there are only six 
years to go until we have to reach the “carbon peak” (the point in time when the 
maximum carbon load will be emitted into the atmosphere starting then a period 
of ever decreasing emissions). That is a tremendous challenge that almost seems 
out of reach given the experience the world shared in respect of the time it took to 
internationally negotiate the Kyoto Protocol, to bring it into action and then to re-
alise that, to a large part, reality is counteracting commitments even of a number 
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of signatory states. The message of scientific knowledge suggests that another 
such time gap is not affordable. 

After 1992, it took climate diplomacy altogether 13 years for getting a legally 
binding Kyoto Protocol entered into force. And still, large emitters such as the 
United States of America and Australia did not ratify, other big emitters are not 
subject to the obligations of the protocol that is nearly without any “teeth” and 
lacks a reasonable enforcement and compliance instrument. It is not surprising that 
global green house gas emissions increased instead of decreased.  

To make matters worse, in the last two decades the world has changed pro-
foundly. This change makes the case for rethinking knowledge, democracy and 
sustainability an intriguing one. Today, the knowledge about climate change is 
overwhelmingly concrete and convincing: we can calculate the point in time by 
which we have to manage the carbon emissions to peak (very soon), and how 
much carbon tonnes remain to be emitted without increasing the possibility of 
climate disruptions (very few), and we can even design options of how this re-
maining emission could be allocated and how the burden of emission reduction 
could be shared (for example very asymmetric taking into account that the most 
competitive economies should accept the most extensive burden; and more sym-
metric in the sense of suggesting the global equal per capita emissions rights).  

The lesson to be learnt is that knowing this evident information does not auto-
matically bridge the gap to political knowledge, not to speak of the societal wis-
dom to take appropriate action. 

5.3 Co-evolution and knowledge workers 

Judging from long standing experience in environmental decision-making there is 
no point in waiting for scientific knowledge to just drop into society. Neither is it 
reasonably possible to deliberately boost up the process of dropping knowledge. 
And what is frequently referred to as “knowledge society” is a construction as dif-
fuse as possible that rarely leads to concrete measures. 

Instead, we suggest exploring a new approach. It builds from the observation 
gained in the efforts such as the control and reduction of long range transport of 
acid pollutants, the reduction of airborne heavy metals, ozone and sulphur accord-
ing to so-called critical loads and levels, or the cleaning up of contaminated land: 
Science and policies are being co-produced, and the value of scientific evidence 
comes with the process of negotiating find-ing, measures and means (for example 
Lidskog and Sundquist 2002). 

In general, environmentalism may generate a special brand of mentality and 
governance (governmentality, according to Sutton 2004: 171), but it sometimes 
seems to be useful with respect to other policies as well. One example is the con-
ceptual framework for the establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change. This concept reacts to the increasing need to generate additional 
knowledge on climate change and the mutual reaction of the earth system and 
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society. It also reacts to the problems of society and decision-makers to keep track 
of scientific progress. 

IPCC was deliberately designed as an intergovernmental panel and not just as a 
scientific panel, the latter being state of the art at that point in time. This has been 
an innovative feature. Another innovation was the concept of webbing the IPCC 
deep into the scientific community, rather than just appointing a number of emi-
nent members to form a panel body. Those two social innovations proved success-
ful in helping to create informal knowledge networks and fostering a community 
of specialists and officials (Enders 2008, Schneidewind 2009).  

The co-evolution of science and policy-making does not go without all sorts of 
frictions, of course. On the contrary, those frictions purposely be-long to the social 
dialogue and ask for new forms of dialogue (see below). There is, however, an-
other impact of co-evolution, and that is the concept of a knowledge worker. Co-
evolution needs a new brand of intellectual thinking and it creates a new type of 
intellectual: the knowledge worker. They would work within diverse organisa-
tional schemes inside and outside of the “silos” of disciplines and departments, at 
the same time. Also, their work should address highly complex issues encompass-
ing technical and scientific issues as well as the social learning and transition 
management. They perceive reality as room for possibilities. For them the opposi-
tion of being a realist versus thinking more fundamental or creative is outdated. 
Instead, this new brand of knowledge working would ask for critical analysis, co-
operative networking plus the ability to create a momentum and to make use of it 
in a way that allows continuing progress. Mutius (2008: 24) proposes to qualify 
this type of intellectual a “constructive intellectual” as opposed to the conven-
tional approach to the role of intellectuals in European societies (also: Minx and 
Preisler 2008). That is why we suggest advancing the discourse on science, society 
and role of knowledge in democracies.  

5.4 Democratic climate futures 

In almost every aspect the climate change poses problems that are asymmetric in 
time and place. Climate change requires a “drop in the bucket” type of long-term 
decision-making: a continuous series of interventions during a long period is nec-
essary to cause favourable effects (Chap. 18 by Meuleman and In ’t Veld, in this 
volume). Those who did not cause climate change are most likely the ones that 
have to carry the biggest climate change impacts. Obviously, the developed coun-
tries have been and continues to be the basic cause of the problem. In the develop-
ing countries the conclusion is obvious: rich nations must take on the basic burden 
of mitigation, consume less of the world’s resources and absolutely reduce their 
contribution to global warming. That is why attempts to declare flat goals of emis-
sion reduction across all countries have not been achieved so far and are seen as 
unequal and unfair. 

While the developing world did not create the problem, they now clearly add to 
it significantly. Between 1980 and 2006, per capita carbon emissions doubled in 
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developing countries as a group, and nearly tripled in China. And the people from 
the developing countries have a real stake in global action on this front, for they 
are already the worst affected by the growing incidence of climatic change – 
temporary or not -, especially in tropical and semi-tropical zones. 

However, from an ethical standpoint, one may not expect people who are annu-
ally emitting a per capita amount of one tonne carbon dioxide to reduce their share 
of emitted green house gases – as long as in other parts of the world people are 
emitting 10, 20 ton and more. On average, carbon emissions per capita in the de-
veloped countries are about five times higher than those in developing countries. 
Between some countries the differences are even starker, and a closer look into the 
carbon divide within the (US-)American, the Indian and any other society will 
most likely reveal a social differentiation in carbon emissions between the rich and 
the poor that is of no less significance than the social divide in terms of income or 
life expectancy is. 

The problem is that the sustainability project, in terms of ensuring basic needs 
to the whole population without compromising the way future generations will de-
cide to meet their needs, is still far from complete in many parts of the world. 
Worse: Mankind seems to be heading north on a southbound track, with all indica-
tors of greenhouse gas emissions pointing constantly that mankind is moving in 
the wrong way.  

Even without trying to replicate western standards of living, by just trying to 
provide every citizen with the minimum decent standards of living that contempo-
rary technology can offer, such as permanent housing, electricity, access to clean 
water, sanitation and sufficient food, emerging countries necessarily require more 
natural resource use which results in more carbon emissions than the planet may 
carry in the long run without tipping the line that may cause major disruptions for 
people and prosperity. 

Therefore the concept of environmental justice may become a necessary addi-
tion to the “one man, one vote” claim of democracy. Such a plea is not new. In the 
1970s the precautionary principle was introduced in environ-mental policies. For 
long-term decision-making this was rephrased into a version of Kant’s categorical 
imperative: “We have no right to make decisions which would, according to our 
present knowledge and values, impose on future generations such costs and risks 
as we would not be willing to assume by ourselves” (Meuleman and In ’t Veld 
2009). In 1990s the economic term “environmental space” was introduced (Weter-
ings and Opschoor 1994), as a measure for how to utilise the environment without 
compromising future uses. The concept considers environment and nature as “re-
sources” which can be “consumed” by people. The consumption should not ex-
ceed a certain amount, expressed as quota. The problem was and is that this idea is 
quite difficult to quantify. Nevertheless, the concept merged into new forms that 
try to footprint the per capita consumption of ecological resources, water, or fish 
stock. They all present figures that explain reasonably well the social divide in 
threats to environment and our societies (source: Worldmapper). For the time be-
ing, the so-called carbon footprint may serve as a catch-all. A carbon footprint re-
lates to the amount of greenhouse gases produced in our day-to-day lives through 
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burning fossil fuels for electricity, heating and transportation. The carbon footprint 
is a measurement of all greenhouse gases we individually produce and has units of 
tons of carbon dioxide equivalent. 

This is why, today, the principal claim of democracy “one man – one vote” has 
to be amplified: “one man – one vote – one carbon footprint”. This would help in 
making concrete the individual “environmental space”; it would stimulate public 
consciousness about the impact of the use of natural resources and of environ-
mental pollution. Finally, it would also stimulate the design of democratic deci-
sion-making procedures for the exchange of individual quota, a “cap and trade” 
system on an individual basis.   

5.5 Governance of climate emergency? 

Mitigation of greenhouse gases is – and will stay – the best option for any serious 
global change approach in politics and for economies. In terms of scientifically 
describing ways and means to cope with the climate challenge, we have to ask 
what happens if mankind is crossing the red-tape line of 2°C average global 
warming. To trespass this limit is often said to run the world into a climate emer-
gency situation, because impacts of all sorts are to be expected and might endan-
ger flood control, food security, urban development or cause climate-caused mi-
gration. If they do, this of course would very profoundly impact every aspect of 
global interaction, both ecologically and economically. It would possibly destabi-
lise the whole of society and add to the rundown of democratic and institutional 
power, known as failing state syndrome. 

There is, however, no political idea of how to react to a climate emergency and 
its impact on the decision-making system, not to speak of democracy. During the 
whole of human history, the concept of emergency used to be a national feature, or 
in some worst cases of wartime and negligence of human rights, a regional one. It 
has certainly never been a global one, fortunately. The international decision-
making practice is suited to respond to genocides by taking action in the name of 
human ethics against national sovereignty. This alone poses humanitarian and po-
litical questions sometimes difficult to resolve. A climate emergency would go 
even further and raise all kind of issues of how to institutionalise any significant, 
reliable (accountable, transparent), reversible and controllable emergency re-
sponse.  

The decision capacity as institutionalised today is not prepared to fulfil this 
task. The UN was established as a multinational reaction to the threats of the 
World War II, which, at that point in time, definitely was an emergency response. 
In order to face the challenges of modern societies, multi-lateral institutions and 
the national level, even the self-regulated civil society, have to merge into a new 
state in order to meet the challenge of democratic decision-making in the realm of 
climate change, or, positively put: in the upcoming area of a sustainable develop-
ment. This leads to important questions:  
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− Can this be conceived in a way that makes full use of democratic com-
forts?  

− Can we leave the decision whether a country will adapt to rapid climate 
change to the respective government, or must we perceive this a decision 
that needs more than just one voice because the adaption itself is imposed 
or will have to be enforced rather than being just a free will “take it or 
leave it” option?  

− Do we already understand the dimension of democratic challenge in-
volved here for the multinational governance system and for the way 
modern societies deal with expanded knowledge about self-destruction?  

These are fundamental issues. For the modern knowledge society their role might 
be comparable to the one the worker’s participation and codetermination once had 
for the establishment of democracy and a democratic self-understanding of soci-
ety. In more concrete and focused on the above mentioned governance issues of 
climate emergency terms the following questions are of prime importance:  

− Who would be de facto and legally capable to assess which impact may 
be reversible or irreversible – given the fact that measures to adapt to 
climate change may display both of these properties? 

− Who would be legitimised to provide and prepare decision tools taking 
into account assessments of impacts on food supply, arable land, water 
accessibility and the land use in coastal areas where the majority of popu-
lation is living and working now, worldwide? 

− Who would be held liable in case of enforced climate adaptation costs 
imposed to regions that clearly have only a minor share in causing the 
climate change?  

− Who would act as clearing house once benefits need to be shared be-
tween regional communities, or asymmetric disparate time-bound im-
pacts have to be implemented in a fair way? 

Whatever the political choice will be in the end, this is a topic for advanced think-
ing along the science-society interface. The aim is to provide society with an in-
formed debate about climate change policies on mitigation and adaptation clearly 
asking for answers that go beyond what seems economically feasible today.  

5.6 Metaphors for the yet untold 

Assuming there is enough political will and economic power to trigger major tran-
sitions towards sustainability the other key question is: Where do we get the meta-
phoric images for the Great Transformation? What kind of symbolic pictures and 
mythological images human culture needs for awareness-building processes? 

Collective awareness for the Earth’s environment system was first catalysed by 
the image of the planet Earth taken by the “Man to the Moon”-missions. However, 
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today we experience a revolution in communication techniques from internet to all 
features of individualised and easy-access-telecommunication, but for the Earth-
Man-Interface we still have no up-to-date cultural features. This is obviously a se-
rious setback for the communication of science results.  

With the means of basic math that explain threats of global warming to the 
broader public. Graphs, tables, stats indicators and figures are building the infor-
mation that is expected to advance the public debate into an informed debate. The 
success remains disputable. 

All past major societal transitions have produced symbols, mostly embedded in 
a complex system of symbols. They process pure data into information, informa-
tion into knowledge, and knowledge into what finally serves as the groundwork of 
judgment. Icons and iconic forms are an important tool with the help of which 
humans communicate reality. Reality might even be perceived with the help of 
certain iconography. It might be created through linguistic, scholarly, scientific, 
and artistic thoughts and concepts; they might be coming up through societal shar-
ing of experiences, and they might be remodelled through permanent communica-
tion, individual understanding, legislation and politics itself. They use, of course, 
cultural archetypes such as rituals, myths, imagination and routine narratives. In par-
ticular in the arts they might make additional use of manifestos and social practice.  

If it is seen as a given that the universe of symbolic meaning and semiotics cre-
ated by man structures and shapes the way we perceive reality and what is ac-
cepted as information and knowledge, then, we have to ask what this observation 
does tell us in respect to climate change and unsustainable developments? 

5.7 From access to information to informed debate 

To improve “sustainability literacy”, free and unrestricted access to information is 
needed. This is the starting point. The protection of the environment and public 
health depends on scientific information that is reliable and impartial. Citizens and 
policy-makers rely on the most current scientific knowledge and technologies to 
make wise decisions. The “right to know” is helping people push for improved ac-
cess to information on the environment, health, and safety held by government or 
also by private parties. In addition, one of the signs of an emerging knowledge 
democracy is that citizens, better educated and informed than ever, produce 
knowledge themselves. Such “citizen’s knowledge” may be an enrichment of the 
total body of knowledge available for democratic decision-making, but can also be 
in competition with scientific knowledge. New mechanisms are needed to com-

Since the UN Summit 1992 in Rio de Janeiro the agenda of sustainable devel-
opment is programmatically linked to the inclusive and consensus-orientated deci-
sion-making that gets people involved as actors rather than only as voters, and that 
gets sustainability thinking mainstreamed in parliaments, the private sector, and 

bine scientific and lay knowledge into productive combinations (see also Bunders, 
this volume).These requirements are widely accepted in politics although they 
are not sufficiently implemented and lacking political stomach.  
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science and humanities. In general terms (the whole of society including politics 
and business) we are far from achieving an informed debate about what is not sus-
tainable and what are positive options to get ourselves out onto the sustainable 
pathway. The task at hand is to bring life to the concept of informed debate by 
continued efforts to stimulating knowledge support and sustainability action. 
However, there is a need for stocktaking and new action to recombine economy 
and ecology, to improve sustainability governance, to sharing knowledge in eco-
innovation, resource efficiency and green growth, adaptation to climate change, 
food security, land use, public financing and benefit sharing. 

Already existing instruments play an important role and should be implemented 
more often and more effectively. Those instruments such as impact assessment, 
open coordination, technology assessment, risk prediction and risk management, 
however, are designed to sort out what should better not be done. New thinking is 
required to scout out new ways and options for sustainable development. 

5.8 Organising informed debates 

The broader normative conception of democracy that includes environ-mental jus-
tice in the form of the “one carbon footprint” statement requires a broad societal 
consciousness of the responsibility we have, as individuals and as nations, for a 
sustainable future. A crucial factor is that the societal debate on this subject must 
be well-informed. National Councils for Sustainability are designed to take part in 
such an informed debate, and to stimulate this. They advise national governments 
on all items of the national sustainability strategy, propose action and projects, and 
communicate the aspects of sustainability in the public. They include in their de-
bate science, society and the media. This implies leadership in setting the agenda 
and designing possible solutions. Meaningful contents will mostly be only pro-
vided if processes of participation, empowerment, capacity building, and coopera-
tion are being successfully triggered.  

In Germany, the Council for Sustainable Development is a body of eminent 
persons mandated to advise the Federal Chancellery on the sustainability strategy 
(Bundesregierung 2008, Rat für Nachhaltige Entwicklung). The council developed 
a line of instruments and formats that are functional to qualify up the sustainability 
debate: 

− Expert dialogues on certain issues (fact finding and scouting for new 
frontiers); 

− Leadership fora with industrial and commercial leaders on Corporate So-
cial Responsibility (action-orientated); 

− Mission Sustainability (best-practice forum for social practice); 
− “Citizens engaged in generational dialogue and sustainability” (award 

scheme fostering a “culture of acknowledgement”); 
− “Carl von Carlowitz Lectures” (high-end scientific lectures covering the 

society-sustainability interface starting November 2009 with a lecture on 
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ecology and sustainability given by Professor Wolfgang Haber); 
− In collaboration with other institutions the Council contributes to devel-

oping new evidence-based formats such as “Ranking of Sustainability 
Reports of large and medium-sized industries”, German Sustainability 
Award; 

− International Peer Review on German sustainability policies (Stigson 
et al. 2009). 

In a number of other European countries, such councils have meanwhile been es-
tablished.  

5.9 Completing the knowledge grid 

Computing a maximum of bits does not sum up to active thinking. The number of 
bits processed does not by itself make software smart. There has to be more. 
Knowledge-based debates are as good as they may be in the position to hook up 
with the scientific high-end thinking. Regarding the sustainability thinking this is 
a severe shortcoming.  

In order to decide what actually makes a debate an informed debate measuring 
appears to be necessary. This is a lesson learnt: the concept of democracy would 
have remained a lifeless token as long as people did not start to measure the de-
mocratic process. Metrics alone would not guarantee substantial progress, but 
without it there might be no option at all. 

“Informed debate” must not be misunderstood as being a limited debate. In-
formed debate does not reduce the debate to those who are informed, excluding 
others. In addition, the involvement of stakeholders in sustainable development 
debates is essential, because what is thought of as “sustainable” is often dependent 
on assumptions and values. Judging from the example of ongoing debates on cli-
mate strategies, land consumption, or carbon capture and storage, it seems ques-
tionable whether a debate is “informed enough”. Deficits or shortcomings of this 
kind only give reason to empower integrative thinking. In dealing with complexi-
ties of all sorts we have to think big about the concept of thinking, and we have to 
start thinking about changing the knowledge grid. 

For designing and applying political choices towards sustainable development 
advanced thinking is important. It needs a special brand of sustainability know-
ledge brokers that would manage the interface of advanced knowledge on the part 
of science and, on the part of society, of the processes needed to prepare for decision-
making. Ideally, this would be embedded in or related to practical and complex 
processes of change and transition, be it technically, economically or socially. For 
this purpose, the European Union Sustainable Development Strategy introduces 
the buzz word “informed debate about sustainable development” (European Union 
2007). 
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5.10 A duty-to-know 

We suggest that there is also a duty for everybody to impart and acquire sustain-
ability literacy. This duty might be conceived as “must be known”-duty, or as 
“duty to know”. It would add to what we until now know as in-formation right. It 
would make the pathway data take in order to become societal knowledge a two-
tier-way, finally leading to a knowledge grid. 

Both the (already mostly understood) “right to know” and the (new and sug-
gested) “duty to know” are essential for informed debates around sustainable de-
velopment. Frequently, decisions have to be taken under the precondition of 
asymmetric knowledge: scientific evidence is available, but political consequences 
are unclear (for example some aspects of climate change policies), knowledge is 
incomplete or no full knowledge can ever be achieved, but political consequences 
are quite clear (for example the financial meltdown in 2008). 

The public is reluctant to accept enormous and “out of the norm”-threats. The 
prospect of possible emergencies related to climate forcing, the un-abated species 
extinction, asymmetries in food security, safety, poverty and health are indeed 
threatening human existence in some regions of the earth. Gloom and doom com-
munication does not help, nor does an elaborated ignorance. The situation is simi-
lar to how democratic societies re-acted to the destructive potential of the atomic 
bomb in the 1950s and 1960s. The sheer dimension of potential destruction was so 
scary that people tended to lose the ability to feel sorrow and just decide to refrain 
from letting this dimension influence their way of living.  

But averting dangers may turn out to be no less perilous than the dangers them-
selves if society finds the courage to collectively make tough decisions and em-
bark on courses designed by vision and ambition to make the world a better place 
by combining democracy and sustainability. Critics who regard themselves as re-
alist, may object. They may say that the virus of unattainability and delusion lurks 
in every hope. But there is also the opposite saying: the virus of hope lurks in 
every unattained reality. 

 



6 Unlocking the full potential of the crowd – a 
government perspective 

Maurits Kreijveld  

Abstract    

As a result of technological developments over the past two decades citizens have 
become increasingly connected, both socially and virtually. Now, more effective 
use of the collective knowledge and expertise of a group of citizens can be made 
in a way that improves knowledge and produces greater insight into information. 

The experts interviewed in this study use “wisdom of crowds” to refer to a 
range of phenomena, with differing degrees of social interaction and different 
numbers of decision-makers. Their definitions do not necessarily, therefore, comp-
ly with the traditional definitions of “wisdom” and “crowds”.  

We developed a framework to map these phenomena in terms of numbers of 
decision-makers and amounts of knowledge. This involved identifying three 
stages of development, with interaction between governments and citizens increas-
ing from Stage 1 to Stage 3. At the same time, decision-making processes are be-
coming more and more complex, and the traditional role of governments is in-
creasingly being challenged.  

More effective social interaction and greater involvement of citizens in deci-
sion-making processes are predicted to lead to more “wisdom of crowds”. In order 
to unlock the full potential of this, more knowledge about social interactions in the 
“crowd” is needed, as well as progress in the technological tools available to fa-
cilitate coordination and collaboration.  

6.1 Introduction 

The technological developments over the past two decades have changed the so-
cietal playing field dramatically. Computers have become connected worldwide, 
while much more information is now available to every citizen. At the same time 
citizens have become connected in new ways and now have the tools to produce, 
share and distribute their own information, knowledge and opinions. Citizens all 
around the world have embraced these new opportunities enthusiastically, as the 
explosive growth in personal websites, blogs, social networking sites, YouTube 
and Twitter demonstrates. The Web has become a social Web.  

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_6,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 

This phenomenon is widely referred to as the “wisdom of crowds”.  



64      M. Kreijveld  

This fully networked and global structure, with its huge range of many-to-many 
communication opportunities, has created a completely new set of dynamics, 
where citizens can raise their voice and group and regroup themselves ad hoc 
around the issues that matter to them. In this way, bottom-up and lateral initiatives 
can arise and rapidly grow in popularity. Citizens have become less dependent on 
and, therefore, less bound by traditional organisations, institutions and states. In-
itiatives such as Wikipedia and Linux show some of the potential that citizens can 
create by working together enthusiastically, without the involvement of traditional 
organisations. 

More and more organisations and governments have started to make use of 
these new opportunities in recent years. Companies such as Lego, Boeing and Dell 
have successfully involved their customers and harnessed their knowledge and ex-
pertise through online communities where consumers can send in and discuss 
ideas for new products and have the opportunity to influence the configuration of 
products being developed. Web 2.0 tools also played an important role in Presi-
dent Obama’s election campaign. Indeed these tools are seen as the key to his suc-
cess because they enabled him to engage citizens and mobilise them to play an ac-
tive role in his campaign and fundraising (Harfoush 2009). Growing numbers of 
organisations have recognised the potential for involving citizens in developing 
and marketing their products and policies. The Netherlands has seen the following 
examples of such co-creation or crowd sourcing initiatives:  

− the Battle of Concepts, an online idea contest where companies can put 
questions to students and young professionals about innovation and mar-
keting;  

− innovation 2.0, where companies can provide input for the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs’ innovation policy;  

− wijbouweneenwijk.nl, an online community where citizens and experts 
can meet to co-create a new residential area in the municipality of Smal-
lingerland.  

New technologies, such as augmented reality1, sensor networks, mobile devices 
and advancements in artificial intelligence (including semantics2 and swarm mod-
elling), are being developed to provide greater insight into data and information 
and to improve interaction among people and between people and their surround-
ings. These technologies are expected to enable citizens to coordinate their efforts 
even better in the future and to collaborate more effectively than before. This will 
make citizens an even stronger force to be reckoned with.  
                                                           

 
1  An augmented reality (AR) is created when data and information are merged with an im-

age or view of the real world, for instance through a mobile phone camera or a TV 
screen. AR is seen as a powerful technique for contextualising data and information in a 
way that people can easily interpret and interact with. 

2 Technology that enables computers to understand and interpret human language and 
grammar. 
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These developments could fundamentally change our society and the way peo-
ple coexist and collaborate (Shirkey 2008, Tapscott and Williams 2007). They 
could provide new ways to tackle organisational, social and societal problems by 
actively involving citizens and providing them with the tools they need to attune 
their behaviour to each other and to their environment. 

At the same time, existing organisations and institutions, such as governments, 
political organisations and businesses, are all having to face the challenge of how 
best to respond to these developments. They may need to adjust and possibly even 
redefine their positions on citizens so that citizens can play an active role and cre-
ate solutions of their own. All in all, therefore, decision-making processes are set 
to become much more complex than before. 

In this chapter we analyse some of the implications for society of this wide 
range of current developments in ICT technologies so as to identify the main chal-
lenges and opportunities faced by policy-makers, politicians and governments. 

6.2 Wisdom of crowds 
Within the scope of these developments, the term “wisdom of crowds” (Surowiecki 
2004) is often used to refer to the concept that the collective knowledge and exper-
tise of a group of individuals, somehow connected through a network, can be lar-
ger than the sum of the individual contributions. Surowiecki argues that, under 
specific conditions, lay groups can take better decisions and make better assess-
ments than experts. According to Surowiecki, wise crowds are characterised by 
diversity of opinion, independence from group thinking, the ability to preserve the 
richness of diversity, decentralised decision-making that allows for specialisation 
and local knowledge and by having a mechanism for aggregation that turns private 
views and judgements into a collective decision. 

In this chapter we will discover that the term “wisdom of crowds” is used as a 
metaphor to describe a series of current and future developments, ranging from 
identifying citizens’ preferences and opinions to co-creating policy, actively in-
volving citizens in policy decisions and the self-organising of citizens. This ex-
tends Surowiecki’s concept of crowds to areas in which diverse groups take deci-
sions involving complex social interactions. But these groups do not automatically 
comply with Surowiecki’s criteria for “wise crowds” in that they do not always 
demonstrate independence of opinion and decentralised decision-making. The 
“wisdom” of a crowd is the aggregation of individual contributions to information, 
experience and judgment that can lead to new or better knowledge and insight. 
Each contribution can be relevant and, thanks to ICT technologies, can be col-
lected without citizens needing to be personally related or work together actively.  

Mechanisms for aggregation can range from intelligent software (the Google 
search engine, for example, ranks web pages based on popularity, or book shop-
ping suggestions on Amazon.com), wikis and economic markets to all sorts of in-
ternal coordination and collaboration between people, with and without the use of 
technology. ICT technologies can play a significant role in internal coordination 
within crowds, as in the case of peer-to-peer technology for free telephony 
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(Skype) or the TomTom car navigation software, which calculates the fastest route 
home for each individual, based on the amount of traffic (in other words, the col-
lective behaviour of the crowd) measured by the Vodafone telecommunications 
network. These are just the first, very simple examples of what is likely to come 
when the web evolves into the Web 3.0 and 4.0 environments, where technology 
will understand human language (referred to as the “Semantic Web”) and all ob-
jects will become connected to networks (referred to as the “Internet of Things”).  

Although technologies to improve insight and facilitate coordination are avail-
able, we still have to deal with social interactions that remain highly complex. The 
recent financial crisis has shown that psychological and social factors are very 
hard to grasp and can dominate the behaviour of crowds. These factors can lead to 
mass hysteria and blindness to risks. The balance between “wise” and “unwise”  
crowds can be very delicate, as Surowiecki (2004) acknowledges. To sum up, the 
“wisdom of crowds” can manifest itself in many different ways and has the poten-
tial to generate more and better ideas, increased commitment and involvement and 
the mobilising (or self-mobilising) of citizens into action. Technology has a major 
role to play in aggregating knowledge from crowds and facilitating coordination 
and collaboration.  

6.3 Method 

The aim of this study was to find out how the “wisdom of crowds” currently mani-
fests itself and what future developments are expected to increase the use of this 
wisdom, as well as to establish how this will affect organisations and society as a 
whole. In order to get differentiated and wide-ranging views, 50 experts from dif-
ferent fields, including social sciences, computation, ICT, mathematics, biology, 
psychology, economics, politics and policy-making, were interviewed about their 
views on the “wisdom of crowds”. These experts came from both public sector or-
ganisations (such as government departments and universities) and the private sec-
tor (multinationals, SMEs and self-employed people), as well as from both execu-
tive and operational levels. Their expertise and positions meant they could be 
expected to have a good overview of current developments in this respect. 

These experts were asked to define both the phenomenon of the “wisdom of 
crowds” itself and the terms “wisdom” and “the crowds”. They were also asked to 
give current examples of organisations using the “wisdom of crowds” and to ex-
plain their vision of the associated opportunities and challenges. We continued 
conducting new interviews adding new dimensions or details to the description of 
the phenomenon until, after 40 interviews, we considered that the data had reached 
saturation point (Glaser and Strauss 1967), with the results from the final ten in-
terviews being consistent with the information from the previous interviews.  

In this chapter we discuss the views and challenges that these experts identified 
for the public sector and political decision-making. In many cases these views 
were very similar to the opportunities and challenges identified in the private sector. 
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6.4 Results 

After analysing the interviews we concluded that our experts did not define the 
“wisdom of crowds” in a single, consistent way. So, too, did their definitions of 
“wisdom” and “the crowd” differ. Rather than coming up with a consistent defini-
tion, they referred to a range of phenomena that varied both in terms of the kind of 
social interaction and the extent of interdependence between the members of a 
group. What these phenomena have in common is that the amount of knowledge 
of the group as a whole is seen as larger than the total knowledge of the group’s 
constituent parts. In almost all cases “wisdom” was used to refer to “knowledge” 
and “insight” rather than to a higher form of contextualised knowledge. According 
to the experts, the complexity and challenges related to the phenomena are primar-
ily determined by the number of members involved in decision-making. The trend 
seen is of growing numbers of decision-makers over the next few years because of 
the growing involvement of “the crowd” in innovation and policy-making proc-
esses. 

Based on this analysis, we devised a framework to map the different concepts 
of the “wisdom of crowds” with respect to decision-making processes, as shown 
in Figure 6.1. The x axis shows the number of decision-makers, while the y axis 
shows the amount of knowledge generated by the group, reflecting the concept of 
wisdom. Firstly, three traditional types of decision-making were defined: decision-
making by one individual person or organisation, decision-making involving mul-
tiple stakeholders such as in representative democracies and decision-making in 
large social groups such as societies and masses. These three types are shown in 
the lower half of Figure 6.1.  

For each type, the group’s total amount of knowledge can be increased by mak-
ing more effective use of the information and knowledge of all the individual 
group members. This translates on the y axis into three types of “wisdom of 
crowds”, which are described and analysed in more detail below. All the phenom-
ena mentioned by the experts can be classified as belonging to one of these three 
types.  

In this framework these types are considered to be three stages of “wisdom of 
crowds”, with rising numbers of decision-makers and more social interactions 
within the group. According to the experts, social interactions between group 
members are essential for the creation of “wisdom”. Greater social interaction is 
seen as having the potential to create more “wisdom of crowds” than groups of un-
related individuals, which seems to contradict the original concept of the “wisdom 
of crowds” introduced by Surowiecki. According to the respondents, the greater 
the number of social interactions between members of a group, the greater the 
challenges involved in using the available knowledge and interactions effectively 
and in unlocking the full potential of the “wisdom of crowds”.  
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Fig. 6.1 Three stages of the “wisdom of crowds”.   

The first stage represents the original concept of “wisdom of crowds” as used by 
Surowiecki (2004). In this stage, individuals and organisations tap into the knowl-
edge of a large group of people consisting of independent members making decen-
tralised, individual decisions. These organisations use the crowd to get extra in-
formation (“information intelligence”) and new ideas. Organisations use the crowd 
to help them, for instance, to resolve difficult issues that require knowledge, in-
sight and expertise. In this way, organisations gain access to the diversity of opin-
ion among crowd members.  

Input from the crowd can be obtained by using intelligent search engines such 
as Google, data mining and the profiling software used by online book stores such 
as Amazon and Bol.com. The experts consulted claim that this input can also be 
obtained more actively by setting up online questionnaires such as 21minuten.nl, a 
Dutch initiative launched by McKinsey and De Publieke Zaak that asks people for 
their opinions on, for example, the economy, the environment and the European 
Union. The government can then use this information to improve its policy. Other 
examples include internet forums and idea contests, such as Showusabetter-
way.com in the United Kingdom, which asks citizens to help develop better ways 
of publishing the vast amounts of non-personal information that the government 
collects, such as the location of state schools.  

According to the experts, organisations are in the lead in this stage, and decide 
for themselves how they use the information from the crowd. There are no social 

6.4.1 Stage 1: using knowledge and information from the crowd 
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interactions among members of the crowd, and there is almost no social interac-
tion between the crowd and the organisation. The organisational structures are un-
changed. 

The respondents saw the main challenges in this stage as being how to:  

− gather, filter, synthesise and contextualise relevant information so as to 
obtain greater insight and more knowledge from multiple sources of in-
formation and the crowd; 

− improve current market research techniques (which use panels of up to 
one thousand respondents) and voting systems (approval voting: yes or 
no?) so as to make better use of the “wisdom of crowds” by obtaining 
better insight and higher-value information from the crowd;  

− preserve the diversity of opinion while using statistical techniques that 
tend to reduce the amount of data.  

6.4.2 Stage 2: co-creation between citizens and organisations 

In the second stage, citizens’ involvement has grown: organisations and citizens 
collaborate to solve problems. In this stage, there is interaction between organisa-
tions and citizens. There is scope for the crowd to modify and configure a public 
policy or public service, and this process is often referred to as “crowd sourcing”.  

An example that was mentioned is the Ministry of Economic Affairs’ Innova-
tion 2.0 community, where entrepreneurs can help shape subsidy schemes for in-
novation. Other common examples can be found in the decision-making processes 
involved in infrastructural projects and spatial planning. These processes already 
have a lot of experience with citizen participation and representation, while Web 
2.0 has made it easier to reach and interact with even larger groups. Another ex-
ample is Wijbouweneenwijk.nl, set up by the municipality of Smallingerland. 

In many cases, citizens collaborating with such initiatives not only have con-
tacts with the organisation, but also with other citizens and so are used to discuss-
ing ideas and proposals and reacting to each other’s wishes and demands. To a 
certain extent these social interactions make these citizens interdependent. Deci-
sion-making becomes a group process rather than an individual one, as in Su-
rowiecki’s original model of the “wisdom of crowds”.  

Although organisations may have actively involved citizens in this phase, our 
respondents still see them as having a high degree of control over the decision-
making process and the public products and services that are offered. Organisa-
tions are largely able to define the margins of input by citizens, who present them-
selves as players representing even larger groups of citizens.  

The social web means citizens are increasingly becoming connected and collec-
tively organised, and these collectives can come and go. These days, for example, 
citizens are less and less represented by traditional labour or other unions and as-
sociations, but are instead opting for self-representation. They choose on an ad hoc 
basis how to organise themselves so as to best defend their interests. In other 
words, an “adhocracy” (Mintzberg 1983). This puts pressure on the amount of 
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control that organisations can have. According to our experts, organisations want-
ing to make optimal use of the wisdom of these citizens need to evaluate their de-
cision-making processes and develop more sophisticated decision-making tools. 

The other main challenges facing organisations in Stage 2, according to the 
experts, are: 

− deciding the margins for input by citizens. Raising the margins could re-
sult in more innovative ideas, but also in less control for organisations; 

− getting and maintaining citizens’ commitment through the entire process 
of gathering ideas to taking decisions and action. Citizens who feel they 
are not being taken seriously may turn against the organisations; 

− redesigning organisational structures and procedures. Working with 
groups of citizens requires openness, transparency and a more personal 
approach, which contrasts sharply with the way most bureaucracies oper-
ate. 

6.4.3 Stage 3: self-organisation 

In Stage 3, citizens have become even more self-aware and have taken the lead. 
Organisations have more or less dissolved into these groups of citizens. This stage 
can be described as a highly complex system, full of relationships and continual 
interaction between individual citizens or groups of them. It is characterised by 
self-organisation: initiatives are taken by citizens themselves, with no need for or-
ganisations to control them. One of the best examples of this is the Linux soft-
ware, which was developed by a team of collaborating experts who distributed 
tasks among the group and were completely self-organised.  

The respondents also interpreted this concept of self-organisation as a sort of 
“crowd”, just like the other two forms. However, the high degree of social interac-
tion in these groups means they cannot be seen as crowds consisting of citizens 
making independent decisions. In this phase, decisions are made by the group as a 
whole.  

In this stage, wisdom is seen as a collective action of decision-making based on 
the collective awareness of the complex system. Instead of being able to control 
these citizens, organisations have now become part of the complex system in 
which both organisations and individuals can start initiatives and work together on 
a basis of greater equality. This seems to follow the trend, as predicted by our ex-
perts, of citizens becoming more empowered by social web tools and wanting be-
ing more involved, while also feeling more free to take action themselves (as a 
group) and to represent themselves rather than be represented by third parties.  

Decision-making processes will consequently become much more complex and 
unpredictable, involving many players with no hierarchical structure and no-one in 
overall control. The experts predict that governments will also be less able to con-
trol and manipulate citizens and so may need to redefine their role, focusing on 
enabling citizens rather than controlling them. New organisational structures may 
also be needed.  
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Examples of self-organisation can already be seen in society. But, according to 
our experts, there do not yet seem to be many online examples other than Linux. 
More effective self-organisation may require more technological tools to support 
internal coordination and decision-making. The technological tools in use today, 
such as car navigation software, have been developed on the basis of the swarm 
models of ants and bees. We can certainly learn a lot from “swarms” of insects or 
the like seen among birds and fish. Indeed these swarms can achieve amazing 
things that go far beyond what one individual can achieve. Even simple rules of 
self-organisation and self-coordination can generate complex organisational struc-
tures (Kauffman 1995). However, although swarm models may provide a strong 
image for self-organisation, we also need to take account of the complexity of so-
cial interactions between humans. 

The respondents see this final stage as involving the challenges of: 

− unravelling animals’ mechanisms for self-organisation and seeing 
whether they can also be applied to humans, as well as enabling self-
coordination by using technologies to improve interactions and decision-
making processes in large groups of citizens;  

− redefining the role of traditional decision-making organisations and struc-
tures, such as parliaments, that will tend to be bypassed by groups of citi-
zens acting and deciding collectively; 

− predicting or detecting changes in sentiment at an early stage that might 
turn wise groups into unwise groups and trigger mass hysteria. 

6.5 Conclusion 

As a result of technological developments over the past two decades citizens have 
become increasingly connected, both socially and virtually. This provides oppor-
tunities to make more effective use of the collective knowledge and expertise of 
groups of people and to build public support for and public involvement in 
change. Citizens and organisations have taken the first steps to profit from what 
Surowiecki refers to as the “wisdom of crowds”. At the same time this increases 
the complexity of decision-making processes and challenges the role of govern-
ments and politicians.  

Our study involved asking experts from business, government institutions and 
universities to give their views on the “wisdom of crowds”. This term was found 
to be used to describe three different phenomena, which do not always comply 
with the original concept of the “wisdom of crowds” introduced by Surowiecki. 
We built a framework to map these phenomena with respect to increases in 
knowledge and numbers of decision-makers. This resulted in our identifying three 
stages of “wisdom of crowds”, with increasing degrees of social interactions in a 
group resulting in increasing complexity. 
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The experts referred to in this chapter see an evolution from Stage 1 towards 
Stage 2 and then on to Stage 3. While the interaction between organisations and 
citizens increases towards the third phase, groups of citizens in this stage are also 
likely to demand greater accountability and more involvement in the decision-
making process. In increasing numbers of cases citizens will self-organise and 
even bypass current organisational structures in order to achieve their own goals 
and ambitions. In this way, existing organisations may completely lose the control 
they currently enjoy. In response they may need to redefine their role and facilitate 
citizens instead of trying to control them, while new organisational structures may 
also need to be developed.  

The first stage of the process can be seen as the “wisdom of crowds” as de-
scribed by Surowiecki. In other words, organisations and individuals using infor-
mation from the crowd. These crowds consist of independent members making in-
dividual, decentralised decisions. In the second stage, citizens participate in the 
decisions taken by organisations, while in Stage 3 citizens organise themselves 
into complex systems that take the decisions themselves. Social interactions 
within these groups mean, however, that these groups do not automatically meet 
Surowiecki’s criteria for a “wise crowd”, characterised by independence and de-
centralised decision-making. The recent financial crisis has shown that social in-
teractions can lead to mass hysteria and blindness to risks among large groups of 
people. If social interactions and individual contributions are not used effectively, 
the total amount of knowledge of “the crowd” may easily reduce. The balance be-
tween “wise” and “unwise” crowds can be very delicate, especially in Stages 2 
and 3, as Surowiecki recognises. 

Interestingly, the experts we interviewed saw social interactions as crucial for 
creating knowledge and wisdom in Stages 2 and 3. Indeed these interactions may 
provide even better ideas and more commitment for implementing these ideas, 
thus resulting in more “wisdom of crowds”. In order, however, for these complex 
interacting groups to become “wise”, the social interactions need somehow to be 
coordinated and to improve collaboration. This demands the development of more 
technological tools to enhance coordination and interaction among citizens. New 
technologies that are currently being developed are expected to stimulate this 
trend, while combining these new technologies with a better understanding of the 
social interactions and mechanisms could help us to progress to unlocking the full 
potential of the “wisdom of crowds”. 
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Floor Basten 

Abstract    

The crisis of representation is felt in both social sciences and democracy. I de-
scribe the main features of this crisis and sketch the outlines of a possible way out. 
Starting from an optimistic viewpoint on what social sciences might accomplish 
once evolved to a next level, I present a scale for social research that facilitates 
new ideas about democracy and discuss the notion of “public” as a collection of 
people that can be identified after an event, because they share common experi-
ences during the event. These experiences are expressed in narratives. The method 
I propose is based on narrative research and transdisciplinary processes to co-
create knowledge and meaning. The research process is democratic and the out-
comes offer opportunities for social change. 

7.1 Crisis in social sciences 

Founding father of sociology Auguste Comte was pessimistic about empiricism 
yet positive about social laws that explain continuity and development. As a result 
of this ambiguity, sociologists have followed two roads from then onwards.  

The first path, characterised by the pessimistic viewpoint on empiricism, has 
encountered serious problems. For instance, as Denzin and Lincoln (2005) outline, 
a crisis of representation reoccurred in sociology in the mid 1980s. Academics 
from critical theory, feminist theory and post-colonial theory maintained that the 
neutrality of representation of the “other” was a fiction. They preferred theories 
that focus on patterns over theories that depart from causal loops and linear rela-
tions. This crisis continued throughout the 1990s, when post-structuralists and 
post-modernists criticised representation, legitimacy and the praxis of social sci-
ences. Post-structuralists questioned the possibility of representing lived experi-
ences without mediation. They claimed that these experiences came forth from the 
text of researchers and were therefore always mediated through their linguistic, 
social, cultural, ethnic and disciplinary background as well as their race and gen-
der. Because they doubted the innovative potential of social research when society 
is only expressed in texts, they pleaded for action-oriented research. Post-
modernists put aside the aspirations of grand narratives that try to offer all-
embracing explanations for humanity, often mutually exclusive and oppressive. 
They turned to local, small-scale theories instead (Denzin and Lincoln 2005). The 
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road continuing from the flaws of empiricism and the embrace of the mediated 
gaze has led to a set of micro-sociologies and qualitative methods to accompany 
their followers. 

The foundation of the other path was laid by Comte’s positive conviction that 
social laws can indeed be discovered, but have not been discovered so far. This is 
a problem waiting to be fixed, be it not by sociologists alone. Sociologists’  by far 
biggest problem is, according to Lopreato and Crippen (1999), that they fail to 
provide even one law or principle general enough to suggest a large number of 
logically interrelated hypotheses. This failure implies that social sciences also lack 
“the logic needed for coherent conceptualisation and operationalisation, appropri-
ate methods for falsification, and hence the guidance toward a growing body of 
systematic, cumulative knowledge represented by a hierarchy of theoretical propo-
sitions cutting across the entire institutional framework” (p. xii). This road led 
some sociologists to seek rapprochement to natural sciences in order to borrow 
tools proven successful there. Lopreato and Crippen warn that, unless sociology 
wants to be cancelled out of the intellectual landscape in the next few decades, it 
will have to participate in the scientific revolution that evolutionary biology has 
started and that has infected so many other disciplines since: “Here, more than 
anywhere else, is where the action is today in behavioural science” (p. xiii). 

7.2 Can the social be researched? 

Both roads, divergent as they might be, are similar in one respect: they lead to re-
search activities. The unspoken assumption is that society can be researched. For 
sociologists, this is not a strange assumption, for it is the legitimation of their ac-
tivities. But some scholars have taken neither road. Baudrillard, for instance, 
doubts a legitimate ground for sociology. In his 1983 essay In the shadow of the 
silent majorities he calls the social a “spongy referent”, an “opaque but equally 
translucent reality”, a “nothingness” he sums up with “the masses” (p. 1). A mass 
is a highly implosive phenomenon that consists in its silence, a “black hole which 
engulfs the social” (p. 3). Understanding a mass as a black hole, Baudrillard says, 
is the opposite of sociological understanding, which has to rely on a “positive and 
definitive hypothesis of the social” (p. 4). He states that the silent majority of the 
masses as an imaginary referent does not mean it is not there, but that it is impos-
sible to represent it. The masses are no longer referents, because they do not want 
to belong to the order of representation. They do not speak out, they are polled. 
They do not think, they are researched. The referendum has replaced the political 
referent. Opinion polls, questionnaires, referendums and the media are the operat-
ing parts that no longer belong to a representative dimension, but to a simulative 
one. The significance of the silence is paradoxical: it is not a silence that does not 
speak, but a silence that forbids that it is spoken for.  
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7.3 Fluid knowledge 

There is another point to be made about researching the social. Giddens (1990) 
says that more sociological knowledge does not lead to more control of social de-
velopment, because “the development of sociological knowledge is parasitical 
upon lay agents’ concepts; on the other hand, notions coined in the meta-
languages of the social sciences routinely re-enter the universe of actions they 
were initially formulated to describe or account for” (p. 15). Giddens calls this 
“double hermeneutics”, to explain how no knowledge under conditions of moder-
nity is knowledge in the sense of “to know”. This reflexive relation actively con-
stitutes behaviour and practices. As a consequence, knowledge of the social is 
fluid, dynamic, contingent and open for revision. In ’t Veld (2008) stresses the re-
flexive character of social systems as well and hypothesises that human reflection 
can in effect lead up to the negation of knowledge about the social altogether. 
There is a paradoxical relationship between knowledge production about behav-
iour and the situation it produces. As knowledge production grows, society learns 
to respond more quickly with a potential negation of that knowledge as a conse-
quence. Society can undo knowledge about itself. 

The above can be seen as an indication for a crisis in representation. This crisis 
is not limited to the study of society, but is also felt in other domains where repre-
sentation is sought after. In media, for instance, we see the cinematic self (Denzin 
1999, in Holstein and Gubrium 2000) as an identity that is shaped or informed by 
Hollywood alongside the rise of platforms for self-representation. Holstein and 
Gubrium refer to an explosion of self-presentation in America at the turn of the 
twenty-first century, “where nothing holds selves in place for any length of time 
and all manner of self-definitions collide with each other” (p. 66).  

In a world where the self is considered to be scattered and represented in multi-
ple places, where is there room for the rationale of representation and democracy? 
Who do politicians represent, if they do so at all? 

7.4 Crisis in democracy 

Nothing can represent the silent majority and that is, says Baudrillard (1983), its 
revenge. For centuries it seemed that power rested upon the passivity of the 
masses, but the force of inertia which power has stirred up, now turns against it as 
a sign of its own death. Therefore, strategies are developed to reverse the process: 
from passivity to participation, from silence to speaking. But it is too late, says 
Baudrillard: the threshold of the critical mass, the involution from the social by in-
ertia, is crossed. To prevent the mass to fall back into its silence and inertia, it is 
listened (in) to and questioned in order to worm out some oracle. Hence the uni-
versal predominance of information and statistics. But instead of energising 
masses, information produces only more mass. Masses absorb all signs, meanings 
and messages without beaming them back to a central intelligence: they consume 
them. Baudrillard defines the masses as cemeteries for the dying social. 
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7.5 Active citizenship 

We recognise the strategy of energising the mass in new transactions politicians 

“citizenship”. People who are busy solving social problems do not refer to them-
selves in these terms. A lesson most politicians learn today, is that when calling 
upon “the masses” (and their call for active citizenship is an example of such a 
generic strategy), they get no response. Masses cannot be represented. Baudrillard 
stresses that the imperative of meaning production that is expressed in the con-
stantly renewed imperative of moralising information (to inform better, socialise 
better, elevate the cultural level of the masses) is nonsense. None of the efforts has 
effectuated a conversion to the seriousness of the content, not even to the serious-
ness of the code. It is also nonsense, he continues, to claim that the masses are 
fooled. That the masses would spontaneously strive for the natural light of ration-
ality has always been a hypocritical hypothesis to secure the intellectual peace of 
the producers of meaning and to avert the opposite: masses have always rejected 
meaning and satisfied their lust for spectacle in full freedom. The denial of this 
freedom is robbing the silent masses of their indifference; even their apathy cannot 
be theirs. Hence the increasingly louder cries for active citizenship. This appeal to 
a moral responsibility, however, is largely defined in terms of effectuating poli-
cies, not in terms of co-designing or judging them. Transactions are mere quasi-
mutualities in giving and taking, new acts of sociality without genuinely sharing 
power. Ironically, activities from concerned citizens remain unnoticed or un-
wanted by politics (Basten 2002, Marres 2005, Verhoeven 2009). 

7.6 Emotion and vitalism 

Another approach to address masses is to appeal to emotions and dismiss knowl-
edge or reason altogether. Seeking to represent vox populi, politicians reach out to 
tribes and try to establish an artificial sense of kinship. Maffesoli (1996) claims 
that mass culture has disintegrated and that social existence is conducted through 
fragmented tribal groupings, with a collective feeling of puissance. Puissance, as 
the inherent energy and vital force of the people, is opposite to pouvoir, the power 
of institutions. Like Baudrillard, Maffesoli does not see the twentieth century 
masses in terms of the proletariat or other classes, but as the people without a logic 
of identity or a precise goal (in fact, both say that sociology is unable to define 
masses, because the traditional categories for describing them have either become 
obsolete or proven inadequate to begin with). These masses are not subject to any 

seek under the header of “active citizenship”. As I demonstrated elsewhere (Basten 
2002), this is a slippery term that depends on definitions of both “active” and 

historical movement and the tribes that crystallise from them are unstable. Maffesoli 
is interested in the untidy aspect of sociality and social configurations that go be-
yond individualism, “in other words, the undefined mass, the faceless crowd and 
the tribalism consisting of a patchwork of small local entities” (p. 9). He coins this 
most recent period the emphatic period, marked by the lack of differentiation and 
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Political intellectuals who measure with the yardstick of the “project” will find 
the ambiguity and monstrosity of the masses always proof of their incapability of 
being something else. But masses, claims Maffesoli, are self-sufficient; they are 
not finalised, have no goals or projects, and do not even need political intellectu-
als. In fact, their “sole raison d’être is a preoccupation with the collective present” 
(p. 75).  

7.7 Can the social be represented? 

The problem of representation is also felt in democracy. As In ’t Veld (2007) puts 
it, democracy suffers from its own success. Its representational form was useful in 
times when the scale of society was small, but it has currently become obsolete. 
Politicians who seek to represent a general public turn their backs on citizens who 
actively put forward their issues, arguing that these issues are particular (instead of 
general) and motivated by self-interest (as opposed to public interest). Indeed, as 
Mouffe (2007) points out, we live in a time that is characterised by our incapacity 
to think politically. This, she presumes, is due to the uncontested hegemony of lib-
eralism. As she defines liberalism, it “is characterised by a rationalist and indi-
vidualist approach which is unable to grasp adequately the pluralistic nature of the 
social world, with the conflicts that pluralism entails” (p. 2). In a rationalist belief 
in the availability of a universal consensus based on reason, the political dimen-
sion of choice and decision is naturally a blind spot. The liberal understanding of 
pluralism is that the many values and perspectives, although largely unknown due 
to empirical limitations, add up to some harmonious ensemble (Mouffe 2007). 
However, the political ambition to represent a general public that in turn repre-
sents this ensemble, is based on two dangerous abstractions, namely that of the 
general public and that of democracy. 

Upscaling social groups to such a vague conglomerate as a “general public”, 
has led to the creation of masses and the loss of the political. Masses do not make 
choices, Baudrillard analyses; they do not create difference, but indifference. And 
they have never consciously been politically or historically engaged, other than to 
leave everything in the lurch in full irresponsibility. A general public, in short, will 
not concern itself with anything other than the platitude of normal life. Addressing 
a general public equals setting this platitude as the standard and therewith making 
the stage for politics smaller. This is, however, not what politicians usually mean 
to do. In a Baudrillardian logic, they will make a comeback, but in grotesque 
forms. Masses do not reinterpret messages using their own codes: they simply do 
not care about codes. They accept everything and transform it en bloc into the 
spectacular, without needing a different code, a meaning or fundamental resis-
tance. The masses display hyper conformity. They let everything slide into an un-
defined sphere. But our society is not ready to embrace its grieve over the loss of 

the loss in a collective subject. In this period we witness politicians becoming me-
diators of emotions, trying to connect to aesthetic tribes and tap into their vitalism. 
They happily join the self-representation circus one might even call hedonistic.  
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the real, of the power and, inherently, the loss of the social itself. We try to escape 
through an artificial revival of codes. This is a doubling of the representation: 
power survives only to conceal that it has vanished.  

The second dangerous abstraction involves democracy. Marres (2005) wonders 
why political democracy is so often conceived of as an “architecture that remains 
unaffected by the issues that are processed in such a virtual edifice” and that it “is 
mostly assumed to be dedicated to the realisation of ideals … such as popular sov-
ereignty, the inclusive community, or the public use of reason” (p. 136). Neglect 
of the effects of issues and consequent social reconfigurations results in poor han-
dling of social concerns. In ’t Veld (2007) analyses this poor handling as the lack 
of attention for the intensity of a preference and also as the outcome of Arrow’s 
paradox which leads to decisions nobody understands, although they were based 
on rational arguments. This is in line with Mouffe’s conclusion referred to above 
about liberalism’s incapacity to think politically. What is at stake is what Mouffe 
labels an agonistic struggle between opposing hegemonic projects that can never 
be reconciled rationally, but that at the same time are contained in the belief that a 
democracy is the best choice. A democracy that does not deal with real people and 
real issues is a danger to itself, because disappointment in democracy will turn 
agonistic struggles into antagonistic ones, as people are either excluded or exit on 
their own choice.  

7.8 Towards a knowledge democracy 

A demos is understood to deliberate beforehand. Some say the demos  has dis-
solved into masses that do not care for reasoning Others are more optimistic. They 
focus on new methods for knowledge production about the social and develop 
tools to analyse narratives as the action and reflection of meaning production. I am 
among them and I try to connect these new methods to democracy. If we compare 
social sciences with democracy, we see that democracy is a closed questionnaire 
from which citizens can choose one answer every once in a while. For a long time 
this was also the dominant method in sociology. But quantitative and qualitative 
methods are colliding, offering possibilities to engage larger amounts of partici-
pants in research with the same depth earlier reserved for small scale analysis 
(Thrift 2006). New research methods, so I claim, provide us with new building 
blocks for a knowledge democracy: they give us insight into degrees of involve-
ment, ranges of meaning production on an emotional and interpretative level, and 
varieties of concepts of truth. New ways of knowledge production can lead to new 
decision-making rationales based on scales of involvement.  
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7.9 The public 

The crisis in social sciences is largely due to the empirical practice of squeezing 
social reality into fixed entities with variable qualities. Causality is then attributed 
to variables instead of agents. On the contrary, various micro-sociologies have fo-
cused on social processes, and branchings and turnings of interactions, yet the 
main empirical traditions of sociology ignore process issues altogether (Abbott 
1992). This is the heritage of the ambiguous origins of sociology. To bring the two 
roads together, I propose neither a micro-sociology nor a macro-sociology, but a 
meso-sociology based on the mediating level of a public (for example Dijstel-
bloem 2008, Marres 2005, Verhoeven 2009). Public, as opposed to private, means 
out in the open and involving more than one. As it is impossible for social sci-
ences to describe “the public”, I suggest a different scale and the possibility of 
multiple, coexisting “publics”. A public is neither a demos nor a mass or a tribe. A 
demos is a predefined community that holds negotiating and decision-making 
powers. It depends on its scale for its success. A too large demos will lose its co-
hesive “us”. A mass is not a community, it is an indefinable entity that represents 
nothing and cannot be represented. Its scale is endless because it relies on negative 
definitions (it is not a demos, nor a nation, a village, the Irish, the one-eyed, and so 
on). To define an appropriate scale, the notion of “publics” can be helpful. A pub-
lic is not a demos, for it is defined after an event. It is not a mass either, for it can 
actually be defined. And it is not a tribe, for it has an action perspective. The no-
tion of “public” is the outcome of a renewed interest in pragmatist thinking about 
democracy and is defined as: “all of those who are affected by the indirect conse-
quences of transactions to such an extent that it is deemed necessary to have those 
consequences systematically cared for” (Dewey 1927, as cited in Verhoeven 2009: 
73). Analysing the debate between Lippmann and Dewey, Marres remarks that for 
both of them it is “precisely when existing institutional forms do not provide an 
adequate framework for the settlement of issues that publics must become in-
volved” (p. 165). She also observes that they appreciate the failure to contain poli-
tics in available democratic procedures and subject definitions positively, because 
these bring to light insufficiencies of current institutional arrangements. This 
means that an outburst of collective grief, for instance after the death of Lady 
Diana, can be interpreted as the formation of a public. It certainly gave rise to a 
debate about the British monarchy. However, a public has not been formed, since 
there was no public involvement in this debate. At most, some members of the 
royalty became worried, but in the end there was no insufficiency of institutional 
arrangements. 

Complex issues enable public involvement in politics. But it does more, since it 
solves a sociological Ouroboros (the ancient symbol of a serpent swallowing its 
own tail and forming a circle). Traditionally, the matter of who is to be studied is 
decided at forehand and therefore also forms the focus and outcome of the analy-
sis. People respond from the perspective they were invited to speak from. This is 
most visible in a priori categories, where race, social class and gender seem to ex-
plain or negate conditions rather than that they are assumed to be possibly affected 
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by other variables. Persons do not seem to matter. The criterion for the selection of 
respondents to be considered representatives of a group is established before the 
actual group they are supposed to represent is defined. All boundaries we draw are 
artificial, prompted by our research interest. We therefore only find, as it were, the 
representatives we were looking for. This is a puzzle of circularity which a post-
analysis of groupings in terms of publics can help us solve.  

7.10 Researching publics 

If we want to research a public, we need to establish what it is that connects peo-
ple in a public. Our first task then is to identify a public. Some authors (Verhoeven 
2009 for example) presume that a public is activated by collective actors. They 
suggest that the actors are not part of the same public and that publics are homo-
geneous as far as their choice of collective actor is concerned. Others (Dijstel-
bloem 2008 for example) consider that a public consists of all those involved in an 
event or issue, suggesting that a public can be very heterogeneous in background 
and level of involvement; the motives of all those who make up the public can 
also be very heterogeneous, up to a degree of inherent antagonism and mutual ex-
clusion (Marres 2005 for example). I will use a general description of the public 
and take as my starting point that the outlines of a public are defined by the people 
involved in an event. This raises some methodological issues (for instance: what 
precisely is an event?) I will not discuss here. Suffice it to say that I suggest that 
patterns in narrative data can inform us of events, which in turn can be used as at-
tractors to further investigate the public concerned.  

7.11 Complex adaptive systems 

A public is an entity without a central intelligence, that is: it is not created by a 
god, a manager or a demagogue. In fact, it is a temporary configuration of a con-
tingent collection of possible complex adaptive systems (Mouffe 2007 for exam-
ple). As Kurtz and Snowden (2003) state, empirical research into complexity is 
rather recent. The ontology of a known world results in best practices and hand-
books. The ontology of a knowable world leads us to experts and consultants. 
Both ontologies depart from cause-and-effect-relationships that are known, either 
by everybody (the former) or by some (the latter). Opposite to these ontologies, 
they propose the ontologies of chaos and complexity. The former has no (perceiv-
able) cause-and-effect-relationships; the latter does, but these relationships can 
only be constructed a posteriori. A major challenge is that humans are not limited 
to one identity. In a complex human system, Kurtz and Snowden write, an agent is 
anything that has identity. The multiplicity of identities in one agent, for instance 
individual identities that allow for contingent behaviour (as a parent, as a profes-
sional, as a citizen, as an inhabitant, et cetera) causes a problem for defining the 
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unit of analysis. So do collective identities that allow us to be part of groups (for 
instance the Maffesolian tribes). This is what I referred to above as the crisis of 
representation and the problem of circularity in choosing the representatives of 
groups. I think this challenge can be faced using the concept of public, defined as 
the people involved in an event. Once we identify a public, we can map its inner 
logic in terms of arguments, issues and perspectives and thus get around the prob-
lem of multiple identities by making these the focus of our research. 

7.12 Conditions for the next level 

The strategy for sociological research I propose is identification of publics by way 
of narrative patterns and, once identified, engaging the public in research (or be-
coming engaged in the public’s research). This strategy can bring us closer to a 
knowledge democracy for several reasons, because it is inclusive and agenda-
setting.  

Moreover, publics can become events on their own, generating new publics. 
Whoever does not like to wait for evolution to take its course can actually create 
new patterns. The actions of many new social movements, politicians, and media 
can be understood in this light. We live, in fact, in a world in which event-making 
machines compete for our attention, aiming to change our daily patterns into a 
world in which these machines can become self-evident and legitimate (Thrift 
2006 for example). Living in the discursive practices mentioned above, pre-
fabricated narrative patterns are freely at our disposal. However, the patterns we 
actually live by and produce ourselves are largely matters of choice, although the 
price sometimes is extremely high. To be sure, our choices do not add up to a 
harmonious ideal. This is how publics can set the political agenda. In the knowl-
edge democracy I envision, politicians do not address publics as much as publics 

A narrative approach is considered by many to be an approach that gives voice 
to those who have been silenced or silent. The travellers on the path that was 
guided by pessimism ended up gaining a better insight into the ordinary social. 
Their methods are designed to analyse discursive practices and to reveal how peo-
ple construct their lives around and in the midst of events. The drawback of their 
work, however, is that their attention for the ordinary social is based on both a priori 
and small scale groupings. We learn how specific people, selected on the criteria 
of categories, construct their lives, but we are unable to connect different research 
outcomes into a meaningful network of knowledge. Knowledge of the social re-
mains fragmented. I suggest using the event as a binding variable. Events create 
publics and these should be the object of our studies. Identification and analysis of 
narrative patterns teach us the events we live by, the way we make sense of these 
events and how we evaluate and value them. Patterns in complex adaptive systems 
and therewith identified publics guide the research agenda. Identifying patterns 
and publics is a political act in itself: it matters who identifies. It could be sociolo-
gists or the media, but in fact it could be anyone with access to data and skills in 
handling information and creating knowledge.  
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address politicians. Representing publics demands a different set of political skills 
than just airing moral demands or co-opting tribal vitalism. It needs both recognis-
ing and being attentive to (that is researching) publics and acknowledging their 
agonistically unfolding (that is researching) meaning production. However, keep-
ing the importance of real people and their events in mind, I do not propose a 
blueprint for future political behaviour, but I suggest a modus operandi will 
evolve as a result of learning from researching publics. If we want to take steps 
towards a knowledge democracy, we need to realise how intertwined sociological 
research and politics are and design a programme in which their inherent demands 
are settled. My guess is that the key to new political legitimation lies in facilitating 
spaces as in-between public locations for the mediation between an event and its 
handling, and in helping these spaces relate to each other while keeping in mind 
their agonistic nature (in short: boundary work).  

7.13 Transdisciplinary research practices 

The problem of representation in sociology can be tackled by opening up research 
for non-academics. As Thrift (2006) states, most methods are no longer the pre-
serve of academic researchers: “To the extent that this has ever been true, it is 
quite clear that research methods now exist in a web of use which stretches from 
academe and government through to business and civil society” (p. 12–13). When 
these webs of use are heterogeneous in disciplines and knowledge sources, they 
are usually called “transdisciplinary practices”. In ’t Veld (2008) sums up four 
characteristics of this type of research: academic disciplines are integrated, knowl-
edge production takes place in the context in which it will be used, the research 
team consists of all types of experiences and skills, and knowledge is produced in 
different sorts of organisations, not just universities. But, as Regeer and Bunders 
(2009) point out, as the term is derived from the substantive and organisational 
structure of universities, it is less meaningful for other organisations. The perspec-
tive of Regeer and Bunders remains scientific. This sounds reasonable considering 
my remarks earlier about who identifies patterns: access to relevant data and skills 
in handling information and creating knowledge are traditionally contained in sci-
ence institutions. But with the widespread use of internet, access to relevant data 
does not have to form an obstacle to identify emerging patterns. Our empirical 
limitations do not preclude the possibility that there could be enough data to see 
the contours of a pattern arise. Individual abilities and a supporting infrastructure 
(Thrift 2006 for example) facilitate our awareness of large-scale patterns (Kurtz 
and Snowden 2003). Moreover, internet evolves to a space where individuals not 
only consult, but also deposit information. As a consequence, narrated events 
flourish and it will be easier to identify virtual publics. Furthermore, our current 
society is more highly educated than ever (Basten 2008) and skills in handling in-
formation and creating knowledge are more current than ever before. From a tradi-
tional point of view, I therefore believe it is legitimate to restrict transdisciplinary 
research to science, but I perceive this restriction to be unnecessary nowadays. 
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Events create publics and all those involved can initiate research, inviting others to 
join. Therefore I propose to rename transdisciplinary practices to “researching 
publics”. If the pattern is that existing institutional forms do not provide an ade-
quate framework for the settlement of issues and a public subsequently arises to 
remedy this failing, then there is no reason to limit this pattern to politics instead 
of extending it to science. In the latter case, one can think of science institutions 
that do not provide an adequate framework for understanding the social and a pub-
lic that arises to correct conclusions that derive from categorical thinking and a 
priori groupings.  

7.14 Public knowledge 

Renaming transdisciplinary practices to “researching publics” is not just seman-
tics. It is to stress that science does not hold a monopoly over knowledge and that 
research can be a democratic way of producing knowledge by solving the problem 
of the mediated gaze through the involvement of the “other” as co-researcher. Re-
searchers, policy-makers, clients, professionals, and other stakeholders all become 
the “other” and can test and adjust their mutual assumptions. In a way, everybody 
is always researching. In the same manner as trained researchers construct mean-
ing, laymen construct facts from interpretations and meanings (Olesen 2005). In 
most research academics do this solo, whereas in researching publics researchers 
and laymen construct knowledge together. This assures that the representations 
and constructs are co-products, but only under the condition of an equal contribu-
tion of all stakeholders (for example Regeer and Bunders 2009, In ’t Veld 2008). 
Validity is then the agreed and preliminary truth that arises out of negotiations 
(Guba and Lincoln 2005), because the involvement of relevant actors in the proc-
ess of knowledge co-creation ensures extended peer review (Regeer and Bunders 
2009). 

As it was conceptually developed by American pragmatists, publics are inher-
ently tied to democracies. In fact, they arise when democracies fail to settle affairs. 
Traditionally, these affairs are of a political nature. In this chapter I propose they 
can be of an ontological nature as well. But the important part of the definition is 
the relationship to democracies. This relationship implies that publics consists of 
citizens. The notion of citizens’ knowledge, however, can be too limited to cover 
the full potential of human experience. Today, the word “citizen” is used to refer 
to a human residual that is left once people are stripped of their academic, profes-
sional, governmental, personal, etcetera knowledge and experience. It is mostly 
used in negative terms (non-academic, non-professional, non-governmental, et 
cetera). But being a laymen in one field does not preclude being an expert in an-
other.  Especially when it comes to experience and meaning, it is hard to find peo-
ple who are non-experts in their own lives. The complexity of the problem does 
not define the public, the level of involvement with an event and its characteristics 
does. The heterogeneity of publics assures that their participants (academics, pro-
fessionals, volunteers, business people, parents, in short: all those affected by the 
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event) are all experts in some field connected to the event, be it on an abstract 
level, a local level or even a tacit level. There is no room for arrogance or pessi-
mism when it comes to non-academic knowledge about these events. Therefore, I 
prefer to speak of “public knowledge”. This knowledge is brought about in a joint 
effort to make the affair manageable by politics.  

To reach this goal and establish an equal contribution and fair negotiation, re-
searching publics must be designed as democratic spaces. Elements for the design 
of transdisciplinary research can be helpful, such as their focus on learning and re-
flection from a contingent perspective and their experimental and innovative char-
acter, which requires both creativity and an action perspective.  

7.15 Democratic spaces 

Changing narrative patterns represent events that reflect (in both senses of the 
word) social practices and therewith present a challenge to the existing hegemony. 
In other words, publics challenge the existing order because it cannot offer the 
proper handling of events. Anyone involved in current politics is aware of this, but 
appreciates it mostly negatively, labelling it as a displacement of politics with de-
mocratic deficits as a result (for example, Marres 2005, Verhoeven 2009). But as 
Marres (2005) notes, this detour of issues via a public can also be appreciated 
positively: only displacements of a particular nature show signs of democratic 
deficits. According to Marres, involving publics is a process of opening up an is-
sue for the public (which I call the identification of an event; the researching pub-
lic can be both object and subject), then actively shifting the issue away from ex-
isting institutions that fail to provide a settlement for them (displacement), so that 
the public can articulate the issue (researching public as a subject) and find the ad-
dressee capable of resolving it. Whether a democratic deficit occurs or not is a 
matter of good or bad displacement. Bad displacement means privatising or politi-
cising the issue, keeping it away from its public or shifting it to locations that 
harm the opportunities for the articulation of public affairs or make this impossi-
ble. Good displacement means shifting the issue to locations that are hospitable to 
its articulation and allow for (re)configurations of rules, ideals, routines, actors, 
claims and definitions (Marres 2005). In other words, it means offering the proce-
dural conditions for a researching public. Although policy-makers can be part of 
publics, they need to remain in service of the public. In general, paraphrasing 
American police officers addressing suspects in cars, we need to say to the exist-
ing structures: “Step away from the public.” 

Displacing issues means that politicians or governments do not have a monop-
oly over democracy. We need to consider democracy as a matter of both politics 
and publics. This goes against current conceptions of politicians and governments 
about who decides what the issues are and how they are supposed to be addressed. 
However, media, sociologists and, in fact, anyone with the capacity to identify 
patterns and publics, should be supported instead of hindered in their researching 
publics activities. This entails a difficult but important task for meso-sociology, 
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since it must be susceptible to new patterns and publics and at the same time put 
these on an official research agenda as results of institutional failure (including 
possibly its own) to handle events if means are not otherwise generated. It requires 
a paradoxical attitude: being committed to create productive researching publics, 
whilst being indifferent to the outcomes. Marres (2005) states that it is inappropri-
ate to uphold a legitimate order as the standard a practice must live up to. This 
does not mean that democratic procedures, subject definitions and ideals are left 
out of the process. On the contrary: to open up issues for public involvement re-
quires a healthy dose of disrespect for procedural obligations, but once democratic 
spaces have been modified so as to facilitate the articulation of a public affair, 
procedural constraints are among the prime instruments available to prevent the 
disintegration of such spaces and the disarticulation of the affair in question. In 
order to evaluate the level of democracy in publics, we need to see it in the light of 
their practical achievement and we need to take into account how democratic ide-
als are effectively evoked (Marres 2005). 

In the so-called democratic spaces, we do not so much learn the operations of a 
formal democracy, but we learn to produce knowledge under democratic condi-
tions. Democratic spaces are primarily aimed at articulating the issue well and 
finding the proper addressee, rather than solving the issue. It is, as I noted earlier, 
the public that addresses politicians, not the other way around. 
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Abstract    

In our rapidly changing societies there is an on-going and increasing demand for 
research and development of science and technology. Therefore defining of re-
search agendas becomes of great importance for the societal development. In a 
democratic perspective the process of defining relevant and proactive research 
agendas could in many respects gain from consultation of citizens. The citizens 
are the carriers of the concerns and expectations for the future and with the right 
facilitating methods, such concerns and expectations can be collected and trans-
formed into relevant research agendas. In the case of involving citizens in identi-
fying new and emerging needs for S&T, these added qualities to the analysis are 
extremely relevant. The need for high political credibility and for counteracting 
the risk of lobbying taking over the search for new research agendas is prominent. 
The knowledgebase needs to be widened into social life in order to be able to 
identify the emerging issues among the public. The new research agendas may 
very well be found among some of the tensions and frictions in our societies, for 
example social problems, health challenges and work life balance, and the citizens 
have special qualifications for identifying those. 

Europe has built up a profound experience of citizen consultation on science 
and technology issues during the last 20 years, mainly through technology assess-
ment activities in the member states, but a few also trans-national experiences1. 
These examples show that lay citizens are fully capable of contributing with strict 
analysis, unique and original perspectives, and relevant value-based assessments 
on highly complex and specialised issues.  

In this chapter we argue that the creation of European citizen participation 
processes will allow for analysing different sets of knowledge about everyday rea-
soning, daily life and locality that contain cultural values and biases within a 

                                                           
 

1  For example, The Prise project www.prise.oeaw.ac.at, STOA Long Distance Transport 
project http://www.tekno.dk/subpage.php3?article=1386&survey=15&language=uk. Meeting 
if Minds www.meetingmindseurope.org 
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societal, social and cultural context, and transform this analysis into relevant re-
search agendas for European research and development. We focus on an on-going 
action research project, CIVISTI, which aims at identifying emerging issues for 
European S&T and producing a set of policy options of relevance to future Euro-
pean framework programmes. We present and discuss the ideas behind and the 
methodology for consulting European citizens. On the basis of the CIVISTI case 
we argue that involving citizens in defining research agendas will contribute to the 
democratisation of knowledge and knowledge production. This is in our view a 
corner stone in a knowledge democracy. 

8.1 Introduction: foresight and citizens’ participation on a 
transnational level 

The European society today changes and develops rapidly and science and tech-
nology have an important role in this development both as knowledge base for de-
cision-making and as an accelerator of innovation and societal development. This 
means an increasing demand for research in new science and technology to sup-
port the societal development and handle societal challenges, and therefore the de-
fining of research agendas becomes increasingly important.  

In a society where development is so closely linked to research there is great 
need for interaction between civil society and the Science and Technology com-
munity to narrow the gap between these two realms, which threatens to be dis-
tanced from each other due to the specialising and autonomous tendencies of the 
latter. Therefore, it is currently a commonly shared understanding in several con-
texts of S&T policy and research that narrowly rationalistic, technology-centred 
and expert-based decision-making in science and technology is in a state of crisis. 
The European controversy over biotechnology exemplifies the symptoms of the 
crisis: the insufficiency of democratic legitimacy and social acceptance, and the 
difficulty of effective policy-making (see for example, Durant 1998). The intro-
duction of participatory forms of governance has been the generally recommended 
correction to the assumed problems of technical decision-making (see for exam-
ple, Frewer 2001). Research fields such as the social study of science and technol-
ogy (for example, Jasanoff et al. 1995), sociology of public understanding of  
science (for example, Irwin 1995), risk studies (for example, Jaeger et al. 2001) 
and studies in technology assessment and fore-sight (for example, Joss 2002) have 
suggested that S&T decision-making would strongly benefit of increasing partici-
pation by citizens, stakeholders and heterogeneous experts external to specific 
fields of S&T. Recommendations for increasing participation have also been made 
in various policy contexts. The need for public involvement in the agenda-setting 
for European policies and priorities has been indicated in documents and activities 
of the European Union, such as the Lisbon Agenda, the Plan D initiatives, the 
Aarhus Convention, in the Science and Society Action Plan of FP6 and the Sci-
ence in Society activities of FP7 (See, EC 2001, 2002). 
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8.1.1 Foresight in Europe 

Foresight praxis in Europe has taken place for many years but it has developed 
drastically during the last 5–10 years. This development is to a large degree moti-
vated by the activities of the European Commission2,3. Foresight activities have 
mostly taken place on regional and national level, while trans-national foresight – 
medium- as well as long-term – has been far more limited and has not yet reached 
a level that comes near to the regional and national activities. 

The praxis of foresight is still dominated by expert and stakeholder involve-
ment, and a methodology that allows for relatively low transparency for the sur-
rounding society. Foresight often takes place in closed scientific/political forums. 
However there is a movement towards the principles of open, transparent and pub-
lic foresight processes and in the foresight community there is a broad acceptance 
of this. 

8.1.2 Citizen participation in Europe 

Europe has built up a profound experience of citizen consultation on science and 
technology issues during the last 20 years. This experience is mainly based on 
technology assessment activities in the member states, and again trans-national 
experiences are very limited. But during the last 5 years, the national experience 
has been supplemented with a few examples of trans-European activities4, and 
also the world’s first global citizen consultation5. The multitude of activities has 
made use of a comparable multitude of participatory methods, tailored to specific 
issues, problem situations and contexts6. 

The experience from the large number of participatory projects conducted for 
example by The Danish Board of Technology is that if supplied with the necessary 
information and surrounded by a proper project set-up and proper project man-
agement, lay citizens are fully capable of contributing with strict analysis, unique 
and original perspectives, and relevant value-based assessments to highly complex 

                                                           
 

2 The European Foresight Sharing Platform has established monitoring, a web-based train-
ing and information tool (For-Learn), and has generally promoted foresight in the 
framework programmes and the EU member states http://cordis.europa.eu/foresight/ 
platform3.htm 

3 The ForSociety ERA-net has established benchmarking and evaluation procedures, meth-
odology assessments, et cetera, and has networked 16 EU member states around the idea 
of foresight. http://www.tekno.dk/EPTA/projects.php?pid=140 

4 Such as for example the “Meetings of Minds” project under the Science and Society Ac-
tion Plan of FP6, and the PRISE project of the PASR programme of FP7. 

5 World Wide Views on Global Warming is the first ever global citizen consultation 
www.wwviews.org 

6 Some of the available and well tested methods are the Consensus Conference; Citizen 
Summit; Voting Conference; Interview Meetings; Scenario Workshop; Citizen Jury. 
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and specialised issues. Citizen participation consequently opens up for new roles 
and functions of policy analysis7.  

Citizen consultation adds to other forms of analysis in several unique ways that 
can be divided in two overall perspectives; democratic perspectives and perspec-
tives about the societal relevance of the analysis.  
Democratic perspectives: 

− Citizens carry a democratic credibility into the analysis, which is intui-
tively acknowledged by political decision-makers. 

− Citizens are independent of the direct interests often involved in science 
and technology issues, which adds to the credibility of the process, and 
makes a more objective analysis possible. 

− Citizens can play a role comparable to the jury in the courtroom – in or-
der to convince them, the actors will have to put forward their arguments, 
which adds to the transparency of the analytical process. 

Perspectives related to the societal relevance of the analysis: 

− The knowledgebase becomes more relevant, when the scientific ap-
proaches are supplemented with daily life experience and “tacit knowl-
edge”. 

− Citizen consultation often leads to results, which are recognised as so-
cially robust. The citizen includes the societal “frictions” in their consid-
erations, which makes them relevant in proactive policy-making. 

− The complexity of the issue is most often embraced very well through 
citizen consultation processes, which may be explained by the fact that 
the citizens tend to look at the issue from the context viewpoint – instead 
of the other way around. 

Citizen participation also has limitations: 

− While citizen participation has some obvious democratic advantages in 
relation to policy analysis and advice, the scientific or professional value 
of citizen participation has been questioned. 

− Some experts and stakeholders have criticised citizen participation for 
not giving useful input because citizens simply don’t have the expert 
knowledge needed to give meaningful input for political decisions on 
specific issues. 

We believe that the right set-up of participation and expert involvement is the an-
swer to this critic. 
                                                           

 7 The EUROPTA project (FP5): Klüver, L. et al. “European participatory technology as-
sessment”, at www.tekno.dk/europta. Or, “Participatory technology assessment; Euro-
pean perspectives”, ed. Joss & Bellucci, Centre for the study of democracy, London, 
2002. 
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8.1.3 Combining foresight with citizen participation 

Characteristic to long-term futures research, both in its traditional and current 
form, is that visions of future have mostly been build on the basis of the ideas and 
concerns of futurists, scientific and technical experts, and societal visionaries. This 
has contributed to a dominance of techno-economic framing of future challenges 
and in the tendency to seek remedies from experts’ visions of techno-science. 
Such were the findings of a recent report by ForSociety ERA-net project8 that 
studied the state-of-the-art of the European foresight: Most foresight projects in-
volve national policy-makers and S&T experts, while they neglect citizen partici-
pation in their methodologies. ForSociety also concluded that the issues of Euro-
pean foresights studies focus mainly on R&D development and competitiveness, 
thus giving a limited picture of broader future issues such as trans-national infra-
structures, natural resources and demography. 

These limitations can in many ways be dealt with by combining foresight with 
citizen participation. Combining the two approaches can potentially broaden the 
picture of the future issues and enhance the relevance of the policy advices pro-
duced by foresight. On the other hand citizen participation should be build upon 
the knowledge of S&T experts to ensure the quality of the results of citizen par-
ticipation. The involvement of S&T experts and knowledge in building a knowl-
edge base for the participatory process and in analysing the results of the partici-
patory process can comply with some of the critics of citizens’ participation for 
not having scientific value. 

So while there is much research and praxis experimentation that currently fo-
cuses on both foresight and citizen participation – separately – there is less atten-
tion to the combination of the two. We believe that there is a high potential of 
finding new means to tackle some of the problems of foresight in the intersection 
of foresight activity and the deliberative participatory approach; the combination 
of these two could be called Long-term Participatory Foresight.  

8.1.4 Defining new research agendas 

In the specific case of identifying new and emerging needs for S&T on a European 
level, the added qualities of citizen participation to the analysis are very relevant. 
The need for high political credibility and for counteracting the risk of lobbying 
taking over the search for new research agendas is prominent. The knowledgebase 
needs to be widened by identifying the emerging issues among the public. The 
new research agendas may very well be found among some of the tensions and 
frictions in our societies, for example social problems, health challenges and work 
life balance, and through their daily life experience the citizens have an-other 
viewpoint than scientist and thereby special qualifications for identifying those. 
Instead of analysing the needs for S&T from the viewpoint of the scientific disciplines 
                                                           

 8  See www.eranet-forsociety.net 
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(inside-out perspective) there is a need to include the opposite perspective – look-
ing at the S&T needs from outside. And finally, for a search of new research 
agendas to gain legitimacy there has to be a very high standard of transparency in 
the search process, which a properly designed citizen consultation can supply.  

8.2. The CIVISTI case: citizens’ visions of European research 

For Europe to become the most advanced knowledge society in the world, it is 
imperative that legitimate societal concerns and needs related to science and tech-
nology development are taken on board, entailing an enhanced democratic debate 
with a more engaged and informed public and better conditions for collective 
choices on science issues. Knowledge and innovation could very well become the 
main sources of wealth creation globally, and that societal relevance of science 
and technology will enhance the European economy in the global competition. EU 
Seventh Framework programme aims at increasing the societal relevance of re-
search, and thus encourages greater public engagement and promotes the partici-
pation of society in research and science policy-making. This change in perspec-
tive recognises that research activities are a special type of social activity that is 
embedded in a wider societal context.  

CIVISTI9 (2008–2011) is medium-scale action research project under the EU 
Seventh Framework Programme. The project involves seven partner organisa-
tions10 from smaller countries across EU, which are selected to provide a balance 
of geographical representation from the European area. The participating organisa-
tion include public technology assessment institutes, research institutes in the field 
of consumer, innovation policy and market research, and a governmental S&T ad-
visory body.  

The CIVISTI project is based upon the idea that the process of defining rele-
vant and proactive research agendas could in many respects gain from the consul-
tation of citizens (for example independence of direct interests, democratic credi-
bility, wider knowledge and value base etc.). Our societies are changing rapidly as 
a consequence of globalisation, new technologies, multi-cultural societies, media 
developments, environmental and climate challenges, new energy futures, increas-
ing welfare and consumption, etc. These are developments, which all involve an 
interface between science, technology and society and raise issues arise about so-
cietal management of the involved needs and uncertainties – for society as well as 
for the individual.  

                                                            
9  For further information, see http://www.civisti.org/. 
10  Denmark (1): The Danish Board of Technology; Finland (2): National Consumer Re-

search Centre; Belgium (3): IST, Institute Society and Technology; Malta (4): Malta 
Council for Science and Technology; Bulgaria (5): Applied Research and Communica-
tion Fund, ARC; Hungary (6): Medián Opinion and Market Research Institute; Austria 
(7): Austrian Academy of Sciences, Institute of Technology Assessment, OeAW-ITA. 
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The purpose of the CIVISTI project is to help European decision-makers in the 
process of defining relevant and proactive research agendas. This will be based 
upon a novel process of citizen participation in seven member states, supported by 
the analytical capacity of experts and stakeholders. CIVISTI will produce a list of 
new and emerging issues for European S&T. This list will be direct input for the 
design of the future EU research policy and more specifically CIVISTI will pro-
duce a set of policy options of relevance to future European framework pro-
grammes (FP8).  

8.2.1 Methodological considerations 

CIVISTI is designed to specifically meet the objectives of the Blue Sky Re-search 
call11. This has been facilitated by an adaptive methodological approach from 
technology assessment of analysing the “problem situation” and designing the 
process to the specific needs (Decker and Ladakis 2004). 

This approach has led to a logical set of considerations on the methodological 
design: 

1. The call for directly applicable policy-relevance points at a methodology with a 
maximised political credibility and a direct link to the societal context for S&T, 
which again points at a method, which includes citizens as assessors and prior-
ity-setters; 

2. The need for European applicability of the results points at a process that in-
cludes a wide set of cultures and a balance of geographical representation from 
the European map; 

3. The integration of citizens and the extremely wide range of possible issues to 
take up in the process involve a problem of ensuring that these participants 
have a common knowledge on the diversity of developments that, so to say, can 
lead to the future. This point at defining certain questions that prompts the citi-
zens to think of some important perspectives on the future. It also points at the 
inclusion of a common information-base for the involved citizens, to ensure 
that they have a ground level of knowledge about future thinking; 

4. The need for identifying emerging issues makes it necessary to incorporate a 
structured approach to the search for “weak signals” and emerging trends, as 
well as for describing the desired futures, which could lead to new policy de-
velopments. Thus, the design must include the development of an analytical 
model, which facilitates the identification of the new and emerging issues that 
may affect European S&T; 

5. There is a need for mirroring of the results into existing research activities (in 
search of the “new”), which demands the use of the knowledge and analytical 

                                                           
 11 The European Commission has published a Call for Proposals exclusively dedicated to 
Foresight research under the heading “Blue Sky Research on Emerging Issues affecting 
European S&T”. This Call is funded out of the Seventh Framework Programme (FP7) in 
the form of collaborative research projects. 
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capabilities of experts and stakeholders in identifying, sorting and characteris-
ing the S&T component from the “emerging issues”; 

6. The need for integration of experts and stakeholders in an important phase of 
the process points at the installation of some mechanisms that can assure the 
authenticity of the results made by the citizens. This could be a surveillance 
mechanism or – as we have chosen – the citizens could be involved in the last 
phases to re-examine the results and state their priorities. 

8.2.2 CIVISTI methodology 

These considerations have resulted in a methodology that consists of three major 
steps. First citizens around Europe are asked about their visions for the future. 
Second experts and stakeholders analyse the citizens’ visions and transform them 
into research agendas and policy options for European research. Thirdly the citi-
zens are consulted again to validate and prioritise the new S&T agendas and pol-
icy options.  

Step 1: asking European citizens about future visions 

The first part of CIVSITI is the establishment of seven national Citizen Panels; 
one in each of the partner countries. The national Citizen Panels consist of ap-
proximately 25 citizens, which are selected from random (or quasi random) sam-
ples of citizens that are collected through different media, for example, from per-
son registers or through newspaper announcements, from which target individuals 
are selected according to particular social criteria: sex, age, education, occupation 
and residence. The intent is to provide highly heterogeneous panels that to a large 
extent correspond with national population structures. 

Each Citizen Panel makes a long-term view into the needs, wishes, concerns 
and challenges to the future through a process of deliberation, informed by intro-
duction material and expert and stakeholder input. The information material is 
very important in creating the common knowledge base for the citizens. To make 
sure the information material is understandable and attractive to the citizens it is 
tested nationally on a small group of citizens and then improved and adjusted in 
relation to their comments.12 Deliberations will be organised around a set of ques-
tions structured by two equally important perspectives: 

1. What kind of challenges do citizens expect from the future, and what kind of 
research is needed to meet those challenges? 

2. What kind of visions and wishes for the future should guide the European re-
search agenda (normative perspective)? 

                                                           
 12  Find the information material at the Civisti website http://civisti.org/publications/ 
information_material 
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The result is 70 visions for the future, 10 from each national Citizen Panel. These 
visions are created during 7 national two-day Citizen Consultations (carried out in 
May–June 2009).  

Before the Citizen Consultations the citizens receive information material (in 
the form of a CIVISTI Magazine called “Eyes on Tomorrow”) that will prompt 
them in a structured way to consider different aspects of the future in a 30–40 
years perspective. The information material is designed to be inspiring more than 
limiting. The magazine describes different ways of thinking about the future and 
give examples of future visions. The citizens are also prompted during the Citizen 
Consultation – by the process itself and by a set of questions in a questions cata-
logue that is the same in all countries – to encourage views on both the past and 
the future, which are new or “below the radar” and not necessarily generally rec-
ognised as policy issues. The questions put to the panels in the first round of citi-
zen consultation is broadly phrased in order to allow for original input and ideas 
from the citizens, but the replies given are as concrete as possible. This concrete-
ness in the answers is reached through facilitation. 

The 70 visions will in themselves be a result, since they will represent trends of 
relevance to S&T in the future.  

Step 2: experts and stakeholders transforming citizens’ visions into research 
agendas 

In order to transform the insights of the citizens into operational recommendations 
for S&T policies and agendas, a filtering mechanism is developed, which can ex-
tract the S&T “component” from the 70 visions. The filter is an analytical model, 
which will first guide a clustering of the visions for overview and further analys-
ing. The clustering includes characterising the profile of a typical vision by de-
scribing (quantitatively) the number of topics it includes and (qualitatively) in 
which ways it presents future issues13.   

The actual transforming of the citizens’ visions, wishes and concerns into fu-
ture research agendas will be made in a two-day expert- and stakeholder workshop 
in April 2010. The framework for speculation of new S&T policy options emerg-
ing from citizen visions practically builds on Kingdon’s (1995) streams model  (of 
policy agenda-setting), which is a widely applied approach in policy analysis (see 
Pralle 2006, Kingdon 1995). The model assumes that a successful design of poli-
cies relates to the bringing together of three kinds of elements: problems, solutions 
and political contexts. The streams model, translated into the vocabulary of the 
CIVISTI, proposes that policy design should consider how the new visions and 
proposals, as well as risk concerns raised by citizens, can be transferred to relevant 
                                                            
13 It was the original intention to characterise the visions by distinguishing between single 

vs. multi thematic and abstract vs. concrete visions. The data only allowed, however, to 
count the average number of topics where as the level of abstraction (vs. concreteness) 
proved to he too difficult to judge, since most visions contain both abstract ideas and 
concrete examples. 
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policy contexts and dealt with in a productive way. Experts and stakeholders with 
insight into research policy and relevant research fields and is-sues will be respon-
sible for making the citizens’ input operative. The S&T issues will relate to scien-
tific disciplines and technological development, and/or complex trans-disciplinary 
challenges. This will result in an overview of potential new areas for S&T, includ-
ing an overview of policy options. 

In other words there will be two overall results of the expert- and stakeholder 
workshop. The first is a list of research agendas derived from the citizens’ visions. 
The second is a set of policy options related to these research agendas or to other 
aspects from the citizens’ visions. These are the results that are given back to the 
citizens in the third step of the process. 

Step 3: citizens validating and prioritising research agendas

The third step is a quality and authenticity assurance and priority setting by the 
citizens. In terms of citizen participation philosophy, the involvement of experts 
and stakeholders in step 2 will represent a delegation of power over the results 
made by the citizens, and thus it will potentially degrade the authenticity of these 
results. Further, the new level of concreteness, which the experts and stakeholders 
will add to the issues of the citizens, will imply a risk of losing the visionary scope 
of these issues. To ensure that the S&T issues that come out of the valorisation 
process still attach to the real priorities of the citizens, a second round of citizen 
participation is made. The Citizen Panels will gather again for a one-day meeting 
in October 2010. The objectives of this meeting are the final priority decisions, in-
cluding the quality and authenticity assurance by the citizens. The citizens´ will 
evaluate the way the experts and stakeholders have transformed their visions and 
the results of this work. The citizens´ will then state whether they are satisfied and 
if they can recognise their visions in the suggested research agendas and policy 
options. Further the seven Citizen Panels will prioritise the research agendas and 
policy options thereby giving their final recommendation to the European politi-
cians about future research in Science and Technology. 

8.2.3 Results of CIVISTI 

The results of CIVISTI will be recommendations for future research agendas and 
policy options, which the citizens find most important for their future. The design 
of the results ensures that they can be fed directly into the processes of defining 
FP8. Experts and stakeholders in the S&T field will base these recommendations 
on 70 visions produced by European citizens with diversity in their cultural back-
grounds and analysis. CIVISTI will look for similarities in as well as differences 
between the results of the national citizen consultations. Comparisons will be 
made after both phases of citizen consultation in order to be able to identify 
broader trends as well as weak signals. 

and policy opations 
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8.2.4 Long-term Participatory Foresight 

The CIVISTI project takes an original approach to identifying new and emerging 
issues for S&T activities still building upon the praxis that has been developed 
during the last four decades. This approach we have called Long-term Participa-
tory Foresight. By that CIVISTI will contribute to the State-of-the-art in foresight. 
The methodological and experience-based additions from CIVISTI are very much 
coupled to the aspect of citizen consultation: 

− A prominent product of Future Studies is trend-analysis, often presented 
as wide societal scenarios. CIVISTI will add to this tradition by inviting 
European citizens to describe their ideas of the developments of their so-
cieties. These visions will specifically be used in an analysis of their 
meaning for European S&T activities in the future. 

− Horizon Scanning has during the last 10 years been developed into an 
important tool for Science, Technology and Innovation planning. The 
products often consist of a broad catalogue of signals and ideas, and a list 
of high priority themes. The methodology is diverse, and often includes 
face-to-face brainstorm sessions with experts/stakeholders/policy-
makers, Delphi studies, open web-based templates for adding issues to 
the scanning, and different forms of interview techniques. Citizens have 
in some projects14  had the possibility of inserting ideas through a website 
template. The approach of CIVISTI will add to the praxis of horizon 
scanning by delivering a methodology, which potentially can be used for 
structured regional/national/trans-national citizen contributions to hori-
zon scanning, which could possibly increase the political relevance of the 
outcomes of the scanning. 

− Foresight praxis in Europe has developed drastically during the last 5–10 
years. The praxis of foresight, though, is still dominated by expert and 
stakeholder involvement, and a methodology that allows for relatively 
low transparency for the surrounding society. CIVISTI especially adds to 
the praxis of foresight by supplying means for long-term view on emerg-
ing issues for S&T planning that is based on a combination of citizen 
consultation and expert/stakeholder support. 

− Trans-national foresight. The state-of-the-art for trans-national foresight 
– medium- as well as long-term – has not yet reached a level that comes 
near to the regional and national activities. CIVISTI will in many ways 
imply an important progress in this area by (a) concretely produce policy-
relevant input to the European FP8 by making use of a trans-national 
setup; (b) increase the attention to the need for trans-national policy 
analysis in Europe; (c) add an important public participation element to 
the established procedures of defining the framework programmes; 

                                                           
 14 Examples are the UK Horizon Scan, and the Danish Horizon Scan. 
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(d) establish a method for trans-national public participation of high dis-
course ethical standard (authentic, transparent and fair). 

8.3 Conclusion: the CIVISTI concept in relation to knowledge 
democracy 

The CIVISTI case is an example of how citizens can be involved in defining re-
search agendas. Below we will conclude on how CIVISTI gives an original con-
tribution to long-term foresight by combining foresight with citizen participation 
and thereby connecting research and development of science and technology 
closer to civil society. 

The increasing demand for science and technology in today’s society underline 
the importance of how research agendas are defined. We believe that in a knowl-
edge democracy where development is so closely linked to research there is great 
need for interaction between civil society and the Science and Technology com-
munity. Therefore in a democratic perspective the process of defining relevant and 
proactive research agendas could in many respects gain from consultation of citi-
zens. Citizen participation in defining research agendas will contribute to the de-
mocratisation of knowledge and knowledge production. This is in our view a cor-
ner stone in a knowledge democracy. 

Involving citizens in defining the long-term visions for the development of our 
society has the capability of meeting some of the challenges related to increasing 
political populism and short-term political decision-making affected by the ambition 
of being re-elected. Citizens can give independent input and offer new modes of in-
sight and reflection in the knowledge production. Involving citizens the way it is 
done in the CIVISTI project also increases transparency, secure the relevance of 
future research and allow “below the radar” issues and “unwelcome knowledge” to 
come to light. In that way the CIVSTI methodology support pluralism in research.  

In relation to knowledge democracy we believe that involving citizens in the 
defining of research agendas the way it is done in CIVISTI will contribute to the 
value of research and development of science and technology with: 

− Democratic credibility; 
− A wider knowledge- and value-base; 
− Independence of direct interests; 
− More socially robust research agendas; 
− A new complexity – a view from the outside in on S&T needs. 

In a knowledge democracy the dispersal of knowledge must flow freely. But also 
the production of knowledge should be based on democratic principles meaning 
that knowledge production must be open to input from all levels of society. This is 
what CIVISTI is trying to improve. 

 



9 Why more knowledge could thwart 
democracy: configurations and fixations in the 
Dutch mega-stables debate 
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Abstract    

This chapter focuses on how governments can deal with knowledge-intensive is-
sues. Especially it seeks to understand why information and knowledge could 
thwart democracy. Using the public debate about a mega-stable in a small town in 
the Netherlands, we demonstrate the role of communication and research in estab-
lishing and losing trust. In this town, citizens protested against the arrival of a 
mega-stable in their backyard, while politicians and researchers strongly supported 
the concept because of its alleged sustainable character. The more information and 
knowledge by means of research reports and information exchange evenings be-
came available, the more people began to distrust their administrators and vice 
versa. Configuration theory, a social-cognitive approach to change, provided the 
theoretical basis to analyse this paradoxical situation. A configuration is character-
ised by a group of people with an intensive interaction pattern, agreed upon inter-
action rules and shared meanings. By being aware of the different configurations 
in which stakeholders operate, and using arguments which relate to these configu-
rations, one might escape fixations in the decision-making process and the nega-
tive spiral of losing trust. 

9.1 Introduction 

In her 2002 Reith lectures, the British philosopher Onora O’Neill posed a puzzling 
question about why the increasing amount of information in our era of information 
technology does not coincide with rising levels of social trust. She wonders why 
we believe that more information, more knowledge and more transparency would 
increase trust in society and adds to the improvement of democracy. She states 
that “if making more information about more public policies, institutions and pro-
fessionals more widely and freely available is the key to building trust, we must be 
well on the high road towards an ever more trusting society” (O’Neill 2002). Since 
this is not the case, as many public opinion polls show us time and again, we 
should look for alternative understandings of the relation between information and 
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knowledge on the one hand and trust and democracy on the other. In her mind, 
more information spreads suspicion more easily, causing distrust rather than trust. 

In this chapter we describe a case study where the provision of more informa-
tion about a wicked policy problem had some unexpected consequences. The more 
information was given and the more research was conducted, the worse the deci-
sion process proceeded. Our case study is about a decision-making process con-
cerning the arrival of a “mega-stable” in a small municipality in the Netherlands.  

A mega-stable combines scaling-up with the latest insights in the fields of sus-
tainability, animal-welfare, animal-health, and landscaping. The concept of a 
mega-stable is developed by researchers, who are passionately engaged in so-
called “mode-2 science” (Gibbons 1999). This means that the format of the stable 
is elaborated in transdisciplinary cooperation between researchers and private 
partners, and that they focus on people, planet, and profit, get civil society in-
volved, and organise participatory workshops (Smeets 2009). Several research 
programmes have demonstrated the sustainability of mega-stables in the Nether-
lands. But this has appeared to be insufficient to raise public support.  

On 11 February 2008, a town council in the South of the Netherlands agreed on 
the plans of the construction of a mega-stable, officially named as a “New Mixed 
Company” (NMC). This company would accommodate 3,700 sows, 9,700 pigs, 
19,700 hogs, 1,200,000 chicks, and 74,000 chickens and would have its own fer-
mentation installation, hatchery, and abattoir (Termeer et al. 2009). Supporters 
pose that this NMC is innovative, environmentally friendly, energy-sustainable, 
animal friendly, and fits very well in the landscape. However, the town council’s 
approval triggered a lot of media attention. The policy-makers were overwhelmed 
with fierce protests and emotional reactions of the local citizens. Besides envi-
ronmental and animal-related concerns, a local Medical Doctor emphasised the 
potential health risks of the mega-stable. The city council conducted additional re-
search to take away the concerns. Consequently, the outcomes were interpreted 
very differently by advocates and opponents of the mega-stable. The enormous in-
formation overload caused citizens to distrust their administrators, rather than that 
it won their support for the NMC. The more information and knowledge by means 
of research reports and information became available, the more citizens began to 
distrust their administrators and vice versa. More information and more knowl-
edge thwart democracy. 

In the following we analyse this paradoxical situation, but we also provide 
ideas about how (local) governments could deal with sensitive and knowledge-
intensive issues that trigger a lot of resistance and increase the levels of distrust. 
We use notions of the configuration theory and connect these with concepts from 
the trust literature. In the next section we first introduce our theoretical frame-
work. We then argue that the combination of fixed beliefs in different groups and 
the misfit between knowledge-based argumentations and citizens’ concerns, has 
caused a spiral of distrust. We finally discuss some possibilities policy-makers and 
process managers have to prevent and solve these kinds of negative spirals. 
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9.2 Theoretical framework  

9.2.1 Configuration theory 

Actors are continuously involved in sense-making processes in which they make 
their world logical and meaningful through talking and acting (Weick 1979, 
1995). During these social-cognitive processes actors develop shared understand-
ings, meanings, and rules of interaction (Weick 1995). The concept of configura-
tions is used to describe the patterns that emerge from these sense-making proc-
esses. Configurations are social relationships between people who determine the 
meaning of what they do together. They can be characterised as a connection be-
tween a social structure, that consists of a stable pattern of interactions (“who”), 
agreed-upon rules of interaction (“how”), and a cognitive structure of shared 
meanings (“what”). Configurations usually do not coincide within existing ar-
rangements like organisations or departments. 

Configurations arise because people not only develop shared meanings in inter-
actions but also often lean towards people with similar backgrounds, assumptions 
and beliefs (Van Dongen et al. 1996). Value judgements, rules of construction and 
routines are nested in the configurations. They structure the sub-sequent interac-
tions, without fully determining them (cf. Giddens 1994). A dynamic process be-
gins however when a configuration is confronted with other realities, people or in-
teraction rules (Termeer and Kessener 2007). At the same time, this dynamic 
process has the tendency to stagnate immediately, because configurations tend to 
exclude other worldviews and thus become increasingly closed. “Through a proc-
ess of interaction, members of a community come to use the same or similar cog-
nitive mechanisms, engage in the same or similar acts and use the same or similar 
language to talk about thought and action. Group processes reinforce these, often 
promoting internal cohesion as an identity marker with respect to other communi-
ties” (Yanow 2003: 237). When actors become included in configurations, they 
run the risk of only confirming their own perspectives and stop being open to ac-
tors with different meanings or to different routines (Termeer 2009). 

If meanings and rules of conduct become so self-evident that people are no 
longer capable to reflect on them, we speak of fixations (Van Dongen et al. 1996). 
In our case study, the relevant groups of actors were indeed no longer open to ap-
preciate variety. Some of them had very clear ideas about the NMC, which did not 
change even when new reports with new information were released. Symptoms of 
fixations are taboos, repetition of moves, vicious circles or argumentation, exas-
perating delays or an escalated conflict. We assume that these fixations cause 
many barriers to effective decision-making processes. Breaking through these bar-
riers requires critical investigations of these fixations and the mechanisms produc-
ing and perpetuating them (Termeer 2009).  

Most people are often unaware of the fixed pattern which they have fallen into. 
Once fixations block further developments, intervention strategies are needed. In-
terventions are aimed at loosening up fixations and breaking through barriers to 
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“revitalise” learning processes. Many scholars stress the difficulty of loosening up 
fixated patterns (Argyris 1990, Schön and Rein 1994, Van Eeten 1999b). In some 
situations, actors are no longer able to reflect and to change their behaviour. Fol-
lowing the social-cognitive approaches to change, we put forward that it is only 
possible to break through such fixations by changing the context (Termeer and 
Kessener 2007, Voogt 1991).  

9.2.2 Dynamics of processes of trust 

Trust is essential for making successful public policies (Breeman 2006). If the 
general public does not trust a policy plan in advance, it will be difficult to estab-
lish trust during implementation. Therefore, knowledge about the way in which 
trust is won and lost during the decision-making process is essential. Building 
trust is more than only communicating properly; knowledge about the background 
of the stakeholders, the configuration they are interacting in, and the social context 
in which the policy problem arises is essential for establishing and losing trust. 

Trust is defined as “an intentional status of favourable expectations” (Castaldo 
2002, Holton 1994). The basic idea is that humans continually interpret the behav-
iour of other people, the qualities of objects, and the features of events. They are 
constantly developing all kinds of intentional states through their interpretative ac-
tivities. Following Searle (1983, 1996), we assume that intentional states only 
function “in relation to numerous other intentional states”. Arriving at an inten-
tional state of trusting happens through interpretative activities, which are struc-
tured by all kinds of other intentional states. This means that building trust is a 
rather subjective activity, although it takes place in interactions with other per-
sons. Note however, that the reasons to justify one’s trust do not depend on the 
consent of others. Trust does not need others to agree with the reasons provided. It 
is also not necessary that one’s reasoning is based on rational argumentation (al-
though this could be the case). Initially, only the person involved believes that he 
has good reasons to trust (Möllering 2001). Moreover, trust and distrust are always 
projected (O'Neill 2002). Usually, trust is assumed to be projected on other per-
sons, but it can also be projected on something abstract such as democracy, or (the 
plans of) the municipality. 

But beside good reasons for trusting, Möllering argues that people only come to 
a state of trust if they suspend uncertainties, ignorance, and risks. Trust involves 
situations in which persons are not entirely certain, but act as if they are certain. 
“Suspension, then, can be defined as the mechanism that brackets out uncertainty 
and ignorance, thus making interpretative knowledge momentarily “certain” and 
enabling the leap to favourable (or unfavourable) expectations” (cf. Giddens, 
1991: 3, 244). Figure 9.1 summarises this process. 
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Fig. 9.1 Leap of trust

Hence, through interpretation, a trustee gathers reasons for trusting. A precondi-
tion for these reasons is that they should relate fruitfully to the many other inten-
tional states a trustee already possesses; they have to fall on fertile grounds. In ad-
dition, the trustee also needs encouragements to suspend uncertainties and risks to 
finally take the leap into trust. This is especially relevant when it concerns com-
plex questions with high levels of uncertainty.  This means that if someone wants 
to win the trust of another person, he must use argumentations and actions which 
relate to the experiences or intentional states of the other. Insight in the configura-
tions in which people operate is therefore important. 

9.3 Methods 

To assess the issue, we held 17 semi-structured interviews. The themes we dis-
cussed were the decision-making process, the concept of the NMC, the interac-
tions they were involved in, and the influence they (think they) have had. We also 
held several short interviews with local citizens at the supermarket on the basis of 
a couple of concrete questions. All these interviews were audio-taped and typed 
out verbatim. Subsequently, they were read repeatedly and analysed using the 
theoretical framework as discussed above. Additionally, we used websites, we-
blogs, and files of the municipality, province, the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature 
and Food Quality (ANF), and the local protest group to analyse our case. These 
files were mainly used as background information.   

9.4 Results 

9.4.1 Five configurations 

We were able to distinguish the five following configurations: “1. NMC as mega-
sustainable”, “2. Mega-stable as mega-wrong”, “3. An innovative, sustain-able 

.  
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company in our area”, “4. No mega-stable in this area”, and “5. Following proce-
dures”:  

1. The configuration “NMC as mega-sustainable”. Actors in this configuration 
have positive ideas about the NMC. In their minds, a NMC is a sustainable com-
bination of livestock breeding, crop cultivation, manure processing, and energy 
production. The concept comes close to the ideas of “cradle to cradle” and is much 
more sustainable than “just any mega-stable”. They argue that as long as people 
want to eat meat, sustainable meat production by means of a NMC is the way to 
do it. This configuration is not bound to the region. The actors involved helped to 
develop and promote the NMC concept on a national and international level for a 
longer period of time. These actors include researchers, scholars, initiating entre-
preneurs, and some governmental officials. 

2. The configuration “Mega-stable as mega-wrong”. Actors within this con-
figuration are against the development of mega-stables, which they downgrade to 
“pig flats”. They find it unethical to keep so many animals on such a small area. 
Furthermore, they argue that the expansion of the intensive livestock sector brings 
along unjustified and unknown health risks. Actors involved in this configuration 
are nationally operating political parties, animal activists, and environmental 
groups. But also public officials from within the agricultural sector are part of this 
configuration. They believe that mega-stables are a threat to the small family 
farms and to the reputation of the entire sector.   

3. The configuration “An innovative, sustainable company in our area”. Actors 
in this configuration consider the innovative, sustainable mega-company to be a 
welcome development. Such an innovative concept has not been built anywhere 
else, and, in their minds, it would be great if they would have the first. It also fits 
with their regional ambitions of sustainable and innovative agribusiness. Further-
more, they argue that if the NMC will not be built in this area, it is likely that 
other, less sustainable, mega-companies will be build there anyway. This configu-
ration is regionally embedded, with the municipality and province as important ac-
tors.   

4. The configuration “No mega-stable in this area”. This configuration is 
against the building of a mega-stable in this particular area. It displays typical 
NIMBY-behaviour. Not the mega-stable itself, but the choice for this specific lo-
cation is perceived as the problem. The countryside should remain open. Also, the 
consequences for public health are too uncertain. The actors in this configuration 
highlight that the NMC is not the only problem, but that their village is also being 
enclosed by a sand-processing installation in the adjacent river and the large scale 
development of an intensive glasshouse area. The NMC is seen as the straw that 
broke the camel’s back. Representatives of this configuration are the village coun-
cil, the local protest group and a large part of the village’s citizens.  

5. The configuration “Following procedures”. In this configuration, procedural 
rationality takes the lead. As long as the NMC fits existing rules and legislation, a 
mega-stable is no problem. People in this configuration argue that they implement 
national programmes that fit with EU programmes. But they also argue that the 
municipality remains responsible for consequences of the NMC even though the 
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NMC has consequences across the borders of the municipality. Public officials 
from local, regional and national government are part of this configuration. 

9.4.2 Tensions between configurations and a spiral of distrust 

Configurations can be dynamic. However, in this case all configurations have 
fixed beliefs and convictions, deeply rooted in value systems and grounded in 
identity. All of them are relatively closed and mainly focused on confirming their 
own beliefs and excluding other opinions and arguments. Thus, when people of 
different configurations tried to communicate with each other, tensions were the 
result (see Figure 9.2). 

 

 
Fig. 9.2. Tensions between configurations. 

In general terms, these tensions grow bigger if there are more interactions and if 
the differences in opinions are bigger. Thus, in our case, the tensions were espe-
cially strong between the actors of the locally embedded configurations “Innova-
tive, sustainable company in our area” (the local advocates) and those from the 
configuration “No mega-stable in this area” (the local opponents). They were con-
stantly confronted with each other in the decision-making process, because they 
were dependent of each other. They both got the feeling they were not heard nor 
properly understood by one another, which is typical for a confrontation of two 
groups with fixed beliefs. The actors from the configuration “Following proce-
dures” were especially employed to avoid intervention and legitimise aloofness. 

The tensions between these local configurations became evident rather late in 
the decision-making process. The citizens’ involvement and protest began only 
after the building plans had become concrete. Citizens were invited earlier to 
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information gatherings and workshops, but at that time the plans were rather 
vague and only a few very well-informed citizens showed up.  

The city council was already convinced early on of the benefits of the NMC. It 
had put the risks and uncertainties between “imaginative brackets” and gave its 
full support to the plans of the NMC. The arguments of the entrepreneurs and 
scholars about mega-stables being very sustainable and innovative fitted very well 
with the entire set of mental states of the members of the city council. Especially 
the accountable alderman was pleased with the plan because he used to be an en-
trepreneur with an agricultural background himself. Somewhat to the surprise of 
the city council, it noticed that not all stakeholders shared this positive attitude to-
wards the NMC. However, the council tried to win trust for this plan with the 
same arguments that were convincing to them. It communicated that the project 
was sustainable, would deliver employment, would improve animal welfare, and 
finally would be very innovative. All these arguments fitted within their set of 
mental states and hence, within their configuration.  

As a reflex the policy-makers reacted to all citizens’ concerns by announcing or 
conducting more (scientific) research. Time and time again they used research out-
comes to try to mitigate the risks involved in the project. However, in the eyes of 
the citizens and the opposing lobby groups, these research reports were only more 
of the same. Every new analysis was met with suspicion. Citizens and protest 
groups put opposing arguments on the table, saying that they could not simply 
leap over the risks and uncertainties that were involved in the project. Beside their 
argument that they did not want such a big stable in their backyards, they also 
pointed out that the arrival of the mega-stable would not have any positive effect 
on the local community.  

These different points of view characterise the different starting positions of the 
two configurations: the city council reasoning from a broader regional perspective, 
in which innovation, sustainability and entrepreneurship are important, and the lo-
cal citizens and lobby groups reasoning from a local perspective, highlighting the 
absence of positive effects of the project for the local community. Strong fixations 
without any space for reflection emerged within these configurations. Their fixa-
tions also included images of each other. Actors from the configuration “Innova-
tive, sustainable company in our area” were called too eager, and those from the 
configuration “No mega-stable in this area” too worried. Due to a lack of actual 
dialogue, the interaction between these two groups had the character of a recur-
rence of moves. In the end, the distrust shifted from the mega-stable concept onto 
the actors involved. Citizens blamed the alderman accountable for the project for 
being prejudiced. The supporters of the NMC on the other hand blamed the protest 
group’s spokesman of creating and abusing people’s fear. This turned out to be a 
bad situation for both the city council and citizens, because the council had to exe-
cute plans that were not supported by the general public, whereas citizens had the 
feeling they were not being heard or taken seriously.  

The consequence of this situation was that every argument given by both par-
ties was interpreted from a different perspective. The result was a spiral of dis-
trust. This spiral started with annoyances. Actors first blamed each other for not 
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listening or not wanting to understand one’s position. Typical action-reaction pat-
terns evolved, resulting in “dialogues of the deaf” (van Eeten 1999a) and a con-
tinuation of distrust. Every given argument became a reason to highlight the risks 
and uncertainties of the NMC.  In this situation, we observed two processes which 
could follow each other in time, but could also occur at the same moment (Table 
9.1). In the first phase, the configuration of regional advocates wanted to win trust 
by providing more information and discussing the risks and uncertainties involved 
through information exchange gatherings. These exchanges of information and 
debates however, only resulted in rising levels of distrust. During the second 
phase, key actors started blaming each other for all kinds of different things. 

 
Table 9.1. Spiral of distrust 

Process 1: Providing information, debating  
 
 
Effects:  
More information also leads to more counter-
argumentations 
More information reveals more risks and un-
certainties 
More debates � more people get involved 
Simplification of the problem  
 
Final result: growing distrust 
 

Process 2: Blaming and perseverance of points 
of view 
 
Effects:  
Arousing a negative mood 
A negative interpretation of all information 
Perseverance becomes a goal in itself 
Conspiracy theories 
 
 
 
Final result: continuation of distrust 

 
 

Process 1: More information and more debates aimed at building trust, lead to dis-
trust 

− Through the continuous debates and meetings about the NMC and the 
area around it, many citizens learned that the NMC was just one of the 
many projects that are on the roll in the area. 

− Transparency and complete openness of information could result in se-
lective shopping and the production of misinformation and suspicion 
(O’Neill 2002). Every new research and every new bit of information 
was used to sharpen the uncertainties.  

− The numerous debates attracted many more parties than the city council 
had foreseen. National lobby groups who were against mega-stables in 
general affected the local debates.  
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− More debates and information resulted in simplified definitions of the 
problem. Political one-liners and emotional statements had a serious con-
straining effect on the processes.  

Process 2: Blaming and perseverance of points of view 

− With rising levels of distrust, the mood changed from discussing to blam-
ing. Opponents started to exaggerate the risks by erecting billboards 
along the highway with families wearing gasmasks.  

− Every piece of information was interpreted negatively. All new sugges-
tions or plans from the city council were met with suspicion. 

− The perseverance of their own position became a goal in itself. Giving in 
would mean losing out. 

− The perseverance of positions resulted in conspiracy theories. The alder-
man was a Christian-Democrat and would have defended the agricultural 
interests against all prices, whereas the opponents would have conspired 
with the left-wing parties and environmental groups. 

9.5 Strategies for reflection 

What strategies are available to a local council in order to prevent the spread of 
suspicion and distrust, if not by providing more information or the conduction of 
more research? We answer this question by evaluating our case study, based on 
the notions presented in our theoretical framework. In general however, the best 
strategy is to prevent the growth of fixed beliefs that causes dialogues of the deaf 
and spirals of distrust. Once a decision-making process escalates and distrust rises 
it usually is very difficult to revitalise the process and regain trust. Trust comes on 
feet, but leaves on horseback.   

9.5.1 Strategies to prevent fixations and negative spirals of distrust 

Our case study shows that it is important to use arguments which relate to the con-
figurations involved and the existent intentional states of people. So a first strategy 
governments could use would be to identify different configurations surrounding 
the sensitive policy issue. Yet this can be hard because configurations manifest 
themselves only if issues become concrete. In our case, we saw that citizens and 
their concerns and objections became only evident when the decision-making 
process was already in an advanced stage.  

Second, governments could try to analyse its own configuration and identify 
possible blind spots. They could appoint a “devil’s advocate” who criticises the 
council’s argumentations and tries to identify other perspectives. In interactions 
between people there is a significant chance that a dominant discourse will arise 
quite quickly. The devil’s advocate can continually try to find out what is being 
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excluded, either consciously or subconsciously. Signals for such a “risk of a 
dominant discourse” are a big support or a large consensus. Usually this means 
that things are too good to be true. Processes of consensus seeking or political 
strategy are susceptible for exclusion, too.  

A possible third strategy is to organise one’s own reflection. Inevitably, case 
studies always provide backward glances. In retrospect it is easy to pinpoint the 
moments of lack of openness or to observe the weak signals of protests. However, 
during the heat of the policy processes most people are not able to reflect on what 
is going on. To paraphrase Mead: “we are conscious always of what we have 
done, never of doing it” (Mead 1934: 136). Scheduling fixed moments of reflec-
tion during intensive decision-making processes can help to anticipate and counter 
this mechanism of blindness.  

Fourth, an essential strategy is to develop an advanced communication ar-
rangement. Communicating uncertainties can help to establish trust. On the other 
hand, we saw that distributing information randomly can have severe conse-
quences for democracy. More information is not always good (O’Neill 2002). The 
work in organisational studies shows that more information is not what people 
need when they are overwhelmed by equivocality (Weick 1995: 27). Weick pro-
poses an alternative communication arrangement that focuses on values, priorities, 
and clarity about preferences to help people to be clear about what really matters 
to them (Weick 1995: 27). First of all, governments should stop their reflex of or-
ganising information exchange evenings when dealing with sensitive issues. These 
gatherings are usually seen as a one-way communication lane from government to 
citizen, adding only to the spread of suspicion and distrust. 

9.5.2 Strategies to loosen up fixations and revitalise stagnated policy 
processes 

In our case prevention strategies came too late. Fixations and distrust were already 
a fact. The decision-making process can be very costly, especially with regard to 
trust and democracy, if the process is continued in this context. Reflection is 
needed to loosen up fixations, break through barriers, and to revitalise learning 
processes. A first strategy can be to make fixations and the mechanisms underly-
ing them explicit. We presented our own analysis to the members of the town and 
city council for instance. They recognised our findings and this helped them to be-
come aware of the fixed pattern they had fallen into. In the case of new sensitive 
issues they would surely take advantage of these insights. 

Initially, the town council did not allow us to discuss the ongoing decision-
making process concerning the NMC. This fits with the theory that when fixations 
occur, people are no longer able or willing to reflect and to change their behaviour 
within the existing context. Trying harder does not suffice (Termeer and Kessener 
2007). For instance, we organised a meeting of reflection with the town council, 
but this did not help because they reproduced their fixated patterns. According to 
the configuration theory it is only possible to break through fixations by organis-
ing context variation (Van Dongen et al. 1996, Voogt 1991). As an intervention 
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we organised a new context: a role play. We first asked the administrators and the 
politicians of the municipality to imagine themselves as being part of a different 
configuration so that they would see other possible perspectives and feel different 
emotions. Then we asked them to use arguments which relate to these configura-
tions to discuss different scenarios regarding the mega-stables. This exercise re-
sulted in strong statements. However, when we reflected on the consequence of 
these insights for the ongoing mega-stable process, they got stuck in their fixation, 
positing that the point of no return has already been passed. We cannot expect the 
loosening up of fixations to occur overnight. An important conclusion from these 
kinds of interventions is that change comes step by step: “small wins can churn 
old routines into new learning” (Weick and Westley 1996: 454). 

9.6 Discussion 

In this chapter we addressed the question of how local governments can maintain 
or regain trust amongst citizens when dealing with sensitive knowledge-intensive 
issues that could trigger resistance and distrust. Based on our findings, we now 
want to highlight why information and knowledge could thwart democracy.  

We identified five configurations, of which the regionally embedded configura-
tions “Innovative sustainable company in our area” (the local advocates) and “No 
mega-stable in this area” (the local opponents) were of particular influence for the 
local decision-making process. Beside their argument that they did not want such 
a big stable in their backyards, the local opponents also pointed out that the arrival 
of the mega-stable would not have any positive effect on the local community. On 
the other hand, politicians strongly supported the concept because of its alleged 
sustainable and innovative character. Because of this divide between configura-
tions, every given argument is interpreted from a different perspective and actors 
are inclined to confirm their own perspectives while disqualifying others, thereby 
making a real dialogue extremely difficult. Consequently, each configuration does 
not feel acknowledged in its opinion. In our case this resulted in a spiral of distrust 
in which perseverance became a goal in itself, conspiracy theories grew, and all 
information was interpreted negatively. More research and the use of technical 
frames did not help to shift the focus of attention away from the mega-stables nor 
limit the scope of participation surrounding the issue. Instead, it turned out to be 
useful for the opposition, because the act of scientific research became connected 
to the configurations which were positive about mega-stables. This way, more 
knowledge became disadvantageous for local democracy by bringing up more 
counter-argumentations, uncertainties, and debates.  

Governments who deal with sensitive issues might escape the negative spiral of 
trust and the stagnation of the decision-making process by being aware of the dif-
ferent configurations in which stakeholders operate, and using arguments which 
relate to these configurations. Strategies they can apply are: identifying configura-
tions, appointing a devil’s advocate, scheduling fixed moments of reflection, and 
developing an advanced communication arrangement. Trust is crucial for creating 
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public support for a certain policy; but regaining trust is extremely difficult. Once 
the decision-making process escalates, a continuation of the decision process can 
be very costly. In these cases, reflection is needed. In our case we have seen that a 
reflective conversation can help people to become aware of the fixed pattern they 
have fallen into. However, it proved difficult to loosen up fixations and to revital-
ise learning processes.  

In general, the best strategy is to prevent the development of fixed beliefs, 
causing dialogues of the deaf and spirals of distrust. Preventing these pathways 
does not necessarily mean that one should increase transparency and produce 
more knowledge and more information. A first step to avoid the circles of distrust 
is at least to establish the awareness among policy-makers and process managers 
that information and knowledge could have these perverted effects: effects which 
are usually not expected by them. 
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10 Media, Democracy and Governance 

Miguel Goede 

Abstract    

The purpose of this chapter is to present a conceptual framework for the function-
ing of the media, democracy and governance. Politics function like a television re-
ality show in which the media frame the debate. Mediacracy has its own language 
and rules; it simplifies content. Cyber democracy has increased the participation of 
the creative user, who co-creates the content. These developments create the con-
ditions for the reality show. This chapter contributes to an understanding of the 
media, democracy and governance. It contains both hope and a wish – the hope for 
more democracy, but also a wish to improve this institution. 

10.1 Introduction 

Big Brother is also the name of a successful franchised television reality show. 
Reality television uses ordinary people in unscripted situations. The participant 
co-creates (Tapscott and Williams 2008) the content. This is a relatively inexpen-
sive concept, which makes it attractive for today’s commercial television. The 
“Big Brother Show” was first aired in 1999 in the Netherlands. The concept is as 
follows: 12 persons are placed in a house together, without contact with the 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_10,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 

In the novel “1984” written by George Orwell in 1949, he presents his vision of 
the future and introduces the concept of “Big Brother”. Two aspects of his vision 
are relevant for this chapter. First of all, in his book, there are cameras everywhere 
and people are monitored 24 h a day, 7 days a week (24/7). Secondly, he writes 
about the Ministry of Truth of the imaginary inter-continental super-state, Oceania, 
undertaking content management while the content is altered all the time. Our 
current society reminds us of Orwell’s vision. Our wireless Internet society con-
nects everybody, with a wide range of gadgets including smart phones and small 
digital cameras, and with applications and platforms like Google, Google Earth, 
YouTube, I-reports, Facebook, MySpace and Twitter. Cities like London and 
Johannesburg are protected by surveillance cameras. But that is not all. Global 
Positioning Systems (GPS) make it possible to locate people and objects anytime 
and anywhere. Next to this, there are many databases containing personal informa-
tion, including financial records, consumer preferences, behaviour on the Internet 
and even medical records. Some of these databases can be connected. Society has 
indeed become a society in which Big Brother might be watching us. 
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outside world, for a 100 days. This group can be observed 24/7 via the Internet, 
and the highlights are displayed on television daily or weekly. Once a week, some 
inhabitants of the Big Brother house are nominated to leave the house and go 
home. The viewers get involved by voting for the nominees on the Internet or by 
text messaging (SMS). The last remaining candidate wins a sum of money. 

The question addressed in this chapter is whether the concept of the reality 
show has become a metaphor for today’s political system. Politics have become a 
24/7 activity that is permanently monitored by citizens via the media. Political de-
cision-making is framed by the media. Election campaigns and elections increas-
ingly look like a casting for the reality show of politics. The polls fulfil the func-
tion of providing voting opportunities for the public in order to choose who leaves 
the reality show, and talk shows and call-in programmes are a chance for the pub-
lic to get involved during the reality show. By examining this extended metaphor 
of the reality television show, this chapter will examine the governance of the me-
dia, identify the role and evolution of the media and its contribution to democracy. 

Some use the term “perpetual campaign” to indicate that politics have become 
a reality show. But the model of the reality show is not limited to the world of 
politics. The reality show model is also applicable to media coverage of the world 
of sports and entertainment, war and natural disasters (Klein 2007), to name just a 
few areas. The so-called Balloon Boy incident in Colorado in the United States of 
America is good example of the reality show model. On 15 October 2009, the fa-
ther of a six-year old boy reported that his son had taken off in a homemade he-
lium balloon. All resources were mobilised to rescue the boy and the events were 
covered live by the traditional corporate media, the new media and social net-
works for hours. After several hours, to the relief of everybody the boy turned out 
to be at home and not in the balloon. The family ended up on the “Larry King 
Live” show that evening. During that interview the six-year old answered a ques-
tion of the host Wolf Blitzer, stating he did this for the media show. Soon it be-
came clear that the whole thing was a hoax (Reuters 2009). Andy Warhol’s pre-
diction, “In the future everyone will be world-famous for 15 minutes”, is more 
true now than ever.  

10.2 Framework 

The reality of the interplay between media, democracy and governance is complex 
and dynamic. To study this reality, the development of a conceptual framework is 
needed to structure this complexity. A conceptual framework is used in research to 
outline possible courses of action or to present a preferred approach to an idea or 
thought.1 A conceptual framework is an intermediate theory that connects aspects 
of the research and so it provides logic, order and consistency between the differ-
ent elements. The framework to understand the media, democracy and governance 
                                                           

 
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conceptual_framework. Accessed on 13 November 2009. 
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starts with the normative frameworks of De Tocqueville and Habermas and devel-
ops via different stages into a model for cyber democracy and networks. 

In 1830s, Alex de Tocqueville was one of the first to identify the importance of 
the free media (press) as a powerful force for the promotion of democracy (Graber 
2003). Habermas (1962) formulated the concept of the public sphere between 
family life, business life and the state: a sphere where citizens could engage in ra-
tional dialogue, free from power, shaping their lives. He states that the prolifera-
tion of commercial media has destroyed this public sphere. Some argue that the 
new media will rescue the public sphere (Bardoel 2003). 

The media are defined as “communication channels through which news, enter-
tainment, education, data, or promotional messages are disseminated”. The media 
include every broadcasting and narrowcasting medium such as newspapers, maga-
zines, TV, radio, billboards, direct mail, telephone, fax, and Internet.2 In today’s 
world media corporations combine traditional platforms like radio and TV with 
the Internet, using websites and social networks like Facebook and Twitter. 

The media have evolved from the marketplace to newspapers and magazines, 
the radio, television and the Web, versions 1.0 to 3.0. Every time a new medium 
emerged, some people claimed that the new developments will kill the existing 
media. But to date, we have seen that the emergence of new media transforms the 
other media and the media landscape, rather than destroying anything.  

According to the literature and the definition given above, the media have sev-
eral functions: 

− To inform the citizens; 
− To criticise situations in society; 
− To express opinions and let others express their opinions on issues; 
− To entertain; 
− To educate citizens; 
− To promote commerce: the media are just a business (Reinders 1996, 

Maduro 2004, Goede 2006, Graber 2003). 

Some of the functions of the media might conflict with each other, for example the 
entertainment and the information functions (Prior 2007). That is why in the past, 
the media differentiated themselves according to their core function and in their 
programming. Today it is more difficult to distinguish between the different func-
tions. Politicians appear in entertainment programmes. Who does not remember 
presidential candidate Obama’s dance moves in the “Ellen DeGeneres Show” on 
30 October 2007? 

Many consider that the media play an important role as a watchdog and as a 
part of the system of checks and balances in a political system (Gerstl-Pepin 
2007). Castells (1996) elaborates on the relationship between politics and the me-
dia in his trilogy on the network society. The network society is an Anglo-Saxon 

                                                           
 

2   http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/media.html 
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10.2.1 Mediacracy 

In 1975 Kevin Philips, in his book Mediacracy: American Parties and Politics in 
the Communications Age, introduced the concept of mediacracy, arguing that in a 
democratic society those who rule the media (indirectly) rule society, and also 
suggesting that the media, as a collective actor, rule the country. In this system 
politicians stop thinking and listen exclusively to the media to identify issues. 
Since the media are in the hands of corporations, or are financed by corporations, 
the corporations rule. 

Mediacracy has its own language and rules; it simplifies the content, it is about 
image building, about the personification of politics, about the spreading of ru-
mours, and about character assassination of political rivals and public figures. It is 
in this light that scandals should be evaluated. Mediacracy is expensive and this 
fact makes politics dependent upon financial contributors and lobbyists. Castells 
states that in the United States this interdependency is partially responsible for the 
fact that there is insufficient regulation of party funding. 

Because of the media, citizens are more involved, but nevertheless their trust in 
politics has been diminishing. Citizens express their concerns through mechanisms 
that are outside the system of parliamentary elections, or vote for alternative par-
ties and candidates. In this context the Internet, or new media in general, play an 
important role. It provides platforms for citizens to contact each other and creates 
alternative ways for funding politics (Hertz 2003, Castells 2009). 

The relationship between government, society, citizens and organisations and 
the role of political parties and the media are illustrated in Figure 10.1. This model 
is based on the System Analysis Model of David Easton (1965). It is a greatly 
simplified model of reality, as it is limited to the national level and does not in-
clude multinational media corporations and the Internet. 

 

worldview (Meuleman 2008). The media are the main source of information. Citi-
zens base their actions on this information, but they do not do this blindly, because 
despite concentration, the media are still too diverse for that. Citizens do not re-
ceive the information passively; they actively process the information from their 
own perspectives. Communication is a complex process and those who try to in-
fluence public opinion via the media are always confronted with unforeseen ef-
fects. The media frames the political debate and thus influences it.  
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Fig. 10.1 The framing of politics by the media. 
 

The model illustrates the functions of the media. They inform the citizens and so 
frame the discourse in society. They criticise situations in society and give oppor-
tunities to citizens to express themselves and so act as the gatekeepers of the po-
litical agenda. But the media also educate and entertain the citizens. This is only 
possible if the media generate a healthy profit or are subsidised (Bardoel 2003). 

Some observers argue that politicians are more and more inclined to listen to 
business groups, organised interest groups and the media. The voice of the people 
is lost, even if they are shouting in the many daily talk shows on the multitude of 
radio and television stations and web logs. Genuine dialogue is not possible; the 
media are just a billboard of opposing views. It is in this context that the media 
present themselves as the voice of the people, keeping the politicians honest. But 
is this really true? The question is: who controls the media? (Scheuer 2007). The 
media are funded by the same interest groups that fund the political parties (Cas-
tells 2009). But other observers argue that journalists are leftist liberals and thus 
anti-corporate (Gerstl-Pepin 2007). 

The citizen cannot break the triangular relationship between politics, business 
and the media, just as he or she cannot break the triangular relationship between 
politics, business and the unions (NRC 9 July 2004): 

The public is clearly dissatisfied with the current political media offerings. 
While many Americans consider themselves to be “news junkies” and 
express a strong need to keep informed, they don't trust many news sources. 
A majority of citizens believe that the news is unduly influenced by 
powerful business and political interests who play into the media’s own 
desire to make profits. Further, they consider the news to be too sensational 
and scandal-ridden. The public feels that the press is intrusive, and goes too 
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Graber (2003) warns against stereotyping the (American) media. She argues that, 
although many of the criticisms on the media are legitimate, “on balance, Ameri-
can democracy has managed to sustain its chief goals despite the imperfections of 
its tools” (Graber 2003). 

In conclusion: there is an imbalance between the values People, Planet and 
Profit as dictated by the philosophy of sustainable development when it comes to 
the media. The focus is too much on Profit or market (Bardoel 2003). 

10.2.2 The new media and cyber democracy 

A specific topic that is widely discussed is the penetration of the new media. Time 
magazine, in December 2006, declared “You” as person of the year. This you 
highlights the emergence of Web 2.0 (Grossman 2006). As a consequence of the 
new media, young people read less and watch less television (Broertjes 2006, 
Scheuer 2007, Gaber 2007, Bardoel 2003). In July 2009 a 15-year old intern at 
Morgan Stanley presented a research note on how teenagers consume the media. 
The report shook the City of London and beyond. In his report he states, among 
others things, that teenagers do not read newspapers on a regular basis and that 
they do not listen to the radio very often. On the other hand, almost all teenagers 
have a PC with access to the Internet and a mobile phone, but they do not use the 
Internet on the mobile phone because this service is too expensive. Teenagers 
watch television very selectively (guardian.co.uk 2009). Many people think that 
the new media will change everything when it comes to the power of media corpo-
rations and thus democracy. This development is illustrated in Figure 10.2.  The 
share of the old media has been reduced to less than 30% in 10 years. 

far in invading people's personal lives in the interest of getting a story. 
Audience members are concerned about the accuracy of reporting, 
especially as media organisations compete to be the first with a breaking 
story. In fact, journalist norms of sourcing and fact-checking largely have 
become a thing of the past, as the pace of news reporting has accelerated 
(Owen 1999). 
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Fig. 10.2. The development of the media through time (Baekdal 2009). 

… today, the new Internet is completely dominating our world. The 
newspapers are dead in the water, and people are watching less TV than 
ever. The new king of information is everyone, using social networking 
tools to connect and communicate. Even the traditional website is dying 
from the relentless force of the constant stream of rich information from the 
social networks (Baekdal 2009). 

At this stage some believe that the new media have fundamentally changed the 
model of mediacracy (Baekel 2009, Friedman 2005, Tapscott and Williams 2008, 
Anderson 2009). Gaynor uses the term Cyberdemocracy. Others use the term digi-
tal democracy. Some cyberutopians (Gaynor 1996) point to examples like the so-
called Iranian Twitter Revolution to make their case. He states that the new media, 
especially the social networks, played an important role during the presidential 
election campaign in Iran. When the outcome of the election was published on 13 
June 2009, hundreds of thousands protesters who voted for reformist presidential 
candidate Mir-Hossein Mousavi took to the streets denouncing fraud by President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. The regime tried to shut down the protests by closing 
down the media. The people had to bring their story to the world using social net-
works like Twitter. Twitter had to postpone their maintenance to support the 
movement. CNN installed an Iranian desk to bring these images to the mainstream 
media (Schectman 2009). But this desk disappeared into the background on 25 
June 2009 when www.tmz.com announced the death of Michael Jackson on their 
website and the mainstream media took over the story. The Michael Jackson story 
dominated the media for months. The latest event is this saga is the release of the 
movie “This is it” in October 2009, based on recordings of his last rehearsals. In 
November the Iran desk appeared again. 
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What the Twitter Revolution illustrates is that media corporations have en-
closed the new media, and that without the media corporations the new media are 
very weak. It also illustrates that media corporations frame the political debate, 
and that entertainment and news compete and blend at the same time. 

Apart from the role of the new media, these examples are not new. The live 
broadcasting of “Desert Storm”, the First Iraq War in 1990 and 1991, brought re-
ality TV to a whole new level. The war could be viewed live on CNN all over the 
world. The Second Iraq War was a direct consequence of the attacks of 9/11 on 
the Twin Towers in New York: the impact of the second airplane into the tower 
was broadcasted live on television. The “War on Terror” was started based on 
misleading information on weapons of mass destruction. The media framed the 
story creating and maintaining public support for the war (Bennett et al. 2007). 
The new media were not able to reframe the war. On the contrary, corporate media 
used the new media to frame the story. New media were used by embedded main-
stream reporters. 

10.2.3 Adjusting the framework 

Prior (2007) presents, in his book Post-Broadcast Democracy, a Conditional Po-
litical Learning model (CPL) that describes the tendency for popular acquisition of 
political information to be dependent on the availability of television programmes. 
Simplifying reality, the model states that people have stable, competing prefer-
ences for news or information and entertainment. The increased availability of en-
tertainment leads to a decrease in the number of people following the news. The 
fragmentation of audiences due to the proliferation of media, especially television, 
leads to polarised elections because news junkies attend to political news while 
less interested citizens flock to entertainment (Prior 2007).  

The CPL is a simple model, just like the models of Philips and Easton. A more 
complex model is presented by Castells. In his book Communication Power 
(2009), Castells argues that communication is the central power in today’s society. 
This confirms Philips’ account of mediacracy.  

The model that Castells (2009) offers to describe governance in today’s global 
network society consists of four forms of power: 

− Networking power: The power of actors and organisations included in the 
networks. It is about inclusion and exclusion. 

− Network power: The social coordination between multiple networked ac-
tors. It is about imposing a protocol in a network. 

The case becomes even more interesting when analysing the coverage of the 
coup d’état in Honduras on 28 June 2009. President Manuel Zelaya was lifted 
from his bed by the army and put on an airplane to Costa Rica. Mr. Roberto 
Micheletti assumed the presidency. All American presidents were involved trying 
to resolve the conflict. An attempt by President Manuel Zelaya to return to 
Tegucigalpa on 5 July 2009 was televised live by, for example, the Venezuelan 
state television. This story was barely covered by CNN. 
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− Networked power: Who has power in the dominant networks? This is not 
a simple question. Many have power; it is not in the hands of any specific 
person.  

− Network-making power: The most crucial form of power is the compe-
tence of Programmers and Switchers. The Programmers state the agenda 
of the network and the Switchers connect separate networks. 

Switching (connecting) different networks requires the ability to construct a cul-
tural and organisational interface, a common language, a common medium, a sup-
port of universally accepted values: exchange value. The all-purpose form of ex-
change value is money. Programming is the ability to generate, diffuse and affect 
the discourse that frames the human action. Discourse shapes the public mind via 
communication networks that organise socialised communication. Programming 
and communication networks are the decisive source of cultural materials that 
feed the programme goals of any network. Alternative discourse has to go through 
the same programming and communication networks. “Power in the network soci-
ety is communication power” (Castells 2009: 53). In other words the networks of 
communication, finance and politics are interlinked. Together they create a cli-
mate for mediacracy and mediocracy in which populism rises. The creative audi-
ence tries to reprogramme the networks but has to go through the same communi-
cation networks. 

Global social networks and social networks of social networks enabled by 
global digital communication are the fundamental source of power and counter-
power in present-day society. There is a contradiction between multinational cor-
porate media networks and the creative audience, framing and counter-framing the 
news. The corporate media try to commodify the Internet and the creative audi-
ence tries to establish a degree of citizen communication power. Power is differen-
tiated in the network society. Power is not fully determined by one group or one 
kind of power structure, but whoever has enough money, including political lead-
ers, will have a better chance of exerting power. An example of this is Mayor Mi-
chael Bloomberg whose election campaign for a third term as mayor of New York 
cost $64,756,118.47 (Lisberg 2009). Another example is Prime Minister of Italy, 
Mr. Berlusconi. It is said that he maintains his political position thanks to his eco-
nomic power and the power of the media in Italy. President Obama also won the 
election thanks to the huge budget at the disposal of his campaign. Some state that 
his story is different because a significant part of the budget was from small do-
nors who donated via the Internet (Castells 2009). Some believe that the Obama 
campaign is an illustration that the new media can lead to more democracy. But the 
fact is that candidate Obama needed money to ensure access to corporate media. 

Singapore is also an interesting case for analysis in terms of the media, democ-
racy and governance. Singapore developed from a third world county to a first 
world country in one generation. The PAP political party has been in power since 
the 1960s. This has been possible because it restricts the media. The question is: 
why did the new media not change this? Could the answer be that in Singapore hi-
erarchical structures are still in place? (Kuan Yew 2000). 
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The question is whether mass self communication – Web 2.0 and Web 3.0 – 
will shift the balance of power between multinational corporations and the crea-
tive audience. According to Fuchs (2009) there is no empirical evidence that Web 
2.0 is autonomous from the power of capital. The trends towards increased eco-
nomic concentration, diversification of platforms, customisation and segmentation 
of audiences, and economies of synergy continue. But there is also potential for 
counter-power within Web 2.0. Mass self-communication allows citizens to watch 
the powerful. But the powerful have made it their main concern to enclose these 
alternative platforms. The competition is unequal, but there are examples of suc-
cessful counter power ventures. In fact, there is a stratified online economy de-
voted to managing attention, in which the trademarks of the established media 
play an important role in attracting attention. The creative audience remains frag-
mented. The power relationship between the corporate media and the creative user 
is asymmetrical, to the advantage of the corporations. In other words, the world is 
not flat (Friedman 2005) but it is potentially flat.  

The model developed by Castells models today’s globalised network society, 
powered by the Internet, where there are basically no frontiers for actors. The role 
of the state has therefore diminished.  

10.2.4 Reality show 

Power in media politics is exerted by triggering emotions. This is done by the 
mainstream media via sensationalism, theatrical politics, personification, dramati-
sation, the fragmentation of information and audiences, negative stereotyping, at-
tack politics, and the creation of scandals. A blend of the traditional media and the 
Internet is a new phenomenon: co-creation. Stories enter the traditional media al-
most as they happen via the Internet, filtered by the corporate media. This creates 
reality media. The same mechanisms that can be seen in a reality show apply to 
media politics. 

The Clinton Lewinsky scandal in 1998 is an illustration of scandal politics. This 
happened in an era when Internet proliferation was relatively low. It led to the 
second attempt to impeach a president of the United States. In retrospect it is 

For Castells, there are the following new aspects of media politics: the use 
of the Internet in political campaign (p. 230), the multiplication of entry 
points of political reports, on which an interaction between mainstream 
media and the Internet is based (p. 234), an unprecedented prevalence and 
significance of scandal politics (p. 246), the easy and immediate diffusion of 
scandal politics over the Internet by everyone (pp. 247f), an increase of 
publicity and perception of corruption and the impact on public trust 
(p. 289). The result would be a worldwide crisis of political legitimacy, a 
decline in public trust, and a crisis of democracy. These crises could 
possibly, but not automatically result in depolitisation, and would in many 
cases also create a desire for insurgent politics, social movements and new 
political space (Fuchs 2009: 98). 
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unclear what it was all about. It started with the investigation of the Whitewater 
deal in 1970s and 1980s. The scandal affected the election campaign of Al Gore, 
who lost the election against president George W. Bush. 

Within the format of the reality show, created by the blending of traditional 
corporate media and new media, there is the possibility for hypes and hoax. Hype 
is extreme publicity resulting in tumult. Hoax is an act intended to mislead or 
scam. The death of Michael Jackson is an example of hype, and the Balloon Boy 
is an illustration of a hoax. Other hypes are the millennium bug or Y2K bug in the 
late 1990s; SARS in 2002; and H1N1 in 2009. Through the media global panic is 
created for unclear reasons. Some state that it is done to serve the interests of spe-
cific industries. 

A recent example of reality show politics is the bankruptcy of the DSB Bank, a 
small bank in the Netherlands in October 2009. The DSB went bankrupt when a 
financial expert, Peter Lakerman, stated in a talk show that the bank was exploit-
ing mortgage costumers. He advised the clients to take their money out of the 
bank. This started a run on the bank, leading to its bankruptcy. 

The meltdown of the financial markets in the last quarter of 2008 had several 
noticeable media events that illustrate this theme. The first was when the former 
chairman of the Federal Reserve Bank confessed to the Senate that he was wrong 
in his belief in deregulation and self-regulation of the financial market. Another 
moment was when the CEOs of the automobile corporations of Detroit flew to 
Washington in their corporate jets to ask for a bailout. 

The consequences of reality show politics are that the political campaign has 
become permanent, undermining representative democracy and creating the illu-
sion of direct democracy. The campaign is not about issues and content, but about 
emotions. Campaigning is about packaging, branding and marketing. There is no 
room for long-term objectives and ideology. Political parties have become market-
ing machines, financed by stakeholders, catering to the needs of voters. The elec-
torate has become extremely volatile. This creates the conditions for a radical shift 
in the electoral outcome, meaning that politics as a rational means of sustainable 
governance is further away than ever, despite the potential of the new media. The 
ability of politicians to lead has decreased. The (new) media have weakened rep-
resentative democracy. The possibility of knowing the likely public reaction to 
possible policy has led to a twisted direct democracy. The new media have led to 
permanent elections. Political effects of proposed policy are constantly measured. 
This leads to pressure, even within parties, who aim to improve their ratings. In 
other words, there is a climate for populism (Pehe 2009, Gaber 2007). 

10.3 Conclusions 

The media have changed over time and so have the frameworks to apprehend 
them, from the models based on checks-and-balances of representative democracy 
of De Tocqueville and Habermas, to the mediacracy of Easton and Philips, to cy-
ber democracy. To cope with the proliferation of media, especially television and 
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radio, the Conditional Political Learning model was presented. Castells’ network 
society provides a framework to fit new media into the way the media are under-
stood. 

The United States and other western countries are concerned about the concen-
tration of the media as a consequence of liberalisation of media regulation and the 
operation of the market (Jackson and Stanfield 2004). This applies to some other 
countries as well (Trakhtenberg 2005). According to Champlin and Knoedler 
(2006), the media should educate and inform, and so strengthen democracy. Be-
cause of the pressure of the market, the media have become primarily focused on 
generating revenues, and the audience is primarily interested in entertainment. But 
increasing competition is not an automatic cure for the present imbalance between 
the three Ps (Planet, People and Profit). 

One consequence of the oversupply of (new) media is that the media are very 
accessible. This leads to the paradox that democracy diminishes because the media 
corporations became dependent upon the advertising revenues from the business 
community. New media look like an alternative but they are enclosed by corporate 
media. Some commentators argue that the Internet has democratised information, 
while others argue that the Internet has merely created information overload 
(Gaber 2007).  

The fact remains that the media play an important role in disclosing cases of 
bad governance. However, the media do not stick to the role of presenting the 
news, but in many cases make the news, and in some cases the media have be-
come the news. The emergence of the new media has not changed this pattern. In 
fact the media have transformed society into a reality show, with their many talk 
shows and call-in programmes. The question is: who watches over the watchdog? 
The media are no longer the watchdog of society but are a part of the whole sys-
tem of checks and balances in the fragile democracy. The question is whether citi-
zens will use the new media as a part of the system of checks and balances on the 
media.  

After observing global trends one might conclude that the convergence of poli-
tics and the media towards a reality show is now universal. The words “reality 
show” and “mediacracy” have a negative connotation to them. But this is not to-
tally correct, because although they have drawbacks, they also hold the promise of 
a direct or participative democracy in which the people play an active role in their 
own governance (Coleman 1999, Cover 2004). This all might bring us closer to 
President Lincoln’s “government of the people, by the people, for the people”, a 
goal that will be advanced by the further development of ICT and with it e-
elections. But there still is a long way to go. 
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Abstract    

In any society, a wide diversity of actors has relevant knowledge concerning im-
portant societal problems. In a knowledge democracy both dominant and non-
dominant actors have equal access and ability to put this knowledge forward in the 
process of solving societal problems. In order to enable these actors to contribute 
meaningfully to decision-making around public policy and research agendas, we 
argue that a transdisciplinary research process is needed. In this chapter we criti-
cally reflect on the principles, concepts and core methods of transdisciplinary re-
search. We first look at the national historical roots of transdisciplinary research, 
specifically focussing on two countries – Switzerland and The Netherlands. Next 
we develop a typology of transdisciplinary research. From the perspective of 
knowledge democracy, we can distinguish two important dimensions in research 
approaches: the degree of knowledge input of lay groups that is included in a spe-
cific transdisciplinary project and the degree in which non-dominant actors are 
explicitly involved in the decision-making of the development process of policies 
or research agendas. This results in two different styles of transdisciplinary re-
search. We discuss the similarities and differences of these different styles and ap-
proaches. We close this chapter with a discussion on transdisciplinary research 
styles in relation to forms of democracy – on the one hand basic and representative 
democracy and on the other hand deliberative democracy. 

 

11.1 Introduction 

Knowledge democracy connotes a society in which a wide diversity of actors 
hold relevant knowledge to address important societal problems (In ’t Veld 
2009). In such an ideal democracy dominant and non-dominant actors have 
equal access and ability to bring this knowledge forward in order to contribute 
to solutions for societal problems. Such a knowledge democracy has no bias 
regarding access of knowledge, ways of knowledge sharing and the role of 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_11,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 
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knowledge on decision-making. Clearly we are then discussing an ideal, a norma-
tive statement which has led to various reactions in favour and against such a per-
spective. In this chapter, we will not contribute to this debate. Instead we will fol-
low Kant (1781) with his statement “ought implies can”.   

If we say that we ought to give actors, who have relevant knowledge for ad-
dressing societal problems, the possibility to influence decision-making for public 
policy and research agendas, we need to know how to do that. What are the 
mechanisms that have proven to be helpful? This question points in the direction 
of specification of methodologies and processes. Processes in which the knowl-
edge of different actors are brought together and that are designed to realise a de-
cision-making process which explicitly takes a variety of inputs into account. 
There are different names for these processes, such as transdisciplinary research 
(Thompson Klein et al. 2001), knowledge co-creation (Regeer and Bunders 2009), 
multi-stakeholder interaction (Sheppard and Meitner 2004) and interactive policy-
making (Driessen et al. 2001). 

Nowadays, it is standard to ask for societal relevance, transdisciplinary research 
and multi-stakeholder involvement in research proposals. This practice seems to 
suggest that we have a good methodology for organising the required processes. But 
is that the case? In our view it is time to assess these approaches and to learn from 
best practices in order to find out under which conditions they can be applied, and 
what they mean in the context of knowledge democracy. There is an increasing 
urgency to get a better grip on the possibilities and limitations, as well as to reflect 
critically on the principles, concepts and core methods of transdisciplinary research. 
This is particularly warranted since transdisciplinary research appears to be a very 
demanding and challenging endeavour in many cases. 

To begin to understand these differences, we first look at the national historical 
roots in Switzerland and the Netherlands (Sect. 11.2) and then develop a typology 
of transdisciplinary research processes in the context of knowledge democratisa-
tion (Sect. 11.3). In Sects. 11.4 and 11.5 we focus on three transdisciplinary ap-
proaches, the Transdisciplinary Case Study (TCS) approach, the Institute for So-
cial-Ecological Research (ISOE) model and the Interactive Learning and Action 
(ILA) approach. Section 6 deals with various requirements for mainstreaming 

 

What is currently labelled as “transdisciplinary research” grew and flourished 
in the rich soil of the debates on knowledge democratisation in the last decades of 
the twentieth century. The pioneers analysed science and society relationships and 
experimented with interventions known under various labels, such as Constructive 
Technology Assessment (Rip et al. 1995), Participative Action Research (for  
example, Kemmis and McTaggert 1988, Reason and Bradbury 1990), Post-normal 
Science (Funtowicz and Ravetz 1993) and Mode1/Mode2 knowledge production 
(Gibbons et al. 1994). Nowadays in various countries, research groups and special 
institutes have been established that label their work as transdisciplinary research. 
These groups interact closely in a global context. If we compare the different re-
search groups, we can see similarities, for example in some of the tools they use, 
but also differences in the way transdisciplinary research is conceptualised and the 
products created in the context of knowledge democratisation.  
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transdisciplinary research and the development of a transdisciplinary research tra-
dition. We close with a discussion on transdisciplinary approaches in relation to 
forms of governance and knowledge democracy (Sect. 11.7). 

11.2 Historical roots of transdisciplinary research 

Transdisciplinary research developed during the 1980s and early 1990s of the past 
century. Multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary research can be placed in a con-
tinuum between monodisciplinary research and transdisciplinary research. 
Thompson Klein (2001: 7) defines transdisciplinarity as:  

A new form of learning and problem-solving involving co-operation 
between different parts of society and science in order to meet complex 
challenges of society. Transdisciplinary research starts from tangible, real-
world problems. Solutions are devised in collaboration with multiple 
stakeholders.  

Transdisciplinary research is embedded in local scientific, cultural and political 
practices that differ for each country. The fundamental embedding of transdisci-
plinary research in society leads to different routes, in which windows of opportu-
nity and challenges in development are taken into account. Although we distin-
guish common characteristics of transdisciplinary research as it is practised now in 
various countries, there are also still many differences. In order to shed light on 
the process of development of transdisciplinary research, we will in this section 
describe some important events in two countries – Switzerland and the Nether-
lands. This is not intended as a comparative or comprehensive analysis, rather it 
provides an illustration of how paths to transdisciplinary research can be shaped in 
different ways. Scientists and policy-makers in certain countries that want to de-
velop and institutionalise transdisciplinary research in their institutions might 
benefit from these descriptions (as a naturalistic generalisation).  

11.2.1 The emergence and institutionalisation of transdisciplinary 
research in Switzerland 

In Switzerland the term “transdisciplinarity” gained momentum during the early 
1990s and is still the topic of lively discussion. During this period the meaning of 
the term shifted. The shifting can be tracked if the concept of transdisciplinarity is 
seen as a group of features that differ in significance over time. An analysis of cur-
rent definitions of transdisciplinarity identified four such features (Pohl and Hirsch 
Hadorn 2007: 70): 

− (a) The transcendence and integration of disciplinary paradigms; 
− (b) Participatory research; 
− (c) The focus on real-world problems; 
− (d) The search for unity of knowledge beyond disciplines. 
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The meaning of transdisciplinarity shifts with the relative weight that is given to 
each of the features. For example, the understanding as promoted by Basarb 
Nicolescu (1996) mainly emphasises feature (d), the search for unity of knowledge 
beyond disciplines. Most definitions combine several of the features. 

In the early 1990s two initiatives of environmental research promoted transdis-
ciplinarity in Switzerland: the scientific journal “GAIA – Ecological Perspectives 
for Science and Society” (launched in 1991), and the research programme “Swiss 
Priority Programme Environment” (SPPE). GAIA was an academic initiative of 
scientists of the “Zentrum Philosophie und Wissenschaftstheorie” (University of 
Konstanz), the Institute for Economy and the Environment (University of St. 
Gallen) and the Department of Environmental Sciences (ETH Zurich). Writing the 
editorial of the fifth issue of GAIA, the philosopher Jürgen Mittelstraß claimed 
that environmental sciences are on track to transdisciplinarity. To him:  

[T]ransdisciplinarity refers to knowledge or research that frees itself of its 
specialised or disciplinary boundaries, that defines and solves its problems 
independently of disciplines, relating these problems to extra-scientific 
developments (Mittelstraß 1992: 250, translated).  

Such transdisciplinarity accentuates features (a), the transcendence and integration 
of disciplinary paradigms and (c), the focus on real-world problems. This is in line 
with Erich Jantsch’s original definition of transdisciplinarity as a complex systems 
theory approach. For Jantsch transdisciplinarity meant the integration and reorien-
tation of the whole education and innovation system with the purpose of address-
ing real-world problems (Jantsch 1972). Transdisciplinarity is a recurring issue in 
GAIA, be it in the kind of research projects that present their results, or the discus-
sions of transdisciplinarity as a mode of research. The focus on (a) and (c) pertains 
as can be seen in GAIA’s statement that “environmental problems cannot be 
solved by one academic discipline. The complex natures of these problems require 
cooperation across disciplinary boundaries.”1  

Within the second initiative, the SPPE (1992-2000), transdisciplinarity was 
taken care of mainly by the management of SPPE, especially by Rudolf Häberli 
and Walter Grossenbacher-Mansuy. SPPE was the main national source of fund-
ing for problem-driven environmental research, disposing of a total of 100 Mio 
CHF (~ 66 Mio €). SPPE was expected to help solve environmental problems 
through the programme’s research projects. The management of SPEE considered 
the transdisciplinary mode of research instrumental for that purpose and further-
more as a core innovation of SPPE (Häberli and Grossenbacher-Mansuy 1998). 
Initiated by the Swiss Academic Society of Environmental Research and Ecology – 
a promoter of problem-driven research – SPPE created a forum on transdisciplinary 
research in 1997. The forum was managed by two philosophers, Philipp Balsiger 
and Rudolf Kötter, primarily interested in the epistemology of transdisciplinarity. 
The forum was created as a platform to discuss and promote transdisciplinary 

                                                           
 

1   http://www.oekom.de/etc/gaia.html, October 23rd 2009. 
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research processes and continued until the end of SPPE in 2000. In 1998 the steer-
ing committee of SPPE mandated two researchers from the University of Berne 
(Antonietta di Giulio and Rico Defila), both interested in the management of inter- 
and transdisciplinary processes, to elaborate on criteria to evaluate inter- and 
transdisciplinary research. The criteria were published in a special issue of SPPE’s 
Newsletter (Defila and Di Giulio 1999). Compared to GAIA’s definition given by 
Mittelstraß, the discussion within SPPE expanded the understanding of transdisci-
plinarity based on features (a) and (c) by emphasising feature (b), participatory re-
search. An important reason for that shift was that the SPPE considered the inclu-
sion of the users in the research as a key element for effecting social change. 
However, within SPPE different positions existed regarding the overall signifi-
cance of feature (c). In the work on evaluation criteria it was even said to be the 
distinguishing feature of transdisciplinarity:  

Transdisciplinary research […] denotes interdisciplinary cooperation, 
involving not only scientists but also practitioners from beyond the realm of 
science (for example the users) in the research work (Defila and Di Giulio 
1999: 13) 

In 1998 the management of SPPE started to plan implementation and synthesis of 
SPPE. One of the central actions was an international conference on transdiscipli-
narity, which took place in 2000 at ETH Zurich under the title “Transdisciplinar-
ity: Joint Problem Solving among Science, Technology and Society”. The confer-
ence was co-organised by the management of SPPE and Roland W. Scholz from 
ETH Zurich who by that time had implemented six so-called transdisciplinary 
case studies in Switzerland (see below). Furthermore, leading expert in inter- and 
transdisciplinarity Julie Thompson Klein was included in the planning of the con-
ference (Thompson Klein et al. 2001). Scholz, based on his case study research 
emphasised the aspect of close collaboration and mutual learning with stake-
holders. Thompson Klein had recently published a book on inter- and transdisci-
plinarity, in which she introduced the perspective of the social studies of science, 
namely of boundary work and boundary crossing (Thompson Klein 1996), and of 
disciplines struggling for “cognitive authority” (Gieryn 1995: 405). The confer-
ence also brought transdisciplinarity together with knowledge production in Mode 
2. As keynote speakers, Michael Gibbons and Helga Nowotny presented the con-
cept of knowledge production in the context of application that provided “socially 
robust knowledge”. In their thinking transdisciplinarity was one of the features 
of Mode 2 (Gibbons et al. 1994, Thompson Klein et al. 2001). The Mode 2 dis-
cussion might have accentuated the understanding of transdisciplinarity as 
mainly standing for (b), participatory research and (c), the focus on real-world 
problems. At the time of the conference, transdisciplinarity was strongly based 
on features (b) and (c): not only in Switzerland, but also in research programmes 
in neighbouring countries – like the Austrian Landscape Research (KLF, since 
1995) and the Austrian research programme “Transdisziplinäre Forschung” 
(TRAFO 2004–2007). In addition, the German research programme Social-
Ecological Research (SÖF, since 1999), also focuses on (a) by underlining that 
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transdisciplinarity means “that the research process exceeds the boundaries of in-
dividual academic disciplines and indeed of the academic system as a whole” 
(PT-DLR 2008).  

In the years after 2000, researchers at several Swiss universities practiced or 
analysed transdisciplinarity, such as in Geneva (Lawrence and Després 2004), 

2002, Scholz and Tietje 2002). Furthermore, participatory and action-driven re-
search were developed in a large national research initiative, the National Compe-
tence Centre in North-South Research. With the end of SPPE however, the inte-
grating networking structure for transdisciplinarity vanished. The Swiss Academic 
Society of Environmental Research and Ecology (SAGUF) took the initiative to 
preserve and further develop the experiences gained in SPPE. SAGUF assumed 
SPPE’s web address (www.transdisciplinarity.ch) and launched the SAGUF-net 
for exchanging experiences and learning between scholars of transdisciplinarity. 
In 2003 the network was renamed transdisciplinarity-net (td-net) and taken over 
by the Swiss Academy of Sciences. The td-net for transdisciplinary research has 
been part of the Swiss Academies of Arts and Sciences since 2008. The way in 
which the work of td-net once again shifted the meaning of transdisciplinarity was 
twofold. Firstly, because of the inter-academic affiliation of td-net, the network 
connected researchers of various fields engaged in transdisciplinarity – for exam-
ple public health, migration, north-south partnerships, technology assessment, ur-
ban studies or environmental studies – in order to enable cross-field learning and 
community building beyond environmental research. Secondly, td-net focused on 
how to practice transdisciplinary research rather than on how to define transdisci-
plinarity. Accordingly, the understanding of transdisciplinary research is based on 
the purpose of addressing real-world issues:  

1. To grasp the complexity of an issue;  
2. To take into account the diverse perspectives on the issue;  
3. To link abstract and case-specific knowledge;  
4. To develop knowledge and practices that promote what is perceived to be the 

common good.  

The features (a), the transcending and integrating of disciplinary paradigms and 
(b), participatory research of transdisciplinarity in that reading become means to 
reach those purposes (Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn 2007, Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2008b). 

11.2.2  The development of transdisciplinary research in the Netherlands 

In the development of transdisciplinary research in the Netherlands, we can distin-
guish an academic-theoretical line, a governmental policy line and an academic-
empirical line, which are elaborated on below.  

In the Netherlands the academic-theoretical framing was developed by Arie 
Rip (see for example Rip et al. 1995) and was named “Constructive Technology 
Assessment” (CTA). CTA includes the following features: firstly, CTA stimulates 

Sion (Perrig-Chiello and Darbellay 2002), Berne (Defila et al. 2006), Basel 
(Burger and Kamber 2003, Maasen and Lieven 2006) and Zurich (Hirsch Hadorn 
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the creation of an infrastructure through which users and producers, and others 
who will be affected by the technology, can interact with each other and exchange 
information on a regular basis (Smits and Leyten 1991). Secondly, learning proc-
esses between various actors in research, diffusion and application are enhanced to 
create a more sophisticated understanding of the problems and of possible (tech-
nological) options (Schot and Rip 1997). Thirdly, reflexivity is fostered to avoid 
falling back on old positions and preconceived opinions. At the end of the day, 
this results in a societal agenda for technology R&D. Important tools include in-
terviews, focus groups, dialogue workshops and consensus conferences. A CTA 
activity is conducted by a CTA “agent”, who acts as a facilitator, intermediary and 
change agent at the same time. A CTA agent is, thus, an actor him- or herself. 
However, Bijker (1995), Fischer (1991) and Schot and Rip (1997) concluded that, 
although there are theoretically a multitude of opportunities for steering, hardly 
any social steering experiments had been performed and published halfway 
through the 1980s.  

From the governmental policy side, there was one leading and inspiring policy 
memorandum of the Ministry of Education and Science (1984) entitled “Integra-
tion of Science and Technology in Society”. This document stated explicitly that, 
in order to realise a proper embedding of the findings of science and technology in 
society, it is necessary that more actors and more aspects are integrated into the 
decision-making process on knowledge development for science and technology. 
Over the past ten years, it has been specifically the RMNO (Netherlands Advisory 
Council for Research on Spatial Planning, Nature and the Environment) that has 
taken the responsibility of focusing on the interface between science and society 
and the development of transdisciplinary agenda-setting and approaches (see for 
example, RMNO publications: In ’t Veld 2000, 2001, Regeer and Bunders 2009, 
De Cock Buning et al. 2008). In “The rehabilitation of Cassandra” (In ’t Veld 
2001) a plea is held to include “future research” into transdisciplinary research. 
This insight has also found resonance in the academic empirical line. 

With respect to the academic empirical line, the start of transdisciplinary re-
search in the Netherlands was not within the health and natural sciences, but 
within agricultural and environmental sciences (as was also the case in other coun-
tries). Most notably at Wageningen University there were various groups – often 
working with groups in developing countries – that experimented with new re-
search approaches like Participatory Rural Appraisal. From here we will follow 
one well-documented transdisciplinary research programme to highlight the suc-
cession of the different stages through which a specific approach to transdiscipli-
nary research was developed and institutionalised. 

In 1985 the Department of Biology and Society (now the Athena Institute) at 
the VU University Amsterdam, started a research programme on biotechnology 
and resource-poor farmers in developing countries, which is still active today. 
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Throughout the period the programme has been executed with many colleagues2. 
After an initial period of study and analysis of the development of research agen-
das on biotechnology for university-industry collaborations financed by the gov-
ernment, the possibilities of a transdisciplinary research programme on biotech-
nology for research-poor farmers was explored and modelled in the same way as 
the analysed university-industry-government programmes. From the outset, the 
programme was also embedded in the teaching programme of the Biology and So-
ciety department.   

In 1985–1986, the Netherlands Ministry of Education and Science (see De 
Bruin and Bunders 1987) commissioned the department to conduct a study that 
started with the idea that biotechnology could contribute to the needs and interests 
of societal groups other than industry. It assessed if and how an effective interac-
tion process between dominant and non-dominant actors could be created so that 
more aspects and more actors could be included in the decision-making process on 
agricultural biotechnology. Dominant actors in the decision-making process in-
cluded biotechnologists, while non-dominant actors included farmers, environ-
mental groups and development assistance groups. One of the results of this study 
was that differences in perceptions existed between biotechnologists and non-
dominant actors concerning certain aspects of the impact of agricultural biotech-
nology that could negatively influence communication between biotechnologists 
and non-dominant actors.  

Based on the results of this and other studies, researchers from the Department 
concluded that it was important as well as feasible to influence the biotechnologi-
cal innovation process. The basic structure for the later optimised Interactive 
Learning and Action (ILA)3 approach was designed to influence decision-making 
on biotechnology R&D in universities and institutes through facilitating commu-
nication and cooperation between biotechnologists and other societal actors, par-
ticularly non-dominant actors. Within the field of biotechnology for resource-poor 
farmers the following transdisciplinary ILA programmes were executed (amongst 
others): 

− Development of biotechnology research agendas in Zimbabwe, Pakistan 
and Bolivia. This programme resulted in detailed research reports, a 
book, and scientific articles. 

− Development of a national policy advice on biotechnology and develop-
ing countries. In this programme a public debate was organised between 
(for that time) an extraordinary variety of actors. This programme re-
sulted in a special feature in the journal “Trends in Biotechnology” in 

                                                           
 

2 These include colleagues from the Communication and Innovation Studies Group of the 
Wageningen University, biotechnologists of many Dutch universities and research 
groups, NGOs and governments in developing countries, and after 1989 with the Nether-
lands Ministry for Development Cooperation. 

3 At that time the working title of the methodology was “Interactive Bottom-up” (IBU) ap-
proach. 
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which not only research results were described (an approach to the de-
velopment of appropriate biotechnology and examples showing how the 
approach could be used in practice), but an article was written by the 
Minister for Development Cooperation (Bukman) in which he presented 
his plans to implement a coherent programme on biotechnology and de-
veloping countries, which was to be executed in four counties: Zim-
babwe, Kenya, India and Colombia. 

− Development of a model for institutionalising a transdisciplinary ap-
proach in an NGO (Grameen Krishi Foundation). This project was exe-
cuted because evaluation studies had shown that after the end of a project 
period, the contributing institutions continued with “business as usual” 
with no institutionalisation of the new way of working (that is systemi-
cally including non-dominant actors in the innovation process). This pro-
gramme resulted in changed working procedures towards the ILA ap-
proach in GKF, as well as a PhD thesis (Zweekhorst 2004). 

− Development of a model for tailor-made biotechnologies for resource-
poor people in India (based on the ILA approach) through a consortium 
of Indian PhD students and Indian and Dutch experts (in the field of pre-
ventive medicine). This programme has just started. 

To indicate the appreciation of programmes using the ILA approach in developing 
countries, at a World Bank conference on Science, Technology and Innovation for 
Development in February 2007 (attended by, amongst others, ministers from de-
veloping countries) eight showcases were selected as “best practices”. Two of the 
eight cases were in the field of agricultural biotechnology for resource-poor farm-
ers (the Indian and Colombian case) and used the ILA approach. 

11.3 Different transdisciplinary approaches  

Based on the wide diversity of transdisciplinary research we can ask the following 
questions: What similarities and differences of these programmes are relevant 
from the perspective of knowledge democracy? Which specific characteristics 
need to be analysed if we want to understand how transdisciplinary research can 
contribute to the process of knowledge democratisation?  

An initial look reveals a difference in time scales. We have examples of trans-
disciplinary research processes that take only a few months (for example, some 
consultation exercises), while there are also programmes that take over 10 years, 
and all options in between. The methods and tools used also appear to be quite di-
verse. Regarding involvement of non-scientific actors for example, they range 
from interviews to group sessions in all kinds of designs (focus groups, expert 
meeting, dialogues, citizen juries et cetera).  

Notwithstanding these differences, we observe that in scholarly literature the 
core of transdisciplinary research is most often presented as a shared set of princi-
ples (see Box 11.1 for an example). Principles differ from theories, methods, tools 



134      J.F.G. Bunders et al.  

and conditions because they refer to the researcher; the researcher is said to per-
form genuine transdisciplinary research as long as he or she acknowledges and 
acts in accordance with the intention of these principles. As such, a set of princi-
ples describes the intentions that guide the researcher in choices he or she has to 
make for the design of the project or programme, that is the choice of methods, 
tools and the sequence of these. In other words, “the approach” is the manner in 
which the issue at stake is approached. This is in line with the wide-spread con-
vention of labelling specific realisations of transdisciplinary research as “ap-
proaches” (see for example Sects. 11.4 and 11.5). 

  

Box 11.1 Shared principles of transdisciplinary approaches 

– Joint process initiated by non-academia (government, industry,   public, 
NGOs) or scientists on an “ill-defined”, societally relevant, real-world 
problem; 

– Joint problem definition (including system boundaries);  
– A method-based analysis of the complexity of the system (actor analysis, 

causal analysis, system analysis); 
– Mutual learning enhanced in focus groups, round tables, expert sessions, 

stakeholder dialogues, etc.); 
– The construction of “robust orientations” for the development of the case 

as outcome. 

If the type of approach is more important for the variations in transdisciplinary re-
search than the choices of tools, it is relevant to analyse the variety of approaches 
within transdisciplinary research in more detail. From the perspective of knowl-
edge democracy, we can distinguish two important dimensions in approaches: the 
degree of knowledge input of lay groups that is included in a specific transdisci-
plinary project and the degree in which non-dominant actors are explicitly in-
volved in the decision-making of the development process of policies or research 
agendas. Four research styles based on these two dimensions are distinguished in 
Table 11.1. With these two dimensions we can develop a typology of research 
relevant from the perspective of knowledge democracy. 

The self-referential knowledge production style (mono-, multi- and interdisci-
plinary academic research) might take into account questionnaires and polls from 
the stakeholder groups related to the issue. These research projects certainly enrich 
the academic expert’s view on the issue. However there is little active engagement 
of the stakeholder groups in the research, nor is the intention to transmit or share 
academic knowledge with the non-academic lay groups. For this style of knowl-
edge production, knowledge democracy goes hand in hand with accountability and 
transparency. Society has the right to know what is done in the ivory tower of re-
search and researchers have a duty to make information transparent. Democratic 
societies are interested in what experiments are done, whether the costs are 
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justified, and whether there might be some unexpected side effects. Inappropriate 
use therefore means lack of transparency and accountability. 

 

Table 11.1. Four research styles with respect to two dimensions: the relationship between 
the degree of input of lay knowledge and the degree of focus on non-dominant actors  

         Degree of  
of focus on involvement non-
dominant actors: 
 
Degree of lay knowledge 
input: 

 
 
Low 

 
 
High 

 
Low 

 
Self-referential knowledge pro-
duction 
 
Mono-, inter- and multi-
disciplinary research 
 

 
Knowledge dissemination 
(transmission)  
 
Creating access to knowledge 
 

 
High 

 
Mutual learning for knowledge 
production between scientists 
and societal actors  

 
Knowledge co-creation between 
scientists and societal actors, with 
specific focus on involvement of 
non-dominant actors 
 

 
The knowledge dissemination style can be described as a process in which knowl-
edge, which is developed largely without the input of lay knowledge, is transferred 
to the wider public. Knowledge dissemination can be found for example in relation 
to health promotion and disease prevention activities by encouraging improve-
ments in life-style and behaviour. This dissemination style implies a one-way inter-
action between scientists and non-scientists and does not have the characteristics 
of mutual learning and a joint problem definition. In this type of knowledge 
production, knowledge democracy means the responsibility for balanced informa-
tion. The responsibility is with those who disseminate knowledge. They have to 
make sure that they are not blindly advertising views of specific pressure groups, 
like those who uncritically promote biotechnology, nanotechnology or enhancement 
medicine as panacea. Dissemination in knowledge democracy means providing 
society with state of the art information on pros, cons and uncertainties of new 
technologies in order to enable society to come up with a well-informed decision. 
Inappropriate use would imply the provision of biased information, manipulation 
and coercion of societal actors. 
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The knowledge co-creation between scientists and societal actors, with specific 
focus on non-dominant actors style is captured in the Interactive Learning and Ac-
tion (ILA) approach that contains cyclic multi-phase programmes stretching over a 
longer time period. Here dominant and non-dominant actors are supported by the 
transdisciplinary researchers to engage in a joint exploration and analysis of the 
social problem they choose to solve. Co-creation of insights and solutions in the 
midst of academic and non-academic expertise is facilitated by various tools and 
aims at becoming a part of the competences learned in the process. This style of 
knowledge production is most appropriate if the decision-making process and its 
implementation depend on a number of different actors within academia, civil so-
ciety, governmental agencies and the private sector, and if the knowledge needed 
to address the issue is distributed among these actors. Here the challenge for 
knowledge democracy is to find the balance between the knowledge of those who 
are in power and the knowledge of those who are marginalised, as most existing 
mechanisms would lean towards the exclusion of non-dominant actors. The worst 
case scenario in this case is a democratic, open and creative process which is fol-
lowed by a final decision made on the basis of new criteria by a dominant actor. 

In the next sections we focus on the last two styles and (three) transdisciplinary 
research approaches within these styles. We look at their specific sets of principles, 
and discuss how they structure the design and scope of the projects and/or pro-
grammes and the implications within the context of knowledge democratisation.  

The mutual learning for knowledge production between scientists and societal 
actors style is well described in the Transdisciplinary Case Study (TCS) approach 

port societal decision-makers and the public in a joint analysis with academic re-
searchers to tackle complex multi-stakeholder problems at the regional level. The 
transdisciplinary process usually starts with a collaboration between a legitimised 
decision-maker (for example the community mayor, the owners of a brownfield, 
the head of a local environmental agency). The involvement of members of rele-
vant stakeholder groups is an essential part of the case studies. Mutual learning 
among various actors involved is the key objective, but actors have different so-
cietal roles in the process. Thus for example, the TCS approach is conceived as 
preparation not a replacement for a (subsequent) democratic decision process 
where all members of the society should have a say about the concrete actions to 
be taken. This is an appropriate approach if relevant information on the issue is 
available among participating actors and can be utilised in the transdisciplinary 
process, and if the decision-makers involved continue to stay in power. The ap-
proach faces challenges if non-dominant actors posses important information, 
which could not be included in the transdisciplinary process for instance because 
of a lack of time, if they have not been identified or if the subsequent decision 
process is not organised in an inclusive way by decision-makers. In that situation 
fierce resistance during implementation phases may be expected. 

by Scholz and co-workers, and comprises multi-phase projects (2–4 years) to sup-
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11.4 Mutual learning for knowledge production between 
scientists and societal actors style 

Within the mutual learning for knowledge production between scientists and so-
cietal actors style, two approaches, the Transdisciplinary Case Study Approach 
and the Institute for Social-Ecological Research (ISOE) model, are described be-
low. 

11.4.1 Transdisciplinary case study approach 

Starting in 1993 Roland Scholz and co-workers developed the Transdisciplinary 
Case Study (TCS) approach (Scholz et al. 1995), which was applied in more than 
20 studies in Switzerland, Sweden, Austria and Germany (Scholz et al. 2006, 
Stauffacher et al. 2008). The approach was developed as part of a teaching course 
at the ETH Zurich (Stauffacher et al. 2006) and is still conceptualised as a (socie-
tal) learning process towards sustainable development among the involved actors 
(capacity building). The six key steps are (Scholz and Stauffacher 2007, Scholz et 
al. 2006, Walter et al. 2007):  

1. Defining a guiding question to be agreed upon and owned by both researchers 
and stakeholders; this step also includes the crucial phase of framing the prob-
lem which should integrate different perspectives in society; 

2. Sub-dividing the problem in a limited, but functionally sufficient, number of 
sub-questions and/or projects;  

3. Problem representation by a system model that describes and analyses the func-
tional components and their mutual impacts;  

4. Creating scenarios (different windows of the future) on the basis of the vari-
ables of step 3 and detailed knowledge acquired therein;   

5. Conducting a Multi-attribute Utility Analysis (multi-criteria assessment) based 
on both scientific evaluation as well as stakeholder preferences; 

6. Developing robust orientations for future development based on negotiations 
between science experts and stakeholders.  

Several principles, presented in Box 11.2, are specifically relevant in regards to 
this transdisciplinary research approach. 

Box 11.2 Principles of transdisciplinary case study approach 

– Complement (inter)disciplinary scientific activities with knowledge and 
values from various societal actors (industry, policy-makers, public at 
large); 

– Contribute to sustainable development; 
– Organise mutual learning among university and actors from outside aca-

demia; 
– Organise knowledge integration; 
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– Reflect on risks and benefits of possible interventions; 
– Understand roles and responsibilities of different actors; 
– Identify needs for knowledge; 
– Joint leadership of university and actors from outside academia on equal 

footing for the process and/or project; 
– Joint responsibility for the process but taking different or complementary 

roles in line with functional differentiation in societies. 

 
The participants in the TCS approach are scientific and technical experts and deci-
sion-makers from relevant stakeholder organisations, such as CEOs of companies, 
government officials and academic experts. The public at large is involved when-
ever considered necessary and useful (functional involvement) (Stauffacher et al. 
2008). During the project,  

... stakeholders are actively and continuously involved in the production of 
scientific knowledge through mutual learning among researchers and 
themselves (Walter et al. 2007: 326).   

The last step (6) is done collaboratively, but the subsequent implementation of 
necessary democratic decision processes is regarded to be the sole responsibility 
of the decision-makers involved in the process. Researchers take a modest advi-
sory role. This is in line with a clear distinction of roles between transdisciplinary 
researchers, scientific experts and stakeholders:  

… in our view both stakeholders and researchers have their own goals and 
interests and profit in different ways from the cooperation. They are separate 
entities with different characteristics and must be treated as such (Walter 
et al. 2007: 326).  

The different gains include new scientific insights into for example urban devel-
opment, transport behaviour, clustering of industries, risk perception and sustain-
ability assessment. While societal gains include changes in the knowledge, the de-
cision-making capacity and at times consensus-building or negotiation among 
different interests of different actors involved (Scholz 2010). This hybrid approach 
addressing both practical problems, but at the same time furthering scientific 
knowledge, is in line with the classical action-research paradigm developed by 
Kurt Lewin (1946).  

Scholz identifies complementary roles for scientists and non-scientists as a key 
element of his approach. This is in line with functional differentiation in present 
societies and negotiated throughout the process as a form of boundary work 
(Gieryn 1995). Scholz distinguishes clearly between different ongoing processes: 
the scientific research process, the political decision process and the related public 
discourse (Scholz 2010). The transdisciplinary process is placed at the interface of 
these three, but the process has a temporary nature and primarily serves as prepa-
ration for subsequent democratic decision-making processes involving the public 
at large. In the transdisciplinary process, non-academia take responsibility for de-
cisions jointly made in the process and provide scientists with unbiased insight 
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into the complexity of real-world problems. Science takes the responsibility for 
the academic quality of products and provides assurance that scientific knowledge 
can be used in an unbiased manner to accomplish a multi-disciplinary (environ-
mental sciences, economics, legal sciences) analysis of the case that belongs to the 
real-world complexity (CEOs, officials from municipalities and Cantons). For this 
purpose non-academia and scientists join in a transdisciplinary taskforce and to-
gether define the knowledge gaps that have to be investigated. Knowledge and 
values from relevant actors are collected in a transparent and method-driven man-
ner and integrated analytically (Stauffacher et al. 2008). Care is taken that knowl-
edge of those who have relevant expertise is integrated, be they from academia or 
not. 

As Scholz emphasises, this approach certainly needs a new type of researcher 
who is open to complex real-world challenges with economic and political dimen-
sions. His system analysis, scenarios and multi-criteria assessment (Steps 3, 4 and 
5) are important methods in constructing new ways for the participants to analyse 
and to reflect on the complexity of the problem at hand from a bird’s eye position. 
As such, it is a transdisciplinary process organised and framed by knowledge inte-
gration methods (for example scenario analysis, area development negotiation, life 
cycle analysis, integrated risk management, see Scholz and Tietje 2002). It gives 
the actors involved the possibility to learn more about the (decision) problem in a 
structured and transparent way. 

11.4.2 The German ISOE Model of Transdisciplinary Research  

Transdisciplinary research has been the focus of different groups in Germany. 
Well-known is the Institute for Social-Ecological Research (ISOE), which has de-
veloped the ISOE model of transdisciplinary research. The principles of the model 
are described in Box 11.3. Below, we briefly summarise the ISOE model that 
comprises three phases (Jahn and Keil 2006, Jahn 2008).  

 
 

                                                           
 

4 These universities and further interested scholars have founded in 2002 the International 
Transdisciplinarity Network for Case Studies in Sustainable Development 
(http://www.uns.ethz.ch/translab/itdnet) which meets annually and has published for ex-
ample a special issue of the “International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Educa-
tion”. In this network, experiences in transdisciplinarity are exchange and respective 
knowledge and expertise is further developed. 

As said above, the TCS approach has been implemented not only in Switzer-
land (16 case studies, published yearly as case study books for the general public, 
see for example Scholz et al. 2007 and as research articles, see for example Scholz 
and Stauffacher 2007, Stauffacher et al. 2008), but also in Sweden (eight case 
studies at Gothenburg University/Chalmers), Austria (four case studies at Graz 
University and BoKu Vienna) and Germany4.  
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Box 11.3  Principles of the ISOE model of transdisciplinary research 

– Enhance the societal and scientific capacity to deal with complex prob-
lems of sustainable development; 

– Enable joint problem formulation between scientific and societal actors; 
– Relate societal problems to problems of (scientific) knowledge; 
– Produce scientifically certified and action-oriented knowledge;  
– Organise methodologically reliable mutual learning processes involving 

both scientific and societal actors; 
– Contribute to changing problem perceptions of societal actors by organis-

ing feedback processes; 
– Enhance the societal capacity to deal with complexity, uncertainty, igno-

rance, and contested knowledge; 
– Integrate different types of knowledge (disciplinary scientific as well as 

non-scientific knowledge); 
– Contribute to the differentiation and integration of the claims, wishes and 

expectations of individuals, institutions and groups concerning possible 
solutions to problems;  

– Anticipate and reflect the impacts of solutions on the original societal and 
scientific problems.  

 

At the beginning of the transdisciplinary research process (phase 1) a common 
research object is constituted and an appropriate research team is assembled. This 
phase is normally marked by a high degree of tension caused by a mix of different 
interests, individual and institutional goals, disciplinary backgrounds, and claims 
and norms concerning what is good science. The extent to which the research team 
succeeds in balancing all of these conflicting pressures and makes use of them 
productively will be decisive for the output of the research project. The constitu-
tion of a common research object, the so-called problem framing, is of particular 
importance right from the outset. What happens here is that problem descriptions, 
whether formulated in everyday language or in the language of a discipline, are 
reworked into an “epistemic object”, that is, into a scientific object that we can in-
vestigate and understand in a discipline-spanning manner. 

 



11 How can transdisciplinary research contribute to knowledge democracy?      141  

 
Fig. 11.1  The ISOE model of the transdisciplinary research process (Jahn and Keil 2006: 
321; modified). 

In a second phase, in which new (disciplinary) knowledge is to be generated, the 
emphasis is on interdisciplinary integration. Here it is a question of assuring the 
transferability of the new disciplinary knowledge within the overall process and of 
working on a common “object of knowledge” (models, theoretical concepts, et 
cetera). In this phase there is a particular need to avoid the dangers of turf-building 
based on individual interests and the problem of language differences, particularly 
between disciplines. It is important, therefore, to foresee the need for early inte-
gration measures (for example, interface workshops, facilitated discussions in 
working groups or cross-disciplinary projects), as symbolised in Figure 11.1 by 
the cross bars to the “disciplinary” or sub-project columns, and to plan for these. 

In the last phase, there are two methodologically linked integration steps. First, 
the results of the previous phases are summarised in an initial version of the pro-
ject’s results. After this the validity and relevance of the results (new scien-
tific/theoretical knowledge or practical knowledge useful for solving problems) 
are assessed and evaluated in terms of their range of efficacy and their appropri-
ateness for the scientific or practical problem selected at the outset. This may lead 
to the results of the first integration step being subjected to a (partial) “de-
integration”, followed by their reintegration in a new, second consolidation of 
problem components and their possible solutions, bringing about a stronger inte-
gration of the overall results in the end. From the model it is clear how important 
the integration work (represented by the middle column in Figure 11.1) is: the 
specific scientific challenges are here. How well one responds to these – for ex-
ample by developing new methods for knowledge integration – will determine the 
quality of the research results for both the societal and scientific praxis, as each 
follows its own epistemic path. 
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Transdisciplinary research in the ISOE model is conceived as a 2-fold critical 
discourse intervention: it intervenes both in the societal process of treating an is-
sue at stake as either problematic or non-problematic and that of interpreting the 
knowledge related to it. At a given point in time, the current state of a discourse is 
mapped onto the controlled conditions of a structured research process. “Mapped” 
here implies a participatory approach; stakeholders become involved into a re-
search process that models the real-world decision-making. The most important 
and most momentous part of this involvement is the above mentioned constitution 
of a common research object. In the course of a dialogue between societal and sci-
entific actors the issue at stake becomes transformed into scientific questions 
thereby determining the corridor in which new scientific knowledge can arise. 
This transformation is so important for two reasons. First, it determines the goal of 
the research and therefore the spectrum of possible solutions. Second, it identifies 
the areas of uncertain or contested knowledge where norms, values and interests 
decide on perceiving the issue at stake as problematic or not. By producing new 
knowledge particularly in these areas the research can also contribute to changing 
the problem perceptions of the stakeholders (and the scientists!) involved.  

At the end of a transdisciplinary research process this discourse intervention 
manifests itself in concrete results, like innovative concepts, strategies or proto-
types, which are delivered to the realm of true decision-making. Beyond that it is 
the potential of transdisciplinary research to more directly influence decision-
making by changing the problem perceptions of stakeholders, which creates an 
“added value” compared to conventional forms of research. It is by organising 
such learning processes between and within society and science where transdisci-
plinary research can effectively generate real-world impacts in a representative 
democracy.   

11.5 Knowledge co-creation between scientists and societal 
actors, with specific focus on non-dominant actors 

A good example of this research style is the Interactive Learning and Action (ILA) 
approach. In the Netherlands, starting in 1985, Joske Bunders and co-workers de-
veloped the ILA approach which was applied in over 20 projects in various do-
mains, including agriculture, health, environment and water management. The 
ILA approach consists of the following four phases (Broerse and Bunders 2000, 
Bunders and Broerse 1991): 

Phase 1. Initiation and preparation: The objectives of this phase are to establish 
and train an interdisciplinary team of intermediaries, and to become familiar with the 
setting and the local community. A scientific state of the art analysis is performed as 
well as a stakeholder and value analysis to identify the actors that need to be in-
volved in the process. In this phase the focus is on realising a wide scan. 
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Phase 2. In-depth study of needs and visions: Through various data collection 
methods, such as interviews and focus groups, the needs and visions5 of different 
stakeholders in science and society are identified. The different actors tend to 
frame the issue at hand differently, and may have (negative) presumptions about 
other parties in the innovation process, which might hamper a constructive, mean-
ingful dialogue (Schon and Rein 1994). In the ILA approach the premise is that in-
teraction between dominant and non-dominant actors is much more effective if the 
different “frames of reference”6 are studied and made explicit before heterogene-
ous dialogues are organised. 

Phase 3. Integration: Heterogeneous dialogue meetings (carefully structured 
and facilitated workshops) are organised in order to exchange information and 
stimulate mutual learning between different stakeholders. Apart from discussing 
findings of the previous phase, this phase aims to identify shared future visions, 
quick wins (concrete applications that can be realised in a relatively short time 
frame) and contested visions (where stakeholders disagree). 

Phase 4. Public priority setting and planning: Although actors may decide to 
test relevant options at any stage of the process, it is advisable at some time to or-
ganise and hold a priority setting and planning workshop that brings all actors to-
gether. The objectives of such a workshop are: (1) to allow review and criticism of 
the team’s findings by a wide audience, (2) to legitimise the findings, (3) to allow 
room for new contributions, (4) to enhance the visibility of the needs of non-
dominant actors, and (5) to establish a plan of action. Discussions at the workshop 
should lead to shared decisions on the most important topics for research and on 
other relevant matters (links between research at different levels, changes in policy, 
etc.). Thereafter, the results of the information analysis and integration exercise can 
be published, together with (or separately from) the workshop proceedings.  

Phase 5. Project formulation and implementation: The plan of action which re-
sulted from the previous phase forms the input for the specific projects that are 
formulated and implemented. These projects are or should be a direct response to 
the needs of users and other stakeholders. Activities could include: experiments at 
local level, institution-based R&D, changes to the policy environment, training in 
the ILA approach at institutional level, and improvements to the approach fol-
lowed. Implementation takes place through reflexive learning cycles of planning, 
action, observation, reflection and re-planning. 

These phases can be broadly distinguished on the basis of their chronology, the 
outcome of the previous phase being the input for the next. Yet the phases overlap, as 
each consists of activities which may be undertaken several times in a different order 
throughout the process. In this way an interactive and iterative process evolves, instead 
of a linear one. The different principles of the ILA approach are given in Box 11.4.  

                                                           
 

5 Visions can be described as mental images of attainable futures that are considered desir-
able and shared by a collection of actors. 

6 A “frame of reference” can be viewed as a combined set of knowledge, norms and values 
and (societal) background by which people weigh, value and interpret new information. 
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Box 11.4 Principles of interactive learning and action approach 

– Establish trust relationships; 
– Engage (end) users (and those affected by the changes); 
– Identify a shared vision; 
– Enhance coalition building; 
– Facilitate knowledge integration;  
– Guide and/or coach intermediaries and/or teams. 

The ILA approach applies tools in which contributions from one actor in the proc-
ess are visualised in connection with contributions from other actors, such as actor 
network analysis (actor charts) and causal analysis (argumentation trees). How-
ever, the differentiated roles of the players/actors seem to be a major difference 
with the TCS approach. The ILA approach distinguishes between “academic ex-
perts” and “non-academic experts”, “dominant actors” and “non-dominant actors” 
(that is patients, farmers, citizens/consumers), and the Transdisciplinary knowl-
edge brokers (or Transdisciplinary researchers). Experts, non-academics and pa-
tients/small-scale farmers/citizens/consumers should be understood and ap-
proached in accordance with their specific interest in order to accomplish an open 
dialogue for the learning processes. The non-dominant actors are specifically rele-
vant from the perspective of knowledge democracy. 

Another aspect of ILA approach is the development of new, interactive re-
search methods. Although more conventional methods such as interviews and fo-
cus groups are also often used, there was a need for new methods such as the ar-
gumentation tree or the dynamic learning agenda. Table 11.2 gives an illustrative, 
non-exhaustive overview of different research methods in the ILA approach.  

Examples of ILA applications in the field of biotechnology for resource-poor 
farmers in developing countries were given in Sect. 11.2. Many of the results and 
recommendations of the projects have been implemented (research agendas, policy 
development and implementation, institutionalisation in institutions). This therefore 
raises the question of how the impact of this approach can be explained. Here we 
look at that question from the perspective of the ILA methodology as described.  

Focus on implementation in all phases: An issue usually addressed at the later 
stages of a policy or research cycle is the implementation of decisions. In the ILA 
approach there is a preoccupation with anticipating implementation problems in 
all phases of the process. The fact that the inclusion of non-dominant actors in the 
decision-making process is a focus in the ILA approach is probably the cause of 
this concern. It is extremely easy not to implement a decision or policy when the 
decision affects mainly non-dominant actors and when the recommendation does 
not fit with the existing “routines” of organisations, such as academia, government 
agencies, industry and NGOs. Thus the difficulty of focusing on the needs of those 
with less power creates a focus on anticipating implementation problems as a con-
dition sine qua non. The trusted coalition partners are crucial in providing knowl-
edge on how to phrase and embed the recommendations to facilitate implementa-
tion. Appreciative inquiry is a crucial element in this delicate process (Regeer and 
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Bunders 2009). Also the research spiral leads to an increasing understanding of 
how to improve the link between goals and practical reality. 

Table 11.2  Different research methods (non-exhaustive) used in the ILA approach 

 
 
 
 
 

Research methods Tool description  Role of the tool in  project context  

Report analysis  Report collection, analysis 
and systematisation 

Clarification at the start of the pro-
ject 

Questionnaire Poll, systematically gather-
ing information 

Insight into plurality and distribu-
tion views experts  

Semi-structured interview One-on-one sessions inves-
tigating contextual aspects 
and deeper motives 

Investigate implicit arguments and 
positions, evaluate results quantita-
tive polls 

Citizen panel Panels that obtain deliber-
ated positions of citizens on 
a social issue (inventory 
opinions and arguments) 

Explore different structures of 
meaning and the way of sense-
making of citizens 

Focus group Applied to a topic to shift 
focus from vague to clear, 
converge from general to 
particular and detect the es-
sential notion 

Overview of diversity of percep-
tions  

Socratic dialogue Intensive joint group inves-
tigation that aims to make a 
systematic analysis of a 
concrete case focusing on a 
“why”-question 

Describe variety of interests and 
opinions, investigate the conceptual 
and philosophical foundation of a 
single concept 

Argumentation tree  Visualisation of interrela-
tions of sets of arguments 

Show argumentation relations be-
tween separate arguments used in 
meetings as citizen panel, focus 
group or Socratic dialogue 

Expert meeting Synthesis of expert knowl-
edge) (knowledge conver-
gence?) 

Discussion of results of other tools, 
looking for falsification, and bring 
results a step further  

Linking interactive priority setting to 
research activities 

Confront the needs of 
knowledge with supply of 
knowledge necessary for 
agenda-setting 

Tool is a link between the out-
comes of interactive process and 
(research) activities taking place in 
society. Show added value of inter-
active priority-setting 
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Knowledge integration and depth of analysis (increase complexity first, then con-
verge): The issues addressed by the ILA approach are extremely complex and 
cannot be framed into simple problem definitions. Due to the wide variety of ac-
tors and frames, many possible problem definitions and solutions become avail-
able. With respect to knowledge integration the following aspects are considered 
(see for example, Thompson Klein et al. 2001: 239, Van Mansfeld 2003: 37): 

− The type of knowledge that all participating actors possess; 
− The type of knowledge that is gained in the process; 
− The foundations, validity and limits of data and statements;  
− The optimisation of the use of all these forms of knowledge in the proc-

ess of problem solving;  
− Thorough consideration of which set of methods to apply in order to in-

tegrate the different types of knowledge; 
− The justifiability and objectiveness of knowledge; 

Policy advice Selection and prioritisation 
of options for policy action 

Indicate how analysis of interested, 
non-involved citizen differs from 
policymakers, politicians, key fig-
ures and stakeholders. Tool pre-
sents policy options 

Reflection session / eye-opener  
workshop 

Structured process that 
makes learning experiences 
explicit and available to  
outsiders  

Generalisation can make learning 
experiences in a project more su-
perficial or obvious. An eye-opener 
workshop aims for in-depth sharing 
of  project insights with outsiders  

Audiovisual learning history  An accessible way to cap-
ture learning experiences of 
different participants using 
video clips to enhance re-
flection also of other actors  

Participants tell their own story on 
film, which provides perspectives 
from different team members about 
their own challenges and struggles 
during the process  

Dynamic learning agenda Change agenda which en-
ables the discussion about 
(long term) challenges in 
system innovation projects 

Identifies long-term challenges and 
helps with concretisation and action 
for different participants. The 
agenda is a short list and during the 
process challenges appear and dis-
appear. The dynamic learning 
agenda captures learning experi-
ences   
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Fig. 11.2 The process of knowledge integration. 

 
In general, scholars of transdisciplinary research pay much attention to the meth-
odology of knowledge integration (see Figure 11.2: 2). Various inventories and 
checklists have been developed, enabling transdisciplinary researchers to choose 
from a range of instruments the one most appropriate tool for the phase their pro-
ject is in (see for example, Dammers et al. 2002). The way in which knowledge in-
tegration is facilitated in the ILA approach creates a deep understanding of the 
various issues through the process of appreciative inquiry (both in interviews and 
focus groups). Not by going for consensus, conflict or negotiation, but primarily 
through a shared and deep understanding of the various positions, new suggestions 
for inclusive solutions emerge. Of course it is necessary that such solutions can 
later be validated by the knowledge produced throughout the process. 

Work on enabling conditions during the process: It is common practice for in-
tervention approaches to formulate a set of conditions under which the interven-
tion process can be successful. The ILA approach does not apply such a list, be-
cause conditions conducive to including non-dominant actors in decision-making 
usually do not exist; belonging to a non-dominant or marginalised group means 
that a range of favourable conditions, like validated expert knowledge and finan-
cial resources, are lacking. The crux is that the process is designed in such a way 
that these conditions are developed during the process. This often implies a long 
time scale. The creation of such conditions through a mutual learning process in 
which all partners acquire additional relevant knowledge (about content and strat-
egy) becomes the starting point of a new knowledge infrastructure for knowledge 
democratisation.  
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Unexpected results, popularity of ILA among dominant actors: An unexpected 
result of this work is the increasing interest of dominant actors (for example, min-
istries, municipalities, industry) in the ILA approach. They are interested in using 
this approach to address their problems. How can an approach, deliberately devel-
oped for including non-dominant actors in decision-making, be so interesting and 
attractive for dominant actors themselves? Two reasons may apply. Firstly, not 
only non-dominant actors face problems with decision-making and implementa-
tion of decisions. Dominant actors have to face and deal with a wide variety of 
routines of other organisations in order to implement their results too. This may 
considerably hamper their ambitions to realise (system) innovation. Secondly the 
ILA approach has developed through an analysis of university/industry/ 
government relationships that focused on innovative policies. The ILA approach 
can therefore be seen as a professionalised approach to change which dominant 
actors have already been using for a long time in a less informed and sophisticated 
way.   

11.6  Mainstreaming transdisciplinary research 

At the RMNO conference on Knowledge Democracy in Leiden 2009 many trans-
disciplinary researchers discussed the challenges they faced in working in this 
field – they were remarkably similar. From these discussions we derived various 
requirements important for mainstreaming transdisciplinary research and for 
stimulating a process that supports the development of a transdisciplinary research 
tradition: the need for action by academia, and evaluation and quality control. 
Each is discussed below. 

11.6.1 The need for action by academia 

Transdisciplinary research is conceived as a mode of research that promises to 
produce knowledge of immediate relevance for solving complex societal prob-
lems. However, academia as the place where knowledge production still mainly 
takes place does neither encourage nor reward transdisciplinary research nor ap-
preciates the added value it can bring for enhancing the problem-solving capacity 
of societies. University curricula and careers still mostly proceed along lines of 
disciplinary specialisation. Transdisciplinarity is often seen as blocking the way to 
scientific excellence rather than paving it. Behind this lies the debate regarding the 
relationship between the absolute truth and the contextual, practical relevance of 
scientific knowledge. Visioning knowledge democracy requires balancing this re-
lationship in favour of the latter. The following adjustments in today’s higher edu-
cation and training are considered important in promoting these changes: 

− Transdisciplinarity in fact needs disciplinary knowledge that can be re-
lated in novel ways in order to produce integrated knowledge about com-
plex problems. The ability to relate disciplinary knowledge to the other 
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types of knowledge requires reflecting upon ones own boundaries. Thus 
an important element of higher education in knowledge democracy 
would be conveying to students the limits of knowledge of their respec-
tive disciplines and the methods necessary to explore beyond.  

− Institutions of higher education should increasingly offer inter- and 
transdisciplinary curricula. There are already a number of highly success-
ful examples at established universities across Europe and elsewhere, 
which demonstrate that scientific excellence and a transdisciplinary pro-
file are not at odds with each other. These courses, however, should not 
be a mere addition of existing disciplinary teaching. Instead they have to 
offer the opportunity to acquire individual skills which are generally not 
part of disciplinary curricula. 

− One of the core capacities of a professional transdisciplinary researcher is 
the ability to integrate. Integration has four levels: (1) integration of (dif-
ferent forms of) knowledge, (2) social and organisational integration, (3) 
communicative integration, and (4) technical integration. This requires a 
mindset that is able to explicate and recognise differences with the aim of 
identifying novel relations. Developing such a mindset has to be sup-
ported by allowing for practical inter- and transdisciplinary research ex-
periences early on in higher education. 

− Above all, integration in the transdisciplinary context requires a method-
ology and a validated use of tools. This toolbox of methods should be 
shared and discussed in relation to good and bad practices, and taught in 
dedicated courses.  

− The institutions of higher education should provide equal opportunities 
for young researchers who decide for an inter- or transdisciplinary career. 
In particular, professorships or lecturer posts with a pronounced inter- or 
transdisciplinary profile should be established.  

− The aforementioned adjustments of the current system of knowledge 
production, however, will probably not be enough for realising the full 
potential of transdisciplinary research. Instead new institutions may be 
necessary. They may be realised as individual institutes or as networks 
and should be embedded in the existing structures. In knowledge democ-
racy these “transdisciplinary academies” are the places where a new rela-
tionship between science and society materialises. It is here where more 
societal participation in setting research agendas is realised and where 
different forms of scientific and non-scientific knowledge are systemati-
cally related to each other.  

11.6.2 Quality criteria and evaluation methods 

No scientific community, or even a given research joint venture, will be able to 
canonise one particular understanding of transdisciplinarity. On the contrary, 
such a result will only be reached through a long process of creating a common 
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understanding – a process that will require building a tradition of transdisciplinary 
research and establishing better institutionalisation (for example with a firm place 
in higher education or dedicated journals, see above). This process cannot be 
steered; it is evolutionary and requires time. Nevertheless the necessary precondi-
tion for – or at the same time the result of – this “community building” is the de-
velopment of quality criteria and evaluation methods for transdisciplinary re-
search. The following aspects should be considered in this endeavour: 

− The composition of the research team should be well-targeted and appro-
priate in terms of personnel, scientific fields, and practice orientation. Ac-
counting for this composition in design and evaluation is essential because 
of its influence on problem formulation and thus on the possible outcomes 
of a project. Specific transdisciplinary quality criteria, which are tailored to 
this requirement and the associated integration tasks, are needed.  

− The variety of research approaches in transdisciplinary projects needs to 
be acknowledged and mirrored in the evaluation process. A peer review 
in the conventional sense – that is, an evaluation by colleagues within the 
scientific field – is thus hardly conceivable. Instead project evaluations 
need to be conceived as an expert review in which the group of evalua-
tors is composed of (a) specialists who can judge the object of investiga-
tion from an individual disciplinary perspective and/or from a perspective 
of integrated fields, and (b) scientists who have experience in carrying 
out transdisciplinary research.   

− Conventional scientific evaluation is not sufficient for appreciating the 
entirety of a transdisciplinary research project. For this, discursive 
evaluations are required where the evaluators and the evaluated jointly 
conduct an analytical discourse on the backgrounds of the successes and 
failures of the research project in question. Only in direct discussion will 
it be possible to gain a deeper understanding of the complicated proc-
esses, steps toward integration, revisions of plan, etc. Discursive evalua-
tions do not have the character of a purely summarising inventory of pro-
ject results. Such “formative evaluations” should rather emphasise the 
goal of learning (either for a still continuing project or for the design and 
processing of new transdisciplinary projects).   

− The evaluation needs to be based on a clear understanding of transdisci-
plinarity, in the sense that the evaluators and the evaluated have clarity 
about the chosen approach, for example, the conceptual interpretation of 
transdisciplinarity. 

11.7  Concluding remarks  

In the introduction we stated that if we say: “We ought to give actors, who 
have the relevant knowledge for addressing societal problems, the opportunity 
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to influence decision-making around public policy and research agendas”, we 
need to know how to do that. What are the mechanisms that have proven to be 
helpful? We discussed the notion of transdisciplinarity and distinguished two dif-
ferent styles of transdisciplinary research and their similarities and differences in 
terms of principles, concepts and core methods.  

In order to understand how transdisciplinary research can contribute to knowl-
edge democracy, it is helpful to distinguish between different forms of democracy 
in which transdisciplinary research can play a role: basic and representative de-
mocracy on the one hand and deliberative democracy on the other hand. For these 
forms of democracy, transdisciplinary research can rely on interactions between 
actors of the establishment. From the perspective of knowledge democracy, it is 
however also important to have a specific focus on involving non-dominant actors 
in the transdisciplinary research process as well. That implies that both within the 
context of a basic and representative democracy and in the context of a delibera-
tive democracy, enriching the transdisciplinary research process with the involve-
ment of non-dominant actors is relevant. However the inclusion of non-dominant 
actors is more likely to be effective in a deliberative democracy (Hajer 2003). 

In the mutual learning for knowledge production between scientists and socie-
tal actors style (of which the TCS approach and ISOE model are examples), the 
transdisciplinary research process is specifically tailored to enrich the decision-
making process which is regarded as the sole responsibility of the decision-makers 
involved in the process. It is here that the public at large can exercise its democ-
ratic rights. Thus, the TCS approach and ISOE model are conceived as preparation 
and input, not a replacement, for (subsequent) democratic decision-making proc-
esses where all members of society should have a say. Transdisciplinary research 
is then exercised within the boundaries of a basic or representative democracy.  

In the knowledge co-creation between scientists, dominant and non-dominant 
societal actors style (of which ILA approach is an example), the transdisciplinary 
research process can in principle support decision-making in both a basic or repre-
sentative democracy and a deliberative democracy. Governance in a deliberative 
democracy is the cooperation of government, civil society, the private sector and 
NGOs to solve complex problems in the public domain. Policy-makers with man-
dates that concern only one specific sector find complex problems, in which dif-
ferent sectors are involved, difficult to deal with. If governments cannot deal with 
complex problems that do not fit into their structures and cultures, they can par-
ticipate in and facilitate governance arrangements with other actors who introduce 
different (types of) knowledge and other resources. The increased occurrence and 
recognition of complex (wicked) problems propel the rise of deliberative govern-
ance. The governance structures contain often partners from the establishment: in-
dustry, government, universities. Other, non-dominant, actors like resource-poor 
farmers or patients in those cases are not necessarily included in the knowledge 
sharing and production in this form of governance.  

The inclusion of non-dominant actors and their knowledge and interests in the 
transdisciplinary research process was the main drive for development of the ILA 
approach. It is, however, in the rise of deliberative governance structures that the 
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use of the ILA approach is strongly enabled, since for every complex problem a 
new level playing field for actors has to be established, allowing for non-dominant 
actors to realise their involvement (a window of opportunity is created). 

The two transdisciplinary research styles might also enrich each other, espe-
cially if experts who are trained in different approaches become available. It is 
likely that TCS, ISOE and ILA approaches are increasingly used and will become 
more developed. For this to happen, it is important that further mainstreaming of 
transdisciplinary research takes place.  

Mainstreaming of transdisciplinary research is likely to stimulate a climate for 
innovation (see also Chap. 22). This is also suggested by the finding that the proc-
esses of including non-dominant actors into decision-making are now seen as at-
tractive by many dominant actors. This would imply that a focus on knowledge 
democratisation may indeed lead to a change of knowledge infrastructure in a way 
that is appreciated by the establishment. This will certainly support the further de-
velopment of transdisciplinary research practices as useful strategies to create 
conditions for sustainable innovation and change, as well as knowledge democra-
tisation. 
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So the TCS, ISOE and ILA approaches are driven by different concerns and 
opportunities. According to Meuleman (2009a, b), national traditions and cultures 
may influence which approach emerges and is most applicable. This might explain 
why the ILA approach emerged in the Netherlands, a country with a long history 
of consensus democracy and network governance.  
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bureaucrats and stakeholders 
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Abstract    

In this chapter we analyse the process of knowledge production between experts, 
bureaucrats and stakeholders. From our two in-depth Dutch case studies we con-
clude that the interplay between experts and bureaucrats is not very problematic in 
knowledge production, because of discipline congruence and institutionalised rela-
tions between the two in the field of water management. The interplay between 
stakeholder knowledge on the one hand and expert and bureaucratic knowledge on 
the other is more problematic and leads to problems of legitimate knowledge pro-
duction and decision-making.   

12.1 Introduction 

Citizen involvement is increasingly implemented in complex water management 
projects in the Netherlands (Edelenbos et al. 2009), but also abroad (Rinaudo and 
Garin 2005, Petts and Brooks 2006). Through the active involvement of citizens 
and other stakeholders, new insights, information and knowledge is brought into 
the assessment and decision-making processes. The field of water management is 
traditionally dominated by water professionals (Lintsen 2002). A strongly closed 
and interconnected organisation of water management authorities and public and 
private knowledge institutes has developed (Petts and Brooks 2006). Through the 
introduction of stakeholder involvement this traditional emphasis on expert 
knowledge gets competition from the local knowledge of citizens. In this new 
situation, clashes between expert knowledge and stakeholder knowledge can eas-
ily take place (McClean and Shaw 2005).  

In this chapter we are interested in the relationship between experts and stake-
holders in the process of knowledge production for assessment and decision-
making. However, we want to further elaborate the much used division between 
expert and stakeholder knowledge (Rinaudo and Garin 2005, Petts and Brooks 
2006) by introducing a third form of knowledge: bureaucratic knowledge 
(McClean and Shaw 2005), that is the knowledge held by bureaucratic officials 
(civil servants) that is necessary to guide knowledge through governmental and 
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political institutions to be used in formal political assessments and decision-
making. The worlds of experts, bureaucrats and stakeholders are rather different 
(Hunt and Shackley 1999) and these differences may hinder the knowledge co-
production process between these three domains.  

The goal of this chapter is to describe and analyse the knowledge production 
process in terms of this threefold division. We are specifically interested in the 
level of interplay between the three knowledge domains. Therefore, we start this 
chapter from the following research question: what is the level of interplay be-
tween experts, bureaucrats and stakeholders in the production of knowledge for 
water related spatial decision-making? 

To answer this question we conducted comparative case study research on two 
water cases in the Netherlands: around Arnemuiden and Gouwe Wiericke. In both 
cases water was an important issue in decision-making. Moreover, in both cases it 
was attempted, in different ways, to relate or integrate stakeholder, bureaucratic 
and expert knowledge. We conducted research through a number of methods: 
document analysis, interviews and participatory observation (that is through action 
research).  

In Sect. 12.2 we present our theoretical focus and analytical framework. In 
Sect. 12.3 we subsequently give two case descriptions, Gouwe Wiericke and 
around Arnemuiden. In Sect. 12.4 we analyse the two cases comparatively on the 
level of interplay between the three knowledge domains. Section 12.5 provides 
conclusions and discussion.  

12.2 Knowledge in complex decision-making 

Knowledge in complex decision-making is often disputed (Van Buuren and 
Edelenbos 2004). Nowadays network societies’ decision-making has become a so-
cial issue, and the mobilisation of different sources of knowledge as input for this 
decision-making has increased tremendously (Pielke 2007). The provision of 
knowledge is no longer the sole province of society’s elites. The vocal, self-
assured, highly-educated, and well-read citizen of today has obtained much more 
insight into the nature of scientific knowledge (Nowotny et al. 2002) meaning 
knowledge has become public property (Bernstein 1991).  

As a result, the relationship between scientific advice and the policy process 
has changed (Pielke 2007). Scientists have been knocked off their pedestal and 
have lost their “a-priori authority”.  

The deficiencies of science-based appraisal, particularly in complex and 
uncertain decision contexts, are not only evident to the public but are also 
increasingly questioned by experts who are challenged by counterclaims 
(Petts and Brooks, 2006: 1046).  

A “knowledge market” has emerged with many suppliers (and customers), com-
peting in their attempt to prove the significance of their knowledge (Edelenbos, 
2005).  
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12.2.1 Expert, bureaucratic and stakeholder knowledge 

In complex decision-making, actors produce and rely on knowledge that differs in 
both their content and orientation (Eshuis and Stuiver 2005). It also emerges 
within different institutional and social contexts (Hajer and Wagenaar 2003). In 
general, three types of knowledge can be distinguished within the context of deci-
sion-making processes (Rinaudo and Garin 2005, Hunt and Shackley 1999): 

− scientific (or expert) knowledge; 
− bureaucratic (or administrative) knowledge; and 
− stakeholder (lay, practical, non-scientific or professional) knowledge. 

Scientific knowledge is mainly developed by experts outside the government 
(Van Buuren and Edelenbos 2004). The validity of this type of knowledge is based 
on scientific models and methods, and on the rigorous quality checks of peer re-
view (Irwin et al. 1999). Of course, there are differences between natural and so-
cial sciences in using different premises, methodologies, norms, and values 
(Nowotny et al. 2002). In this chapter we focus on mainly technical expertise, due 
to our focus on water management.   

Bureaucratic knowledge is heavily intertwined with administrative and gov-
ernmental practices. They stress the political and strategic use of knowledge, and 
less the substance or intrinsic value of knowledge (Kingdon 1984). However, bu-
reaucratic knowledge also has a professional and scientific grounding, but a less 
strict checks and balance system than scientific peer review (Lintsen 2002).  

Table 12.1 Overview of the differences between expert, bureaucratic and stakeholder 
knowledge. 

 Expert knowledge Bureaucratic knowledge Stakeholder knowledge 
Norm for knowledge 
production 

Scientific validity Policy usefulness Social validity 

Warrant for useful 
knowledge  

Positive peer review 
and publication pros-
pects 

Appropriateness with re-
gard to standards and war-
rants of bureaucracy, and 
political use 

Fitness with the own 
business, local experi-
ences, and interests 

Core business Scientific research: 
systematic and objecti-
fied observations 

Rule-following behaviour: 
bureaucratic practices  

Daily-life, private busi-
ness, defending certain 
societal interests  

Criteria for success Validating scientific 
hypotheses; expanding 
the knowledge domain

Political-administrative 
support for proposals 

Support for the own in-
terests and agenda 

 
Stakeholder knowledge is often grounded in experience or is context or location 
related (Eshuis and Stuiver 2005). Expert and stakeholder knowledge are still ap-
proached differently.  
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Expert-knowledge generation is institutionalised and exclusive and shared 
through peer-reviewed processes, whereas lay knowledge is embedded in 
the world around and directly impacting on individuals (…) (Petts and 
Brooks 2006: 1046).  

Moreover, whereas technical experts are often striving for universal prescriptions 
(depending on the specific discipline), stakeholder knowledge is contextual and 
local (Petts and Brooks 2006, Wynne 1991, Irwin et al. 1999).  

Foremost, the three types of knowledge are essentially part of different prac-
tices. These practices can be characterised by their different languages, their dif-
ferent norms and values, their different systems of warrants and their own rules of 
the game, procedures and criteria (see Table 12.1). 

12.2.2 Negotiated knowledge: where experts, bureaucrats and 
stakeholders meet  

Many scholars, mainly in social sciences, stress that knowledge production is a 
process of social construction (Latour 1999, Knorr-Cetina 1999). In this social 
construction of knowledge production, the worlds of experts, bureaucrats and 
stakeholders are combined and interconnected (Woolgar 2000). The way in which 
this connection is organised explains the legitimacy of the knowledge used in 
making policy decisions. The proper organisation of this connection is stressed in, 
for example, literature on joint fact finding (Ehrmann and Stinson 1999), partici-
patory policy analysis (Hoppe 1999), collaborative dialogues (Innes and Booher 
1999), collaborative analysis (Busenberg 1999), interactive social science (Caswill 
and Shove 2000), interactive knowledge (Lindblom and Cohen 1979), co-
generation of knowledge (Petts and Brooks 2006), and civic science (Backstrand 
2003). Knowledge in these approaches becomes a “serviceable truth”:  

a state of knowledge that satisfies tests of scientific acceptability and 
supports reasoned decision-making, but also assures those exposed to risk 
that their interests have not been sacrificed on the altar of an impossible 
scientific certainty (Jasanoff 1990: 250). 

Some authors emphasise that both expert and lay knowledge should be used in 
the production of knowledge (Petts and Brooks 2006, Rinaudo and Garin 2005, 
Yearley 2000, Petts 1997). Backstrand (2003) identifies experts, policy-makers, 
and citizens as relevant knowledge providers. In such an approach, there is explicit 
recognition among traditional decision-makers that others can fruitfully contribute 
to the identification and solution of problems, especially when decision stakes or 
uncertainty about information is high (Gallopín et al. 2001, Ravetz 1999). This re-
quires a more open approach to what constitutes legitimate knowledge and exper-
tise compared to the technocratic approach. Hence an important question is: how 
to balance the different sources of knowledge (Backstrand 2003: 25). 

In the interaction between experts, bureaucrats and stakeholders knowledge is 
made that can not only withstand scientific standards (scientific validity), but also 
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fit into the system of the bureaucracy (policy relevance) and has societal relevance 
or is supported by stakeholders (social robustness (Edelenbos et al. 2009)). When 
knowledge is scientifically valid, socially robust, and useful for policy-making it 
can be coined as “negotiated knowledge”. Knowledge that lacks scientific validity 
turns out to become “negotiated nonsense”, knowledge that lacks input from 
stakeholder knowledge becomes “superfluous knowledge” (De Bruijn and Ten 
Heuvelhof 1999); knowledge that lacks policy relevance will end up unused be-
cause it is politically and administratively inappropriate. 

12.2.3 Analytical framework  

In this chapter we are interested in gaining insight into processes of negotiated 
knowledge production in complex water related decision-making (Figure 12.1). 
We study what the role and contribution of expert (1), civil servant/bureaucrat (2) 
and stakeholder (3) knowledge is in this process, and at what moments, and how 
(methods, process, instruments) inclusive knowledge between these three domains 
is developed.  

 

 
Fig. 12.1 Overview of analytical framework. 

We examine to what extent there is interplay between expert, bureaucrats, and 
stakeholder knowledge (4, 5, 6, Figure 12.1). In addition we study the nature of 
this interplay if present and the arrangements (models, instruments, etc.), which 
are used to arrange this interplay. Finally we look at to what extent the three 
knowledge domains contributed to the process of decision-making. 
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With interplay we mean the interaction or collaborative process between the 
three different forms of knowledge. We use a three-point scale to measure the de-
gree of interaction: 

− Major: joint activities are truly developed to prepare or to actually de-
velop a common knowledge base. We speak of a major degree of interac-
tion when stakeholders, experts and bureaucrats show an open attitude 
and active role in expressing their information and knowledge to each 
other, are receptive for other insights and sources of knowledge, and 
regularly meet from start until implementation.  

− Medium: joint activities are developed strategically or symbolically with 
no real intention to create a common knowledge base. We speak of a me-
dium degree of interaction when stakeholders, experts and bureaucrats do 
meet each other, but show no real open attitude and active role in ex-
pressing their own information and knowledge. Moreover, they are not 
receptive for other sources of knowledge and do not succeed in creating a 
common knowledge base.  

− Minor or absent: no real joint knowledge production activities are devel-
oped, with no explicit intention to create a common knowledge base. We 
speak of a minor or even absent degree of interaction when knowledge is 
developed solitarily. No common and supported knowledge base is cre-
ated for decision-making, and if so it is between experts and bureaucrats 
only.  

12.3 Case descriptions 

In this section we describe the two cases on the integration of stakeholder, bureau-
crat, and expert knowledge, Gouwe Wiericke and around Arnemuiden. Both case 
descriptions start with a brief introduction. Subsequently, three themes are dis-
cussed:  

1. the role of stakeholders, bureaucrats, and experts; 
2. the models and instruments to generate information and knowledge; and  
3. the use of information in the project and decision-making stages.  

12.3.1 Case 1: Gouwe Wiericke, introduction and general process 
description  

The Dutch peat soil meadow areas do have remarkable problems with their water 
management. Due to a decline in the soil surface water management is a difficult 
and expensive job and low ground water levels (necessary to enable agriculture in 
these areas) are difficult to realise. The reason for this is that low water levels fasten 
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soil drop and threaten the overall water quality, because of the intrusion of salt 
water.  

These problems gave rise to the development of far-reaching proposals on be-
half of the Water Board Rijnland. This water management authority conducted re-
search on the feasibility of water retention areas in the deep polders of Gouwe 
Wiericke West to solve a couple of water problems. These studies by some re-
nowned consultancy bureaux showed that water retention in this polder would be a 
“one catch all solution” for the problems with regard to water quality and quantity.  

These studies formed the starting point for a short but intensive decision-
making process with the Province of South Holland and the Water Board as initia-
tors. An Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was the first step of the formal 
planning process to realise these retention areas. When the EIA was launched, 
fierce resistance from the inhabitants of the polder became public. The authorities 
felt that neglecting them would seriously complicate future discussions and the 
implementation of their ideas and decided to form a Working Group out of the an-
griest inhabitants. 

In its first months the Working Group could not do very much because the re-
searchers that had to conduct the EIA were working on their own research, which 
was clearly demarcated by principals from governmental bodies. Stakeholders 
were not allowed to change the research focus of the EIA. Ultimately, the EIA was 
not finalised at all. During the research it became undoubtedly clear that retention 
areas would be too expensive and would also generate too many technical risks. 
The Working Group gained the possibility to deliver an alternative proposal with 
more room for agriculture.  

The Working Group eagerly accepted this opportunity and within a few months 
they produced a first rough sketch of the physical nature of the area. This sketch 
was the basis for more thorough analyses of the problems and potencies of the 
area, and the optimal mix of functions. Experts and stakeholders worked together 
in the development of the Working Group proposal, in joint field excursions and 
joint design sessions. 

The Working Group proposal was enthusiastically presented to the various au-
thorities involved. However, the proposal could not convince the responsible offi-
cials and governors. They were unwilling to agree on this proposal because in 
their eyes it contributed too little to the realisation of their ambitions. The Water 
Board and Province decided to implement some small elements of the proposal 
and postponed the ultimate decision to a new policy initiative: a Peat Meadow 
Contract for Gouwe Wiericke.  

Role of stakeholders, bureaucrats and experts in the process 

Stakeholder knowledge was for a long time neglected. However, after the dis-
appointing results of the EIA, stakeholders were given a much more central role in 

We see an interesting alteration of roles in the process as described above. In 
the first round, experts dominated the policy process and expert knowledge was 
the main building stone for policy decisions of the Water Board Rijnland and the 
Province. 
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the process and were put in the position of developing their own proposal. Experts 
acquired the role of critical reviewer and provider of supplementary data.  

The bureaucrats in this process seem to have, in both rounds, a more subordi-
nate role. Their knowledge about the ambitions of their administrators, the proce-
dures that their organisations follow and the conditions put forward by other pol-
icy departments was used to fine-tune the proposal, but – as we can conclude 
afterwards – it was not sufficient to prevent the debacle that happened. 

Models and instruments to generate information and knowledge 

In the first round of policy-making the mathematical and technical methods of the 
experts dominated the knowledge production. After the installation of the Core 
Group these models were supplemented with field visits and lay knowledge of the 
farmers from the polder. However, the stakeholders remained disappointed with 
the way in which they could recognise their input in the ultimate EIA report.  

In the second round a multi-criteria analysis (MCA) was used to judge the pro-
posal of the Core Group and to compare it to two other scenarios. The MCA – 
without many limitations with regard to form and content – was able to bring to-
gether expert, bureaucratic and stakeholder knowledge. The resulting comparative 
and quantitative table was seen by all and involved actors as a good instrument to 
communicate the proposal of the Core Group. 

Use of information in the project and decision-making stages 

Although the added value of these retention areas was demonstrated convincingly 
(at least in the eyes of the authorities), its feasibility was not studied at all. The 
outcomes of the EIA, led to the decision to cancel the retention areas and to start 
an alternative exploration. The proposal of the Core Group brought together a va-
riety of facts and insights, but was not able to convince the authorities of its added 
value and its long-term sustainability.  

In the second round we see that only a limited range of bureaucrats and their 
knowledge was involved. They strategically stayed at a distance. This is an impor-
tant explanation as to why the proposal of the Core Group was not approved by 
the political decision-makers. In general, we see that expert knowledge is more 
valued by the authorities, compared to stakeholder knowledge. They approach ex-
pert knowledge as more legitimate and trustworthy.  

12.3.2 Case 2: around Arnemuiden, introduction and process description 

Located in the Zeeland delta in the Southwest of the Netherlands, the redevelop-
ment of a rural area near the city of Middelburg caused severe resistance from the 
local public, because of the sensitivity of the issue due to the flooding in 1953 
where many people were killed. From the 1990s onwards, the governmental plan-
ning process concerning this area shows a turbulent history of plans proposed and 
obstructed successively. Governmental parties aimed at a revival of water recrea-
tional functions and a large scale housing project in the area with these plans, 
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while the local stakeholders – mostly inhabitants of a small neighbouring village 
called Arnemuiden – preferred to maintain the area in its current rural state. As 
both actors hardened their positions this ended up in a deadlock situation.  

In order to mediate between these opposing positions, at the beginning of 2006 
an interactive process was set up, aiming at a joint vision on the area 1.  The aim of 
this process was a plan for the reorganisation of the respective area in a participa-
tory process, involving relevant (governmental and non-governmental) parties and 
organisations as well as local actors, stakeholders and non-governmental organisa-
tions (NGO) bearing a stake in the issue. The (non-binding) plan was presented to 
the city council of Middelburg at the end of 2007. Currently the city council is 
pondering the plan for the area. 

The process started at the beginning of 2006. Stakeholders were gathered in a 
“planning group”. Their task was to develop scenarios for reorganising the area. 
Experts on a variety of subjects and from differing backgrounds were gathered in 
an “expert group”. Experts were positioned in a supportive role in the process, 
supporting the stakeholders in the development of feasible scenarios, answering 
their questions, and providing them with advice.  

In a series of workshops and meetings, scenarios for the redevelopment of the 
area were formulated. Based on initial interviews and policy analysis, the stake-
holders developed four “dream” scenarios, representing the ideal futures of the 
area irrespective of formal or technical constraints. The group of experts reacted to 
these scenarios after which the stakeholders adjusted them accordingly. The 
stakeholders then valued the scenarios, revealing the highly valued elements 
which were then gathered in two new scenarios. Stakeholders further specified 
these new scenarios and experts again discussed the results. Based on the expert 
comments the stakeholders again adjusted and developed the scenarios into the 
eventual plan, proposing to develop the region in an integral fashion following ei-
ther of the two scenarios developed. 

Role of stakeholders, bureaucrats and experts in the process 

Bureaucrats set the project’s aims and limitations. Apart from existing policy 
documents and prior (local) agreements, the project and its outcomes were kept as 
open as possible. Stakeholders were actively involved in the process from the very 
start. Their perspectives were central to scenario development. Experts and bu-
reaucrats were gathered in an expert group. This group was involved in the proc-
ess at a later stage, only after the stakeholders had formulated their first ideas. 
They had a merely reactive role. 

The communication between stakeholders and bureaucrats/experts was medi-
ated through the process team. Former governmental plans for the area under con-
sideration were dominated by bureaucratic and expert views on the area and were 
not recognised by the stakeholders. The process team hoped that a distance between 
                                                           

 
1 This project was funded by “Living with Water”, a Dutch knowledge impulse programme 

aimed at the study and implementation of changes in water management.  
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the experts/bureaucrats and the stakeholders in the project would create more 
room for the development of stakeholder views and knowledge in the scenario 
development and would prevent further domination by expert views.  

Models and instruments to generate information and knowledge 

To identify and use stakeholder values (knowledge) for scenario development, an 
approach of “covaluation” (collaborative valuation) was developed during the 
process (Van Schie and Bouma 2008). In interviews, stakeholder values and per-
spectives on the respective area were identified and based on this information sce-
nario development began. The stakeholder perspectives were characterised by 
statements on what was “important” to them, usually expressed in qualitative 
terms. Experts (both external and governmental) were also interviewed, revealing 
their main points of concern for redevelopment of the area. Generally, technical 
and financial aspects characterised these concerns.  

In order to integrate the perspectives the process aimed to develop a broad 
analysis combining the financial measures and perspectives provided by the ex-
perts as well as the non-financial perspectives and values provided by the stake-
holders. This proved difficult as the stakeholders preferred to involve no financial 
information in such analysis, while the bureaucrats pressed the need for financial 
information only.  

Use of information in the project and decision-making stages 

The project aimed at a plan that was supported by stakeholders as well as bureau-
crats and experts. The project took the perspectives of stakeholders as a starting 
point: the end result was predominantly a product of the stakeholders involved. 
Still, the bureaucrats and experts actively supported the stakeholders. The stake-
holders implemented most of the changes proposed by the bureaucrats and experts 
and generally respected their expertise on professional subjects. The bureaucrats 
and experts themselves, however, saw no use in the inputs of the stakeholders in 
the process, because in their view they lacked sufficient scientific and expert 
ground.  

The decision-makers and politicians approached the eventual plan with reserva-
tion and a severe dose of scepticism. The municipality was used to base decisions 
on short-term financial effects and knowledge provided by (bureaucratic) experts 
only, hence bureaucrats felt adequate information for decision-making was miss-
ing. Experts felt they had not been able to contribute their specialised knowledge. 
Being unable to handle the results of the interactive process within the existing 
procedures of decision-making, politicians and municipal civil servants postponed 
the decision on the plan.  
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12.4 Case comparison and analysis 

In this section we compare and analyse the two cases on the way knowledge is 
produced and implemented in the process. Firstly we present an overview table for 
the two cases. Secondly we discuss the two cases in more detail and distinguish 
between the main differences and similarities. 

12.4.1 Overall picture of knowledge production in the two cases 

Based on the analytical framework presented in Sect. 12.2, Table 12.2 provides an 
overview of the knowledge production processes in the two cases discussed. 

 

Table 12.2 Overview of knowledge production in the two cases.  

 
Theme 

Case 1: Gouwe Wiericke  Case 2: Around Arnemuiden 

Role of stake-
holders, bureau-
crats and experts  

Stakeholders are first neglected but af-
ter fierce resistance they are involved  
Experts are first dominant. Later they 
functioned to fine-tune the stakeholder 
proposal 
Bureaucrats have a subordinate role in 
the whole process 

Stakeholders had a prominent position  
Experts had a more reactive role 
Bureaucrats were involved from the 
start of the process, in the set up of the 
process and in monitoring the course of 
the process  

The use of instru-
ments and models 
in generating 
knowledge 

The EIA was opened up for stake-
holders: they could bring in knowl-
edge, but the scope could not be al-
tered. This was followed by more 
participative methods  

Both stakeholders and experts were in-
terviewed. Stakeholders developed 
scenarios in workshops 
A broad analysis is carried out, in 
which both qualitative information, and 
quantitative information is involved 

Use of knowledge 
in project and deci-
sion-making 

Stakeholder knowledge is used for the 
development of the alternative plan. 
Expert knowledge was the basis for au-
thorities to abandon the alternative of 
retention areas. Although, this plan was 
approved, decision-makers, they appre-
ciate more the expert knowledge in the 
process 

Stakeholder knowledge is the base for 
developing the plans. Expert and 
stakeholder knowledge is used to make 
the plans more feasible. Bureaucratic 
knowledge stresses short term financial 
feasibility. Decision-makers more ap-
preciate expert and bureaucratic 
knowledge in the process  

12.4.2 Interplay between stakeholder, expert and bureaucratic 
knowledge  

In both cases experts, as well as civil servants and stakeholders, provided knowl-
edge relevant to the decision-making process. The relationship and interplay be-
tween these different sources of knowledge differed and was problematic for a 
number of reasons.  Below we will discuss these in detail. Table 12.3 provides a 
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classification of the level of interplay between the different sources of knowledge 
following our analytical framework.  

Table 12.3 Assessment of the interplay between different sources of knowledge in the two 
cases.  

Interplay between… 
 
Cases 

(1) Experts and civil 
servants 
 

(2) Experts and stake-
holders 

(3) Civil servants and 
stakeholders 

Case Gouwe Wiericke 
 

Medium (+/–) Medium (+/–) Minor (–) 

Case around Arnemuiden 
 

Medium (+/–) Minor (–) Minor (–) 

Interplay between experts and bureaucrats  

This kind of interplay is well established in existing institutions and working pro-
cedures of knowledge generation and decision-making. The cases showed that ex-
perts tend to listen to their principals from within the government. They want 
boundaries and conditions for the knowledge they must produce. Moreover, ex-
perts focused on issues lying within their field of expertise and therefore did not 
easily transcend their own field of expertise (case around Arnemuiden). 

In the case of Gouwe Wiericke, in later phases of the project, civil servants stay 
at a distance from the experts to prevent commitment to the process and outcomes. 
In the case of around Arnemuiden we see a similar attitude from civil servants, 
they are reluctant to start interacting with the experts in the expert group. The ex-
perts regarded their role in the interactive process as very different compared to 
their common tasks in the internal organisation. As a reaction, the civil servants 
started their own internal working routines and developed project groups inside 
the municipal bureaucracy, far away from the project.  

Interplay between experts and stakeholders  

This kind of interplay is problematic in both cases. Stakeholders are involved too 
late in the process of water management (case first phase of Gouwe Wiericke). 
While working on the EIA, experts had a predefined research question. Classical 
instruments were used to facilitate the interaction between experts and stake-
holders: experts presented their research approach and stakeholders could reflect 
upon this. However, after the cancellation of the EIA and the retention-alternative 
the level of interaction between experts and stakeholders drastically changed. 
Stakeholders and experts worked together to maximise the quality of the proposal. 
In the design of the interactive stakeholder approach in the case around Arne-
muiden, no direct interaction was arranged between experts and stakeholders be-
cause of the fear from the process facilitators that the experts would dominate 
such processes through difficult technocratic speech. The experts also had the op-
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portunity to reflect critically on the drafts of the scenarios. They were more at ease 
with questioning the scenarios than providing concrete suggestions for improve-
ment. Even though this prevented a clash between different knowledge bases, the 
experts did not perceive the stakeholder inputs as very useful to the planning 

The tools, instruments and methods for knowledge generation commonly used 
by experts and decision-makers can hinder the process of joint fact finding (both 
cases). A model or instrument can be strongly expert driven. Application of these 
methods is often very rigid, as is shown by the fruitless attempts in the around 
Arnemuiden case to combine stakeholder information and bureaucratically re-
quired financial information. Also the procedure of EIA in the Gouwe Wiericke 
case could not easily be adjusted to the wishes, questions and input of the stake-
holders. Such procedures thus reinforce the distance between expert and stake-
holder knowledge. Moreover, the use of different methods to involve interests and 
knowledge did not stimulate the interplay between both stakeholder and expert in-
puts (case around Arnemuiden). The different background and orientations of both 
experts and stakeholders were not reconciled in the project.   

Interplay between civil servants and stakeholders  

This kind of interplay was troublesome due to the rigidly existing (technocratic) 
ways of knowledge generation and decision-making, which exclude stakeholders 
from the process.  

In both cases, civil servants are not receptive or responsive to the knowledge 
provided by stakeholders. They show an attitude similar to that of the experts in 
both cases. This can be explained by the fact that the civil servants in the field of 
water management and urban and regional development are often experts in these 
domains themselves, at least in The Netherlands.  

Besides, newly developed models or approaches (case around Arnemuiden) 
based on “negotiated knowledge” between experts and stakeholders may not be 
accepted by civil servants and policy-makers, because they do not fit with the 
regular working methods and procedures within bureaucracy. Institutionalised 
procedures and methods that focus on expert knowledge (perspectives and values) 
complicate the development, implementation and legitimisation of new working 
methods in which stakeholder knowledge is integrated. Approaching the decision-
making stage, it turned out that decision-makers and politicians were unable to in-
corporate the results of the interactive process in the existing institutions and deci-
sion-making procedures (case around Arnemuiden). 

12.5 Conclusion and discussion 

In this chapter we reported our research of two cases in order to gain an under-
standing of the relationship and interplay between experts, bureaucrats and stake-
holders in the production of knowledge for water related decision-making. The 

process.  
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comparative case study research showed that this threefold interplay is problem-
atic.  

The two cases showed that, in general, both experts and bureaucrats are not 
willing to acknowledge that stakeholder knowledge has the potential to improve 
the identification of problems and the search for feasible solutions that meet the 
circumstances of the direct environment. Stakeholders, on the other hand, do not 
have much eye for the scientific soundness of knowledge development and the po-
litical and strategic relevance of knowledge. They only look at what is relevant or 
appropriate for them. They often, beforehand, undervalue and distrust the input of 
bureaucrats and experts. In both cases we saw that stakeholders questioned the ex-
pert input and did not take their input for granted.  

The interplay between experts and civil servants is – compared to the other two 
forms of interplay – better developed. The reason for this is that experts often get 
research assignments from civil servants. Moreover, in the field of water man-
agement and urban and regional development, civil servants often have similar 
backgrounds as the (external) experts, which make it easier to communicate and to 
interact. However, when experts are more in touch with stakeholders, as in the 
Gouwe Wiericke case, we see that civil servants strategically move away to keep 
room to manoeuvre and prevent commitment.   

Our research provides a strong indication that knowledge is not value free. The 
fragmentation of perspectives and values between experts, civil servants and 
stakeholders is a strong force and incentive for a modular and fragmented knowl-
edge process. Visions and viewpoints of experts, civil servants and stakeholders 
reflect their deeply rooted ambitions and interests (cf. Rinaudo and Garin 2005: 
287). All actors involved (experts, stakeholders, civil servants, but also decision-
makers) have different perspectives on relevant issues, and different and opposing 
knowledge and values were involved. It is difficult to achieve a body of informa-
tion that is legitimate and useful to all parties involved to apply in such situations. 
In both cases we saw that experts, bureaucrats and stakeholders use different 
norms and criteria for knowledge production ranging from scientific validity (ex-
perts), policy usefulness (bureaucrats) and social validity (stakeholders). These 
different orientations lead to different valuations of the relevance of knowledge to 
be used for assessment and decision-making.  

The synchronisation of expert, bureaucratic and stakeholder knowledge will not 
take place automatically. Even when the three forms of knowledge are brought to-
gether deliberately, through process facilitation (in the case of around Arne-
muiden) and by deliberately putting external experts and stakeholders in a Work-
ing Group (in the case of Gouwe Wiericke), interplay between the three 
knowledge domains does not develop. The cases presented in this chapter reveal 
some indications for such arrangements. Values, facts, and ambitions need to be 
related constantly to each other in a process of joint fact finding in order to pro-
duce knowledge that is meaningful for stakeholders, experts and decision-makers 
(cf. Van Buuren 2006). With respect to the organisation of the knowledge pro-
duction process, it is important that stakeholders, as well as experts and civil 
servants, are involved at an early stage and that their inputs are jointly combined 
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in assessment methods, models or instruments. These measurements should be 
anchored to the actual decision-making procedures, in order to be approached as 
legitimate by decision-makers. Only when knowledge of bureaucrats, experts and 
stakeholders are properly synchronised, will this lead to scientific valid, policy-
relevant, and socially robust knowledge.  



13 From “knowledge use” towards “boundary 
work”: sketch of an emerging new agenda for 
inquiry into science-policy interaction 

Robert Hoppe  

Abstract    

This chapter is about a new agenda for inquiry into the relationships between sci-
ence and public policy. So far, most research has conceptualised this relationship 
in terms of knowledge utilisation and downstream impact on the policy process. 
However, this leads to over-instrumentalisation and serious attenuation of expert 
advice. Therefore, I propose a new perspective: interaction through boundary 
work, a concept expressing how expert advice simultaneously demarcates and co-
ordinates science and public policy. Research shows that there are many different 
types of boundary work depending on various types of policy problems. This 
chapter concludes with a proposal for a multilevel model, which enables us to un-
derstand the variety in types of boundary work, and discriminate conditions of 
success and failure of boundary arrangements and boundary work practices on 
several levels of analysis.  

13.1 Introduction 

The history of government, administration and policy-making and its scientific 
study are replete with paradoxes and irony. During the years that public admini-
stration scholars and policy scientists themselves were keen on knowing more 
about, and tried to measure the impact of (social) scientific ideas on administration 
and policy implementation, practitioners were hardly interested. At present, scien-
tific advisors are judged by those very practitioners according to norms and crite-
ria shown by previous research to be neither tenable nor desirable. During the 
1970s and 1980s, students of public administration and policy sciences wanted to 
know themselves to which degree scientific advice had real downstream impact on 
policy processes. Their most important research finding (for an overview see 
Weiss 1991, Landry et al. 2003) was that the high expectations of direct, instru-
mental use of knowledge – a policy-relevant study today, a science-based decision 
tomorrow – had to be considerably toned down. Direct links between a scientific 
report and subsequent policy decisions were rare. However, on the positive side, it 
appeared that science and research usually generated conceptual knowledge or 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_13,  
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new concepts, ideas and theories that enabled policy-makers to gradually revise 
their framings and definitions of the policy problem. 

In the beginning, administrators and policy-makers themselves were strong be-
lievers in the usability of scientific policy advice; and thus hardly interested in a 
serious evaluation of its real use and subsequent impact on the policy process. 
This radically changed during the 1990s and the first decade of this century. Influ-
enced by the ideas of New Public Management and its key notion that policy 
“products” should be judged in terms of quantifiable and measurable results, even 
scientific policy advice itself did not escape the drive for quantitative accountabil-
ity. In the mid-1990s, in the Netherlands the so-called “desert”-law slashed the 
number of official advisory bodies to a little over a dozen. About a decade later, 
policy-makers set out to evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of this much 
leaner advisory infrastructure. Trusting incomplete and questionable scientific 
models of knowledge utilisation, auditors started to “measure” the degree to which 
policy advice led to knowledge use (“uptake”) and “downstream” impact on pol-
icy adoption and implementation. These attempts once more demonstrated that the 
measurability of direct instrumental knowledge use was difficult and at best in-
complete, if not impossible (Bekkers et al. 2005: 4, Putters et al. 2004: 4). Never-
theless, the results of these imperfect attempts did lead to proposals for a second 
round of considerable reduction in the infrastructure for science-based advice on 

cially announced in the new Cabinet’s government agreement, based upon a short 
“analysis” of the situation in 2006 by the permanent secretaries of the Dutch min-
istries. The official objective was to reduce the number of advisory bodies from 
fifteen to about five, one in each major policy domain. Moreover, a reduction of 
the number of the prestigious “planning” agencies to three was recommended – 
one agency for each of the Ps in the “holy trinity” of sustainable development 
thinking: Planet, People, and Profit; and this has indeed been implemented during 
the last years. Thus, the lack of irrefutable evidence on the use and impact of sci-
entific advice did not hamper politicians and top civil servants to continue the pol-
icy, launched in the 1990s, that for a leaner and meaner civil service a much 
slimmer state-supported advisory infrastructure would suffice.  

The rest of this contribution explores the scientific ramifications of this irony 
by posing the question: “What to do next, after impact?” (cf. Halffman and Bal 
2008) After all, if conceptualising the problem as uptake of advice, knowledge 
use, knowledge transfer, knowledge impact, or knowledge dissemination inexora-
bly criticises, attenuates and over-instrumentalises expert advice, is there an alter-
native way to argue and empirically study the relevance of science-based advice to 
politics and administration? Perhaps the scientific study of the governance of ex-
pertise itself is in need of conceptual overhaul and reframing? 

In the next section, I therefore analyse the practical impacts of studying knowl-
edge uptake and use: Why is it that conceptualising the problem as unidirectional 
transfer of knowledge leads to “anorexia consulta”, that is less and less, attenu-
ated, over-instrumentalised expert advice? The third section introduces an alterna-
tive perspective: interaction through boundary work. The fourth section shows that 

the national level (Hoppe 2008a, b). In the Netherlands, these proposals were offi-
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boundary work, in fact, occurs in many different shapes. The fifth section links 
variations in boundary work to different types of policy problems. The sixth sec-
tion sketches the contours of a new research agenda, which promises to be more 
empirically and normatively productive than the old impact thinking. 

13.2 The impact of impact 

The question of what it means for expert advice to be successful seems simple but 
creates lots of intellectual quandaries. If we define “success” as immediately ef-
fective use of new knowledge and advise in the policy process, then considerable 
disappointment is to be expected, both among advisors and the advised parties (for 
instance Korteland 2004: 86–87). This is the case because, first and foremost, 
knowledge use as immediate uptake and implementation of advice tacitly  

rely on one-directional movement of advice. A report or piece of research is 
produced, after which the completed product has “effect” on the policy 
maker. This is the case most strongly in the impact metaphor, where 
research is launched and then “crashes into” policy, but it is also present in 
the consumerist connotations of the utilisation metaphor (Halffman and Bal 
2008: 17).  

Second, the model of direct, instrumental use rests on untested stereotypes of the 
division of labour between policy-makers and experts. The impact model deflects 
attention from ongoing interaction and negotiation, and focuses on common-sense 
notions like “research is about facts and truths” and “policy-making and politics 
are about values and power”. 

Third, not all possible impact is desirable per se. Certainly not if the quality and 
credibility of expert advise are contested. Sometimes, uptake of advice amounts to 
selective shopping by policy-makers or even biased representation of the contents 
of advice. In the case of the American “intelligence” that led to the war in Iraq, 
uptake meant a spectacular media campaign about the presence of weapons of 
mass destruction based on poor research. Fourth, there are considerable problems 
in the operationalisation of the concept of “use” or “uptake”. Bekkers and others 
(2005: 58–60) convincingly show that the shapes, times, loci, institutional contexts 
and target groups of knowledge use are so multidimensional and multifaceted that 
the set of indicators is just  a garbage can of heterogeneous indices. Even if all 
these problems could be solved, they lead to a trans-scientific problem (Weinberg 
1972): in practice, sound research into the full scope of uptake and impact of ex-
pert advice will be so costly and time consuming, and will have to search for so 
many different sorts of “impacts” on so many different social locations, which 
also may be very hard to causally attribute to expert advice, that nobody will be 
prepared to pay for it. Moreover, if executed, this type of research might well be a 
very costly method of drawing marginal lessons for improvement. After all, from 
the research to date we have learned that there are numerous necessary, but hardly 
necessary and sufficient conditions for success.  
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Fifth, operating a restricted but “doable” set of indicators will produce the now 
well-known dangers of ritual conformance and perverse conduct. This observation 
also applies to systems of self-evaluation by advisory bodies as experimentally 
practiced and proposed by Bekkers et al. (2005: 69–70). In addition, a restricted 
set of indicators will not work because the quality of advice is always judged dif-
ferently by different actors or stakeholders. After all, policy-makers or administra-
tors who commissioned or triggered uninvited advice, are not the only relevant 
addressees of an advice. A favourable advice for a ministry is not by definition 
applauded by all involved interests and actors in the policy domain as a whole. 
They certainly also involve members of parliament, sub-national governments and 
non-governmental organisations in the relevant issue or policy network, and the 
(sometimes) dissident experts related to these other stakeholders.  

Like all forms of policy evaluation, the evaluation of knowledge use, uptake of 
expert advice and its downstream impacts on the policy process, is a political act 
and therefore likely to be politically contestable. As a matter of fact, research on 
the uptake and impact of expert advice answers the political question, “Who 
evaluates what for whom?” by saying: “Disregarding their own discretion and in-
fluence, politicians and policy-makers evaluate the degree of instrumental impact 
on their own work”. Although all these nuances and qualifications are mentioned 
in the scientific literature, practical recommendations all too frequently focus only 
on this one aspect of  knowledge use and impact (for example Bekkers et al.
2005: 66ff; and Putters et al. 2004: 28, 59). This leads to serious shortcomings and 
biases in the evaluation of expert advice.  

Therefore, we badly need a closer look at the nature of advisory work. We need 
to include the perspectives of the experts and their professional-scientific net-
works, other policy actors in the policy domain; and, foremost, we need an “up-
close and personal” look at the interaction between experts and policy-makers. 
Interaction and boundary work may well offer us better handles in judging the 
success or failure of advice.  

13.3 Beyond the clichés: boundary work 

Under the label of Rethinking Political Judgement and Science-Based Expertise, 
the University of Twente has coordinated a coherent set of interdisciplinary and 
inter-university projects aiming to improve our insight and understanding of the 
knowledge- and advisory infrastructure for Dutch public authorities.  The research 
concerned, the manner in which the Centre for Economic Policy Analysis (CPB), 
the Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR), Alterra (part of Wagenin-
gen University/Research), the Environmental Assessment Agency (MNP), and the 
public health branch of the National Institute for Public Health and Environment 
(RIVM) deliver knowledge to and produce advice for Dutch ministries. In addi-
tion, to compare Dutch advisory practice to foreign experiences, research projects 
involved the production of nature balances in Flanders and Denmark, and research 
and advice on fisheries policies in Norway and the European Union. Although this 
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research has not been completed yet, parts have been and continue to be published 
(Hoppe 2002, Hoppe and Huijs 2003, Hoppe 2003, Halffman and Hoppe 2005, 
Hoppe 2005, Scholten 2008, Halffman 2008, De Vries, A. 2008, Hoppe 2008, 
Halffman 2009, Hoppe 2010). It is possible to present some of the main findings 
in relation to and against the background of this and other research in the Nether-
lands (Bekkers et al. 2005, Putters 2004) to date.  

The first main finding is that the clichés about the relationships between sci-
ence and policy-making are obsolete. Following Winston Churchill, policy-makers 
and politicians like to suggest, that they are “on top”, and call on the services of 
scientists and experts that supposedly are just “on tap”. On the other hand, scien-
tists continue to tell their heroic tales about the powerless but neutral, objective, 
independent smart guys who, in Aaron Wildavsky’s metaphor for the art and craft 
of policy analysis, “speak truth to power”. The truly peculiar bias in knowledge 
utilisation research so far is that hardly any serious attention is paid to the tasks 
that experts do in fact fulfil. It is uncritically accepted that the experts should and 
will adapt their own tasks to the needs of policy-makers and administrators. This 
fails to appreciate that expert advisors place themselves in between policy-making 
and administration on the  one hand, and science on the other; and therefore have 
to adapt their activities on both fronts. The final section revisits this crucial fact.  

Of course, the media and the public at large do not uncritically accept these self 
justifications. Frequently, they hold the cynical but not unrealistic view that scien-
tists are paid for the production of scientific evidence and argumentation; that they 
deliver the argumentative “ammunition” or are the “hired guns” for political 
points of view that were already formulated irrespective of scientific argument and 
evidence, or for established interests of corporate networks, for instance in the 
pharmaceutical or food producing sectors.  

However, none of these clichés can be upheld after a closer look by advanced 
research. The game between the commissioners or principals of knowledge/advice 
production and the scientific knowledge deliverers or advisors is far more com-
plex and varied. Processes for the production of knowledge, expert advice and pol-
icy design just can not be described in terms of crystal clear, sharp boundaries. 
The zones of engagement are fluid and vague by nature. The need for participation 
of persons with different knowledge and skills inherent in different institutional 
spheres calls for some division of labour. However, such a division of labour is 
not easily decided upon.  

It is a myth, for example, that politics would only be concerned with values and 
interests, and scientists or expert advisors would only occupy themselves with 
facts and causality. In addition, it is incorrect to think that knowledge is trans-
ferred unilaterally from scientists and advisors to policy-makers, ministers and 
politicians. When the latter formulate a question that requires knowledge produc-
tion or advice giving, they are involved in steering scientific work. As a matter of 
fact, what happens is that both parties are continuously bargaining with each other 
about how the exact boundary line between science and politics should be drawn – 
sometimes even on a case-by-case basis. Such boundary negotiations may concern 
the exact relations between an advisory body and a government department; 
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or the formulation of the question or remit for advice; or the way in which a scien-
tific model is to be built, and subsequently used; or about the use (and non-use) of 
information sources; or about dealing with normative issues; or about managing 
uncertainties; or, finally, conflicts between scientific domains, or between scien-
tific knowledge and other types of knowledge such as experience-based knowl-
edge or citizen knowledge (Woodhouse and Nieusma 2001).  

In advisory relations like for example in the International Panel on Climate 
Change, experts and policy-makers are at work together. Detailed empirical stud-
ies have shown that expertise that is mailed to the policy-maker in reports, articles 
or books rarely leads to any kind of policy uptake (Nutley et al. 2003). Experts 
may be ever so sensitive to immediate demands of policy; effective use of new 
scientific information relies on mutual face-to-face interaction, on working to-
gether. From a macro-perspective, science/politics interactions are ongoing dia-
logues between the scientisation of society and politics, and the politicisation of 
science. Of course, at micro-level, this does not mean a complete blurring of the 
boundaries between science and politics as in a seamless web. Rather, it should be 
conceptualised as boundary work. 

Work implies meaningful and purposeful activity, directed at the creation of a 
collective product. Experts do not work on policy reports by blindly and thought-
lessly following scientific algorithms, but through an understanding of the prob-
lem at hand, a meaningful comprehension of the knowledge available, the context 
in which this knowledge is to be used, as well as what kinds of statements are ten-
able, given professional standards and values and the targeted audience (Wenger 
1998). Working together means policy-makers and experts have to negotiate ten-
sions and disconnects between their academic-professional and political-
administrative worlds. Their concerns and projects never quite coincide, no matter 
how policy-oriented the expert or how evidence-oriented the policy-maker. Work-
ing together implies negotiation of work across boundaries and mutual adjustment 
between social worlds, and dealing with new, unknown problems as they emerge. 
Experts that advise policy are engaged in complex, professional work, where not 
all eventualities have been resolved and all role conflicts have been settled. In-
versely, policy-making civil servants negotiate complex streams of puzzling and 
powering, in which expert advice is but one parameter in a fuzzy set of undefined 
equations.  

Because this work occurs across the boundaries of policy and expert worlds, it 
is called boundary work. Boundary work can more formally be understood as the 
attempts by actors to define practices in contrast to each other through demarca-
tion, as well as their attempts to find productive cooperation across these bounda-
ries through a division of labour that is more or less accepted by relevant actors 
(Star and Griesemer 1989, Gieryn 1995, Halffman 2003, Hoppe 2005). One part 
of boundary work is to continuously draw and guard demarcations in order to 
guarantee the quality of one’s own work. Policy workers do not wish scientists to 
infringe on their political and policy-making activities; scientists want to guard 
their domain against policy-makers, but for example also against journalists. An-
other part of boundary work is to coordinate the separate activities. Demarcation 
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and coordination are two sides of the same coin. Keeping your distance, while si-
multaneously staying close enough to be effective is the enduring dilemma for sci-
entific advisors in their relationship with policy-makers. Concern for high-quality 
performance makes expert advisors and policy-makers mutually dependent; yet, 
they have to guard their separate identities and formal independence. Therefore, 
boundary work is full of paradoxes and dilemmas; the relationship will never be 
smooth and easy; it will never come to rest and will always be contested. 

13.4 Variation in boundary work 

Boundary traffic between scientists (in knowledge institutes), expert advisers (in 
strategic, technical or temporary advisory bodies) and policy workers (in govern-
ment agencies) is manifested in very different styles and shapes. Based on an ex-
tensive overview of the literature (Hoppe 2005), and using Q-method to empiri-
cally assess the range of different types of boundary work occurring in Dutch 
practice, in the Rethinking project seven types of discourse on boundary work 
were identified (Hoppe 2008): 
Rational facilitation of political accommodation:  boundary workers usually are 
experienced and prominent members of advisory bodies, or civil servants attend-
ing to the knowledge and look-out function in departmental agencies; they 
strongly believe in the Dutch consensus-type democratic practices of flexibility 
and compromise; they feed the accommodation process with sound arguments, de-
rived from both sound science and knowledge rooted in stakeholders’ knowledge 
of “best practices”; they facilitate orderly transgressions between politics and sci-
ence in an atmosphere of mutual trust; 
Knowledge brokerage: boundary workers  are civil servants or consultants who, in 
spite of (well-known) cognitive impairments of politics and bureaucracy, and in 
spite of the inevitable gap between politics and science, under favourable condi-
tions exploit opportunities for instrumental learning;  
Mega-policy strategy: boundary workers claim a government-oriented think-tank 
function; they verify and critically examine long-term strategic policy guidelines 
and pivotal assumptions in policy beliefs-in-use, in light of most recent sound sci-
ence and argument; 
Policy analysis: boundary workers mostly work in long-standing pragmatic rela-
tions and rules of the game of established policy networks for, for example, finan-
cial-economic policy; they provide politicians, civil servants, advisors and stake-
holder representatives with evidence-based intelligence, that is information based 
on available and usable sound science; 
Policy advice: boundary workers claim to span the boundary between policy ana-
lysts and ministers and top civil servants at the apex of bureaucratic agencies; they 
advise their “princes” about acceptability and feasibility of policy proposals, in-
corporating usable, best available knowledge on “what works”; 
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These findings provoke the question whether the types found are specific only to 
persons or reflect some kind of “system”. The next sections answer this question 
in favour of the latter option.  

13.5 Types of problems, types of expert advice 

The variety in typical boundary workers may be linked to the occurrence of differ-
ent types of problems a political and administrative system has to deal with. I do 
not mean the common-sense idea that politics and administration usually get or-
ganised as “federations” of policy domains, like health policy, youth policy, social 
security policy; each domain with its own portfolio of more specific policy pro-
grammes. Here I refer to the theoretical notion of differently structured problems: 
domesticated or structured problems, “wicked” or unstructured problems, and in-

Post-normal science advice: boundary workers operate in (sustainability-related) 
issue and policy networks where relationships between policy actors are volatile, 
and anything but settled; they see issues of sustainable development beset by so 
many uncertainties and conflicts of interest that normal science as “puzzle solv-
ing” is obsolete; hence they wish to create and institutionalise more stable role and 
interaction patterns, so that scientists and policy-makers may engage in produc-
tive, open dialogue, and integrated assessment of all advantages, disadvantages 
and uncertainties surrounding sustainability issues. The aspirations and practices 
of post-normalists are clearly inspired by ideas about “post-normal science” and 
“extended peer review” as advocated by Funtowicz and Ravetz (1992), and ob-
served in practice by others (for example Hisschemöller et al. 2001, Anderson, L. 
2003); 
Deliberative-procedure advice: boundary workers work in advisory bodies, for 
example as permanent secretaries with civil servant status; they cherish and foster 
high-quality boundary work; this requires a clear and transparent procedure, and a 
set of process-criteria which allows robust, but trusting parties, dissidents in-
cluded, to fully and openly debate, each from their own perspective on the com-
mon good, policy proposals and their concomitant uncertainties as well as norma-
tive issues. 

between types of moderately structured problems. A frequently used typology 
(WRR 2006) is presented in Figure 13.1. 
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Fig. 13.1 Four types of policy problems

Students of advisory bodies (for example Putters 2004) routinely distinguish be-
tween several types: technical or specialist, strategic, and ad-hoc or temporary. 
These types by and large fit the problem type they normally deal with. First, con-
sider specialist and strongly technical advisory organisations and knowledge insti-
tutes that deliver instrumental, detailed, ready-for-implementation advice on 
largely domesticated problems. Politicians and policy-makers generally prefer us-
able or directly instrumental advice. Because political multi-tasking environments 
easily generate cognitive overload, they put a premium on simplification; and it is 
easy to delegate or outsource problem-solving to (quasi) autonomous agencies 
staffed by certified experts. Yet, instrumental advice and delegated technocracy as 
problem-processing arrangement only work well for domesticated problems. 

In addition, there are clearly specialist advisory organisations and knowledge 
institutes of a non-technical nature and broader scope – like the Centre for Eco-
nomic Policy Analysis (CPB) serving primarily departments like Finance and 
Economic Affairs, the Justice department’s Scientific Research and Documenta-
tion Centre (WODC), or the Health Council. Their main business is to keep track 
of sound science, develop scenarios, and advise on appropriate, effective and effi-
cient means for fairly consensual goals. They are frequently able to also deliver 
instrumental, immediately usable advice. In the Netherlands, the political consen-
sus on goals is usually documented in a coalition agreement formally adopted by 
the political parties in office. Hence, instrumental policy advice is welcome during 
the larger part of a 4-year term of government.  

Returning to the types of boundary workers, it appears that many policy ana-
lysts, knowledge brokers and policy advisors are to be located on the right-hand 
side of the problem typology – that is expert advisors working the boundaries of 
politics and science on domesticated problems, or on problems concerning appro-
priate policy instruments, or their zone of overlap. 

Next, consider strategic advisory institutes, like, in the Netherlands, the Scien-
tific Council for Government Policy (WRR) as a very clear example. They are 

.  
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concerned with as yet undomesticated problems, and politically sensitive problems 
characterised by potentially divisive ethical dilemmas. Their advice usually is 
conceptual and not immediately usable in policy design, adoption and implemen-
tation. Rather, such advice has the character of future studies, scenarios, mega-
policy arguments, and long-term policy commitments. Or they devise novel policy 
paradigms or policy discourses in which protagonists and antagonists in ethically 
divisive issues may find opportunities to reconcile their differences, if only on a 
procedural and/or temporary basis.  

In these strategic advisory institutes, naturally, one finds relatively more ra-
tional facilitators and mega-policy strategists. Compared to instrumental, short-
term advice, strategic advice for the mid- and long-term has a narrow “policy win-
dow”. Timing well is both more important, and much more difficult. Just before, 
during, and in the first year after a change of government appear to be relatively 
propitious times for strategic advice. However, political developments may well 
outpace strategic advice. A 2001 WRR study was an intellectually courageous at-
tempt to redefine the policy paradigm for integration and immigration policy in 
the framework of transnational political trends and economic globalisation. Yet, 
published and presented briefly after 9/11, the advice had become profoundly un-
welcome in a political climate where the political elite overnight converted to na-
tionalistic assimilation (Scholten 2008). 

Post-normalists and deliberative proceduralists are special types of boundary 
workers. They are forced to operate across the borderline between domesticated 
and “wicked” problems – that is, the right- and left-hand side of the problem ty-
pology. For example, an expert advisor working for the Rathenau Institute is sup-
posed to inform parliament, but indirectly departments and relevant stakeholder 
groups too, on technological innovations and their potential ethical, legal and so-
cial consequences. This boundary worker needs the skills to “jump”, almost liter-
ally, between the technical and highly specialist culture of (promises of) nearly 
domesticated problems, and the culture of social and political debate on fuzzy, 
“wicked” problems. Boundary workers at the Health Council, too, will be con-
fronted by medical-technological issues with ethically unknown or divisive impli-
cations. Hence, trained as medical specialists they also need the skills to give ad-
vice that will play an important role in debates on ethical acceptability and goal 
appropriateness of medical-technological innovation (Hoppe 2008a). 

Finally, there is the politically established ad-hoc or temporary advisory com-
mittees. To date, this type of politically prestigious “blue ribbon” committee has 
hardly been seriously researched. This way of organising expert advice appears to 
be mainly politically inspired. Government and ruling parties create opportunities 
to refer politically sensitive issues not (yet) dealt with in a coalition agreement, or 
hard to insert after the fact because they might cause open political conflict, to the 
relative calm and shelter of “blue ribbon” committees. The hypothesis would be 
that this concerns problems in the left-hand side of the problem typology, that is 
unstructured problems and ethically divisive issues. To the extent scientific ex-
perts are mobilised (next to experienced high-level administrators and politicians) 
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to serve in these committees, one would expect them to be rational facilitators, 
policy strategists or post-normalists.  

In conclusion of this section, the links between types of boundary work and 
types of problems may be approximately conceptualised as in Figure 13.2 (cf. 
Hisschemöller et al. 2001, Hoppe 2008). 
 

 
Fig. 13.2 Types of problems and types of boundary work.  

13.6 Towards a multilevel conceptual framework for 
understanding science/policy interactions 

The ongoing process of negotiating a division of labour between science and 
politics can be discerned by looking at texts, objects and people (Halffman 2003). 

If the findings of the Rethinking project and previous research and theory on 
boundary work are taken seriously, a new research agenda emerges. Its purpose 
may be described as the discovery of best practices for productive and creative 
boundary work – not: knowledge use and impact, although they do not vanish 
from the conceptual map (Guston 2001, Miller 2001, Cash et al. 2002, Hoppe 
2002, Hoppe and Huijs 2003, De Wit 2005b). The quintessential insight underly-
ing the quest for best practices in boundary work is an understanding of sci-
ence/policy interactions as a multilevel system. In the study of the dynamics of 
policy change and administrative reforms (and technological transitions) there is 
convergence among researchers and theorists that phenomena have to be ap-
proached as embedded in a multilevel system, from macro- to micro perspectives: 
(inter)national institutional-cultural regime(s) or “landscapes”, policy or issue 
network(s), organisation(s), and project(s). Expert advice is part of such policy 
and technological change processes; and hence may also be fruitfully studies as 
a multilevel phenomenon. 
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“Boundary texts” (discourse, language, concepts) are about linguistic repertoires 
in which both parties speak and define their different roles – the semi-annual re-
ports on the state of the economy by the Centre of Economic Policy Analysis pro-
vide a good example (De Vries, A. 2008). “Boundary objects” refer to tangible 
tools actors use in producing knowledge and advice in policy settings, like testing 
procedures, standardisation methods, computer models, measurement devices, or 
indicator systems. “Boundary people” are the different players in boundary arenas 
– either scientists, or policy workers, or those who combine or frequently oscillate 
between these two roles (Hoppe 2008). Together, boundary texts, objects and peo-
ple shape boundary configurations.  

 

 
Fig. 13.3 Multilevel conceptual framework for understanding science/policy interactions.  

From a micro-perspective, such boundary configurations are most clearly 
visible in concrete research & development-and-policy projects around particu-
lar topics. However, projects are carried out by organisations or organisations-
of-organisations which (sometimes explicitly) mediate the boundary between 
professional-academic networks and public sector or policy organisations. Such 
organisations usually cluster around the typical problems in a specific issue or 
policy network.  These problem-and-network structures in turn are permeated by a 
political-cultural sphere, the characteristics of which influence science-policy 
interfaces on all levels. To present a comprehensive picture of the science-policy 
interface, then, means to understand multilevel science-policy interactions and the 
ways these levels interact (see Figure 13.3): 
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13.6.1 Level 1: boundary work is (trans-) nationally culture-bound 

13.6.2 Level 2: boundary work as policy politics in policy domains  

The second level of boundary work is best defined as the sectoral or policy do-
main such as emission trade policy, energy transition policy, or biodiversity pol-
icy. Above it was argued that a political system at large may be viewed as a “fed-
eration of domains” where each domain has a distinct style of policy politics. 
Policy politics is the combination of the types of cognitive processes (“puzzling”) 
and the styles of competitive interaction (“powering”) that are characteristic for 
problem processing in a specific domain (Hoppe 2010). Policy politics describes a 
particular governance space, which coordinates the production, dissemination and 
acceptability of knowledges for political decisions. “Knowledges” is used in the 
plural because normally political decisions have to align different types of knowl-
edge from different actors: citizens, professionals, bureaucrats, experts. The policy 
politics of a certain domain acquires its special character precisely because it im-
plicitly or explicitly constructs a particular public epistemology that is the taken-
for-granted expectations about the legitimacy and validity of these knowledges 
(Jasanoff 2005). Thus, policy politics involves contests about the availability of 
knowledge, about powers and competencies to frame and define problems, and 
about the legitimacy of knowledge claims. Policy politics, then, indirectly and tac-
itly deals with the borders between science and other actors’ modes of knowing.  

Policy politics strongly affects the boundary arrangements at the next-lower ana-
lytic level. Technical-specialist advisory institutes will only flourish in a closed net-
work of professional players dealing with domesticated problems (cf. Hisschemöller 
and Hoppe 2001). Autonomous but government-supported advisory organs like 

Competing ideas on values and ideals like freedom, democracy, solidarity, fair-
ness, and the trustworthiness of expert or lay knowledge infuse policy debates 
from the pubs’ beer mats to high-level politics and diplomacy. There is over-
whelming evidence that public policy gut responses to new policy developments 
are strongly influenced by national political cultures and regulatory styles (Halffman 
and Hoppe 2005, Jasanoff 2005, Lentsch and Weingart 2009). Hence, it is not sur-
prising that the “same” allegedly scientific, universal knowledge about problems 
like crime, social security and climate change leads to divergent policy responses 
in different countries. The credibility and role of scientific knowledge in politics is 
an integral part of political culture and thus has to be considered as deeply embed-
ded in national institutions. There is also increasing evidence for the emergence of 
different global or transnational cultures begins to influence national political cul-
tures and policy styles (Jasanoff and Martello 2004, Strassheim 2007). The con-
version of European Union directives in national regulation and implementation 
regimes perhaps is the most illuminating example. Of course, political and aca-
demic cultures are hardly manipulable variables in shaping concrete boundary or-
ganisations and arrangements, let alone best practices for boundary work at project 
level. Yet, one should take such overarching variables into account as constrain-
ing and enabling factors in more manipulable organisational and project designs. 
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the Scientific Council for Government Policy will only be successful advice-
givers in political task environments of open issue networks around not yet 
domesticated problems (cf. Hisschemöller and Hoppe 2001). Ethical advisory 
committees on national level will usually be found in political landscapes defined 
by deliberately designed and managed discourse coalitions for issues with politi-
cally sensitive ethical loadings (cf. Hisschemöller and Hoppe 2001). Planning 
agencies like the Centre for Economic Policy Analysis or the Environmental Plan-
ning Agency may be successful boundary workers in semi-closed or half-
pluralistic or neo-corporatist networks dealing with moderately structured problem 
with a fair amount of value and goal consensus (Hisschemöller and Hoppe 2001, 
Sabatier 1998). Only in this way their expertise in finding effective, efficient and 
low-risk policy instruments can be honoured. In terms of the quest for best prac-
tices, the policy politics level is hardly a manipulable variable; although there are 
conditions in which policy and institutional entrepreneurs can nudge a policy net-
work with insufficient problem-processing capacity in the direction of favourable 
transformation (DiMaggio 1988, Pralle 2003, Garud et al. 2007, Hoppe 2010). 

13.6.3 Level 3: Boundary arrangements  

The third level in boundary work is a subsidiary part of the policy domain level 
and  focuses  on the boundary arrangements and organisations that institutionally 
facilitate the science/politics interactions and knowledge/power structures in a 
given policy domain. The concept of boundary “arrangements” tries to capture the 
sheer variety of boundary-crossing science/politics hybrids that have proliferated 
these last decades (Strassheim 2007: 283). In the Netherlands alone, the array of 
hybrid institutional forms runs from legally established, highly institutionalised, 
boundary organisations like the CPB (Halffman 2009) or the Scientific WRR (Den 
Hoed and Keizer 2009), to merged knowledge organisations or organisations-of-
organisations like Alterra (for agriculture and environment) and Deltares (for 
coastal and river management), sectoral advisory councils (like RMNO, for Spa-
tial Planning, Nature and Environment) and research “centres of excellence” (like 
NICIS, for urban research and policy), all the way to informal hybrid virtual fo-
rums where academics, professionals, businessmen and government officials meet 
around shared problems (like the website of the “coalition” of CO2-neutral cities). 
In other words, explicitly established and institutionalised boundary organisations 
are but one manifestation of a much broader “twilight zone” of hybrid arrange-
ments (Halffman and Hoppe 2005). 

In the quest for best practice, for simplicity’s sake, five conditions or attributes 
for successful boundary arrangements can be listed here (see for example Guston 
2001, Miller 2001, Cash et al. 2002). Readers should be warned that not all of 
these occur in each boundary organisation, and that each may be present in 
stronger or weaker form: 
Double participation: People from both the policy/politics and the scientific world 
are represented and participate in the activities of the boundary organisation or 
arrangement. 
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Dual accountability: The leadership or management of boundary organisations 
and arrangements is accountable to representatives of science and politics, simul-
taneously. Not surprisingly, this leads to a split between front-office narratives of 
boundary work for official use in external accountability relations to for example 
members of parliament and the press, and back-office narratives in internal or in-
siders’ accountability relations, for example between boundary workers of differ-
ent advisory bodies and departmental policy workers (Bal et al. 2002, De Vries, A. 
2008, Hoppe 2008). 
Boundary objects: The creation and maintenance of a well-chose set of boundary 
objects in generating a “world” in which both scientists and policy-makers feel at 
home and may successfully coordinate their activities. Examples of suitable 
boundary objects are indicator systems, econometric or climate models, bi-annual 
audits, report series, etcetera. Textual and graphical boundary objects that imme-
diately support budget decisions appear to be the best guarantee for successful 
boundary work. 
Co-production: Robust knowledge/power structures create social and cognitive 
order using negotiation, confrontation and mediation. Experience has shown that 
premature consensus-seeking and compromise-building is a serious threat to suc-
cessful boundary work. This requires steps that neither politicians nor scientists 
are necessarily comfortable with: identification of critical scientists, counter-
experts, visionaries, and even “dissenters”; in addition, sometimes confrontation is 
required between decontextualised policy and scientific knowledge and situated, 
local knowledge, for example through participatory and deliberative policy exer-
cises with stakeholder or citizen representatives. 
Metagovernance and capacity building: This is the cross-jurisdictional, cross-
level and cross-scale orchestration of distributed knowledge production. This task 
deserves special attention in order to avoid the pitfalls of incrementalist policy-
making: (1) misguided policy trials may produce very costly outcomes, (2) policy 
moves prematurely declared successful retain too little error-correction flexibility, 
and (3) learning from error becomes too slow. High-quality metagovernance re-
sists the political “gravity law” of incrementalist policy by careful design of pro-
cedures for research, development, deliberation and decision-making, and alert 
monitoring of progress. Sufficient attention to capacity building in all relevant 
boundary organisations and projects is important in metagovernance. This is a task 
in danger of neglect in the age of leaner and meaner government. Former top-level 
civil servant and minister Jozias van Aartsen opines: 

Where does one still find sound substantive knowledge in contemporary 
government departments? Civil servants in key positions who are really in-
the-know about a particular policy issue are becoming a rare species. All of 
us are going to suffer for this (Beuvink and Den Hoed 2007: 95; translation 
RH). 
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13.6.4 Level 4: Boundary work in projects  

Finally, a micro-level of boundary work practices in projects may be distin-
guished. This is where the boundary is at its most fuzzy and sometimes even “up 
for grabs”, as it has to be negotiated and renegotiated in the smallest details. For 
example, in the production of authoritative texts by the International Panel on 
Climate Change (Petersen 2006), or for semi-annual reports on the state of the 
economy by the CPB (De Vries, A. 2008), the political and scientific practices of 
dealing with uncertainty depend on the characteristics of the policy and the 
knowledge workers involved, as well as on the design of the projects they engage 
in. Other aspects of good boundary work in projects are rules and habits for deal-
ing with values (is it a political or scientific responsibility, or shared?), dealing 
with conflicting types of knowledge, the impacts of the project design on the par-
ticipants’ ability and willingness to learn and on the building, maintenance or ero-
sion of mutual trust, and the organisational flexibility of the project itself.  

It is at the project level that the considerable body of knowledge of project de-
sign ingredients becomes relevant. Research on knowledge about various project 
designs and their impacts on the quality of boundary work are evolving into an in-
terdisciplinary field of its own. It goes under different labels, from-knowing-to-
doing, integrated assessment, participatory and deliberative policy analysis, col-
laborative knowledge production or joint fact-finding, reflective practitionership, 
communities of practice, transition management, design rules for inter- and trans-
disciplinary projects or adaptive management, and many more – almost all  featur-
ing in other chapters of this book.  

In spite of all these budding communities of learning and practice, the project 
level of boundary work still hosts many perplexities and dilemmas. All scholars 
who have reflected on the limitations of the human mind have concluded that 
boundary work is inevitable in reaching aggregate political decisions for collective 
action. After all, our inability to know (everything) forces us to at some point stop 
the cognitive process if we want to make decisions and take actions. Hence, any 
form of learning in political task fields should not be limited to discursive and sci-
entific analysis-and-instruction; it necessarily takes the shape of pragmatic trial-
and-error learning by variation-and-selection in doing. Perhaps, then, the most im-
portant question for boundary work at project level is how to arrange projects as 
field experiments in fast and intelligent trial-and-error learning processes. Impor-
tant questions to ask are then: How is it possible to specify project arrangements, 
procedures, and strategies to make errors less damaging and to accelerate learn-
ing? Under what conditions do (sets of) politically and scientifically partisan play-
ers manage their mutual interactions to deal better than usual with uncertainty, 
value ambiguities, limited time, and so forth?  Under what conditions do they do 
worse than normal?  

We still need much better knowledge about truly intelligent and politically ac-
ceptable trial and error learning. In theory, we may formulate key principles for 
boundary work projects (Woodhouse and Nieusma 2001). They include: early de-
bates involving many divergent perspectives, building flexibility into projects so 
as to facilitate a change of course in case of negative feedback, taboo- and back-up 
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systems and other precautionary measures to cope with initial, sometimes huge 
uncertainties and risks, gradual scale-up of activities (again with a view to flexibil-
ity), and designed, accelerated feedback through advanced testing and intensive 
monitoring. Yet we know from experience how difficult it is to design these desir-
able features into actual projects, and, once designed, to faithfully adhere to them. 

13.7 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the contours have been outlined of a new, emerging research 
agenda for inquiry into science-politics interactions. As set out in the first section, 
this is triggered by the adverse impact of impact models, that is, first, palpable 
empirical inadequacy of the older models of knowledge use; and, second, the per-
nicious over-instrumentalisation and attenuation of expertise resulting from the 
use of such models in the governance of expert advice.  In the second section, 
boundary work was introduced as a more adequate conceptualisation of science-
politics interactions. In the third section, the considerable variety in types of 
boundary work was illustrated on the case of science-policy interactions in the 
Netherlands. The final two sections hypothetically argued that, underlying the ap-
parent variety, there is more “system” than meets the eye. In Sect. 13.4 it was ar-
gued that the seven different types of (discourses on) boundary work, jointly, 
cover the range of differently structured problems a policy and political system 
has to deal with (see Figures 13.1 and 13.2). In Sect. 13.5, an effort was made to 
conceptualise this “system” of types of boundary work in a multilevel model of 
science-politics interactions (see Figure 13.3).  

Awaiting more research and confirmatory evidence for this multilevel model, 
perhaps the immediate virtue of Figure 13.3 is its exposure of the shortcomings of 
the knowledge use and impact type of models and research. First, conceptualisa-
tion of the problem and empirical research only addressed the micro-levels; in-
between and macro-levels were neglected and certainly underexposed. Yet, these 
higher levels contain important constraining and enabling mechanisms for the 
(dis-)functioning of boundary arrangements and boundary work projects. Second, 
attention of both practitioners and scientists was absorbed by the right-hand impact 
arrow in Figure 13.3. It was not sufficiently realised that, for sound and high-quality 
science-based policy advice, boundary workers and boundary organisations cannot 
and may not one-sidedly adapt to the needs of politics and policy-making without 
gambling away the vital dependence on their nurturing scientific-professional 
substrate of institutions for knowledge production (including universities and 

amazing in an age in which social and economic trends are politically baptised and 
officially proclaimed as “knowledge economy” or “knowledge society”. The pru-
dent governance of expertise starts from as complete a picture of the knowledge 
system as is possible; not with truncated and therefore short-sighted knowledge 
impact models. 

schools for higher professional education) and innovation. This is all the more 
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tice. In order to achieve this aim, the institutional domains of science and politics 
have to be connected where possible and, simultaneously, kept separate where 
necessary. Not once and for all, but in flexible, renegotiable ways, depending on 
the changing nature of problem frames and definitions. Ultimately, the idea is to 
design and construct for the twenty-first century the capacity to maintain and nur-
ture the previously self-evident fruitful mutual dependencies between politics, 
knowledge, and public policy (Rooney et al. 2003, Anderson, L. 2003, Parsons 
2004, De Wit 2005).  

The aim of the proposed new research agenda is better boundary work in prac-
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Abstract    

The creative and innovative power of cities and regions is of decisive importance 
in materialising the knowledge-based economy on such a scale, that it will ulti-
mately have a positive impact on the prosperity of citizens (Grotenhuis 2007, Van 
Winden et al. 2007, Florida 2005). Similar to what usually confronts businesses, 
cities and regions are faced with a global competition for talent, as is generally re-
flected in the form of a race between cities and regions that strive to be as attrac-
tive as possible for talented, on average highly educated, and creative workers 
(Hospers 2003, Florida 2005, Malecki 2002). Knowledge will likely further in-
crease in importance, but it is not yet clear how knowledge can be put to practical 
use in cities and regions, how it can or should be managed in the context of an ap-
propriate democratic structure and to what extent measurable economic and socie-
tal effects occur, especially amidst the clustering of knowledge industries in supra-
regional and supra-national economic mega-regions. The knowledge challenge is 
where cities and businesses converge into a clear, but as yet not explored, shared 
interest: (creative) businesses locate where (creative) human capital is present 
(Florida 2005). Participation of creative citizens – both individual as well as com-
pany citizens and civil organisations – in the governance of a city is imperative. 
The concept of the knowledge democracy, and more specifically the way in which 
the democratic knowledge potential of cities is used through collaborative learning 
processes, can be further developed by transdisciplinary research into knowledge 
management policies and practices from business management (Tissen and Van 
Rijn 2007).  

14.1 Knowledge 

The influence and importance of knowledge has been broadly discussed over the 
years in an increasing number of fields, without actually resulting in an estab-
lished trend to replace industrial-based economic models by knowledge-based 
ones, other than in theory. Its origins as a practical concept – in addition to the 
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… hardly anyone understands their implications for human values and 
human behaviour, for managing people and making them productive, for 
economics and for politics. What is already clear, however, is that the 
emerging knowledge society and knowledge economy will be radically 
different from the society and economy of the late 20th century (Drucker 
2001). 

centuries’ old epistemological discussion – go back to the second half of the last 
century when the knowledge-based development of organisations gained a promi-
nent position in business management, once knowledge was linked to organisa-
tions as both a competitive resource (Drucker 1995) as well as an asset. In the 
early sixties of the last century Drucker was one of the first to introduce the term 
“Knowledge Industries”, “Knowledge Work” and “Knowledge Workers”. How-
ever, decades afterwards (2001) he concluded that with respect to these terms, al-
though broadly defined from the onset: 

Reflective of this lack of understanding of the knowledge society is the broad 
range of approaches and definitions of knowledge, and the discussions about the 
role of knowledge in an increasing number of fields. The influence of knowledge – 
supported by fast developments in the field of communication technology – is 
broadly felt in many aspects of our society. Yet, not even in the field of business 
management where knowledge as a practical concept emerged, has the concept 
been clearly and unequivocally defined. The role of knowledge in organisations is 
generally referred to as knowledge management, but a variety of interpretations 
exists. Boersma (2002) noted that the choice for one of the many descriptions de-
pends on the context in which the concept is being applied. Like Drucker he states 
that the development of the knowledge society is irreversible, and that knowledge 
management is a must for all organisations. However, in his analysis Boersma 
categorised no less than 10 different approaches to knowledge management from a 
variety of contexts, each with its own goals: human resources, intellectual capital, 
organisational science, learning organisation, networking, innovation, strategic 
approach, quality management, ICT, and knowledge technology. Peter Senge  
referred to this phenomenon in his famous work on the learning organisation as 
the compartmentalisation of knowledge. He dismisses such rational subdivisions, 
and considers this merely an analytical lens through which we can look, but not 
always see. Narrowed views make us believe that problems can be labelled, iso-
lated and thus solved, but according to Senge, the boundaries that separate the 
compartments are fundamentally arbitrary, which makes any solution inherently 
flawed. Another explanation for the variety of interpretations of the knowledge 
concept comes from Andriessen (2008), who stresses the influential role of the use 
of metaphors when discussing knowledge. He refers to their use as inescapable 
because it is the way the human mind works when reasoning about abstract con-
cepts such as knowledge. His research showed no less than 22 metaphors that are 
commonly used, varying from knowledge as a resource, as an asset, as property or 
as capital in Western science, to knowledge as thoughts and feelings in Japanese 
literature. He concluded that: 
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The unconscious choice of metaphor has enormous impact on how we 
reason about knowledge, what is highlighted and what is hidden, what is 
seen in the organisations as problems and what is understood as solutions 
(Andriessen 2008: 6). 

Considering the variety of approaches, the knowledge concept can be viewed as 
“work in progress” that is multifaceted, as well as dynamic and fluid.  

14.2 Knowledge and democracy 

The classical Greek concept of democracy has received specific attention in recent 
decades in the field of social and political sciences with respect to the way in 
which the voices of minorities and the less educated can be more included in the 
democratic system through participative decision-making (Fung 2004). The re-
search into democratic systems and principles has expanded over time from the 
representation aspect to the participation aspect of democracy, from government 
to governance, whereby governance in this context can be defined as the coopera-
tion between governments, citizens, companies, and civil organisations with the 
aim to solve problems within the public domain (Van der Heijden 2005). The 
combination of the two concepts knowledge and democracy into the new concept 
of knowledge democracy is very recent, and like the knowledge concept to which 
it is related, the conceptual boundaries are rather elastic.  

The knowledge democracy concept triggers questions about fundamental as-
pects of our current (Western) society. How will knowledge, which is readily 
available and can easily be shared thanks to progress in the use of information 
technology, as well as the trend towards individualisation in the knowledge era, 
change the way we work, live and organise our society? In ’t Veld (2009) noted 
that the representative, constitutional democracy in recent centuries became the 
predominant format of the nation state and also that it enhanced the notion of 
state, sovereignty, society and territory, because these notions became intensely 
related with the democratic system. However, these notions appear, according to 
In ’t Veld, to be endangered. Our individual sense of belonging prevails and is no 
longer related to traditional democratically defined boundaries of a region, a na-
tion or an ideology.  

To analyse the concept of knowledge democracy and its impact, we can look at 
the clear connection that exists with knowledge-based development of cities and 
regions, which has been studied across a range of different disciplines and fields 
of research, varying from economics and technology, to geography and urban sci-
ence (Carillo 2006).  

A central aspect across the disciplines in these discussions is formed by the di-
rect link between knowledge and people, who function as knowledge brokers by 
possessing, sharing, submitting and creating knowledge, also – but not exclusively – 
referred to as “ideas” or even more widely as “creativity”. It was Florida (2002) 
who stressed that businesses follow knowledge, and thus that cities must not limit 
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themselves to inventing fiscal incentives and creating infrastructural facilities in 
their strive to attract businesses. Instead they should focus on attracting creative 
citizens in order to be able to attract knowledge enterprises. Florida (2002) classi-
fies this creative class into a supercreative core who realise meaningful new forms 
of living and working, consisting of scientists and engineers, university professors, 
poets and novelists, artists, entertainers, actors, designers and architects, as well as 
those “brain activists” of modern society who strive to achieve thought leadership: 
non-fiction writers, editors, cultural figures, think-tank researchers, analysts and 
other opinion makers. Beyond this core group, Florida also includes creative pro-
fessionals who work in a wide range of knowledge-intensive industries such as 
high-tech sectors, financial services, the legal and health care professions, and 
business management. Florida effectively linked creative workers to the “mental 
capacities” of cities, which becomes visible in the way they profile themselves as 
cities where people want to live. According to Florida, cities and regions that want 
to gain competitive advantage: 

… need to create mechanisms for harnessing the knowledge and ideas of all 
citizens at the neighbourhood, local and regional levels for improving their 
quality of place (Florida 2005:  86). 

Malecki (2002) referred to this competitive challenge as a race in which the win-
ners will be those cities and regions that succeed in attracting and maintaining the 
creative resources that offer competitive advantage. The question arises as to how 
cities achieve this, more specifically as to which knowledge principles, processes 
and/or mechanisms they need to create and maintain? This is challenging in itself, 
specifically in relation to an emerging concept such as knowledge democracy. 
When looked at from a business perspective, some interesting parallels between 
knowledge cities and knowledge enterprises seem to apply (Tissen and Van Rijn 
2007). Comparing these parallels may open the door to a multidisciplinary ap-
proach of the concept of knowledge democracy and thus offer opportunities for 
local and regional governments to advance the notion of knowledge democracy in 
a less ideological and more practical way.  

14.3 Knowledge as a competitive advantage 
One of these parallels with respect to knowledge is that cities and regions are con-
fronted with the same challenge as businesses: knowledge and ideas – either in the 
form of creativity or as such – can constitute a determining competitive advantage 
(Davenport and Prusak 2000). In the twenty-first century this also applies to cities 
and regions (Knight 1995, Landry 2000, Florida 2005, Carillo 2006). According to 
Lever (2002) few studies have been able to empirically connect the creation of 
new knowledge with innovation and economic growth at the level of cities. Lever 
applied a multidimensional measure of the knowledge base of a city and linked 
this with the economic performance of 19 European cities. He concluded that 
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good access to the knowledge base on an urban level indeed correlates with posi-
tive growth.  

Economic growth as such, however, should not be the only aim of knowledge-
based development. The competitiveness of cities and regions should contribute to 
an increased standard of living for its inhabitants (Malecki 2002) and according to 
Knight (1995) to their sustainable long term development and thus “ingrained” vi-
tality. This links directly to the traditional – sometimes referred to as ritual – dis-
cussions in the field of public governance on the extent to which participative 
processes in representative democratic systems actually result in better “perform-
ance”, also over time and measured in terms of economic, societal and individual 
“return on effort”.  

Just like In ’t Veld (2009) remarked that the notion and boundaries of physical 
states and regions (as defined by our democratic system) no longer fits the overall 
perception of citizens in the knowledge era, this also applies to the measurement 
of economic growth. The role of cities as catalytic engines for the knowledge 
economy is not reflected in their measurement of performance, in policies, nor in 
laws, which traditionally are focused on indicators and regulations on the national 
and multinational “space bound” level. This neglects, according to Ohmae (1993), 
the reality that: 

… regions and cities are more frequently the “motors” of their national 
economies and less dependent on the national economy than the national 
economy is on them (Ohmae 1993).  

Regional economic activity in the globalised world has little respect for national 
borders and tends to migrate across politically set boundaries. The newly formed 
region states, as Ohmae refers to these economic concentrations, develop along 
lines of real economic opportunity caused by “patterns manifest in countless 
individual decisions” of people and businesses. These region states replace na-
tions as an organising economic unit and each of these region states possesses, 

in one or another combination, the key to ingredients for successful 
participation in the global economy (Ohmae 1993). 

Florida (2008a) takes the regional clustering effect one step further in his latest re-
search and describes that the world economy is organised around a few dozen 
mega-regions, which produce most of the world’s economic activity and innova-
tion. He refers to these mega-regions as spikes in a statistically rather flat land-
scape of economic activity. Florida argues that: 

Writers like Thomas Friedman have overemphasised the centrifugal forces 
of globalisation, arguing that the world is flat. In so doing they neglect the 
powerful centripetal forces that trigger economic concentration (Florida 
2008a: 19).  

The world is both flat and spiky, economic activity is both dispersed and concen-
trated at the same time, says Florida. While routine economic functions spread 
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geographically, higher level economic activities tend to concentrate in a relatively 
small number of locations at the same time.  

In ’t Veld (2009) refers to the “increased predominance of global economic 
conglomerates” as one of the aspects that may contribute to the democratic de-
cline. Economic activities that surpass democratically set boundaries create ten-
sions with respect to the representation aspects of citizens who cross city or state 
boundaries in search of connection with their economic and social preferences.  

14.4 Knowledge citizens 
The fact that the politically set boundaries of democratic entities such as cities and 
regions no longer coincide with “solidified” economic activity in supra-regional 
and supra-national clusters, raises questions with respect to how such regions 
could and should be governed and how the knowledge potential of its citizens can 
be used optimally. In analysing the needs of citizens that locate in these economic 
clusters, we find comparative material in the management sciences. The shift from 
the industrial to the knowledge economy was accompanied by a range of publica-
tions concerning the implications of this shift for organisations and their need to 
refocus their managerial attention in order to benefit from knowledge, among oth-
ers by taking full account of the needs of knowledge workers as a new specimen 
of the labour force. Some focused on the need to integrate knowledge manage-
ment in overall business processes such as strategy, business process redesign, and 
organisational culture (Davenport and Prusak 2000); others emphasised the need 
to focus on interpersonal aspects to create a knowledge-enabling context in organi-
sations (Von Krogh et al. 2000).  

Tissen et al. (2000) foresaw an even more impacting consequence for organisa-
tions by sounding the “death bell for the functional organisation”, resulting  from 
an intangible process that “blurred the lines between employees and management, 
between staff and line” (Tissen et al. 2000: 48). In recent research Tissen and 
Lekanne Deprez (2008) introduced the concept of “space” in organisational design 
theory, arguing that a spatial approach to organisations allows managers to more 
flexibly overcome limitations and constraints of traditional organisations and en-
able them to better face the challenges of dynamic and complex surroundings. The 
theory describes a threefold approach to space in organisations, consisting of 
physical space, virtual space and – more specifically – of mental space.  

This raises the question whether the development of the knowledge-based city 
also rings the death bell for the traditional representative democracy in cities and 
the local government systems, structures and procedures, as demands from knowl-
edge citizens come with new requirements for the governance of cities. Just as 
companies have to shift away from strictly functional thinking and organising to 
be able to provide space to knowledge workers, city governments have to give 
space to knowledge citizens, as they come with a new set of “place-based charac-
teristics” (Florida 2008) upon which they base their decision to locate in a specific 
place, looking for a balance between economic opportunity and quality of life. 
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Fascinated by the role of place in a person’s life and how it contributes to overall 
happiness, Florida expanded his research into creative cities in 2008 in coopera-
tion with the Gallup Organisation with the “Place and Happiness Survey”. It was 
conducted among 28,000 people and concluded: 

… location is as relevant to a person’s well-being as are his or her job, 
finances, and interpersonal relationship (Florida 2008: 13).  

According to the survey the places that make people happy have physical and 
economic security, basic services, leadership, openness, and aesthetics. The list is 
topped by aesthetics and basic services and Florida calls it “intriguing” that with 
regard to aesthetics the physical beauty of communities matters most, followed by 
outdoor parks, playgrounds, and trails.  

Earlier research, although less specific, also indicated that the quality of place 
and the amenities of the urban environment are a key factor to attracting and re-
taining knowledge workers as citizens (Knight 1995, Van Winden et al. 2007).   

14.5 Governance matters to creative citizens  

Landry (2000) states that not only “quality of place” (as represented by physical 
characteristics) influences the location decision of creative citizens, but that the 
governance structure of a city can be considered a competitive factor too, com-
bined with the role and influence citizens have in the shaping of their city. The at-
tachment to place is seen by knowledge or creative citizens as a centre of felt 
value and brings meaning to life if they can contribute to it. With good governance 
as a competitive tool in urban affairs, attention is needed for what Landry refers to 
as the stakeholder democracy, which amplifies the basis of power that tradition-
ally consists of elected officials, to groups of committed individuals and organisa-
tions that are willing to contribute to enhancing the quality of place. Landry attrib-
utes great importance to the organisational capacity of a city and open governance 
structures; he even goes so far as to consider these aspects the precondition of all 
preconditions for creative cities.  

In the field of urban science, political science as well as public management a 
rich body of research exists into how democratic systems can and should be ad-
justed to include more participative processes. New governance systems should 
reflect the fundamental new sense of individual freedom of citizens in the knowl-
edge era. Governance can be considered as “participative democracy”, but accord-
ing to Van der Heijden: 

no one yet has the definite answer to the question how participative 
democracy relates to the representational democracy as we know it (2005: 65).  

The tension between the principles of the representative democracy and the par-
ticipation of non-elected, and often not representative people and organisations in 
governance processes, was also mentioned in the conclusions of the Demos pro-
ject (2004), which linked eight city and prefecture governments in seven European 
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countries with research organisations across Europe in innovation on citizen par-
ticipation in local government. In the Demos project conclusions it was suggested 
that, where in participatory processes the participants are not representative in a 
pure democratic sense, as often is the case in participatory processes, it is 

the legitimacy or credibility of community representatives which is 
important rather than their strict representativeness (Demos 2004: 29).  

In ’t Veld (2009) considers it a “logical evolution” that citizens prefer partial rep-
resentation by an NGO per value domain, as they have come to understand the 
limitations of non-personal representation and/or involvement in decision-making 
processes which affect their individual lives and futures, both directly as well as 
indirectly. 

14.6 The role of government 
The question arises who should initiate, shape and contribute to a knowledge-
based governance framework that stimulates creative cities and regions to develop 
and flourish in the knowledge society? Analysing successful examples is not an 
option because, according to Hospers (2003), there is no prototype or blueprint for 
what comprises the creative city. He refers to examples of a variety of cities that 
through the ages can be considered cities where creativity flourished, but where 
policy-makers have hardly played any contributing role to the degree and level of 
creativity. Hospers argues that the influence of government on the development of 
a creative city is limited to offering a helping hand to chance. He identifies three 
factors that can increase the chances of urban creativity development contributing 
to an urban knowledge economy: concentration, diversity and instability. Hospers 
views the role of government as facilitating, but not leading, these conditions “to 
increase the chances that creative powers come into existence (p. 266).” Others consider a 
more active role of local government of greater possible influence. Van Winden  
et al. (2007) refer to the quality of urban governance as “organising capacity” 
which task it is to bring stakeholders together in a lifecycle approach consisting of 
phases such as the generation of ideas, the development of strategies and policy, 
implementation and monitoring. This is comparable to the facilitating role for 
government that Landry (2000) describes in the development of local partnerships 
whose role it is to come up with solutions for identified problems. He attributes 
great importance to this facilitating role and considers the organisation of local 
government a key factor for success and competitive advantage for knowledge-
based cities: 

Governing, organising and managing better can make the difference 
between success and failure. They are new sources of competitiveness – 
good strategic, and effective governance and management arrangements are 
just as much a competitive tool as is a piece of technology (Landry 2000: 
262). 
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Another aspect to be considered is the question of what comprises an effective use 
of the local knowledge base in the urban environment. In other words, what are 
the urban aspects of knowledge-based economic development? For this a frame-
work of analysis was created by Van Winden et al. (2007) for cities in the knowl-
edge economy. Seven structural characteristics were identified which contribute to 
a city’s “ability to acquire, create, disseminate and use (codified and tacit) knowl-
edge” for greater economic and social development:  

− the knowledge base of the population, consisting of universities, public 
and private R&D facilities and the education level; 

− the strength of the industrial structure and the degree of specialisation; 
− the urban amenities and quality of life as key factors to attract and retain 

knowledge workers; 
− the accessibility of transportation on the (inter-)national and regional 

level;  
− the urban diversity of inhabitants to facilitate interactions between eco-

nomic players which generates new ideas;  
− the geographic and numerical scale of a city, which influences the attrac-

tiveness for companies and knowledge workers;  
− the degree of social equity to avoid tensions between “haves” and “have 

nots” and between ethnic groups, to promote a feeling of safety. 

These characteristics supersede the abilities and responsibilities of government, 
and call for a broader governance base and for more inclusive and participatory 
processes in the knowledge democracy.    

Whatever role local government chooses to play as initiator, coordinator or fa-
cilitator, Ergazakis et al. (2004: 7) argue that the process of developing a knowl-
edge-based city “is neither quick nor simple”. They mention political will as the 
most important factor that should work like a spark that ignites action within an 
appropriate legislative framework. 

14.7 The knowledge society 

In the knowledge society clear parallels between businesses and cities and regions 
can be drawn with regard to several mutual challenges: 

− knowledge or creativity as a decisive competitive factor; 
− a relatively high degree of elasticity in setting the conceptual boundaries 

of knowledge-based development;  
− the importance of “place” and the quality of place, both material as well 

as immaterial; 
− the constant need for aligning governance structures and participative 

processes, to the environment. 
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Besides these parallels in challenges with regard to knowledge, also shared inter-
ests can be identified between businesses and cities in their efforts to further en-
hance knowledge-based development: 

− both need knowledge workers, either as employee or as citizen;  
− both derive value from tapping into the knowledge potential of these citi-

zens to enhance the overall quality of a city/region, including its reputa-
tion;  

− both experience the influence of the geographical clustering effect of tal-
ent and economic activity and look for ways to concentrate knowledge 
intensive activities and people in their region or organisation.   

Considering the parallels in challenges and interests, cross-disciplinary or trans-
disciplinary research seems the logical next step to explore and compare mutual 
“lessons to be learned”, and to share relevant insights. 

Currently there is little overflow of practices between business and public sec-
tor agencies, concludes Malecki (2002) referring to business practices such as 
benchmarking and comparative data-gathering as a way to scan the outside envi-
ronment. He also notices a lack of development of absorption capacity in public 
sector and government agencies, which he describes as “the ability to evaluate po-
tential knowledge, assimilate it and apply it” (2002: 934). While Malecki proposes 
to use a mix of lessons from the private sector, others warn that business methods 
cannot be applied as such in the public realm (Landry 2000). A selective choice of 
instruments is to be preferred, according to Landry, because of the differences be-
tween public and private sector in managing risk and working with creativity.  

Transdisciplinary research can resolve the applicability issue of methods and 
instruments by providing a much more inclusive, interactive and process-oriented 
approach, which is suitable for the kind of unstructured, complex and uncertain 
problems that cities and regions face in the context of knowledge-based develop-
ment. Although the present literature on such transdisciplinary research does not 
propose a coherent theory and methodology (Pohl and Hirsch Hadorn 2008), com-
parative studies of transdisciplinary processes have developed some useful 
frameworks and guidelines. Regeer and Bunders (2009) refer to transdisciplinary 
processes as interactive learning processes, in which integration, participation, in-
novation and sustainability are key words. The aim is to create and integrate 
knowledge, based on a commitment of all actors in the problem solving process. 
One of the challenges in transdisciplinary processes is to deal with the diversity of 
perspectives of the actors involved and have them interact and integrate the differ-
ent perspectives into solutions that serve the common good (Pohl and Hirsch 
Hadorn 2008). But, as Roland Scholz of the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology 
remarked in his keynote address at the conference “Towards a Knowledge De-
mocracy” (2009),  

there are several transdisciplinary processes, but there very few trans-
disciplinary personalities.  
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In other words, as Bunders (2009) explained the diversity and integration chal-
lenges:  

Routines have to be changed, and changing routines is extremely difficult in 
institutions and even painful for individuals.  

− Genuinely work with people; 
− A knowledge enabling context; 
− A culture of diversity. 

Genuinely work with people refers to the difference between “giving” people the 
impression that they are involved (“proclaimed ethics”) and actually involving 
them (real-time participation), which is reflected among other things in the way 
knowledge-based processes are organised and facilitated, and by the willingness 
of actors to adapt existing views and plans according to findings from the sociali-
sation processes. The knowledge enabling context refers to the right mindset of 
(top) management, as well as a knowledge enabling culture, which are considered 
indispensable for a knowledge-based approach. Von Krogh et al. (2000: 49) refer 
to this as the “enabling context”, which is not necessarily a physical space, but 

…combines aspects of physical space (the design of an office or dispersed 
business operations), virtual space (e-mail, intranets, teleconferences), and 
mental space (shared experiences, ideas, emotions). More than anything, it is 
a network of interactions, determined by the care and trust of participants. 

A third aspect involves the importance of being attached to a culture of diversity, 
in order for organisations and communities to be able to attract and maintain tal-
ent. Florida (2005) in his research into creative cities has used specific indices to 
measure levels of diversity in relation to the presence and growth of high tech in-
dustries. Results indicate that  

a connection exists between a metropolitan area’s level of tolerance for a 
range of people, its ethnic and social diversity, and its success in attracting 
people, including high-technology workers. (2005: 130).  

This coincides with one of the lessons learned from management science with re-
spect to knowledge and creativity. Several researchers in this field stress the over-
arching role of the human aspects of knowledge management as being far more 
important than for example knowledge management structures, processes and IT 
systems. (Von Krogh et al. 2000, Davenport and Prusak 2000, Leadbeater and 
Cottam 2007). They conclude that whatever infrastructure or processes are being 
put in place, most knowledge sharing and creation – especially of valuable, yet in-
tangible, tacit knowledge – depends on face-to-face socialisation, which can bring 
certain challenges and tensions in human relations and communication. Tissen and 
Van Rijn (2007) identified three such human aspects commonly found in knowl-
edge management literature that are essential to knowledge-based processes:  
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14.8 Conclusions 

Many economic developments take place at the city and regional level, which are 
often seen to possess indirect, but genuine catalytic power, particularly in the con-
text of the knowledge-based economy. The need to expand the knowledge base 
and involve creative citizens in city and regional planning processes requires the 
involvement and cooperation of both public and private stakeholders in joint exer-
cises (Porter 1998, Knight 1995, Landry 2000). Although these joint exercises 
take place within the current representative democratic systems, they imply a shift 
in the current responsibilities because the traditional role-play in city planning 
needs to change to provide for more influence of citizens and their creativity.  

Residents have had little if any effective voice or influence in the shaping 
their environment. Elected officials refuse to negotiate their power to decide 
and architects and engineers refuse to share or question their specialised 
knowledge. The general public has little choice; either they must accept a 
deteriorating situation and adapt to what their instincts tell them is an 
unhealthy, unsafe or unsavoury environment or they can vote with their feet 
and contribute to the city’s decline. (Knight 1995: 250).       

Collaborative processes – such as the transdisciplinary research approach towards 
knowledge management processes and practices – have accumulated valuable and 
practical insights into knowledge-based development. In a city or regional context 
collaborative learning processes are beneficial to both private organisations and to 
city and/or regional governments. Private organisations tend to have the advantage 
of “outside-in” information on short and long-term developments and trends in re-
lation to the collective intentions of the city in which they are located. A city or 
region in its turn can learn from the experiences of the private sector on how to 
identify and assess potential knowledge resources (Knight 1995).  

However desirable such collaborative learning processes may be from a scien-
tific point of view, empirical evidence in both management science and transdisci-
plinary research shows that fresh thinking is required of all stakeholders involved, 
as well as acceptance of the blurring of traditional roles (Porter 1998). Here, 

Florida also concluded that the relationship between the bohemian index – re-
flected in the relative presence of people with an artistic profession – and concen-
trations of high-human-capital individuals and such industry are also significant 
(2005: 115). In the same context Leadbeater and Cottam (2007) concludes that: 

most innovation comes from combining different ideas and viewpoints to 
create a new idea. Cities must encourage mixing and mingling. […] That 
means creative cities have to be relatively open and cosmopolitan; they have 
to attract different people, with ambition and talent and then find ways to 
mix them together. (Leadbeater and Cottam 2007). 
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Landry (2000) refers to the need for a paradigm shift, as successful cities need 
“leadership that is widespread, permeating public, private and voluntary sectors.”  

In ’t Veld (2009) even goes so far to call for institutional and functional inno-
vation in light of the knowledge democracy. McCann (2001) more specifically 
warns that for this a shift is needed in the actual power base in city planning and 
development. This shift may not be recognised as advantageous by all parties in-
volved, not just because of conflicting interests, but also because of a diffusion of 
interests, in essence of uncertainty as to who holds the decision-making power. 
Here McCann rightly states that the location of power (“he who resides in the 
building”) seems to be a neglected, but nonetheless crucial “anchoring” mecha-
nism for the successful execution of collaborative processes, especially in the con-
text of the knowledge democracy.  



15 The governance of usable and welcome 
knowledge, two perspectives 

Louis Meuleman and Henk Tromp 

Abstract    

This chapter concentrates on the use of (scientific) knowledge by policy-makers. 
The first part of this chapter takes the point of view of policy-makers. There may 
be many reasons why research is sometimes not welcome, but the most common 
reason seems to be that the research is not considered as usable in a certain situa-
tion. The timing may be wrong (too early, too late), or the results does not match 
with the way the political problem has been framed or reframed. It will be argued 
that the dominant governance style of the policy-making process may show a 
preference for certain qualities of the produced research, such as the authority of 
the researchers, the discourse on the quality of the research, or the price. Policy-
makers should therefore be aware that scientists do often not know the finesses of 
political decision-making and its consequences for the usability of knowledge, and 
should develop a “metagovernance” of usable knowledge. The other way around 
also applies: it is important that scientists understand the process of political deci-
sion-making.   

The second part of the chapter illustrates what may happen when researchers 
produce politically highly unwelcome news. There are many examples – starting 
with Galileo Galilei – of the pressures and sanctions researchers may face when 
the result of their research is not welcomed. Unwelcome research may be fought, 
kept quiet, silenced or distorted. It will be argued that scientists should be aware of 
these mechanisms, and should not give in to such pressures. Students should be 
trained to deal with this problem, and an award for courageous science should be 
considered. In a third and closing part both authors share and combine these 
notions. 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_15,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 
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15.1 Governance and the usability of knowledge for policy-
makers   

Louis Meuleman 

15.1.1 Evident evidence? 

To a certain degree political decisions are always influenced by “hard” or “soft” 
knowledge. However, this knowledge is not always  considered to be “sound” by 
scientists. When policy-makers overlook or have decided to neglect scientifically 
sound knowledge, the experts who produced the research results may meet silence 
or may be silenced in one way or another; their unwelcome knowledge may even 
be distorted.    

I will discuss why policy-makers and politicians sometimes find knowledge 
unusable. In this part of the chapter, three different perceptions of the use and us-
ability of knowledge for policy-making are discussed, which match with the three 
basic governance styles hierarchy, network and market. The question is if govern-
ance of governance style combinations, or metagovernance, may help to improve 
the use of knowledge in policy-making, and if this could contribute to developing 
a knowledge democracy. 

One of the reasons why policy-makers do not welcome the results of research is 
that they prefer a different interpretation of the results, or would have liked to see 
different results. Even if one believes that there is an objective, sound and undis-
puted science somewhere out there, it is increasingly accepted that many factors 
co-determine how the results of research or assessments are interpreted. Some of 
these factors were revealed through case study research in environmental and 
health issues (Gee 2009): 

− If evidence is evaluated by a committee, factors are: who are the mem-
bers; what are their interests, preferred paradigms and passions; what is 
the committee’s remit; how are the questions framed? 

− Which knowledge is accepted? Only scientific studies or also lay and lo-
cal knowledge? Knowledge of scientists with minority standpoints? 

− Which weights are given to the various items of knowledge? How were 
biases dealt with?  Not only in politics but also in science there are meth-
odological biases and reporting and publication biases, and, conscious 
(re)framing of results into a desired direction (“spin”) can be observed. 

− By which rules are, for example, the degree of confidence and under-
standing of knowledge evaluated? 

− By which rules are the strengths of evidence evaluated?  
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Another factor is that knowledge about complex issues is different from the simple 
addition of partial knowledge. Moreover, academic knowledge is only valid under 
certain conditions (like laboratory conditions for physical research and histori-
cal/cultural traditions for the social sciences, for example), which are not always 
met in practice. An additional problem in social sciences is that such research may 
influence the “research object” (for example in behavioural sciences). 

It is therefore safe to conclude that decisions are not taken on the basis of the 
available knowledge as such, but on the basis of interpretation and selection of 
knowledge. Interpretations may differ between scientists and policy-makers, but 
also between individuals inside both groups. Knowledge is disputable and usually 
will be disputed in the political arena, where clashes of values and interest are part 
of the game. Such disputes may cause long delays in decision-making, as was 
shown in five case studies in the Netherlands (In ’t Veld 2000).  

The usability of knowledge for policy-making is therefore not only a matter of 
objectivity but it is also influenced by values, beliefs, convictions and interests. 
Such aspects are part of governance practices, and this brings us to the question 
how different approaches to governance deal with knowledge.  

15.1.2 Governance styles and the usability of knowledge 

Governance can be defined as the totality of interactions of governments, other 
public bodies, the private sector and civil society, aiming to solve societal prob-
lems or creating societal opportunities (Meuleman 2008). In this broad definition, 
institutions, instruments, processes and the roles of actors are included. Three ap-
proaches or governance styles usually form combinations: hierarchical, network 
and market governance. These combinations may cause mutually undermining ef-
fects. The styles differ from and compete with each other in more than 30 charac-
teristics and at the same time have strong internal logics (Meuleman 2008).  

One of these characteristics is the role of knowledge. Each governance style 
has a specific vision of what usable knowledge is. This goes back to the epistemo-
logical foundations of the styles: they stem from different cognition theories. It 
has been argued that they have “incompatible contentions about what is knowable 
in the social world and what does or can exist – the nature of being – in the social 

Scientists are not always aware of such political disputes over knowledge. A 
brochure for British environmental scientists about how to successfully present re-
search to policy-makers leaves no doubt: research results are objective, sound evi-
dence. However, the authors of the brochure accept that there is competition 
around knowledge in the political arena and that non-scientific factors play a role. 
Researchers are encouraged to use the media (“MPs read newspapers and listen to 
the radio”) and build personal contacts with policy-makers (“Policy-makers never 
have much time so they are likely to just call the scientist they know”). But the 
underlying assumption is that subjectivity is a characteristic of political life, and 
not of science. By taking this view, the NERC brochure restricts environmental re-
search to “mode 1 science”, a position that is disputable (Bunders and Regeer 
2009). 
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Bevir and Rhodes (2001: 7) argue that network governance often has a “symbi-
otic relationship” with institutionalism, and market governance with rational 
choice theory. Rational choice theory views actions of citizens, politicians, and 
public servants as analogous to the actions of self-interested producers and con-
sumers (Frederickson and Smith 2003: 185). Also hierarchical governance is re-
lated to a rational, positivist attitude. The rational public administrator uses a 
means-end logic: he focuses on (objectively) selecting the best means to an 
achieve agreed-upon end (Frederickson and Smith 2003: 162). Network govern-
ance on the other hand emphasises the boundedness of rationality in public ad-
ministration, highlights ambiguity rather than rationality, and is related to a more 
socio-constructivist approach and social configuration theory.  

Besides the differences in epistemological background, how people judge or 
calculate also differs per style. Jessop (2003) distinguishes three “modes of calcu-
lation” which may influence the attitude towards science and knowledge. The 
homo hierarchicus judges on the basis of effective goal-attainment and legitimacy. 
The homo politicus, who has a network orientation, uses reflexivity and dialogue 
in order to achieve an estimation of what would be a wise decision or action. In 
the term “homo politicus”, Jessop uses a classical connotation of politics, which 
may still be valid for how politicians interact with each other, but is not the first 
association one would think of in the relation between politicians and citizens: in 
my opinion, (Western) politicians may talk network, but they tend to think hierar-
chical and often act conform market mechanisms. Finally, the homo economicus 
calculates primarily with criteria such as efficiency of resource allocation.  

The “subjects” of a hierarchical approach have limited access to information. 
The power of the hierarchical governor is partly based on an exclusive access to 
certain information. In a network governance setting, information is in principle 
shared among the partners. However, this information is fragmented: there is no 
procedure or mechanism that guarantees that all relevant information is shared. 
Market thinking is not free from power games with information, but the main dif-
ference with the two other styles is that the price of information is the central is-
sue. If one is prepared to pay that price, the “buyer” may have a total access to in-
formation, and may even gain competitive advantage by achieving a monopoly on 
knowledge. 

                                                           
 

1  In this citation, ‘social world’ is meant to be synonymous to the society. 

world”.1 Moreover, they “derive their governance ‘certainties’ from propositions 
drawn form specific methodological families, which reflect particular configura-

191). Politicians and public managers who are committed to hierarchical govern-
ance see the social world though a naturalist-structuralist lens, those committed to 
network governance see the social world through a hermeneutic-structuralist lens, 
and those committed to market governance see the social world through a natural-
ist-agency lens (Dixon and Dogan 2002: 184–185). These differences will be ex-
plained further below and summarised in Table 15.1.  

tions of epistemological and ontological perspectives” (Dixon and Dogan 2002: 
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The three basic governance styles all possess typical drawbacks. Hierarchy uses 
power and imperatives to achieve goals, and its weak spot is the possible abuse of 
power. This can be illustrated by the observation that countries/governments/ 
cultures with a strongly hierarchical governance style tend to be more susceptible 
to nepotism than for example governance systems with more democratic checks 
and balances (like those of Scandinavian countries). The drawback of network 
governance is the opposite of trusted behaviour, namely manipulation. Manipula-
tion requires the same insight into interactions between people as trusted behav-
iour, but it is abuse of trust. Market governance also has a “wicked” side, which is 
the abuse of the central role of price and individualism, namely corruption: self-
organisation leading to self-enrichment.  

Table 15.1 summarises the aforementioned knowledge-related differences be-
tween hierarchical, network and market governance. 

 

Table 15.1 Different views on the governance of knowledge (adapted from Meuleman 
2008). 

 Hierarchical governance Network governance Market governance 
Epistemological lens Natural-structuralist Hermeneutic-structuralistNaturalist-agency 
Theoretical  
background 

Rationalism, 
Positivism 

Social constructivism, 
social configuration  
theory, contingency  
theory 

Rational choice theory, 
Public choice,  
Principal-agent theory 

Mode of calculation Homo hierarchicus Homo politicus Homo economicus 
Usable knowledge Authoritative  

knowledge 
Agreed, shared  
knowledge 

Cost-efficient  
knowledge 

Relations Dependent Interdependent Independent 
Actors Subjects Partners Clients 
Coordination through Control and authority Trust and empathy Price 
“Dark side” Abuse of power 

Nepotism 
Abuse of trust 
Manipulation 

Abuse of price and  
individualism 
Corruption 

 
To conclude: the basic governance styles differ strongly in their ideas on/about us-
able knowledge. In the following sections, the three indicators for usability of 
knowledge are taken from the overview in Table 15.1, and are elaborated on more 
extensively: authoritativeness, the degree of agreement, and cost-effectiveness. 

Hierarchical governance and authoritativeness 

When hierarchy dominates the governance mix of a public-sector organisation,  
the emphasis is usually put on accepted clear facts and expertise. There is no time 
(during calamities) or no need (with well-defined, structured problems) to involve 
many parties in the knowledge basis for decision-making. Knowledge is considered an 
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expert issue, and is used to enhance the effectiveness of top-down control. To a large 
extent, hierarchical governance builds on a positivistic approach of knowledge. 

When the primary orientation of a politician, bureaucrat or a public-sector or-
ganisation is hierarchical, authority is a key value. In such cases, politicians and 
civil servants believe that knowledge produced by authoritative experts or institu-
tions is the most usable. Critics will be told that the experts involved have a long-
standing reputation in the scientific world, have produced many articles in peer 
reviewed academic journals, and have been proven “right” in many occasions.  

An example may illustrate this. The economic assessment agency of the Neth-
erlands (CPB) has such an outstanding reputation, that it is standard practice for 
government ministers to comment immediately and publicly on new predictions 
about future economic growth, although these “predictions” are in fact only sce-
narios and do not have such a good track record. In September 2008, the CPB pre-
dicted a 1.25% economic growth in 2009. Three months later, after the financial 
crisis which CPB had not expected had begun, the new prediction was a decrease 
of 0.75%. The next prognosis, on 17 February 2009, depicted a 4.75% decrease.2 
The belief of politicians in the authority of institutions like the CPB is so strong 
that it becomes immune for simple facts, like that CPB’s results are scenarios (de-
scribing possible futures) and not predictions. On the day of the –4.75% predic-
tion, the Dutch Minister of Finance commented that “since all data3 are on the ta-
ble, the cabinet will look at all possibilities with the aim to limit the damage 
(…)”.4 Of course, the worldwide financial crisis of 2008 was an exceptional event, 
but that is exactly what the future is about: unexpected things will happen. For this 
reason, making scenarios for possible futures makes often more sense than pro-
ducing predictions, especially when the issue is extremely complex, like a nation’s 
economy. Producing predictions involves determining which risks are important 
and which are not, which is a value-laden type of choice that is typically a task of 
politics and the media. 

From a hierarchical vision, it makes sense that the producer of knowledge 
should have authority. Hierarchy builds on clear divisions of tasks, and science is 
responsible for producing evidence. Authoritativeness is the criterion that hierar-
chical policy-makers use to determine if they have to use knowledge.  

Already three decades ago, when hierarchical thinking dominated in govern-
mental organisations in Western Europe, Lindblom and Cohen (1979) analysed 
why the results of social science were often not considered usable, that is authori-
tative, in policy preparation. They found five reasons: 

− Non-rational responses to what scientists say; 
− Science is incompetent on normative issues; 

                                                           
 

2  Press releases CPB, retrieved on 15th October 2009: http://www.cpb.nl/nl/news/ 
3  Sic! (emphasis by author). 
4  Website Ministry of Finance, retrieved on 15th October 2009: http://www.minfin.nl/ 

Onderwerpen/Financi%C3%ABle_markten/Kredietcrisis/NL_Economie 
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− Divergence: the research leaves more questions than before; 
− Definition or constructing problems; 
− Obsolescence: behaviour of people changes all the time. 

All these reasons still seem valid. 

Network governance and shared knowledge 

When a network approach dominates, criteria like trust, empathy and consensus 
prevail. Only knowledge commonly agreed upon, produced by trusted experts and 
lay people, is considered usable. There is an understanding that “fact finding” 
should be a joint process of governmental actors and non-governmental stake-
holders. A report produced by an authoritative institution is not per definition the 
most valued evidence.  
Typical problems with a joint fact finding approach are: 

− the knowledge development process may be time consuming (but may 
also save time in the end), for example because much time may be in-
vested in the prevailing discussions about the research questions to be 
asked. 

− knowledge production may be more expensive, for example when a so-
cial cost-benefit analysis is done in a participative way. 

− the agreement on evidence may be instable, when it is built on trust: a 
Dutch saying goes: “Trust arrives by feet, walking, and leaves by horse, 
running”. 

Market governance and value for money 

In a policy process in which market governance is the dominant approach, effi-
ciency, price and competition are highly valued. When the usability of knowledge 
is discussed, the cost-benefit ratio will play an important role. Knowledge (pro-
ducers) may be authoritative or broadly accepted, but if the price is too high, it is 
not considered to be very usable. This attitude can lead to late and expensive les-
sons, like in the case of asbestos. The estimated economic cost of the predicted 
“pipeline” asbestos induced deaths in Europe up to 2035 (since 2000), will be 

 
 
 
 

 

If one is convinced that scientific and other knowledge for complex policy is 
needed and that the decision-making processes should be organised together with 
relevant participants (In ’t Veld 2000, De Wit 2003a), then joint fact finding and 
transdisciplinary knowledge development are useful approaches. An illustration: 
The Dutch province of North-Brabant concluded in the early 1990s that a directive 
approach was not successful in convincing the local authorities that they needed to 
modernise their land use plans. The province established a team of specialists that 
acted as a flying brigade to help local authorities with their land use plans on the 
spot. The specialists did not just bring standard methods and knowledge but took 
part in a joint process (Meuleman 2003b: 235). 
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some 400 billion Euros (in costs to society – EU concerns only) (EEA 2001). In 
this example, a conservative road transport estimate of the value of a statistic life 
of 1 million Euros per life is used. 

Within the market governance approach, knowledge is considered as a good 
that is available everywhere and that can be bought on a market if one is prepared 
to pay the price. Knowledge is not a common good, but is owned and is used to 
enhance competitive advantage, for example by product innovation. Since market 
governance builds on a rational vision on human actions (like hierarchical govern-
ance), a positivist approach of knowledge is predominant. This vision is at odds 
with the idea of cumulative knowledge production cherished by most universities.  

The market governance approach to knowledge may be the proper approach for 
routine questions and other not politically sensitive issues. 

15.1.3 Metagovernance of dealing with knowledge  

Since all three approaches of dealing with knowledge have their own failures and 
drawbacks and usually appear in combinations, the next question is: what works 
well, and in which situations? The concept of metagovernance (Jessop 1997, 
Meuleman 2008) could be useful here: the design and management of situationally 
workable combinations of the three governance styles. Because there are many 
governance dimensions for which such an optimal balance would be preferable, 
the knowledge dimension is not always given priority. For example, if a problem 
is extremely urgent (like a large fire, a pandemic, or an economic crisis), it may 
not be wise to invest much time in stakeholder discussions and joint fact finding, 
but might it be better to rely on authoritative knowledge producers. However, 
problems may also have both the characteristics of a disaster and a wicked prob-
lem. A pandemic, like the swine flue in 2009, is an extremely urgent problem and 
a complex and unstructured problem at the same time. The Internet has provided 
an open platform for those who do not trust the authority of the government and 
medical science anymore. It seems that even in an issue in which traditionally ob-
jective, natural science has been central, the authoritativeness of such knowledge 
may and will be contested.   
If a problem is clearly complex, “wicked” and seemingly unsolvable, there may be 
a strong case to focus on getting stakeholders to agree on a knowledge base.  

Adler (2001: 215) argues that developing a high network governance profile in 
governance mixtures in knowledge-based organisations and in knowledge-
intensive policy issues is a more effective means of dealing with knowledge-based 
assets, than price (market governance) and authority (hierarchical governance) are. 
However, if a network focus is chosen, it becomes important to mitigate the typi-
cal failures of such an approach. Elsewhere I have proposed that in such a situa-
tion the other two styles should be kept “running in the background” and used 
when necessary (Meuleman 2009b): Hierarchical interventions may strengthen the 
networked knowledge process by emphasising the need for rules and for securing 
the results. Market governance mechanisms such as progress reports and some 
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form of budget control, may be helpful to prevent endless talks and exploding 
costs.  

When public managers encounter governance style incompatibilities they apply 
three metagovernance strategies (Meuleman 2008): 

1. Combining styles and managing linkages between different governance styles: 
One style (hierarchy) may be used to solve conflicts and another to develop 
more solutions (network). Hierarchy can be useful to stimulate the start and to 
mark the end of a network process. Market techniques like public-relations 
campaigns may be used to stimulate civil society involvement (network gov-
ernance).  

2. Switching to another style, for example from hierarchy to network, or the other 
way around. Switching takes place within and between process phases or 
rounds. A change to hierarchy may be necessary when a network process re-
sults in “never-ending talks”; a network intervention like a stakeholder dia-
logue may be used when a hierarchical process does not lead to a broadly ac-
cepted problem definition. Being transparent about the style (switch) helps to 
manage expectations and can be a success factor in this strategy. 

3. Maintenance of governance style mixtures, a second order strategy that com-
plements the combining and the switching of strategies. One example is style-
conflict mitigation by temporarily “closing the doors”. Managing dilemmas and 
paradoxes is also part of the “maintenance” strategy, for example the dilemma 
of creating strong or weak network ties.  

These strategies were observed in cases of environmental policy-making. The next 
question is whether they also play a role in the metagovernance of knowledge. 
Firstly however, the relationships between governance styles and models of deci-
sion-making will be briefly dealt with.  

15.1.4 Governance styles and models of decision-making 

There are three popular models with different assumptions on what decision-
making is (Teisman 2000): the phase model, the stream model and the rounds 
model. 

The phase model is the classical model of decision-making that supposes a 
commanding focal actor, and a predictable and rational policy environment. This 
model aligns best with hierarchical governance.  

The stream model (Kingdon 1984), in which streams of participants, problems 
and solutions connect, emphasises the contingency of the process environment and 
the autonomy of actors. It may therefore be loosely linked to the market govern-
ance ideal type. Administrative organisations are, maybe even more than business 
organisations, characterised by complexity and ambiguity. The “garbage can” 
model (Cohen et al. 1972), which is kind of a predecessor of the streams model, 
defines an organisation as “a collection of choices looking for problems, issues 
and feelings looking for decisions and situations in which they might be aired, 
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solutions looking for issues to which they might be the answer and decision-
makers looking for work”. The garbage can model with its four “streams” 
(choices, issues, solutions and decision-makers) that are trying to find each other, 
seems to predict that “pure” hierarchical, network or market governance is not 
feasible: a fixation on one of the styles would block some of the streams of prob-
lems, solutions, choice opportunities and actors. 

The third model is the rounds model. This model focuses on the interaction be-
tween actors, while they introduce combinations of problems and solutions and 
create progress. This last model is linked to network governance; it supposes some 
degree of interdependency of actors.  

Because the three models of decision-making differ in their usability, a me-
tagovernor would use either one of these models depending on the actual situation. 
A decision-making process has a start and an end, if alone because of the avail-
ability of resources (time, money, people, instruments). The most simplified ver-
sion of the phase model is to distinguish only two phases: divergence (the number 
of actors, problem definitions and solutions increases) and convergence (the re-
spective numbers are decreasing). The phases of divergence and convergence 
were even observed in a case in which the public manager acting as metagovernor 
was not able to directly influence the societal debate on, in this example, land pol-
icy in the Netherlands. Nevertheless, during the first half year, stakeholders gath-
ered in working groups and conferences, the media started to write about the issue, 
and many ideas were born (including stories about who profited from the change 
from farm land to building land). Gradually, some stories became exposed as 
myths, and a broad consensus emerged on some of the topics. (Meuleman 2003a: 
86).  

The rounds model reflects the consequences of the fuzziness of boundaries be-
tween public-sector organisations and societal groups: there are virtually no deci-
sion-making processes in which informal networks do not play some role.  

The stream model stresses the independency of actors. Therefore this model is 
useful for understanding some of the market governance mechanisms.  

15.1.5 Policy theories, framing and timing 

Behind policies, there are policy theories; they are usually implicit. A policy the-
ory is a comprehensive set of ideas about the supposed role of government, about 
the involved values and objectives, the preferred method of influencing, and the 
instruments that are supposedly useful  (RMNO 2009). Although policy theories, 
for example the assumption that land use planning should be decentralised and ag-
riculture policy should be centralised, do have a temporal dynamic, they tend to 
become crystallised or frozen into legal instruments. Policy theories contain as-
sumptions about how the world looks and should look, and about how to change 
the world. They therefore strongly influence the governance style combination 
that dominates a specific policy field or public-sector organisation. This explains 
why knowledge can be considered as “not usable”, even when there seems to be a 
good match between knowledge type and problem type: when research leads to 
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the conclusion that the assumptions on which the ruling policy theory is built are 
not valid (anymore), this may lead to neglect of the research or even to discredit-
ing the research or the researcher, as Tromp illustrates in Sect. 15.3.  

Policy theories are frames. The aforementioned metagovernance strategy of 
switching plays a role when a political problem is reframed into a different type of 
problem. This is a very common phenomenon, because all societal problems are 
socially constructed. Even when a plane crashes, the framing of the accident by 
politicians or scientists is subjective. It depends for example on the fact whether it 
is the first time or not, on the damage that was caused, etcetera. Such social con-
structions are contingent and by definition temporal. Wicked problems may sud-
denly be reframed into urgent questions, for example when a political window of 
opportunity finally emerges. Then, a governance style switch from network to-
wards hierarchy may be required. There are many examples of this type of refram-
ing in environmental policy, like acid rain in the 1980s, eutrophication by exces-
sive manuring in the 1990s and climate change in the 2000s.  

Addressing problems that are framed as wicked may lead to overlooking ra-
tional solutions for sub-problems that can be solved through the application of hi-
erarchical measures or market mechanisms. When after 5 years of a network ap-
proach, a conflict between the Netherlands Ministry of Environment and 
decentralised authorities on soil protection policy escalated, this halted the project. 
The Ministry restructured the issue as a clear and urgent problem (less complex 
because it was cut up into sub-problems), which could then be addressed in a pri-
marily hierarchical way (Meuleman 2008: 143).  

Sørensen (2006: 101–102) has pointed out the importance of framing in the ap-
plication of metagovernance. The structure and framing of a problem should first 
lead to the investigation of the feasibility of the congruent governance style. If the 
problem is complex, unstructured and value-laden, like the development of sus-
tainable development strategies, network governance will be an important part of 
the mixture. When a complex problem becomes more urgent, like climate change, 
and in the Netherlands the protection against rising river and sea water levels, then 
an increase in the amount of hierarchy in the governance mixture should be con-
sidered.  

I have argued that market governance is a proper approach for routine issues 
and for improving efficiency in organisations. However, in many complex societal 
issues there are so many interests at stake, that elements of network governance 
will be required. The question of integration of immigrants is such an issue: in the 
Netherlands, the responsible ministerial unit was moved from the Interior to the 
Ministry of Justice in 2002, as the result of a political reframing of immigration 
policy from a complex, unstructured issue (network governance) into a security is-
sue (hierarchical governance). In 2007, when a new government entered office, 
the unit was moved again, this time to the Housing Department, as a result of a 
new political framing process: network governance became the imperative again. 

How a society at large thinks is the result of framing of the public mind through 
processes that take place in the media (Castells 2009: 157). The media frame so-
cietal problems in their own way, according to their vision, political position, and 
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other factors. They may also be the platform for a competition between different 
frames. This is especially clear when a disaster takes place and a wicked problem 
is being reframed into an urgent problem. This central role of the media in the po-
litical debate attracts “marketeers” from science and politics. And many politi-
cians try to spin the news in a certain way, in order to influence the public mind.  

News frames that journalists use to present contentious policy debates influence 
and even shape reasoning processes and opinion outcomes. Framing is a cognitive 
process in which the message affects how individuals weigh existing considera-
tions (that is, political orientations and relevant attitudes/beliefs) to make a judg-
ment. The same issue can easily be presented as a value frame (clash of values and 

Governance mixtures applied by a public-sector organisation or an individual 
public manager may differ over time. Lowndes and Skelcher gave an empirical 
example of how governance style combinations differ in different phases of a 
process (1998: 320). They distinguish four phases in the life cycle of public part-
nerships in the field of urban regeneration: (1) pre-partnership collaboration; (2) 
partnership creation and consolidation; (3) partnership programme delivery; (4) 
partnership termination and succession. In the phase of pre-partnership collabora-
tion, networking between individuals and organisations is emphasised. In the 
phase of partnership creation and consolidation, hierarchy is used to incorporate 
some organisations and to formalise authority in a partnership board and associ-
ated staff. In the phase of partnership programme delivery, market mechanisms of 
tendering and contractual agreements are applied. Hierarchy is used in taking care 
of regulation and supervision of contractors, and networking assists in production 
of bids and management of expenditure programmes. In the last phase, partnership 
termination and succession, networking between individuals and organisations is 
used as a means of maintaining agency commitment, community involvement and 
staff employment. 

The temporal dimension of successful governance mixtures is also influenced 
by other situational factors, such as the type of problems that are addressed. In the 
Dutch “security regions”, a standing co-operation between the police, local au-
thorities, fire brigades and health organisations in case of emergencies and disas-
ters, the style of cooperation follows the type of problems that typically emerge in 
different phases of a large incident (Meuleman 2008): during a crisis, a hierarchi-
cal command and control style should be in place, because time is crucial and 
quick decisions are needed. After the crisis, efficiency takes over as the main driv-
ing force for cooperation: all organisations then rely on their own remits and 
autonomy in order to “clean up” the remains of the incident quickly and thor-
oughly. Then an intermediate phase starts: the non-incident phase, in which parties 
cooperate in the form of a network, and work on the enhancement of mutual trust 
and understanding, which prepares them for the sudden switch to hierarchy when 
a new crisis happens.  

principles) and as a strategy frame (clash of interest and strategies) (Lee et al. 
2008). 
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15.1.6 Discussion: Usable knowledge and knowledge democracy 

How may the analysis of the usability of knowledge in different types of govern-
ance contribute to a better understanding of knowledge democracy? The latter 
concept describes relations between “old” and “new” forms of science, politics 
and media. These arenas are part of the governance system.  

Science 

Firstly, the emerging knowledge democracy may lead to a new balance between 
scientific and lay and local knowledge, and may imply a switch from dominance 
of disciplinary knowledge towards participative, transdisciplinary knowledge. 
Lindblom and Cohen (1979) and again In ’t Veld (2000) have already argued that 
such a shift is necessary. However, it is still not a mainstream conviction in the 
scientific arena. The New Public Management movement with its focus on price 
and efficiency is still very influential in Western bureaucracies, and the rational, 
positivist pendant in science still consumes most of the research funds.  

Politics 

Secondly, a new balance may develop between representative (hierarchical) and 
participative (network) forms of democratic decision-making.  
Push and pull factors are at work here. The push away from hierarchy can be ob-
served in the decrease of authoritativeness of classical institutions of the State. 
Government ministers definitely have less authority than for example 30 years 
ago. The same applies to national banks for example, after it became clear that 
they had not been able to control the risky financial products and their producers 
which caused the global financial crisis of 2008. The pull towards participation is 
linked with the increased education level and emancipation of citizens and civil 
society organisations. 

This balance will probably lie closer to the end of the participation pole than 
the representation pole. This would imply that usable knowledge in the future will, 
more often than nowadays, have the shape of shared knowledge. Joint fact finding 
and other instruments and values of network governance may become more im-
portant.  

However , it is quite possible that the rigidness of existing policy theories, for 
example because they are solidified in rules, regulations, structures and contracts, 
will slow down the change one might expect from as a result of the emerging 
knowledge democracy. If this will be the case, more societal tensions are to be ex-
pected.  

It is also possible that the growing complexity of the knowledge democracy in-
creases the already visible paralysis of key actors. A Dutch journalist and scholar 
observed that politicians tend to discuss issues until one solution becomes un-
avoidable, for example because time has run out and a decision has to be taken 
immediately (Chavannes 2009). Unavoidability also has a positive connotation: 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is one of the best known 
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examples of authoritativeness born out of a very broad consensus which is being 
prepared via seemingly endless discussions.  

Media 

Thirdly, the growing importance (and abundance) of informal media brings forth 
new challenges for the classical media. Will the latter take up more prominent 
roles in selecting, framing and interpreting knowledge, or will the new, internet-
based media play that role (too)? Is the fact that Wikipedia announced in 2009 that 
it will enforce its editorial control a signal of the inclusion of authoritativeness as 
quality indicator of new media?   

Conclusion 

I began by asking why policy-makers find some knowledge usable and other 
knowledge unusable. We have seen that the three styles of governance which usu-
ally appear in dynamic combinations, each have a different idea about what is us-
able. This leads to the conclusion that what was already claimed for governance 
styles in general, also seems to apply to the governance of usable knowledge: ten-
sions may be reduced and opportunities may increase when metagovernance is 
used. It confirms the conclusion of In ’t Veld and Verhey (2000: 124), that knowl-
edge production should not take place exclusively within one paradigm (or gov-
ernance style) that dominates in a specific policy arena, but should take the whole 
range of paradigms into account.   

Although this should be investigated further, it may now also be argued that the 
metagovernance of (usable) knowledge could contribute to developing a function-
ing knowledge democracy. Such an approach requires other mechanisms and insti-
tutional conditions than mere knowledge “management”. Furthermore, metagov-
ernance may help to formulate better research questions which may, in some 
cases, prevent that scientists experience that their knowledge is unwelcome. How-
ever, metagovernance is a public management approach and there are many condi-
tions that limit its application (Meuleman 2008):  

− the politico-administrative culture, traditions and history of the adminis-
trative and societal system; 

− the personal conviction of the responsible politician; 
− societal expectations of the role(s) of governmental organisations; 
− organisational characteristics (open or closed, professional or task-

oriented, for example); 
− the type of problem as it is framed (may have little support, which may 

then also apply to the problem-aligned governance approach). Reframing 
may be difficult when existing policy theories are strongly embedded. 

The rationale of a metagoverning public manager may differ from the political ra-
tionale. In the following section, several examples are given in which scientific 
knowledge provoked strong negative reactions.  
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15.2 Strengthening awareness about researchers who are 
bringing unwelcome news  

Henk Tromp  
 

15.2.1 Introduction 

Galileo Galilei held the view that the earth turned around the sun. But his claim 
contradicted the teachings of the Catholic Church and in 1633 he had to withdraw 
his findings in front of the inquisition. If he had not given in to his interrogators he 
would have been burnt at the stake. This is a moving tale from ancient times, 
when science had to assert its claims against the doctrines of the church, but it is 
not something from the past. Nowadays researchers are confronted by powerful 
institutions that have an interest in research results as well: political organisations, 
corporate firms and industry. Researchers may become victims if they attempt to 
present the truth. Ultimately science suffers as well, because the suppression and 
distortion of the truth may undermine public confidence and lead to cynicism. In 
this article attention is drawn to the pressures that researchers have to deal with 
when bringing unwelcome news, and an appeal is made to strengthen awareness 
for this issue.  

In 1999, André J.F. Köbben and myself defined unwelcome news as research 
which threatens to harm the material or idealistic interests of an organisation or 
that is politically inopportune, that affects the position or prestige of high placed 
persons, or that hurts nationalistic, religious or other idealistic feelings. In that 
case a researcher can come across the following reactions. Those who feel threat-
ened can (1) accept it, (2) fight it rhetorically, (3) keep it quiet, (4) silence it or 
(5) distort it. Regarding acceptance one can be brief. If the outcome of research is 
accepted, if a superior or client accepts the outcome of research that contains un-
welcome news, then it poses no problem for a scientist. However, it is also possi-
ble that the outcome of research and its messenger (the responsible scientist) are 
attacked rhetorically. It must be noted that rhetoric has a positive and a negative 
connotation. Positive in the sense that a researcher is presenting his research find-
ings in the form of a convincing and captivating argument and tries to convince 
others that he is right. The same holds true for those who oppose him and are criti-
cising the outcomes. In this sense every publication contains rhetoric. Negative in 
the sense of pompous prose, disingenuous or untruthful use of language, aimed at 
having the last word and destroying the opponent. A researcher who brings un-
welcome news will not be attacked with the argument: “We don’t like the out-
come, therefore your research is defective.” It is the other way around. A client or 
superior will start to discuss the quality of the data, the choice of methods, and the 
theories used. And if he says that the research is defective, in some way he will 
always have a point because perfect research does not exist. The criticism may 
also be formulated as a question: are you absolutely sure that nothing is wrong 
with your research? Anyone familiar with the nicety of empirical research knows 
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that this touches upon a sensitive issue. Especially if a researcher is trying to ex-
plore something new, there will be a gap between theories, experiments and data. 
Sometimes emotions may run high, and one of the challenges for a researcher is to 
discern whether his opponent really wants to know the truth or whether he is try-
ing to undermine unwelcome news.  

This is a difficult situation for a researcher because many arguments can be 
used and it takes some experience, perhaps even a special sense, to find out 
whether a client or superior wants to have a real discussion or not. A familiar ar-
gument is the argument ad nauseam, in which criticism is sustained by repetition 
rather than by reasoned proof. The argument may run as follows: “There are 10 
studies that entirely subscribe our findings. Your one piece of research is at odds 
with them, but that makes 10 to one. You have lost.” Of course this is not neces-
sarily the case: those 10 studies may have used theories that are false, or their re-
sults may be a consequence of distorted experiments. In a sense this argument re-
fers to the important role of consensus in research, but the concept of consensus 
among scientists has a Janus face. On the one hand it facilitates cooperation 
among researchers, which is nowadays inevitable in order to make progress; on 
the other hand it can lead a community of researchers in the wrong direction. An-
other one is the argument ad hominem, to play the man and not the ball. A per-
sonal attack on a scientist, one who sticks to the truth such as he has found it, is 
something that a scientist himself fears. He may be accused of disloyal behaviour. 
He may therefore fear the Q-word, which means that he is a querulous person, a 
complainer, a troublemaker. Once expressed, it is a label that may stick on his 
forehead for a long time.   

15.2.2 To keep quiet   

To keep quiet about the outcome of commissioned research is not a very spectacu-
lar and yet effective way to neutralise unwelcome news. For instance, research 
findings that support government policies are loudly praised by government offi-
cials, but findings that threaten to undermine them are simply laid aside. Some-
times keeping quiet about unwelcome research outcomes can have devastating ef-
fects on the health of thousands and thousands of people. An extended case is 
described by Gerald Markowitz and David Rosner (2003) in Deceit and denial. 
The deadly politics of industrial pollution. They have focused their historical re-
search on the gasoline and paint companies, united under the name National Lead 
(NL), that used lead in their products. For decades NL promoted and distributed 
millions of gallons of lead-based paint under its “Dutch Boy” brand name. In their 
advertisements they were eager to make a strong positive connection between 
happiness, health and the use of lead-based paints. The aggressive advertising 
strategy of NL has led to an increase of profits from 80 to 320 million dollars be-
tween 1938 and 1948. Nowadays NL is responsible for what is perhaps the most 
devastating children’s health crisis. Lead paint has lead to the death and brain 
damage of thousands of children. From the 1950s onwards, National Lead could 
no longer ignore the medical literature describing the fatal impact of lead on 
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children’s health. Finally they argued that they had not been aware of the risks 
when they had waged their advertising campaigns. The research by Markowitz 
and Rosner (into the archives of companies associated with NL) has shown that 
alarming reports on the disastrous effects of widespread use of lead in paints had 
been on the desks of the managers of NL from the 1920s onwards, but that they 
had chosen to ignore them. Similar examples can be found in the “Late Lessons” 
report by the European Environment Agency (EEA 2001).  

15.2.3 To silence   

To silence means, that the commissioner of research or a superior commands a se-
ries of negative sanctions to force researchers into willingness to meet his or her 
demands. The most extreme claim a client may make if the outcome of research 
threatens to harm his interests is to keep it secret. For instance, an organisation 
that commissions research may try to demand a right of veto on the publication of 
research results. But even if the right to publish is recognised by contract a scien-
tist can be silenced. The following case illustrates this (Köbben and Tromp 1999). 
We  interviewed the researchers but were not allowed to give away names and de-
tails.  

In the Netherlands there is an important state funded organisation, here to be 
referred to as organisation X. Organisation X receives many millions of Euros 
each year. How much and for what purposes I cannot tell. Some in the board of di-
rectors think that their organisation X is not working efficiently. They ask a team 
of researchers to start an economical and sociological investigation. This team 
consists of researchers from a Dutch university, from a commercial research or-
ganisation and from a non-profit organisation. They perform the research with 
money from this university and this important-state funded organisation. After 2 
years this team produces its results, which are rather negative and may be harmful 
for organisation X. They want to publish it in an authoritative scientific journal. 
Before they will send it to this journal, they send a copy to the board of directors 
of this state-controlled organisation. But then, to the utter dismay of the research-
ers, the board of directors decides on a ban on publication. In the memorable 
words of one of the directors: “Not in the Netherlands, not in the European Union, 
not in the world, not in the universe.” So much did these directors fear for harmful 
effects for their sector. The researchers have laid aside their research, no reports or 
articles have been published. A PhD-student has stopped his research, his disserta-
tion was never finished. His professor has accepted something which he regarded 
as inevitable. We have had the privilege to read the contract that had been signed 
by organisation X and the research team. It firmly states that the researchers have 
freedom of publication. Nevertheless the team does not hold to this right. They 
depend too much on organisation X for research grants and for access to their field 
of inquiry. The research team does not dare to risk a conflict or a case in court. 
The morale of this story: it shows with more force how much and how effective 
researchers may be pressed to keep silent. It also underlines that the institutional 
arrangement concerning research is not decisive.  
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15.2.4 To distort  

To distort research results rests on a particular attitude. It is aptly described by the 
English proverb “he who pays the piper, calls the tune” and can be defined in a 
more abstract way as the attitude of a client or superior that it is his privilege to in-
terfere with the design and execution of a research project, and that he is also 
authorised to treat the results as he sees fit, aiming to realise an effect that is as fa-
vourable as possible for his own interests or for the interests of those he is serving. 
I want to illustrate this attitude with so-called evaluation research. The govern-
ment, a ministry, a local authority wants to know whether a particular measure it 
has taken and that might have cost millions of Euros has produced the desired ef-
fects and has commissioning research on it. It is inconvenient if a researcher has to 
say after several months or years of research: “There have been no effects of this 
measure” or “The effects of this measure have been counterproductive”.  

The Dutch government carries out about 600 evaluation researches every year. 
The attitude of “he who pays the piper, calls the tune” can be illustrated by the 
evaluation research on energy-saving as a result of the Law on Investment Ac-
count. The aim of this law, introduced in the early 1980s, had been to persuade 
companies to invest in energy-saving measures. However, the opposition in par-
liament doubted seriously whether the law would be effective. The Ministry of 
Economic Affairs therefore ordered the research institute TNO to evaluate the law 
and the government proudly presented the evaluation to parliament in 1985. There 
was every reason for satisfaction. According to TNO-research the law had 
achieved the desired results. Pröpper (1989), a political scientist, has demonstrated 
that this conclusion is seriously flawed. First of all, he examined the facts in the 
TNO-report. Taken at face value, they pointed to only one conclusion: the results 
were rather negative. The facts pointed out that the law had hardly produced any 
effects. However, the researchers from TNO had formulated the research findings 
in such a way that the rather negative effects had become fairly positive effects. 
Then the TNO-research report was sent to the ministry, and a steering committee 
of public servants at the ministry interpreted the fairly positive results as positive 
results. Thereafter the Dutch government had sent the TNO-report to parliament, 
along with the summary and conclusions of the steering-committee. The opposi-
tion in parliament proved to be satisfied. A member of parliament commented that 
the law had “indisputable positive effects”. Pröpper’s book is obsolete according 
to present scientific standards – it dates back to 1989 – but there is no other book 
that has tracked all changes a research report has gone through during the policy-
making process so meticulously. But he has convincingly demonstrated that 
power, instead of arguments have tipped the balance. It is not difficult to raise an 
objection to his research findings. It does not answer the question whether this was 
an isolated case or a more common phenomenon. You will not find in it a phrase 
like “in 10% of those 600 evaluation research reports, no faithful picture of reality 
is presented”. But there are indications that distortion of unwelcome news is not a 
rare event.  
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One indication is found in the so called Reports on the Environment (Milieu 
Effect Rapportages). Dutch law requires that research on the effects of important 
constructions concerning the infrastructure on the environment is performed. From 
the 1980s of the last century onwards, hundreds of those research reports have 
been published. For example on the expansion of Amsterdam Schiphol airport, the 
bullet train from Amsterdam to Paris or the so-called Betuweroute, a railroad line 
that links the Rotterdam Harbour with Germany. Winfried de Valk and Michiel de 
Vries (1994) have gone to the trouble of meticulously reviewing a random sample 
of 10 out of 450 Reports on the Environment. Very often these reports claim that 
the plans as intended will not harm the environment. It is disconcerting, but now 
and then also rather comical to read how hard the writers of these reports have 
worked towards these reassuring conclusions. For instance on the railroad line of 
the bullet train from Paris to Schiphol Amsterdam Airport and its impact on the 
landscape. “This draws”, the report says, “a clear line in an at present rather un-
structured landscape.” The criteria used by the researchers to define whether 
something is harmful or favourable for the environment vary strongly and they are 
often chosen in such a way that they produce the results policy-makers wish to 
read. De Valk and De Vries M.S., also show that there is a considerable difference 
between the report itself and the summary in tabular form for the benefit of poli-
cymakers. Those summaries always produce a more favourable image about the 
effects on the environment than is actually justified by the facts in the report itself.  

15.2.5 Consequences  

What consequences might it have for a scientist if he clings to his research out-
come and if he tries to defend it against criticism? In short, it can cover a range be-
tween severe consequences for his career and hardly any effect for him at all. In 
the case of contract research at universities or commercial research organisations 
the consequences can simply consist of withholding further research, or threats to 
do so. A researcher who is an employee of an organisation can face (1) a with-
drawal of privileges, (2) abstention from promotion, (3) a transfer to a less engag-
ing position, (4) a ban on public speaking and writing, (5) suspension, and 
(6) dismissal, or he can simply be intimidated because he is threatened with one or 
more of these actions. 

In 1999 a film, “The Insider” was released by the Walt Disney Company. tell-
ing the story of a tobacco executive, the biochemist dr. Jeffrey Wigand. He was 
head of the research department of  large tobacco firm Brown & Williamson and 
wanted to disclose the fact that tobacco companies wilfully added ammonia chem-
istry to allow nicotine to be more rapidly absorbed in the lungs and therefore bet-
ter affect the brain and central nervous system. Tobacco had been manipulated in 
order to stimulate addiction and consequently increase profits for the tobacco in-
dustry. The movie shows the dire consequences of the choices Wigand had made. 
He is faced with an opponent with almost limitless political and financial means, 
and in trying to speak the truth he is putting his career and personal life at a risk. 
The film has the power to absorb, entertain and create anger. The distressing thing 
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about this movie is that it is true to life. It is based on an existing character named 
Jeffrey Wigand and on historical facts. He was followed  by an ex-FBI agent in 
the employ of tobacco company Brown & Williamson, received anonymous 
threats on his life, had to be protected by body guards. Brown & Williamson pub-
lished a 500-page dossier about everything Wigand had done wrong during his ca-
reer and in his personal life and took him to court because of a breach of confiden-
tiality. (Brenner 1996)  

 
One might dismiss Wigand’s experience as extreme and that this could not 

happen here in the Netherlands. But take the case of marine biologist Ad Corten. 
This case, and the following about another Dutch scientist, Veeger, are taken from 
Köbben and Tromp (1999: 49–72, 119–158). In 1991, Ad Corten works for the 
Netherlands Institute for Fisheries Research, an organisation funded by the Dutch 
government. He was a highly respected colleague; everybody recognised that he 
had expert knowledge on North Sea fishery, especially on herring. He had been 
mentioned as a possible candidate for the position of director of the Institute. Nev-
ertheless he is permanently at home in 1997, he is no longer the representative of 
the Institute at conferences and consultative bodies, he is not allowed to enter the 
buildings of the Institute without prior permission, he is not allowed to do studies 
on the position of herring and the director wants his dismissal as soon as possible. 
The background of this reversal of fortune for Corten has to do with his resistance 
against the susceptibility of his Institute for the political views of the Department 
of Agriculture and Fisheries. The Ministry, under pressure from interest groups of 
fishery companies, wanted to replace the fishing quota by a so-called biological 
fish stock management. In practice it meant that fishers would be allowed to catch 
fish until a so-called biological minimum had been reached. No one within the 
Ministry had troubled himself to define this phrase “biological minimum”. Corten 
and his colleagues argued that this new policy was undesirable. It would com-
pletely destroy all herring in the North Sea. In vain Corten tried to convince the 
Ministry, but the Ministry did not accept his criticisms. Then Corten tried to con-
vince his colleagues that the Institute should publish an article and should try to 
convince politicians in Dutch parliament that a disaster would occur if the policies 
of the Ministry would be executed. They refused, so he published an article him-
self. In a letter to the Ministry the director of the Institute immediately distanced 
himself from the contents of Corten’s article. The unpleasant thing is that in pri-
vate the director did agree with Corten: carrying out the policy of the Ministry 
would ultimately destroy all herring in the North Sea. But that was in private; in 
public he supported the Ministry. And then things turned to the worse for Corten. 
He also got a ban on public speaking and writing. However, in the fall of 1995, af-
ter almost 4 years, the facts had proven that Corten was right. The position of 
fishes in the North Sea had seriously deteriorated, too much fish had been caught 
and the European countries in Brussels wanted to impose fishing quotas. The 
situation turned even more sour when the same colleagues who had not supported 
Corten now claimed that they had argued in advance that the fisheries policy of 
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the Ministry would lead to disaster. It was sour because Corten had lost his job 
and the judges in the Civil Service Tribunal had put him in the wrong twice.  

One might suppose that a scientist who has tenure at a University is safe in con-
troversies like these. The freedom of research is guaranteed by law. And in case of 
a conflict, the university board will side with his employee. This is not always the 
case as is shown in the history of the biochemist, professor Cees Veeger from 
Wageningen University. He happened to be one of the few experts on enzymes in 
the Netherlands in the 1970s. He had published numerous articles on the subject, 
often together with Nobel price winners. In 1975 he got a request from a medical 
specialist to examine so-called enzyme medicines that were produced by the 
Dutch pharmaceutical company Enzypharm. Professor Veeger discovered that in 
these so-called enzyme medicines, medicines that cured heart- en vascular dis-
eases, no enzymes were present. So if these medicines cured a patient then it could 
not be due to the presence of enzymes. Veeger wrote a report and he sent it to the 
specialist, but also to the Ministry of Health and to Dutch ambassadors in coun-
tries that imported these medicines. The consequences of his act were disastrous. 
Disastrous for himself, because the pharmaceutical company started a lawsuit and 
claimed damages of 4 million dollars. If a judge had put Enzypharm in the right 
this would certainly have ruined Veeger for life. The company had stimulated the 
foundation of a patient’s interest group. The patients argued in the media and with 
politicians that they had benefited from the enzyme medicines. Now this irrespon-
sible professor, as they named him, wanted to steal the one medicine that had 
cured them. Much pressure was applied to Veeger to recall his research. Veeger 
and his colleagues were vilified in the media. His employer, the governing body of 
Wageningen University urged him to recall his research findings. His university 
detached itself from his actions. Wageningen University feared that in court it – as 
the employer of professor Veeger – would be held accountable and that it had to 
pay an enormous fine. Veeger’s career was at stake, but his personal life was at 
stake as well: a fine would ruin him financially. Veeger’s lawyer made a smart 
suggestion to end the controversy. His lawyer succeeded in persuading Enzy-
pharm and Veeger to conduct a joined investigation. However, the researchers of 
Enzypharm did not show up at the agreed date. Therefore, when the case came to 
court the judge dismissed Enzypharm’s claim.  

15.2.6 Compromise, advocacy and cynicism  

Sometimes researchers think that they can turn the tide by taking their story to the 
press. But, in my observation, a journalist is trying to bring news, is hunting for a 
scoop and will try to persuade an oppressed scientist to make powerful statements. 
Especially on television there is a tendency to turn things into a 3 min black and 
white affair. A scientist then may utter statements that may ultimately weaken his 
case. Sometimes scientists may think that they have to take their case to a member 
of parliament. But they are not always aware of the fact that the opposition in par-
liament – if the scientist chooses to contact that side of the parliament – is keen to 
create trouble for a minister, rather than to unearth the facts. In short, a scientist 
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risks getting into trouble if he brings his case into the open. Therefore he or she is 
inclined to keep silent or to try and find a compromise. To seek a compromise is a 
very important subject, but unfortunately so far not much research has been done 
on it. A compromise is not reprehensible or improper per se. It depends on the 
contents of the compromise and whether the researcher thinks that he has surren-
dered truth or not. In a sense it is part of Dutch culture, of our – praised on all 
sides – “polder model”. In a survey by Martinson et al. (2005) of 3,247 early- and 
mid-career scientists in the United States funded by the National Institutes of 
Health, scientists were asked to report on their own behaviour. When asked 
whether they ever change the design, methodology or results of a study in re-
sponse to pressure from a funding source: 20.5% mid-career scientists and 9.5% 
early-career scientists answered affirmatively. 7 Unfortunately, this survey did not 
ask the respondents, most of them with a background in biology, medicine or the 
social sciences, to make a distinction between an acceptable and unacceptable 
compromise, but the phrasing suggests that the respondents regarded them unac-
ceptable.  

A researcher may become an advocate, which means that he is not so much try-
ing to find or present the truth, but that he gives priority to his own interests or 
those of his clients or superiors. There is a pretension of disinterestedness, but it is 
for show. A striking example of this attitude can be found in the book by Van den 
Anker and Van den Hoogenboom (1997) on laboratories and consultancy firms in 
the field of the environment. These firms do research on behalf of industry and 
they have committed acts that can be termed criminal according to the authors. To 
sum up 3 striking points from their book: (1) an asbestos certificate is supplied in 
return for cash by a laboratory, but without any research on the spot; (2) samples 
of polluted areas are taken at a stretch until finally a non-polluted area is found 
and only these non-polluted samples are reported; (3) a laboratory ascertains cases 
of severe pollution while there is none – because in that case the waste may be 
taken to a special dumping site. These facts are shocking. The more so because the 
advisors and researchers involved had produced their reports without pressure 
having been exerted on them.  

We all know that lawyers or advocates are engaged in a useful profession. In 
court there is the public prosecutor. He is giving the evidence against the accused 
and the lawyer is presenting evidence in defence of his client. But there is a third 
party, a judge who must try and weigh the evidence before reaching a verdict. But 
this sensible construction does not hold if researchers act as advocates: when they, 
so to speak, wear the cloak of science to hide their partisan interests. If scientists 
are no longer inclined to tell the truth or do not dare to tell what their research has 
pointed out, then science will no longer be an educating or formative force in so-
ciety. Nowadays an attitude in society towards research can be observed, which 
boils down to the idea that all results are suspect from the very beginning. Or as 
someone said on television: “All those research reports on the effects of Amster-
dam Airport on the environment and public health. I just take a look who paid for 
the report and than I know enough.” This quote is not meant here as a stand 
against or in favour of the expansion of Schiphol airport. I have not read the 
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reports either. It only serves to illustrate the point that cynicism with regard to re-
search findings is replacing a healthy amount of scepticism.  

 
A caveat is necessary. Some of the cases presented in this paper belong to the 

more spectacular derailments of scientific research and it might therefore give a 
wrong impression. One might think that the world of research is a world of mere 
misery. But while you read this, many thousands of scientists at universities, 
commercial companies and the government have been working on their version of 
the truth – which is what they should do: every scientist gives his observation of 
the objective studied – and no one has put the slightest obstacle in their way. Not 
only because they have been conducting research that doesn’t contain unwelcome 
news, but also because they are led by reasonable superiors and commissioners. 
Scientific research, provided that it has been done by professional and scrupulous 
researchers is essential for modern society. Nowadays there are more scientists at 
work than ever before and we have to prevent that big money and other interests 
will dominate the outcome of their efforts. Our world has to come to terms with 
important challenges on such diverse terrains as education, security, health, global 
warming, and cultural heritage. Scientific research, provided it is done by consci-
entious researchers who can present their findings unhindered, plays a crucial role 
in that. And that is only possible if we do not resign ourselves to an unfavourable 
position when pressure is put on researchers to distort or conceal the results of re-
search.  

In 2003 the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW) has 
founded a National Organisation for Scientific Integrity (Landelijk Orgaan Weten-
schappelijke Integriteit, LOWI). However, so far LOWI has played a moderate 
role with regard to scientific integrity. This is partly due to the limitations the 
KNAW has put on LOWI. The scope of LOWI’s activities is limited to those re-
searchers who are paid by universities and they can only appeal to LOWI after 
their case has been dealt with by their university. However, many researchers are 
in the service of governmental and commercial firms. In the Netherlands there are 
governmental research institutes like The Netherlands Institute for Social Re-
search (SCP), the Netherlands Institute for Public Health and the Environment 
(RIVM) and the former Netherlands Institute for Fisheries Research (RIVO). 
Their researchers can experience the same problems as their colleagues in acade-
mia, the more so because their organisations always have been dependent on ex-
ternal funding as well. Furthermore, it has become practice to engage in collabora-
tive research projects between academia and industry. This certainly has positive 
effects, but can raise issues with regard to scientific independence. If industry 
wants to enact norms different from those in academia, this might pose problems 
for researchers. It might be helpful if researchers could rely on LOWI. Among 
other factors, the limited scope of LOWI may explain why since LOWI has come 
into existence it has dealt with only a handful of cases, mainly about plagiarism. 
Another point is that LOWI doesn’t pursue an active policy of advancing scientific 
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integrity.5  This may be due to a lack of resources, yet LOWI could play an impor-
tant role in establishing cooperation between actors in academia, industry and 
government on this subject.  

 
I propose the following actions:  

1. Raising awareness about bringing unwelcome news. Especially as part of the 
training of students at universities. Many faculties have made progress in this 
respect, but it is not a standard item in every discipline. An organisation like 
could LOWI monitor this and advance cooperation between disciplines for in-
stance by organising conferences, workshops, colloquia and the like. It could 
record “best practices” in teaching on this subject and make the teaching mate-
rial available.  

2. LOWI should focus more on organising “jurisprudence”, which means sys-
tematising and recording the experiences of those who have been engaged in 
research that has met resistance, research that contains unwelcome news. It 
would also be interesting to record in which way a compromise is reached. 

3. The implementation of a system to report about the experiences of researchers. 
The internet can play an important role in recording and dispersing the experi-
ences of researchers. One can also think of newsletters, blogs, and conferences. 
This has to be organised with proper checks and balances to secure the re-
searcher when necessary. 

4. The endorsement of those researchers who have withstood the pressure to dis-
tort or conceal unwelcome news, for instance by creating an award to be given 
periodically to the one who has been at the centre of a controversy and who has 
upheld the norms of science. An award like this has to be a part of ongoing ef-
forts to promote role models of scientific honesty.  

15.3 Usable and welcome knowledge? 

Louis Meuleman and Henk Tromp 

When scientists produce research which is meant to be utilised during the prepara-
tion of political decisions, and when policy-makers rely on scientists for such 
knowledge, much energy and money is wasted if there is a lack of understanding 
between the two arenas. In this chapter we have sketched the situation on both 
sides. Scientists from time to time feel that their research is unwelcome. We have 
illustrated that policy-makers have invented a series of “punishments” for the 

                                                          
  

5  See Köbben (2003: 60–63). 



15 The governance of usable and welcome knowledge, two perspectives      225  

messengers of unwelcome knowledge. Policy-makers, on the other hand, often 
find scientific knowledge not usable. The timing is not right, or the type of knowl-
edge (process) does not produce the right authoritativeness required for a specific 
policy process. Another reason why knowledge may not be usable is that it un-
dermines political action already decided upon. 

Both sides face a real and important problem. Improvement should be sought in 
three ways: 

1. Scientists should become more knowledgeable about the rationale of policy-
makers and politicians; students must be informed about this from the begin-
ning; 

2. Policy-makers should understand the constraints of science better, and invest in 
more specific formulation of the research questions; policy-makers should also 
be trained in understanding the relation between science and politics; knowl-
edge management should develop into knowledge (meta)governance; 

3. Intermediary organisations between science, politics and society play an indis-
pensible role, when they operate as brokers between producers and users of 
knowledge, develop and apply methodologies for bridging the gap between sci-
entists and policy-makers. The role of independent knowledge brokers like ad-
visory councils may become even more important in the future, because the in-
creasing complexity of the relation between science and politics. In the 
emerging knowledge democracy disciplinary and transdisciplinary (including 
citizen’s) science compete for funds and attention, and on the side of the deci-
sion-makers knowledge governance plays a role in the tensions between repre-
sentative and participative forms of democracy. The media are on one hand 
translators of knowledge, but they are also responsible for magnifying conflicts 
between scientists and policy-makers; conflicts between perceptions of unwel-
come and unusable knowledge.   



16 Horizon scanning: monitoring plausible and 
desirable futures  

Victor van Rij  

Abstract    

Horizon scanning is a foresight tool that is created to think, debate and shape the 
future in the direction of societal desires in a systematic way. Recently three coun-
tries (United kingdom, Denmark en the Netherlands) applied this tool on the na-
tional level for different purposes, such as the development of more resilient poli-
cies and research agenda-setting. 

This chapter describes a set of theoretical aspects of horizon scanning that are 
based on the comparison of these three national scans that took place within the 
ERA Net For society. It focuses on the way in which issues are selected and pri-
oritised as well as the use of horizon scanning for multiple purposes in a democ-
ratic knowledge society and its close relationship with this society. 

16.1 Introduction 

                                                           
 

1 http://www.eranet-forsociety.net/ForSociety/index.html 
2 http://www.cos-toekomstverkenningen.nl/foresightconference/index.html 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_16,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 

In December 2004 the Netherlands minister of Education, Culture and Science, 
Maria van der Hoeven, held a speech at the ERA Net For society,1 and put forward 
the rhetorical question: “Is good government simply a matter of foresight?”.2 She 
referred to the popular saying that foresight and governing somehow are linked 
but at the same time she showed some scepticism by putting the answer in the 
hands of the foresight community instead of in the hands of politicians and deci-
sion-makers. 

Of course it is clear that knowledge about the future is an important aspect of 
decision-making and comes to us in many forms (Van der Duin et al. 2007). Science 
as such tries to discover laws to predict how under certain conditions objects move 

Note: The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author (as coordinator of
the Pilot joint horizon scan project) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the
Netherlands ministry of Education, Culture and Science, nor those of the other part-
ners involved in the project. 
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in space and time and allows us to predict the future movement of our planet and 
other celestial bodies, statistics and modelling of past events allow us to forecast 
future events within probabilistic ranges. Weather forecasts are used to protect 
ourselves and our belongings from the consequences of storms and planning agen-
cies deliver yearly data from complex models that are used to guide our economi-
cal and financial decisions. All these approaches are used to predict the probability 
of future events on the basis of known causal relationships and rules. Although 
they prove to be valid for short term prediction and for longer term predictions 
in cases where rather simple causal relationships are not disturbed by external 
factors, they are almost worthless in situations in which complexity reigns and 
different human actors can disturb predictions by self-denying and -fulfilling 
prophecies. 

For these situations, other tools have been developed to anticipate on uncertain 
but foreseen major events. Scenarios are used to examine different policy options 
within an uncertain context and to develop guiding visions (Van Asselt et al. 
2005) and Foresight is used to align different stakeholders around shared visions 
and common activities to shape common desired futures. These tools are not so 
much about predicting or forecasting but more on the shaping of future to our 
common desires and needs (In ’t Veld R.J. et al. 2007). 

Horizon scanning is a special form of foresight that can be characterised by its 
holistic and systematic approach. It attempts to create a future picture of all policy 
domains and the future expectations of science and technology in a systematic 
way, to allow us to zoom in on issues that seem problematic or promising but also 
to enhance our insight on relationships between events that are taking place in dif-
ferent policy domains and S&T areas.  

Horizon scanning is neither about forecasting nor fortune telling. Some issues 
can be predicted (and will happen, like the orbit of our earth around the suns), oth-
ers can be foreseen (and may happen), other issues we cannot foresee at all.  

The things we foresee that may happen, we can just allow to happen or not to 
happen (let history take its course) and deal with the consequences, but we might 
also think of ways (actions, strategies policies) to accelerate things to happen or to 
slow them down, alter them or to prevent them to happen at all.  

Already, by debating things that will happen in combination with things that 
may happen we may already have changed the way of history, because actors in-
volved in a foresight process will think and probably act differently (than without 
the foresight). So foresight is about shaping and creating the future more to our 
will and to activate and align people to coordinate their actions in a shared view 
(not consensus per se) on possible and desired futures.  

Horizon scanning can be considered as a broad scope foresight that usually is 
used to roughly identify future issues that need our attention in a systemic way to 
direct the future in a more desirable direction after a participative process of think-
ing and debating.  
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16.2 Comparisons of three horizon scans 

In 2007 the pilot project joint horizon took place within the ERA NET for society. 
The pilot joined the data of three national horizon scans that almost simultane-
ously took place in the United Kingdom, Denmark and the Netherlands. The ra-
tionale for the pilot was the expectation that the sum of the scans would reveal is-
sues that have been overlooked in the separate national scans and that the 
comparison and the exchange of experience and know-how between national 
scans would be useful in strengthening the design of national scans and would 
create more insight in its manifold purposes. Last but not least, it was hoped that 
joint horizon scans might be useful as a common basis for joint foresight or even 
to identify topics for joint research programmes and common strategies. The result 
of this project is not only reported within the ERA net but also on the third Inter-
national Seville Conference on Future-Oriented Technology Analysis (FTA).3 
Therefore we will only highlight some of the outcomes in this chapter. 

16.2.1 Definition 

Although the national scans were used for different purposes it was not difficult to 
find a shared definition:  

Horizon scanning is the systematic examination of potential (future) 
problems, threats, opportunities and likely future developments, including 
those at the margins of current thinking and planning. Horizon scanning may 
explore novel and unexpected issues, as well as persistent problems, trends 
and weak signals. Overall, horizon scanning is intended to improve the 
robustness of policies and to identify gaps in the knowledge agenda. 
(derived from UK Foresight Horizon Scanning Centre (HSC) / Horizon scan 
Netherlands). 
Horizon scanning is also: looking ahead, beyond usual timescales (as far as 
we can see) and across disciplinary and departmental borders4 seeking out 
alternative sources of information and challenging implicit assumptions 
about the future that underlie today’s decisions. (UK HSC). 

16.2.2 Aims of national horizon scanning 

The main aims of the three horizon scans were slightly different, the UK scan was 
mainly installed to feed the (evidence) base of their policies and to foster the fu-
ture thinking and culture of policy-makers throughout the whole governmental 
                                                           

 
3  The results of this comparison have been summarised in the proceedings of the third In-

ternational Seville Conference on Future-Oriented Technology Analysis (FTA) that was 
held on the 16th to 17th of October 2008. 

4   Crosscutting different policy domains. 
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system, while the Netherlands were aiming at feeding their foresight agenda and 
the Danish on direct feeding of their knowledge and research agenda, which was 
in fact also the indirect aim of the other two scans. In all scans more implicit aims 
were the development of resilient policies and of sustainable solutions for the so-
cietal challenges. 

16.2.3 Phases  

All three scans were executed in phases. Roughly they all had a first phase of data 
collection and prioritising, a phase of analysis and synthesis where cross-linkages 
between issues were examined, an external review phase and a phase in which the 
results of the scan were used to influence decisions. All scans used literature 
sources, expert and stakeholder meetings and participatory methods like interac-
tive websites and creative workshops. Underneath in Figure 16.1 a schedule is 
given of the UK Sigma horizon scan. 

 

 
 

Fig. 16.1 Schedule of the UK Sigma horizon scan. 

In each phase, either expert consultation or participative processes were used to 
enrich and validate the outcomes.  
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16.2.4 Typical Outcomes  

The outcomes of all horizon scans were almost similar: all scans resulted in list-
ings and descriptions of issues with their assessment on different dimensions such 
as impact and probability – either on websites (UK and the Netherlands) or in pub-
lished reports (Denmark and the Netherlands). Furthermore analysis of interaction 
of issues and their combined impact took place by creative clustering processes 
(NE) or by special workshops devoted to test departmental strategies on resilience 
in the light of the issues of the scan (UK). All scans claimed process outcomes 
(learning effects for the participants, raising awareness, cross-cutting scan, way of 
thinking). 

16.2.5 Main conclusions of the comparison 

Despite the different aims and the slightly different methods used, the issue lists of 
the scans were overlapping but also complementary, the comparison shows there-
fore that HS is a potential multi functional tool which not only can be used for the 
aims that were envisaged in the three scans but also for additional purposes like 
alerting for risks-deficits (International Risk Governance Council 2009) and wild 
cards as the consequences of the subprime loans in the US. 

All scans had wide scopes and covered all STEEP areas, although with a dif-
ferent distribution of issues, and offered a source for new ideas on the relations be-
tween issues. The scans overlapped for the majority of issues and issue descrip-
tions were roughly on the same level of granulation. Although the importance for 
public governance was not recognised in all cases, a strong but sometimes silent 
influence on the agenda-setting of topics could be observed. 

Scanning will be most useful when repeated or adjusted on a regular basis. The 
UK the horizon scanning is embedded in the governmental organisation as twin 
brother of the thematic foresight function. Originally this was also the idea in the 
Netherlands but because the revision of the governmental advisory structure the 
location of the horizon scanning function is still uncertain. In Denmark the scan-
ning process was an experiment which was strongly connected with the research 
programming cycle.  

All scanning teams seem to struggle with similar questions as: 

− Who selects and prioritises the issues (who sets the values, criteria)?  
− How scientifically or evidence-based should issues be. What about facts, 

proven facts, imaginative plausible events and desires (scientific qual-
ity)? 

− How to deal with complexity (non linearity, issue interaction, unknown 
effects of interference, conflicting values)? 

− How to deal with the unknowns, weak signals and the evaluation of the 
method?  

− How to be effective? Client orientation, stakeholder involvement?  
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In the following chapter a theoretical framework is given to contribute to the 
answering of these questions in the context of a knowledge democracy. 

16.3 Theoretical framework for horizon scanning  

16.3.1 Search for Issues within the STEEP domains 

The key word in the definition of horizon scanning is the word “issue”. Looking at 
the examples of the three horizon scans we conclude that this word refers to 
statements about the future, based on outcomes of research, trend analysis, sce-
nario studies, weak or faint signal analysis but also our imagination. Issues are 
therefore based on a mix of scientific knowledge and tacit knowledge including 
our imagination. 

Issues are researched in future literature (varying form Science Fiction to other 
horizon scans and foresight reports), websites and weblogs, interviews, brain-
storms, expert and stakeholder meetings, and through essays. They were selected 
with implicit or explicit assumptions on the plausible impact of the issues on our 
society, which in the Netherlands scan even lead to the description of issues as ei-
ther Problems, Threats or Opportunities. 

To reach a certain degree of completeness categories or domains are used to 
describe our world. In the three scans that were examined different categories and 
sub categories were used which could be joined to a slightly altered STEEP do-
main description. Roughly this domain description is as follows:  

Society, human behaviour and interaction (including demography) 
Technology and Science plus education, including its governance 
Economy and Finance including its services, banks etc 
Environment (physical) Earth, Land, Water, Air, Space 
Policy, Governance and Law and its services (like health, transport infrastruc-

tures, water , energy etc) 
These categories (or domains) are not only important to force scanners not to 

overlook issues but also to facilitate the comparison of horizon scans. Therefore it 
is advocated to use the STEEP as standard categories in future horizon scanning 
exercises.  

Horizon scanning is different from trend scanning (Rollwagen et al. 2006) in 
that it does not solely focus on trends, but also on potential breakthroughs, analy-
sis of risks, uncertainties and unexpected events that are considered as potentially 
disruptive in the future. 
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16.3.2 Identifying, characterising and filtering issues 

Identifying 

An intriguing question regards the criteria that are used to prioritise issues but also 
to point issues as worthy (to be taken up in the scan). In all scans attempts have 
been made to score the issues on several criteria that somehow were considered to 
be important indicators for prioritisation. It is logical to assume that the same indi-
cators were implicitly used to select the issues, in the first place because of the 
enormous amount of data. Usually prioritisation took place through an inter-
subjective estimation of the impact of the issue on future society, an estimation on 
the time frame when the issues would show its effect, the probability or plausibil-
ity that the issue would really take its course as described in the issue description 
and more implicitly its (un-)desirability. In the Netherlands’ horizon scan there 
was an explicit search for (desirable) opportunities and (undesirable) threats and 
problems. To prevent hidden biases and misinterpretation of the results of scans, it is 
recommended to make these criteria more explicit beforehand, including the (un) 
desirability of an issue in respect to explicated value dimensions that were used.  

Characterising  

As mentioned before, selection of issues is based on assumptions on the impact of 
the issue on society. Scanning therefore focuses on issues that are expected to 
have a reasonable or high impact and that are certain to happen or that have a high 
probability or plausibility to happen but also on issues with lower probability pro-
vided that their estimated or assumed impact is high.  

After selection, issues were characterised through inter-subjective assessment 
in different dimensions like their probability (Plausibility or Certainty), their esti-
mated impact and the time in which impact would occur etc. This characterisation 
lead to the ranking of issues according to estimated impact and plausibility like in 
the Netherlands horizon scan report. Since it was not the aim to set priorities, the 
characterisation process was mainly used to select issues for further analysis and 
clustering.  

Characterisation however may be very helpful to use horizon scanning as an 
alerting tool, but also to assess the development (or the perception of the devel-
opment) of issues over time through the use of repeated scans. For this, it is im-
portant not only to agree on the main dimensions for characterisation, but also to 
standardise these dimension for future horizon scanning exercises. 

The following dimensions to characterise issues are proposed: 
1. impact  
2. certainty, probability and plausibility  
3. changeability  
4. desirability  
5. time  

 



234      V. van Rij  

As discussed before, issues were identified and taken up in the scans by using im-
plicit assumptions on their impact on future society. The impact usually is de-
scribed as a positive or negative effect of the issue on the achievement of central 
values of the welfare state like prosperity, survival, health and so on.  

The impact on these values can sometimes be predicted precisely but in most 
cases the impact could only be estimated roughly or indicated in a (semi-) scien-
tific way. To create comparable issue descriptions it is necessary to explicit the 
value sets that are used. It is important to recognise that already in the first phase 
of scanning during the identification of impact rich issues values are involved.  

 

The probability of an issue (to occur or not) may in some cases be predictable, but 
for many issues this is impossible. However through our imagination (after debate 
with experts and democratic representatives) these issues may be considered as 
more or less plausible to happen. 

For the analysis of interactions between future issues, but also for the development 
of strategies, it is very important to know if an issue can be altered in its course. 
As we know, some issues will follow their course with or without our human in-
terference, examples are known laws of nature like gravity, the course of planets, 
seasons et cetera, but also commonly known issues like the normal development 
from childhood to adolescence and aging of people et cetera. On the other hand 
many issues can be changed by common will and human action, this is the area of 
self-fulfilling or self-denying prophecies. In this area we will however encounter 
many disagreements because of the fact that the change of society seems somehow 
more unchangeable than nature and also than many idealists believe. The possibil-
ity and willingness to change an issue or to react upon the supposed impact by de-
liberate human action should therefore carefully be examined. 

Almost every issue in an horizon scan is connected to an implicit assessment of its 
desirability linked to the assumed impact on what we consider to be of value. Is-
sues therefore could be assessed on their desirability by using participative proc-
esses. Moreover in our cross-cutting analysis of issues we should especially pay 
attention to the way interactions are causing more or less desirable outcomes. It is 
important to notice that this assessment cannot be achieved without explicit values 
but also mechanisms to resolve or clarify the value conflicts that may lead to 

Impact 

Certainty or plausibility and probability 

Changeability 

Desirability 

For instance it seems beyond scientific doubt that the increase of CO2 in our 
atmosphere will cause a considerable increase of global temperatures, according to 
the most pessimistic estimation even with several degrees Celsius over a period of 
some decades. From the point of view of horizon scanning it is very interesting to 
see whether this kind of future certainties will sustain and whether policies will be 
put in place to deal with the expected change of climate. 
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opposite assessments of desirability of an issue. Considerations on these aspects 
should be made transparent for validation of the outcomes of the scanning process. 

 

In all scans we encounter an estimation of the time in which the maximum impact 
of the issue will or may be effectuated. It is important to realise that this time as-
pect may be calculated or estimated in cases where the changeability of the issue 
is low, but in cases that are changeable we arrive in the domain of self-fulfilling 
and -denying prophecies, which means that estimations may differ a lot. 

 

As discussed before the impact of issues usually is described in the positive or 
negative consequences for our economy, health, our standard of living, our life 
expectancy et cetera. To inform decisions on agenda-setting (prioritisation of is-
sues) it is necessary to unravel the impact on the different value sets (or desires) 
that we foster. In a democratic society we assume that the following value sets are 
supported by the majority of citizens, but we are aware that the relative weight at-
tributed to the values may differ quite strongly from country to country and indi-
vidual to individual. Nevertheless, we can identify the issues on their impact on 
these different value sets. 

For governmental horizon scanning in western democracies, the following sets 
of values seem to apply5: 

1. Biological values: Quality of life, Ecological Quality (survival, health, longev-
ity of (future) citizens – health of ecosystems); 

2. Social: Social Quality (social cohesion in the present and in the future, elimi-
nating poverty, mental health of (future) citizens); 

3. Economic financial: Economic Quality (basis for other dimensions but also 
welfare creation, luxury, leisure, distribution of wealth); 

4. Governmental: Juridical and Democratic Quality (rule and policy basis to real-
ise other dimensions, constitutional state, equality of rights, sustain democracy, 
human rights etc.); 

5. Cultural, ethical and intellectual: Cultural, Ethical and Intellectual Quality 
(stimulate cultural development and cultural expression as long as it does not 
interfere with other dimensions, increasing the intellectual level in service of 
the other dimensions); 

6. Self-realisation of (future) Citizens (freedom of individuals and of religious and 
cultural expression); 

7. Stability of International Relations (peaceful coexistence with the rest of the 
world).  

                                                           

The time aspect 

Desirable futures the need of explicit values 

5 It should be clear that the pursuit of all these values may create tensions because issues 
may cause very high positive impact on one or more of these values but at the same time 
very negative impact on one or more of the others. 
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16.3.3 Clustering and monitoring issues 

Interaction of issues 

Issues interact. Sometimes there are clear data available that show the interaction 
between issues but here we can also use the force of imagination in creative work-
shops to see what kind of interaction may take place, especially with regards to an 
increase or decrease of the impact (for example energy). 

Clustering of issues, scenarios 

Issues were clustered in the scans of the UK and Netherlands. In the Netherlands 
this was done with the help of creative workshops, to examine impact-rich clusters 
that are cross-cutting policy areas and scientific disciplines, while in the UK the 
clustering took place around policy drafts of departments to test their resilience 
towards issues coming from the scan. It is clear that scan data may be useful for 
the development of scenarios but also to test the resilience of their outcomes. By 
clustering issues, strategy options become clear as well as lacks in our knowledge 
and the need for departmental cooperation as well as trans- and interdisciplinary 
approaches. 

Example of analysis of the joint scan 
Aging is considered as a predictable challenge for many European countries 
because of the expected increase in health care demand and the increase of 
dependency ratios. Policy-makers tend to stress the financial aspects of this 
challenge to pressure reform of the Welfare State. Through horizon scanning 
it becomes clear that there is much more to the aging issue and that the chal-
lenge is not only less predictable than assumed because of many wild cards 
(like epidemics or scientific discoveries that decrease the morbidity period) 
but also could be used to trigger innovations that lead to increased produc-
tivity and to diminished demand for labour.  

Next to this, it expands our attention to other aspects of aging as chang-
ing markets, accumulation of inherited capital pro capita , educational as-
pects, regional aspects (depopulated areas) and so on. 

Monitoring or continuity 

Identification of issues should be done on a regular basis to check new phenomena 
rising on the horizon. At the same time former selected issues should be newly as-
sessed in the different dimensions to monitor in which direction an issue is mov-
ing (to or from our desire) in this way we also could assess the foresight processes 
that are focused on particular issues.  

Figure 16.2 visualises how issues could be placed in a matrix of the dimensions 
described before, the size of the objects in this representation stands for the esti-
mated impact, the only missing dimension is time. We can, however, imagine a 
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simulation of the outcome of a sequence of horizon scans in which the objects will 
grow or diminish in size and are moving in the three dimensions depicted. Policies 
based on the outcome of this scan could be considered to be successful if the ma-
jority of objects (issues) are moving to the desirable upper side of the picture, 
which means that they develop with certainty to our desires. We should take into 
account that almost all issues are more or less connected or interrelated but also 
that these interrelation may also vary in time. 

 
 

 
Fig. 16.2 The dimensions to characterise horizon scanning issues in a matrix. The size of 
the issues reflects the estimated impact. 

16.4 The relation of HS with knowledge democracy  

Horizon scanning has been developed upon a long standing tradition of foresight. 
Foresight has evolved from an expert-based process to a more participatory ap-
proach during the last decades. Horizon scanning may serve as an important tool 
to close the widening gap between voters and decision-makers in modern Western 
democracies but also to empower parliamentarian democracy by linking this to 
wide knowledge. To understand the meaning of horizon scanning for a knowledge 
democracy it is important to realise that horizon scanning is a combination of 
normative and exploratory processes which needs participatory processes on one 
hand but which also feeds its participants with knowledge and gaps in knowledge 
that are relevant for optimal decisions (within the value sets that have been agreed 
upon). 



238      V. van Rij  

16.4.1 HS as an integrated normative and an exploratory process 

In the long history of future research and foresight many attempts have been made 
to discern between the explorative and normative aspects of these activities. Al-
though this differentiation makes sense in theory, we see that in practice it is al-
most impossible to separate explorative and normative methods because even the 
choice of issues in a foresight process already needs a normative consideration, no 
matter what kind of explorative tools we may use to identify the issue. Therefore 
we plea not to create artificial fences between explorative and normative foresight 
approaches but to ascertain that normative aspects within foresight activities are 
made explicit and that discussions and value-based decisions during the scanning 
process are made transparent. 

The definition of horizon scanning as a wide scope foresight process that is 
meant to think, debate and shape the future to desires, implies the question whose 
desires are meant and who should be involved in crucial phases of the horizon 
scanning process.  

For a governmental horizon scan, we conclude that the participation of a wide 
variety of stakeholders is needed (even before the first phase of horizon scanning) 
to explicit the common values (and criteria) that will be used to identify the issues 
that will be taken into the scan. In the following phases, participation is needed to 
control or even contribute to the issue selection and to discuss and balance coun-
tervailing values that turn up during clustering processes.  

We can imagine that a horizon scanning process which includes the decision-
makers could create a very good knowledge-informed preparation for the real de-
cision-making of elected decision-makers. 

It may be extremely useful for decisions on topics where lock-ins are blocking 
strategies that are outside of the established thinking frame. This statement can be 
illustrated by the example of the climate change, where for a long time the mitiga-
tion debate to reduce greenhouse gases was dominating the adaptation debate on 
what measures we need to take to make the best of the changes that are unavoid-
able. 

It may be clear that through a horizon scanning process, both strategies could 
be easily revealed in a balanced way by asking the right questions. See Table 16.1 
and Figure 16.3.  

 

Table 16.1 Example: climate change (theory, trends, signals). 

Plausibility High 
Estimated impact High 3 value domains (economic, biological and geo political stability) 
Desirability Low 
Issue changeable? Limited 
Impact changeable? Perhaps 
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Fig. 16.3 The possible evolution of the issue of climate change in the matrix under the as-
sumption on merely mitigation or adaptation strategy. 

16.4.2 The need for participatory processes in HS for other reasons 

Participation of a wide variety of experts and stakeholder (including voters) is not 
only needed because of the normative aspects which are playing a role in every 
phase of the horizon scanning, but also to establish societal support and to enrich 
the scanning process by adding different angles and creativity to the process.  

16.4.3 The use of HS to inform democratic processes 

It is important to see that horizon scanning outcomes can be used by policy- or de-
cision-makers to develop resilient and sustainable policies but also to feed the 
agenda for research and public debate, or even to alert society and policy-makers 
about risk-deficits and plausible wild cards.  

However it can only do its function well, if enough energy is put in the process 
by the decision-makers, which unfortunately not always is the case. One of the 
reasons for this is that decision-makers are overwhelmed by present day priorities. 
But another reason is that some decision-makers tend to see (future-oriented) 
knowledge solely as an instrument to support chosen strategies rather than as an 
instrument to support choices. 

Therefore, it is a known fact that one of the greatest challenges for foresight 
practitioners is to involve high-level stakeholders actively in foresight processes.  
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To overcome this dilemma, the foresight practitioners try to involve the high-
level decision-makers by client-oriented approaches. This means that a client for-
mulates a need for the foresight process. Although this approach leads to greater 
formal acceptance of results this will not necessarily imply real high-level stake-
holder involvement in the process. Moreover in practice this approach contains the 
risk that the foresight process leaves no space for options that are outside the pre-
sent scope of the decision-maker. 

For this reason I am more inclined to look to the side of decision-makers to re-
solve the dilemma. Considering the fact that “good governance requires foresee-
ing” we should review our governmental institutions on their foreseeing capacity. 
This means that somehow arrangements should be created that deliberately create 
time for the future in the agendas of high level decision-makers. An example of 
such an arrangement is “the Committee for the Future of the Finnish Parliament”, 
but we might even think on much stronger arrangements which even uncouple the 
attention for longer term and short term issues on a constitutional basis by install-
ing separate “chambers for long-term policy”. 

Next to such an institutional arrangement on the side of the decision-makers, it 
could be recommended that horizon scanning is embedded and closely related to 
strategic functions and other forward-looking functions (like in the UK model) in 
which the horizon scan may be used as an indicator and scoping device for spe-
cific strategic forward looking activities (as scenario building, technology assess-
ment and other foresight). By repeating the scanning on a regular basis, more in-
sight can be gained on the impact of these activities since it will give us a picture 
of what has changed in reality and in our perception of future issues over a period 
of time. 

To prevent lock-in of such an embedded horizon scanning function, it should 
be given autonomy on its actions and the choice of sources and methods used. 
 

 



17 Four steps to stimulate meaningful 
communication on sensitive issues in societal 
debate: the case of a research agenda for 
biotechnology and food in the Netherlands  

Tjard de Cock Buning 

Abstract    

The destructive and emotional clashes between stakeholders in innovative fields of 
technology (nuclear energy, cloning, GMO-crops) have been blamed on the 
knowledge divide between scientists, politicians and society. Often, a cautious 
(network) approach to synchronise knowledge levels among all stakeholders is 
proposed. These proposed solutions are described under various headings such as, 
“Interactive Science Communication”, “Interactive Policy” and “New Modes of 
Governance”. In this chapter a transdisciplinary approach, illustrated by an actual 
case on around the biotechnology and food debate, is described. Called the “four 
steps”-approach, it is unique in the sense that it merges classical tools for policy 
analysis (for example analysis of policy documents, interviews with experts, rela-
tional problem analysis) with transdisciplinary tools (for example citizens’ panels, 
focus groups, Socratic dialogues, stakeholder workshops) resulting in what has 
been termed a “constructed societal agenda”. This societal agenda reflects the in-
terrelated complexity of the different issues extracted from policy discussions 
which are expanded, analysed and reflected upon by citizens without a vested in-
terest. At the same time it is a frame of reference to enable communication be-
tween citizens and other parties in order to recognise their own position in relation 
to others in the same comprehensive scheme. In the final steps, common ground 
might be found to escape from simplistic dead end one-way messages, and to head 
for meaningful dialogues instead. The thus constructed societal agenda offers in 
addition a framework for democratic public input at the decision table.  

17.1 Introduction 

Some scientific innovations, such as nuclear energy and biotechnology, seem to 
develop a love-hate relationship with society, while other innovations such as ICT 
are absorbed effortlessly into daily life. Whereas previously the relationship bet-
ween technology and society was approached from a top-down or technology-push 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_17,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 
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perspective (how can we make an already developed product accepted?), science 
investigators currently assume a strong exchange and interweaving of technologi-
cal and societal developments (for example, Nowotny et al. 2001, Jasanoff 
2003, Leach et al. 2006, Wilsdon and Willis 2004). For issues relating to the man-
agement of knowledge production (and in particular research programming), 
this perspective is of considerable importance (Caron-Flinterman et al. 2006, 
Driesen et al. 2001, Wilsdon and Willis 2004). It implies, among other things, 
that regarding innovation issues the focus of power might shift from an aca-
demic/technological elitist mode towards a democratised mode, a shift from elitist 
steering towards knowledge democratisation. It is no longer about removing soci-
ety’s concerns about technology, but about analysing these concerns and then ap-
plying this analysis to the content of research policies (Wynne 2007). In this chap-
ter a four-step approach will be described that makes use of appreciative inquiry in 
a transdisciplinary research context. More specifically it will introduce the “socie-
tal (research) agenda” as a productive instrument to engage the non-dominant citi-
zen in communication about and deliberation around meaningful actions (agenda-
setting) in research and politics. 

17.2 Agenda-setting in the institutional void 

What is the position of societal agenda-setting in present-day decision-making 
processes? In our Western post-war society, the systems of political decision-
making and policy formulation are consolidated within established authorities and 
institutions. Considerable professionalisation was achieved in the previous century 
with the segmentation of policy themes between and within departments and the 
specialisation of policy fields. However, as Hajer (2003) argues, under the influ-
ence of globalisation and individualisation, these arrangements do not provide an 
adequate response to new issues, such as those relating to biotechnology, genetics, 
food and the environment. According to Hajer, new policy formulations take place 
in an institutional void, when new issues transgress the sovereignty of specific 
polities. There are no longer generally accepted rules and norms according to 
which politics is to be conducted and policy measures agreed upon. This void en-
ables a growing role for civil society and new forms of public engagement. As an 
example Hajer cites the “successful” lobby by Greenpeace against the sinking of 
the Brent Spar. 

This growing influence of civil society has consequences for the legitimacy and 
the effectiveness of processes of policy formulation. Whereas in the classical-
modern institutions legitimacy could be guaranteed by democratic representation 
and via formal consultative procedures and professional lobby organisations, in 
the newly populated political arenas we have to find a new way of legitimising 
agenda-setting and policy-making processes � all the more so because organisa-
tions which are responsible for preparing policies make use of historically devel-
oped sets of information channels, that is academic and industry. Ministries fre-
quently negotiate with umbrella organisations (for example the National Farmers’ 
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Association, the Association of Biotech Industry, or the Association of Retailers) 
which lobby for one or two strategic arrows in their quiver. These priorities are the 
results of internal debates. In other words, these lobbied “arrows” represent only a 
selection of a wider and more diverse spectrum of positions among the members 
of the interest group. The same mechanism of reduction of issues applies for each 
level of democratic representation (see Figure 17.1): from society at large to inter-
est groups (institutional agendas), from advisory bodies and administrations to 
ministers (political agenda). Those reductions might in some multi-stakeholder 
cases such as biotechnology lead to polarised positions that seem to trap the socie-
tal and political debate in a deadlock (Gaskell and Bauer 2001, Wynne 2007). In 
other words, while citizens have been sensitised by environmental groups and are 
worried about many aspects of biotechnology, but the state seems to lacks proper 
policy actions: this institutional void calls for constructive options to proceed. 

 

Fig. 17.1 Political, institutional and societal agendas.  

The political and institutional agendas are usually explicitly formulated as a small 
set of priority issues selected from an internal pool of issues. The “societal 
agenda” is a virtual agenda, without address, but always presupposed in the former 
two, at least in democratic societies. At the level of the societal agenda the mem-
bers (citizens) embody the largest pool of issues. 

17.2.1 A societal agenda for biotechnology 

The developments in the field of biotechnology are a striking example of Hajer’s 
argument that decision-making power in our post-modern society no longer rests 
with the classical-modern institutions, but that civil society is able to organise it-
self in such transnational way that it has become a significant (f)actor. British op-
ponents of genetically modified food products, for example, were able to reach a 
broad network of supporters using the media and internet, which led to the col-
lapse of the market for these products. (Wynne 2007). In 2000 in the US, the in-
troduction of genetically modified corn (Starlink) failed after consumers in Japan 
and Europe refused to accept this technological innovation. The American gov-
ernment, which had approved the product, was unable to resolve the problem 
(Kettle 2002). This illustrates that in our current political climate, not only is the 



244      T. de Cock Buning
 

 

legitimacy of “traditional” decision-making processes suffering from a loss of 
power, but its efficacy is in serious doubt (Hagendijk and Kallerud 2005). We see 
that, although civil society exercises considerable influence on the development 
and acceptance of, in this case, biotechnology, this is primarily in the form of ob-
structive actions and countervailing power. This has the effect of maintaining or 
even reinforcing the polarised positions of the established parties (Kettle 2002). 

In a comparative EU programme, “Science and Technology and Governance in 
Europe” (STAGE), which included eight countries and 26 studies, a typology of 
five forms of governance as an answer to technological debates was formulated. 
Here the above-mentioned process is referred to as “agonistic governance” by 
Hagendijk and Kallerud (2005). However, with regard to unstructured issues in 
particular such as those relating to biotechnology, less obstructive and more delib-
erative forms of governance are both possible and desirable (Hagendijk and 
Kallerud 2005).  

An important conclusion from studies into deliberative policy-making is that in 
spite of principles such as equality between participants, some nonetheless have an 
advantage. “The dice, however, may in many ways be loaded in favour of those 
with superior resources, including through better access to customised knowledge 
and rhetorical resources.” (Hagendijk and Kallerud 2005: 174).  

It is primarily these rhetorical sources which “society at large” lacks because 
opinions, feelings, knowledge, et cetera about biotechnology are not articulated 
(note that I am not talking about professional cause groups within “society at 
large” who gather expert knowledge on single issues). In line with Science Tech-
nology & Society scholars (Laird 1993, Webler and Tuler 2000) and transdiscipli-
nary researchers (Hirsch Hadorn 2008, Thompson Klein et al. 2001, Pohl and 
Hirsch Haddorn 2007, Regeer and Bunders 2009) our proposed approach assumes 
that particularly with unstructured issues, society can play a constructive role in 
discussion, deliberation and decision on research and policies, provided the work-
ing methods facilitate the articulation of opinions which are held but not expressed 
by non-dominant groups. In research into a public debate on Biotechnology and 
Food in the United Kingdom, Irwin (2001) observed that there is not a principle 
deficit from the side of society to participate in a meaningful democratic dialogue: 

Public groups expressed well-developed views on these topics (despite their 
initial unfamiliarity), once they had been given the opportunity to reflect on and 
discuss them both inside and outside the workshop (Irwin 2001: 12). 

17.2.2 From consultation to construction 

While the ideas and opinions of the major stakeholders (government, industry, 
NGOs, the scientific community) have largely been shaped and institutionalised 
by political history in what Geels (2002) labels socio-techno regimes, the body of 
ideas held by society is generally under-articulated. So although the institutional 
agenda includes inputs from society (via their sectoral or cause expertise, but also 
via their formal and informal relations with ministries) we hypothesised that these 
may differ from the implicit societal agenda. In order to go beyond already well-
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known political positions and opinions, we excluded professional societal spokes-
people from this phase of construction, for example the societal agenda is con-
structed together with motivated but not professionally involved citizens. Under 
these constraints the construction of a societal agenda might avoid the pitfall of 
reproducing the political discourse shaped by those with an interest. Instead, we 
might encounter new options to overcome the vested polarisation between the in-
stitutional agendas. A starting point for elaborating on this issue can be found in 
the work of Grin and Van de Graaf (1996). 

Grin and Van de Graaf indicate that actions of social actors are based on their 
frames of meaning. This is the set of assumptions held by an actor and which 
guides his behaviour. It operates at different levels (a multi-layered set of assump-
tions) ranging from assessing solutions and defining problems, to more fundamen-
tal levels of underlying theory and value systems. See Table 17.1. 

 

Table 17.1 Layers within communicative action theory (adapted from Grin and Van de 
Graaf 1996). 

Levels Notion from communicative action 
theory 

Order 

1. Technical  Assess solutions 1st order of argumentation: 
specific situation 2. Situational Problem definition (policy problems, 

practical problems) 
3. System Background theories (value systems, 

perceptions) 
2nd order of argumentation: 
value systems and world 
views 4. Societal-rational perspec-

tive 
Final preferences (for example on the 
preferred structure of society) 

 
Unlike Grin and Van de Graaf, in our approach we treat society not as a singular 
target group for policy, but focus instead on the multiple patterns of preferences, 
value systems and problem definitions. The notion of the theory of frames of 
meaning implies that when engaging in apprehensive enquiry one should not only 
look at societal assessments of solutions and expressions of concerns (problem 
definitions), but also examine underlying value systems and world views of the 

We experimented over the last two decades with many designs (for example, 
Bunders 1994, De Cock Buning et al. 2008a,b, Kupper et al. 2007, Regeer and 
Bunders 2009, Roelofsen et al. 2008, Zweekhorst 2004) and concluded that the 
sequence is important to avoid an early closure that might obstruct mutual learn-
ing. This learning process starts with second-order arguments, general notions of 
values that concern participants, and is subsequently guided to the intended focus 
(that is biotechnology and food). This results in first-order arguments towards 
jointly formulated solutions to deal with the variety of concerns. The following 
four principles appear to be important in accomplishing a meaningful learning 
process (de Cock Buning et al. 2008b, Kupper 2009): 

citizens (Chilvers 2008, de Cock Buning et al. 2008b, Regeer and Bunders 2009). 
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− The starting point is the problems and dilemmas which people them-
selves experience; not the formal policy agenda 

− Relevant issues should be approached integrally fundamentally? (For ex-
ample, food safety in general rather than specifically the safety of geneti-
cally modified food) to avoid closure before communication and learning 
can start. 

− The problem definition is better explored by the participants when intui-
tive assumptions are made more explicit through appreciative inquiry, for 
example through the use of “why?”-questions. 

− Participants are addressed as persons or citizens rather than as stake-
holders. 

17.2.3 Focus groups and argumentation trees 

The described approach is not aimed at a quantitative distribution of opinions; on 
the contrary, it is a qualitative exploration of the underlying reasons why people 
hold a particular perspective. Every effort is made to map a wide spectrum of the 
lines of argument within the framework under study. One of the methods suitable 
in assisting people to express concerns, problems and solutions, and which more-
over involves the exploration and reflection of underlying values, is the group in-
terview (for example, focus groups, citizen panels and Socratic discussions). 

Society in this study  
 

In making an inventory of the societal spectrum, participants included were 
those preferably interested in the subject but not lobbyists for any pressure 
group; participants motivated to reflect on the subject, but who have not yet 
adopted any clear position � these participants, as it were, are still trying to 
make up their minds. Due care was taken not to mix experts (in fields other 
than biotechnology) and non-experts because of the tendency of experts to 
lecture other participants and of non-experts to adopt the views expressed by 
experts. Finally, the decision was taken to keep the groups small and to fo-
cus the discussion on the themes emerging from the institutional level (re-
ports, interviews, polls). It was observed that in a public setting, for example 
a public debate, a farmer will pretend to speak on behalf of all farmers, 

In this approach “society” is questioned about the personal vision(s) held by 
its members in regard to the challenges and restrictions arising from biologi-
cal innovations relating to food. Who is this society? And how can one de-
termine the diversity of views relating to biotechnology and food? Because 
this project is about the articulation of the implicit societal agenda, a quanti-
tative study of the opinions of a representative selection of all individuals 
(a large scale enquiry) is not appropriate. A qualitative study was therefore 
carried out among a diverse group of motivated “citizens” without vested 
interests in the issue. 
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while the same farmer will take part in a small focus group as an “individ-
ual”.  

17.3 Setting the mirror  

In his study into the British debate on biotechnology and food, Irwin (2001) de-
scribes how the Minister for Science determined the direction of the debate by de-
fining precisely which questions should be discussed. His study showed the sig-
nificance of institutional location and of pre-framing and pre-defining the issue 
(bioscience, biotechnology) for the outcome and the effects of the discussion. The 
Dutch case on biotechnology and food debate presented below took place in the 
shadow of the political debate involving mainly interest groups, biotechnology 
scientists and sectoral advisory bodies. The objective of our approach was to 
communicate the unarticulated societal agenda. In order to achieve this, articula-
tion at some distance from the institutionalised policy-making bodies was appro-
priate, especially during the explorative start. Our approach was primarily focused 
on the content of the discussion whereby in the process the emphasis was on un-
covering the fundamental reasons behind the concerns, validated in the group 
process; the “why?” behind the emotions and comments of citizens. The objective 
was to arrive at well-articulated and meaningful concerns about biotechnology and 
its causes, rather than a list of separate and unrelated “hot” items. We particularly 
tried to avoid “hasty” decision-making in our quest to create a space for ongoing 
communication and mutual understanding.  

This interrelated problem field is what we regard to be the structure of the “so-
cietal agenda”; a diverse and complex framework that gives meaning to diverse 
and complex concerns and values in our society. However, although this societal 
agenda is an important instrument within the four steps, it is not an objective in it-
self; it gains a critical function within knowledge democratisation when it is 
placed as a mirror to reflect the current agendas of the established parties. It has 
the potential to unite the diversity of the public in a schematic problem field that 

These group interviews consist of three stages (Barbour and Kitzinger 1999, de 
Cock Buning et al. 2008a,b, Greenbaum 1998). (1) In the first instance partici-
pants are facilitated through a process where they are able to clarify their views 
and relate other views to their own, however without coming to a fixed conclu-
sion. Then (2), an inventory of these positions is facilitated by the researcher. Fi-
nally (3), the group itself structures the problem. In order to achieve these three 
objectives in one session of 3 h, a focus group approach was chosen. Starting from 
a general reflection, the group itself formulates the focal points within a problem 
via a strictly managed “question and answer”-process (leaving the content to the 
participants). Using visualisation techniques, the interrelations and priorities of the 
aspects under discussion are mapped on sheets. A summary and a construction 
of the discussion, in the form of an argumentation tree (see below), are sent 
afterwards to the participants for approval and comments.  
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challenges the professional scientists and policy-makers to answer.  
In our approach (Figure 17.2), illustrated via the biotechnology and food de-

bate, we start with an analysis of debates at the institutional level (sectoral advi-
sory bodies), and of policy documents and background reports which have already 
been published. 

 

 
 

Fig. 17.2 Bringing the political, institutional and societal agenda levels of into cyclic com-
munication.  

17.3.1 Step 1 report analysis at the institutional level 

Based on an explorative literature survey a selection of advisory bodies on the is-
sue of biotechnology has been made for further inquiry: the secretaries of the ad-
visory boards and relevant scientific members (for example the chairman) engaged 
in in-depth semi-structured interviews. A first analysis was cross-checked and pri-
oritised by a single Delphi-round with the members of the selected advisory 
boards. One of those interviewed characterised the current societal debate on bio-
technology in the Netherlands as  

a ritual dance which we regularly perform and which only serves to confirm 
the status quo…. It is communication to the deaf.  

In line with the distinction already made between the consolidated institutional ar-
rangements and civil society, the aggregate of the positions, ideas and arguments 
of the established parties (including the professionalised lobby organisations) will 
be called the institutional agenda. 

Since these positions are already relatively well-articulated, an analysis can be 
made of the relevant lines of argument based on policy documents, Delphi and in-
depth interviews. In this form of analysis issues are elaborated on as indicated in 
Table 17.1. First-order arguments are examined: “what opportunities and threats 
are mentioned?”, as well as second-order arguments: “what are the implicit fun-
damental values on which these are based?”. Our analysis resulted in the identifi-
cation of some highly controversial areas comprising seven themes. Not surprisingly 
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these sensitive themes appear to have a high “container concept”-characteristic 
(concepts with a shallow content, or packed with multiple definitions): safety, 
food quality, consumers’ right on freedom of choice, impasse in legislation, roles 
of government, improved communication and North-South responsibility. 

17.3.2 Step 2 focus groups at the societal level 

  
“Society” was explored through focus groups addressing the seven themes that re-
sulted from the analysis in step 1 (above). A focus group is set up when there is a 
need for focus in relation to a particular issue: What exactly are we talking about? 
Why is this considered important? First- and second-order arguments are system-
atically collected and analysed by the participants. A meeting consists of a closely 
guided group discussion, where the participants are invited to voice the relevant 
aspects of an issue, to relate issues to one another and to establish and argue their 
relative importance. The discussion is led by a facilitator in line with a plan de-
vised for each specific theme through a set of analytical steps. The facilitator 
guides the mutual learning process by posing appreciative questions. The partici-
pants discuss and decide on the relevance of their own input. One of the tools used 
in our design of focus groups are argument trees, see Figure 17.3. 

An argumentation tree is a diagram with a concrete problem positioned at the 
top, and increasingly deeper causes for the problem illustrated underneath. By ask-
ing in each box the question: “Why is this a problem?”, one descends via a line to 
a lower box which gives the answer to the question. Conversely, if you start un-
derneath, with each upwards line the argument must be that: “If the statement in 
the lower box is correct, then the effect of this is shown in the higher box.” In this 
way one can move from the top to the bottom of the argumentation tree using 
“why?”-questions and vice versa by means of steps as “the consequence of this is 
…”. Such trees show the mutual relationships of the various proposed arguments.  
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Fig. 17.3 Example of a line of argument within an argumentation tree as a result of an ex-
ploratory activity of a focus group aiming to articulate the deeper causes of their insure 
feelings towards biotech food. 

17.3.3 Step 3 construction: societal map  

An argumentation tree shows roughly the same structure as the four levels of the 
theory of communicative action: at the top there are the more concrete and situa-
tion-specific questions (“insecure about food safety”, “unequal North-South divi-
sion”) while underlying values and dilemmas are at the bottom. These last issues 
are general in nature, and include for example, “societal security” versus “liberal-
ism” or “sustainability”, or “respect for autonomy”. These underlying, second-
order arguments are generally common to different societal themes (or sub-themes 
within biotechnology), which means that the argumentation trees of different 
group meetings overlap at the level of deeper second-order arguments. This gives 
all seven focus groups the opportunity to connect their argumentation trees (see 
schematic procedure in Figure 17.4). 

The integrated and interconnected argumentation tree therefore provides a re-
construction of the complex interdependencies between arguments relating to the 
societal aspects of biotechnology. One group of actors may feel their arguments 
belong mainly (but not exclusively) on the left whilst others feel their perspectives 
are mostly covered on the right (but again, not exclusively), but both share some 
deeper positioned second-order arguments, thus enabling options for shared argu-
ments and a fruitful dialogue between people with different views on the matter. 
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Fig. 17.4  Construction of a societal map. 

By connecting boxes with the same content between individual argumentation 
trees resulting from step 2, a complex interrelationship of articulated worries and 
their deeper causes emerges in step 3. This scheme shows the relative interconnec-
tivity of the seven themes: safety, food quality, consumers right on freedom of 
choice, impasse in legislation, roles of government, improved communication and 
North-South responsibility 

17.3.4 Step 4 inventory of actual research programmes  

Knowledge deficiencies might be identified in various thematic focus groups (grey 
boxes in the example of an argumentation tree in Figure 17.4). In step 4, a work-
shop is organised with citizens. In our case the participants were retired citizens 
following a course on biotechnology at the university. After explaining and dis-
cussing the argumentation tree, they were asked to nominate and then to prioritise 
research subjects that should be taken up by the government. When these research 
subjects formulated by non-experts are compared with the current research pro-
grammes, which have been determined by diverse national science programme 
bodies and which reflect the influences of researchers and the priorities set by 
leading authorities, the result is differences as well as considerable overlap. In a 
research agenda based on society’s requirement for knowledge, important issues 
are (a) whether the knowledge of risks is available, (b) whether the knowledge is 
known by citizens/consumers, (c) whether the knowledge comes from a reliable 
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source, or (d) whether the requirement for knowledge is viable for research. Note 
that these issues show that the citizen took a deliberative democratic perspective 
aiming to incorporate meaningful knowledge in policies.  In addition society likes 
to have clear information about the added value of biotechnologically changed 
foods. However, in terms of scientific investment and communication regarding 
the usefulness of biotech foods, we observed that little (publicly accessible) re-
search is carried out. Society likes to see scientific investment into the conse-
quences of biotechnology for nature and the environment. However, most grants 
go to theoretical modelling, and hardly any long-term monitoring studies are exe-
cuted in the fields. Finally, society likes to see critical safety and monitoring re-
search in developing countries. We found that considerable safety research is ac-
tually carried out into the effects on man and the effects on developing countries, 
but that this is barely communicated to the Dutch citizenry. These actual and per-
ceptual differences can constitute grounds to structure a genuine two-way dialogue 
between society and those who professionally steer science and technology policy, 
a step towards democratising knowledge production. 

17.4 Discussion 

This chapter discussed a four-step approach facilitating knowledge democratisa-
tion through acknowledging the powerful position of the knowledge elite (aca-
demic, industry, advisory bodies), while at the same time offering tools to articu-
late the need for knowledge of the “non-powerful” (citizens without vested 
interest) in such a way that it might feed back as an alternative “research agenda” 
to the institutional and policy decision table. The approach that we described is 
more than a “consultation”. The tool “societal agenda” provides a mirror that 
evens out knowledge inequalities and invites stakeholders to include reflection on 
second-order arguments in decision-making.  

The four-step approach is based on a methodological and systematic integration 
of interactive and transdisciplinary research methods. The case of “biotechnology 
and food” has been chosen as the focus, but the developed approach is applicable 
to all other areas within biotechnology and genomics, and beyond this, to other 
complex, unstructured issues relating to the societal connection between scientific 
and technological innovations. A toolkit manual describing in detail the methodo-
logical rationale in designing and using the various methods and how to deal with 
methodological pitfalls, is published elsewhere (de Cock Buning et al. 2008b). 

In addition to the conclusions reached on the specifics of the issues raised in 
the four-step approach, there is also something to be said about the process-side of 
the interaction between society and science in the area of biotechnology and food. 
This is not simply a matter of whether or not knowledge is available, but also re-
lates to the communication processes between the scientific community and soci-
ety, and the involvement of citizens and consumers in questions regarding the 
needs and acceptability of biotechnological innovations in food.  
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point of view on the development of biotechnological innovations, one can go be-
yond the polarisation which is typical for the social and political discussion on 
biotechnology and food. Themes were selected which at institutional level are of-
ten indicated as being important but at the same time appear to have little depth 
and remain rhetorical. Those “high issues” appeared to be fruitful starting points 
by which to engage the public in a constructive reflective process, leading to con-
crete and well-argued visions of an alternative research agenda.  

By constructing a societal agenda by means of an argumentation tree, partici-
pants in the deliberative processes can recognise – and probably also understand – 
one another’s viewpoint and positions. There are also shared lines of argument, 
which promote open and constructive communication. This means that in follow-
up discussions regarding research policy for biotechnology and food that take 
place beyond this project, stereotypical discussions and meaningless conventions 
can be reduced by delineating win-win lines of argument shared by most stake-
holders but overlooked in the political “black and white”-debates. Acknowledge-
ment of the complexity of the technological and societal issues, allows room for 
manoeuvre and a difference in the definition of topics. We observed in various 
projects that a constructive dynamic could be created in which all stakeholders are 
able to identify themselves through a framework built on issues communicated by 
the non-professional participants (for example, de Cock Buning et al. 2008a). 

The steps followed in this approach lead to an identification of a number of ar-
eas where research efforts should be intensified. At the same time, this methodol-
ogy provides an insight into the process conditions used to address this. And fi-
nally, once constructed, it offers a frame of reference to evaluate the effects over 
years of science policy and communication. It is expected that the application of 
this methodology to other unstructured issues will give a comparable insight into 
the cohesion between content and process aspects of science and technology 
communication in the context of knowledge democratisation.  
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18 Sustainable development and the governance 
of long-term decisions 

Abstract 

This chapter outlines an analysis of policy-making about the long-term and affect-
ing the long-term, in particular but not solely in the context of sustainable devel-
opment, taking a broad “governance” perspective. It provides a framework for 
looking at different types of future-oriented decisions and the long-term effects of 
policy decisions (which may be oriented at short-term objectives), and discusses 
the role of knowledge in each of these cases. It argues that future-oriented knowl-
edge production is scientifically valid and employs specific procedures, but is fun-
damentally about handling uncertainty. It then assesses how different national pol-
icy cultures address futures issues and makes a list of recommendations.1 

18.1 The problems of long-term decision-making: a first glance 

We tend to neglect long-term futures. Human action is often characterised by the 
ostrich’s point of view. Still, politicians develop visions, describing desirable fu-
tures. A vision may mobilise voters to support the designer of the vision. How-
ever, while developing political visions about the future can be attractive for poli-
ticians, concrete political decision-making about the long term is often not 
popular. The results of such decisions are usually harvested by future politicians 
but the costs (capacity, money) and other sacrifices have to be made in the present. 
This is only one of many reasons why long-term decisions tend to be postponed or 
not taken, even if considerable evidence exists that taking measures now prevents 
enormous costs in the future.  

On the political level the realisation of long-term concepts like sustainable de-
velopment requires an adequate political and societal agenda (what to do?) and a 
well-functioning governance system (“how to act?”).  

In this chapter we analyse the governance of long-term decision-making, in 
particular in the context of sustainable development, taking a broad “governance” 
perspective. We will use the term governance in the meaning of the totality of 

                                                           
 

1  This chapter is based on the RMNO/EEAC study Sustainable development and the Gov-
ernance of Long-term Decisions (Meuleman and In ‘t Veld 2009). 
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interactions of government, other public bodies, private sector and civil society, 
aiming at solving societal problems or creating societal opportunities. This broad 
definition of governance is not confined to one style of governing2 and concerns 
the design and impacts of, and the interactions between institutions, instruments, 
processes and actors. It should be noted, however, that our focus on decision-
making about the future does not imply that we believe that future problems will 
always be solved by (rational) decisions of governments. The future is quite un-
predictable and uncertain, and apart from this, governments are not the only actors 
who make decisions with long-term impacts. 

18.2 Key problems of long-term decision-making 

Firstly, examples are given that illustrate how huge the societal impact of a short 
term bias in political decision-making can be. Secondly we will argue that the rea-
sons for such myopic behaviour may lie in failures of each of the aspects of the 
governance system: institutions, instruments, processes and the roles of actors.  

18.2.1 Impact of “early warnings, late action” 

Reports like EEA’s “Late lessons from Early Warnings: the precautionary princi-
ple 1896–2000” present powerful examples of the dramatic impact of postponed 
decisions and non-action in the case of environmental policy-making. Take for ex-
ample PCBs (polychlorinated biphenyl), the first obvious example of a substance 
that was not intentionally spread into the environment, but nevertheless became 
widespread and bio-accumulated to high concentrations. PCBs were used for a 
range of different purposes in electric equipment, heat exchangers, PVC plastics, 
paints, adhesives, lubricants, carbonless copy paper, et cetera. This example shows 
that non-action by regulators had costly and unforeseen consequences for human 
health and the environment. Early warnings, and even “loud and late” warnings of 
the emerging problems, were ignored. Mass production of PCBs for commercial 
use started in 1929. By the late 1930s, evidence already existed, albeit at a low 
level of proof, that PCBs could poison people. This information was not widely 
circulated among policy-makers or other stakeholders until 30 years later when 
there was a higher level of proof that PCBs could cause serious harm to human 
health and could accumulate in the food chain of seals in the Baltic Sea. It was not 
until the 1970s, however, that the first regulatory actions were taken by Sweden to 
ban these chemicals. The EU directive to eliminate PCBs was not implemented 
until 1996, with a total phase-out planned by 2010 (Gee 2008). 

The second example is the case of asbestos. The estimated economic cost to 
Europe of the predicted “pipeline” asbestos-induced deaths up to 2,035 (since 
                                                           

 
2  Unlike other definitions, such as “governance is good governance” or “governance is 

network governance”. 
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2000), which, using a conservative road transport estimate of the value of a statis-
tic life of 1 million Euros per life, will be some 400 billion Euros (in costs to soci-
ety – EU concerns only). The Netherlands national government made an estimate 
of the potential benefits of an earlier ban on asbestos in 1965 (compared to the ac-
tual ban in 1993) which would have saved some 34,000 victims (premature 
deaths) and around 19 billion Euros in building clean-up and compensation costs. 
This estimate can be compared to the estimated long-term costs of asbestos to 
Dutch society which they calculated as 56,000 victims and 31 billion Euros over 
the period 1969–2030 (EEA 2001: 58). The considerable time between the discov-
ery of the effects of asbestos and taking adequate policy measures caused not only 
societal damage, but was also quite costly.  

These examples from the field of environmental policy show that the conse-
quences of inappropriate action, late action or non-action are sometimes huge and 
in any case concern a broad spectrum: human casualties and suffering, serious 
damage to people’s health and animal welfare, hazard of species’ extinction, envi-
ronmental damage and economic costs. They could be supplemented with exam-
ples of social and economic policy-making. The examples have in common that 
“early warnings” were not listened to, because postponement or the decision to do 
nothing was considered to be politically more opportune. Problems which are too 
big, too inconvenient, and for which no solution is emerging, tend to not even 
reach the policy agenda.  

18.2.2 Failures of the governance system 

The 2006 EU Sustainable Development Strategy encouraged Member States to 
develop long-term oriented SD strategies. Increasing political and societal pres-
sure and recent policy failures like the widely-discussed SD impacts of too hastily 
set targets for biofuels have increased the need for practical governance ap-
proaches for long-term decision-making. The problem is that such approaches are 
not, or only to a certain extent, available. In fact, long-term decision-making is 
problematic in all four dimensions of the governance system. 

The remits of government institutions like ministries are usually determined by 
societal challenges in the past. They often lack the organisational capacity to deal 
adequately with new and future problems. For example, there are no (national) 
policy-making bodies with the primary task to deal with climate change, poverty 
or demographic changes. Another failure is the fact that available data on for ex-
ample environmental pollution are often not aggregated or otherwise coupled. 
Since “9/11”, in many countries much information is gathered about the behaviour 
of citizens, which is not accessible, at least not in an integrated way, for environ-
mental policy-making. This may be one of the reasons why the particulate matter 
problem in Germany and the Netherlands was such a surprise. If new technolo-
gies, such as the analysis of exhaust gases via digital pictures had been applied, 
and other relevant data had been connected, the damage could have been smaller.  



 

Governance instruments reflect the “policy theories”3 of the moment at which 
they were established. For example, environmental policy instruments made in the 
1970s and 1980s were mainly legislative instruments, but since 2000 the general 
belief of European politicians seems to be that the utilisation of market mecha-
nisms and the application of network concepts (combined in the EU “Open 
Method of Coordination”, for example) are better approaches. Apart from the fact 
that considering one or two of the three ideal-typical governance styles as a pana-
cea neglects the complexity of societal problems, such approaches also deny pol-
icy-makers the use of a rich “toolbox”. Furthermore, long-term policy-making re-
quires ex ante assessment methods. The currently available methods, such as cost-
benefit analysis, are often disputed: many of them contain concealed normative 
assumptions.4 Politicians often do not take the time to make those assumptions ex-
plicit and judge upon them timely. 

Although the growing attention for the quality of the processes of governance 
allows for more future-oriented thinking 5, this may make it increasingly difficult 
to develop and implement unpopular and firm decisions. The longer the impact of 
a decision, the more uncertainty is involved. This is an often-used argument for 
postponing decisions. Therefore, also the “governance of non- decision-making” 
will be discussed in this chapter. In addition, the sheer complexity of the many 
“wicked” problems on the SD agenda, and disputes about the roles of knowledge 
(what is “evidence-based” policy?) add to the governance challenge. 

Finally, problems also arise on the dimension of actors involved in policy-
making. Not only can future generations not be asked about their preferences, 
there are also quite different opinions on who should be involved, when and why. 
There is a tendency to increase stakeholder participation as well as involving “the 
public”. This has brought about the paradox of: the more support, the less daring 
the policies. In general, the agenda-setting of long-term problems is difficult. 
Long-term decisions conflict with the usual 4–5 years political life cycle of a gov-
ernment: the potential successes are not harvested during this period. Therefore, 
the interests of those who determine the political agenda may be short-term rather 
than long-term oriented. Unsolved problems and seemingly unreachable results 
tend not to achieve the status of political priorities. In some cases however the 
civil society itself becomes long-term oriented. Then politicians have no choice 
but to follow that point of view and to adapt the long-term problem as an immedi-
ate priority. In this manner it can be understood how the issue of climate change 
finally has become a global political top priority in 2007/2008.  

                                                           
 

3  A policy theory is the totality of assumptions of an actor regarding a policy (field/issue). 
4  Take for example the discussion on the height of discount rates (Stern Report, 2007; 

Social Cost Benefit Analysis for Environmental Policy-Making, RMNO 2008). High 
discount rates make many long-term investments seem unwise in a financial sense. 

5  A process approach is, compared to a project or linear approach, more suitable for deal-
ing with uncertainties. The challenge is always to find a usable balance between these 
approaches. 
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18.2.3 Lessons learned? 

The accumulated complexity of our societies and of the problems governments 
and other actors are dealing with, has made the challenge of successful long-term 
decision-making more important than it already was. The emergence of large scale 
problems like climate change, energy supply and the global distribution of chemi-
cals in the environment may have raised the political attention for long-term is-
sues. The 2006 EU SD Strategy encouraged Member States to develop long-term 
oriented SD strategies. A more concrete example of long-term policy-making on 
the EU level is the “20, 20 by 2020” goal known also as “Europe’s climate change 
opportunity”. In March 2007 EU Member States agreed to set a target for mitigat-
ing climate change by reduction in carbon greenhouse gases (GHG/CO2) and by 
increasing renewable energy. The Communication from the Commission of 23 
January, 2008 promises a carbon dioxide emission reduction of at least 20% by 
2020 (compared to 1990) and an increase of the share of renewable sources (solar 
and wind power and hydroelectricity) in the energy production by 20% by 2020. 
Moreover, the EU has set an ambitious goal: a target of 50% cuts in global emis-
sions by 2050. 

Why were these policies adopted? The EC believes that climate-friendly poli-
cies can be a good driving force for growth and jobs in Europe. This is probably 
not the only reason for adopting long-term policies. Wind and solar energy had 
become commercially viable because of new technologies and high oil prices. In 
addition, public pressure, media attention, the influential Stern Report, Al Gore’s 
crusade against negligence of the consequences of climate change and last but not 
least the work of the IPCC, have contributed to a context in which long-term poli-
cies seem politically less risky than usually. In essence, because the civil society 
itself has become convinced that the climate problem should be tackled. It there-
fore seems that “accidental” factors may have quite an impact on the feasibility of 
long-term decision-making. For the purpose of this report we should look “be-
hind” these contingent factors (without neglecting them) and make an attempt to 
answer the main question: what are the structural problems with long-term deci-
sion-making? 

18.3 An analytical framework for long-term decision-making 

18.3.1 Typology of long-term decisions 

Long-term problems have been defined as “public policy issues that are sur-
rounded by considerable degrees of uncertainty, will persist for at least a genera-
tion if the causes operate unabated, the option of ‘solving’ the issue in one to two 
legislative periods is either not possible or not politically feasible, and maximum 
political effort must (at least counterfactually) offer the chance to substantially 



 

ameliorate the welfare of all or most entities involved in a specific issue area” 
(Sprinz 2008).  

 
Long-term decisions are not characterised by the long-lasting character of the ef-
fects. Every real-world intervention leads to an infinite series of effects, because 
of infinite causality. In a certain case the aims and values of decision-makers de-
termine what the relevant direct and indirect effects of an intervention are. Ten-
sions between objectives and reality, and between values and status quo, often are 
described as problems and so become drivers for decision-making. Decisions may 
be based on lessons from the past, but concern only the present and the future.  

Long-term decisions relate to objectives concerning the future that must be 
reached by taking decisions today. Some of such decisions explicitly aim at 
achieving results at a certain point in the future, while others have objectives with 
an indefinite time horizon. The objective may be to have the Olympic Games in 
the Netherlands in 2028 or to have the Olympic games in the Netherlands some-
time in the future, for example. From a politician’s viewpoint, a fixed point in the 
future has the advantage that it may mobilise people to act, but the weakness of 
deadlines lies in their vulnerability: the distinction between success and failure 
then is sharp, which brings about a political risk.  

When we look at the specific character of long-term decisions, two types must 
be distinguished (Table 18.1).  

Table 18.1 Typology of decisions with a future impact.  

 

 1a. Long-term 
decisions 

1b. Long-term 
decisions 

2. Implementa-
tion of short-
term decisions 

3. Postponed  
decisions 

4. Non-
decisions 

Objective Future Future Now Future No 
Action/costs Now Series of  

actions, start-
ing now 

Now Future (post-
poning) 

No 

Main impact/ 
benefits 

Future after  
long lead time 

Now – Future Short term –  
future 

Future Now – future 

Different actors typically have different time horizons. Politicians divide their 
time horizon in short-term (1–5 years), following the political cycle and demo-
cratic legitimacy of the current government; medium-term (5–10 years, or the next 
government); and long-term (more than 10 years, or a generation or more). The 
time horizons of politicians are partially dependent on the time horizons of citi-
zens. Other actors have different time perspectives. Long-term business innova-
tions usually imply 5 to 10 year time horizons, environmental and SD policies 
often have a 20 year or more time span. Researchers on climate change or geo-
physicists can have time horizons ranging from 100 years to millions of years 
(Goverde 2006: 31).  
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The first category concerns cases with a relatively long period between the inter-
vention and the intended effects: a long lead time. Already from a simple eco-
nomic viewpoint it is clear that the benefits will have to be discounted again and 
again, while the costs of the intervention have to be made from now on. Climate 
change mitigation is an example of this category. A too high discount rate in these 
cases may lead to such a high cost-benefit ratio that the decision tends to be post-
poned or even turns into a non-decision. A typical complication which this cate-
gory of problems has to face is the interference between long-term and short-term 
objectives during policy implementation.  

The second category of long-term decisions regards cases in which a continu-
ous series of interventions during a long period is necessary to cause favourable 
effects. The lead time of each intervention may be short (for example the introduc-
tion of some legislation), but the lead time of the total series of actions is long. 
The “drop in the bucket”-metaphor is adequate here: it may take a long time be-
fore effects of measures become visible. Perseverance and consistency are impor-
tant conditions in such cases. A classical example are the centuries-old Water 
Boards in the Netherlands, who were only able to do their drop in the bucket work 
because they had institutional characteristics that ensure independency from short-
term (party-)political objectives. Another example is the 2007 sustainable public 
procurement programme of the Dutch government. This programme is based on a 
governance philosophy which combines government as launching customer, stan-
dards, competition (a score system) and long-term vision. The idea behind the lat-
ter is that presenting a “road map” may attract producers and customers to volun-
tarily “walk” on that road. 

Both types have in common that the perspective needed to assess the impacts is 
long-term, although the impacts may be distributed unevenly across time. 

Besides long-term decision-making pur sang (1a and 1b in Table 18.1), on 
which we focus in this chapter, other types of decisions may also have long-term 
effects: 

− Short-term decisions: some decisions are not aimed at the long-term fu-
ture, but nevertheless may have important long-term consequences. Such 
decisions should be taken into account when discussing the governance 
of long-term decision-making. 

− Postponed decisions: this category implies that the result of reasoning on 
a long-term policy objective is to not take a decision now. Of course, also 
in this case consequences of such a decision may have a great influence 
on the future. 

− Non-action: the last category concerns decisions to not deal with a prob-
lem politically. The reason may be that the issue is politically too risky, 
or that there are no solutions to the problem. Several of the retrospective 
cases presented in this study illustrate that no matter on which grounds 
non-action was decided, the future impact of such a decision can be sub-
stantial. Non-action may be politically difficult, when the pressure to act 
is high.  



 

18.3.2 Dimensions of long-term decisions 

Besides the key dimension of lead time which was dealt with above, other dimen-
sions of long-term decision-making should also be distinguished: The impacts, ac-
tions and objectives of decisions are influenced by uncertainty, irreversibility, ad-
aptation, resilience, continuity (effects and conditions), precaution, interest 
constellations, costs of actions, and the framing of the (long-term) problem.  

Long-time decisions may have irreversible or almost irreversible impacts, 
which are not considered when the actual decision is taken. An often mentioned 
example is the privatisation of US public transport systems in the 1930s, which led 
to the closing down and destroying of the public transport infrastructure, in favour 
of automobile infrastructure (Newman and Kenworthy 1999: 30). The same hap-
pened in the Caribbean island of Trinidad. 

With regard to uncertainty, the question arises how much policy-makers should 
invest in policies to be implemented within an unknown future. Does the wisdom 
of the decision lie in increasing resilience? Anticipation presupposes that we know 
something about the future.  

Scenarios which picture different possible futures and foresight methods like 
horizon scanning can be indispensible tools for increasing the potential resilience 
of long-term policies.  

Resilience and adaptation are related concepts: resilience and adaptability re-
late to the dynamics of a particular system, or a closely related set of systems. 
Adaptability can be seen as the capacity of actors in a system to influence resil-
ience (Walker et al. 2004). The other way around: increasing the resilience in-
creases the possibility to adapt to new circumstances.  

Anticipation and mitigation are also a related set of concepts. Anticipation 
leads to taking measures now as a pro-active reaction to expected future events, 
and mitigation implies taking measures now in order to decrease or minimise ef-
fects now or later (Table 18.2). 

 
 

Resilience is the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganise 
while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function, struc-
ture, identity, and feedbacks (Walker et al. 2004). The concept of resilience ad-
dresses both the governance system under consideration and the policy content. 
How to develop and sufficiently maintain resilient long-term policies is still an 
important knowledge question. In addition, how to build resilient long-term strate-
gies in the multi-level context of the European Union? Here we not only face the 
problem that what is resilient on the EU-level may not be resilient on the local 
level and vice versa, but also the fact that national cultures influence the feasibility 

and Sutcliffe 2001): a critical and reflexive attitude/awareness, both inside and 
outside organisations, in order to detect and select (weak) signals that may have a 
large impact.  

of governance approaches. Furthermore, resilience requires “mindfulness” (Weick 
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Table 18.2 Resilience, adaptation, mitigation and anticipation. 

 Policy concept Type of action Applicability Result Example 

Resilience 
 
 
Adaptation 

Design 
 
 
End-of-pipe; 
design (of resilience) 

Action now, unexpected 
future event 
 
Action now, past or  
current event 

Later 
 
 
Now 

Built-in multiple usability of  
new infrastructure or houses 
 
Enlarging river beds because  
of recent increase of maximum 
water levels 

Mitigation 
 
Anticipation 

Source 
 
Source or end-of-pipe 

Action now, current 
or future event 
 
Action now, expected 
future event 

Now, later 
 
Now 

Energy neutral building 
 
Raising dikes in anticipation 
of future sea level rise 

 
The concept of continuity can prevent a type of behaviour based upon the fatalistic 
notion of “après nous le déluge”. Continuity can make policy-makers and the pub-
lic aware of irreversible consequences. By continuity of values we mean not the 
preservation of the same values in the future but the continuity in time: the de-
mand for continuity necessitates putting things in relation to each other now.  

18.3.3 Wise decisions? 

A normative and therefore contested issue is what “wise” or “good” long-term de-
cisions are. It can be argued that “short-sightedness in purely personal individual 
decision-making may be merely imprudent; in social decision-making it may also 
be unethical” (Lagerspetz 1999: 149–150). This ethical dimension can be formu-
lated as follows: “Given our limited knowledge, an ‘equal treatment’ of future 
generations means only that we have no right to make decisions which would, ac-
cording to our present knowledge and values, impose on them such costs and risks 
as we would not be willing to assume by ourselves. More detailed planning for the 
future is not possible.” (Lagerspetz 1999: 157–158).  

Policy-making is per definition normative and there are no scientific algorithms 
for long-term decision-making. One could say that principles are the politician’s 
algorithms. A wise and broad principle for long-term decision-making refers to 
Kant’s categorical imperative and to the precautionary principle: “We have no 
right to make decisions which would, according to our present knowledge and 
values, impose on future generations such costs and risks as we would not be will-
ing to assume by ourselves.” 

The above also implies that decisions are “wise” from a certain viewpoint. In 
certain circumstances extensive forms of public participation are necessary, in or-
der to use the “wisdom of crowds”, while in others expert knowledge may suffice 
(Surowiecki 2004); this is the dilemma of collective versus individual wisdom. 

The distinction between two categories of long-term decisions is crucial in still 
another aspect. In the “drop in the bucket”-category, a necessary condition for 
success is to produce consistency in the drop-wise interventions during a long 



 

period of time while the other category demands a once in a life time grand opera-
tion. So long-term political stability is necessary in the first case while in the sec-
ond a forceful momentary coalition suffices.  

18.3.4 The governance system and long-term decision-making 

The tasks, remits and structures of governmental institutions are solidifications 
and reflections of the past. Institutions are formed and consolidated on the basis of 
knowledge, gained by lessons from decisions, actions and consequences which 
manifested in the past. Consequently, institutions usually lack the potential to deal 
with unforeseen new problems or opportunities. Institutional change is usually 
slow and incremental. This may also be an advantage: in an ever-changing, dy-
namic society we need robust structures which can serve as backbones of more 
dynamic institutions and processes. Slow governmental change accounts for val-
ues which are widely appreciated, like accountability and legitimacy. 

Governance instruments reflect the “policy theories” which dominated when 
the policies were created. These policy theories contain implicit and/or explicit be-
liefs, such as a focus on centralised or decentralised government. In addition, deci-
sion (support) instruments may also contain concealed normative assumptions. 

The “public participation paradox” influences the decision-making processes. 
Participation by private sector and civil society creates more support for a deci-
sion, but may because of this also result in less daring policies, as the implications 
of long-term decisions usually conflict with the political actors’ 4–5 year life-
cycle. Besides this paradox, the decision-making process of course is influenced 
by the degree of uncertainty. Uncertainty about the processes and outcomes is a 
well-known argument for governments to postpone decisions. What follows is 
more research and gaining knowledge, either in an attempt to reduce the uncer-
tainty and complexity of the problem, or in order to “gain time”. However, more 
research often leads to more questions than there were before. This is one of the 
five reasons Lindblom and Cohen (1979) gave for the failure of authoritativeness 

Conclusion regarding the typology of long-term decisions: 
We can define two types of long-term decisions: 
1. Cases with a relatively long period between the policy intervention and 
the intended effects: a long lead time. This type demands firm leadership in 
order to collect sufficient momentum for the focal decision. 
2. Cases that demand a long-lasting series of interventions that as a whole is 
necessary to cause a favourable effect, following the drop-in-the-bucket 
metaphor. This type asks for perseverance, consistency, continuity and re-
flexivity. 
As to long-term futures, uncertainty and complexity prevail. In some cases 
we are able to forecast to a considerable degree, then we may anticipate. In 
the majority of cases, we have to meet the existing uncertainty by concen-
trating on the acquirement of resilience.  

of (social) science research, in their seminal work “Usable Knowledge”. 
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The actor perspective is essential to look at the actors involved, their roles, and 
action strategies towards long-term decision-making. Some of the conditions and 
trade-offs might be more important for one group of actors than for others. The 
main actors involved in long-term decision-making are governmental actors, busi-
ness community/private sector, civil society, knowledge and research institutions, 
the media and intermediary organisations. For a single political actor an attempt to 
solve a “wicked” problem is often not attractive, because there will be no simple 
solutions to satisfy the voters. Non-action or postponing the decision may be the 
consequence. Sometimes complex problems are simply divided into a range of 
smaller, more “solvable” parts. However, simplifying complex problems may re-
sult in a sustained stalemate, as can for instance be observed in the discussion on 
the future of Schiphol Airport in the Netherlands. 

Besides the four dimensions of the governance system (institutions, instru-
ments, processes and actors) two other themes are important determinants of suc-
cess and failure of long-term decision-making, which we will discuss now. The 
first is the use of knowledge. Different views on governance can result in a dispute 
on the roles and types of knowledge to be believed necessary for wise decisions 
(see also Chap. 15, this volume). The second is the role of (national, regional) cul-
tures. The success of a governance approach in a specific situation depends also 
on the culture and history of a nation or region.  

18.3.5 Governance approach 

A typical weakness of the network approach is however, that it may result in 
“never-ending talks”. The more an issue is considered urgent, or, at the other end 
of the spectrum, more a routine issue, the more important the other governance 
styles (hierarchical and market governance, respectively) may become. One of the 
most difficult challenges seems to be able to refrain from the dominating govern-
ance “fashion”. None of the three basic styles is a panacea, and focusing only on 
“new modes of governance” (like market mechanisms and network management) 
neglects that experience from the “old” hierarchical governance approach (for 

Long-term decision-making processes are no exception to the general idea that the 
governance approach – the combination of elements of different governance styles – 
should be a situational mixture of network governance (laying the basis of consent 
and of long-term support), market governance (stimulating entrepreneurship and 
self-regulatory responsibility of all actors) and hierarchical governance (creating 
level playing fields, ensuring implementation of decisions, and securing a legal 
framework with a required level of firmness). However, it should be argued that in 
such a governance mixture an interactive (network) approach should play a central 
role, because many long-term problems are complex, “wicked” problems which 
cannot be solved by one actor, even if this one actor is government (EEAC 2003). 
However, complexity may provide an excuse for doing nothing. We should ac-
knowledge that not all problems are complex. On the other hand, complexifying 
an issue can help creating more interesting win-win solutions. 



 

example the use of legislation) sometimes is even more accepted, effective and ef-
ficient than the newer approaches.

Conclusion regarding the governance of sustainable long-term decisions: 
The governance of sustainable long-term decision-making requires in most 
cases some dominance of network governance, with hierarchical and market 
governance “running in the background”. Such a governance mixture pre-
supposes that institutions involved in long-term decision-making are able to 
act in a resilient way. This implies investing in flexibility and in alertness 
(creating “watchdog capacity”), without making the institutions unstable and 
unreliable. 

Problems that are too big or too inconvenient tend to be kept away from the politi-
cal agenda. They are taboos. The asbestos case was an example. Problems which 
(may) be linked to societal lifestyles, like currently the increase of diabetes, are of-
ten politically taboo. The existence of independent bodies (such as advisory coun-
cils) which signal such problems can prevent large societal costs. However, poli-
tics is no exception to the rule that messengers of bad news tend to be killed, or at 
least attacked; this is one of the main reasons why advisory councils in many EU 
countries have to struggle almost permanently for their survival. 

When such an issue with possibly long-term impacts finally has arrived on the 
political agenda, another problem arises. Like all political issues, long-term prob-
lems have a political lifecycle which predicts that they will disappear again from 
the political limelight – and maybe long before all measures have been imple-
mented. This risk seems highest for decisions with a long lead time. The question 
is how such issues can be kept on the political agenda. Awareness of policy win-
dows and the use of concepts like trajectory management and transition manage-
ment may be required.  

Conclusion regarding the policy lifecycle: 
It is important to recognise that long-term impacts of decisions may become 
underestimated, because the problems that led to the decisions have reached 
the end of their policy life cycle. Long-term decision-making requires policy 
mechanisms that prolong the policy lifecycle of policy issues. 

18.3.6 Policy instruments 

Long-term decision-making requires the availability of sophisticated decision sup-
port methods. When ethical and political assumptions are used in ex-ante assess-
ment methods, it is important that such assumptions are chosen in the political 
domain, not in the scientific or technical arena. The main objective of such meth-
ods, namely to create a debate in which the “right” (which may mean “inconven-
ient”) questions are asked, may be reached with anything between detailed scenar-
ios and relatively simple questionnaires based on a general horizon scan. The 
assumptions behind support methods should be transparent for the actors using 
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these methods, and for actors confronted with these methods. Assumptions may 
limit the use of instruments. For example, cost-benefit analysis is not applicable 
for very large-scale problems like global climate change, because decisions on 
such a scale would influence a basic parameter: the future state of the economy 
and national income. The logic of assumptions generates certain results. Subjec-
tive (political, ethical) assumptions used in decision support models belong to the 
political arena instead of the technical arena in which they often are chosen 
(RMNO 2008).  

Independent bodies such as the IPCC and advisory councils fulfil important 
roles in facilitating and organising socio-political-scientific discussions. The inde-
pendency of such institutions which were also established in for example the fi-
nancial world (European Central Bank) ensures that they are able to take a more 
long-term perspective and thus create a countervailing power against short-term 
political thinking. 

Conclusion regarding decision support systems: 
It is important to be transparent and realistic about the limitations of deci-

sion support systems, and to ensure that ethical and political assumptions in 
decision support systems are chosen in the political arena. 

18.4 Knowledge and long-term decisions 

18.4.1 Building a joint knowledge base 

Policy-making on complex issues like sustainable development is, as is the case 
with all policy problems, usually a relatively fuzzy process in which many actors 
in the “policy arena” are involved and influence each other. The production of 
knowledge to support policy-making is also not a neutral process, but is value–
laden and influenced by actors in “knowledge arenas”. Therefore, a strict separa-
tion between science (“the world of measuring”) and the policy arena (“the world 
of weighing”) is not possible.  

Knowledge production for complex themes like sustainable development 
should begin with an open debate about the points of departure that form the basis 
of knowledge production. Such a debate should lead to a decision by the principal 
(a cabinet minister, for example), not by the knowledge producer. These are some 
of the main conclusions of the study “Willingly and Knowingly” which the 
RMNO published in 2000. In this study, knowledge is considered as negotiated 
knowledge. The assumptions are that knowledge is meaningful information. What 
is meaningful depends on one’s values, and values are often subject of discussion 
and negotiation (In ’t Veld 2000: 127). However, hard facts, symbolised by con-
crete numbers seem to be extremely attractive for politicians and the media, 



 

whereas such facts are often scarce or even absent in dealing with complex socie-
tal issues from a long-term viewpoint.  

When the decision is made to start a policy-making process with a certain set of 
goals, policy-makers will start with collecting facts, figures and information from 
various sources. Together, these will form the preliminary knowledge base. How 
to do this best depends on the type of policy issue: is it very urgent, or, on the 
other side of the spectrum, a rather routine issue, then in general there will not be 
many actors involved in collecting and interpreting the findings. However, for 
complex and “unstructured” issues, in which many actors have different interests 
and information, a process of Joint Fact Finding (JFF) is advisable. One reason is 
that only all actors together can oversee the complexity of the issue. Another rea-
son is that JFF is an approach that helps resolving disputes over the valuation of 
the collected knowledge. If this is not done in an early phase of policy-making, it 
will return as a boomerang in a later phase, as the experience with for example the 
Dutch Betuwelijn railroad has shown (In ’t Veld 2000).  

The main issue in such a process is not whether the produced knowledge is 
“true”, but if it is useful for solving the policy problem. Three types of knowledge 
questions can be differentiated (Eberhard 1999: 15–18): phenomenal knowledge 
questions (What is happening? What can we see?), causal knowledge questions 
(Why is this happening? Why is it the way it is?) and actionable knowledge ques-
tions (What should be done? What are the possible actions?). Some actors tend to 
prefer one type of questions. This causes problems when deciding on the “useful-
ness” of the gained/negotiated knowledge. NGOs, such as environmental pressure 
groups, often focus on the first question type: what is happening? Research institu-
tions tend to prefer the second type of question: why is this happening? Politicians 
seem to prefer the third question type: what actions have to be taken? Therefore, it 
appears that in (political) processes of gaining (negotiated) knowledge all types of 
questions have to be covered. Another reason to cover all types of questions is that 
parties may come up with new questions at an inconvenient moment, such as just 
before the final conclusion or decision is made, which can cause delay of the 
process. 

18.4.2 The organisation of knowledge production 

Although there seems to be a general interest of politicians in “evidence-based” 
policy-making, there are different traditions in EU countries regarding the institu-
tional conditions for ensuring the use of “best knowledge” in such processes.  
The first trade-off here is between knowledge production on arm’s length and in-
dependent knowledge production. On one end of the spectrum we find ministries 
which have their own research agencies, and assign research questions to them. 
The advantage of this system may be that the communication lines are short and 
that the agencies therefore produce timely answers to their questions. The disad-
vantage may be that such agencies are only officially independent but in practice 
may tend to deliver mainly knowledge which fits in the predominant policy theory 
of the ministries. Moreover it is hard to maintain a high level of quality in this 
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type of research centres. The other end of the spectrum is a situation in which 
knowledge producers are completely independent. They are embedded in a system 
of research institutions, for example connected to universities, or they are priva-
tised. The advantage may be independency – although the fact that they need pro-
jects in order to survive makes them to a certain extent dependent of the minis-
tries. The disadvantage is that the linkages between policy-makers and researchers 
are often weaker. 

In both systems, intermediary organisations like advisory councils or other 
boundary workers have been successful to “bridge the gap” between science and 
policy. This raises the question whether countries that have no tradition of advi-
sory councils, like Italy, are in a worse position than other countries to produce 
knowledge-based policies. 

It is not clear to which extent the institutional dimension of knowledge produc-
tion influences the degree to which “early warnings” are included in policy-
making. In the Netherlands the Scientific Council for Government Policies (WRR) 
has for decades produced future studies of high quality but the degree of utilisa-
tion by policy-makers has not been impressive. Horizon scans that collect series of 
future threats and opportunities until now also lack visible impact, although in the 
UK there is an institutional responsibility for Horizon Scans with the Chief Sci-
ence Officer. In the Netherlands, the first Horizon Scan of 2007 (In ’t Veld et al. 
2007) was developed by a type of knowledge advisory councils (“sector coun-
cils”) which with the abolishment of RMNO, at the end of 2009, has disappeared.  

Another role of advisory councils or commissions is to bring different types of 
knowledge together into advisory reports. The extensive use of this mechanism by 
governments can have a positive impact (high quality, independent knowledge) or 
a negative impact (postponing decisions).  

Multi-, inter- en transdisciplinary research, thus using knowledge from many 
academic fields, as well as creating and using knowledge that is generated by non-
scientific actors, are generally considered essential for long-term decision-making, 
both in the production of shared visions, and in the monitoring and developing of 
instruments for long-term decision-making. Inter- and transdisciplinary knowledge 
are especially vital for “unstructured problems”, such as sustainable development, 
which are highly complex constellations of problems with a high degree of uncer-
tainty and high complexity, accompanied by dissent on values and goals.  

In a transition process science and daily practice need to be integrated, in order 
to generate “socially solid knowledge”. In this kind of situation the most important 
goal might be to develop a collective problem definition; thus the process of 
achieving transdisciplinary knowledge might be just as important as the actual 
content. It can be argued that transdisciplinary knowledge-gathering might be one 
of the methods of dealing with long-term governance issues, since it is a means to 
create shared knowledge (formal and informal), a shared problem definition, and a 
way to involve different actors at an early stage. To some degree, knowledge insti-
tutes can guide long-term decision-making through the choices they make in their 
research agendas. Knowledge institutes also gather information about the long-
term effects of policies.  



Long-term decision support systems are instruments that help in decision-
making processes for the long-term, but such instruments are not commonly used, 
and some instruments are simply not effective in assessing long-term conse-
quences of policy choices. Knowledge institutes have a role in critically reflecting 
on these decision support systems. Cost-benefit (CBA) as well as cost-
effectiveness (CEA) analyses are well-known methodologies. 

One example can be the conclusions of the SCBA study of RMNO (2008). In 
economic models, often political choices are made (on valuation and on the dis-
count rate). Many of the analyses contain more or less concealed normative as-
sumptions.6 Politicians often do not take the time to make those assumptions ex-
plicit and judge upon them timely. As a consequence, the results of the exercise 
will be under attack from analysts who have other normative assumptions, while 
the minister involved can hardly defend himself. In order to avoid this situation, 
politicians should invest in overseeing the process of performing the CBA, but this 
is rather time-consuming. This implies that a well-executed CBA is costly and 
time-consuming, which means that not all policy questions can and should be as-
sessed through a CBA.  

Other questions related to the knowledge dimension of long-term decision-
making that can be asked are the following: which type of research is needed for 
explaining and developing instruments for long-term decision-making? What are 
the latest developments in long-term decision support systems, what are the risks 
and uncertainties linked with different methods, and how do we find a situational 
optimal instrument mix? Which roles do advisory councils play in influencing the 
willingness of governments to invest in long-term solutions? How may govern-
ments use (sustainable development) advisory councils with civil society and 
business representatives in order to create more support for long-term decisions? 

In order to deal with such questions we will now briefly reflect on the relation-
ship between knowledge and policy. Here we also see a scale that ranges between 
two poles: from a weak position of knowledge in policy to a strong position of 
knowledge in policy.  

Another mechanism is that systems want to survive, but a system can also be-
come self-destructive, for example because of the quickly rising costs and the de-
creasing effectiveness of the system. Sectoral interests are often stronger than wise 
long-term decisions: apparently sectoral systems are very durable. How can such a 
negative spiral be broken? One possible solution is the development of checks and 
balances, for example an independent audit institution, which can overrule sectoral 
interests.  

The trade-off between a weak and strong position of knowledge in (long-term) 
decision-making may also be formulated as balancing between “political” and 
“evidence-based” decisions. The term “evidence-based” has become quite popular 

                                                           
 

6 Take for example the discussion on the height of discount rates (Stern Report, 2007; 
RMNO 2008). High discount rates make many long-term investments seem unwise in a 
financial sense. 
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among politicians and administrators. This is an opportunity in the sense that it 
may increase the attention for knowledge questions, but also a threat: waiting with 
political decisions until “all the evidence” is collected and interpreted. This “total 
verification model” may lead to postponing crucial decisions. “Evidence” some-
times is disguised interest: 

− The interest of a decision-maker who frames knowledge produced by an 
authoritative research institution “per definition” evidence; 

− The interest of stakeholders, who may call information which is scientifi-
cally not (or not yet) verifiable, evidence. 

18.4.3 Future-oriented research and future ODR 

All of us are informed about future-oriented research like forecasting, extrapolat-
ing, building scenarios, simulation exercises, and so on. In these types of research 
researchers and policy-makers may still operate on their own, separated from each 
other. 

We deal here with a specific type of future-oriented research that may be ade-
quate in particular in relation to long-term decision-making. Our observation is 
that many problems that demand long-term decisions have a so-called wicked na-
ture. Extreme uncertainty and complexity as well as value disputes underlie 
wicked problems. “Normal” science or even future-oriented research does not de-
liver sufficient tools for wise decisions. A more complex methodology is neces-
sary. 

Future orientation, design and research, to be called from now on F-ODR7 is a 
specific type of research. It is more than gathering information. It contains a crea-
tive element. This creativity can originate within a person’s brain and/or from a 
chance encounter. The question is precisely how F-ODR, other future-oriented re-
search and normal research are related to one another. If people regard research 
from the viewpoint of usefulness, then it can be determined that utilisation of the 
research is by definition limited to the future, in the same way as policy is by defi-
nition future-oriented. All research would then be future research. This can by no 
means be the intention. 

Scientific research is a specific form of research, aimed at the creation or ac-
cumulation of scientific knowledge. This knowledge is formalised in a particular 
way methodologically, for example it is subject to peer review. It is often put into 
a rule-based form, such as: “A implies B” in a particular set of circumstances, 
whenever these circumstances occur. Such an assertion is known as a hypothesis. 
“The more a parent treats a child with respect, the less likely the child is to turn to 
drugs”, is a statement which could originate from empirical research and which 

                                                           
  

7 After the Dutch-language acronym TO3: Toekomst -oriëntatie, -ontwerp, -onderzoek. 
(FODR = Future orientation, design and research).  



 

probably holds true for white families in European cities from 1990 to the present 
time. But not for rural areas in Colombia. And why should this statement hold true 
for the future? Scientific knowledge is therefore by definition both fragmented and 
conditional. Its scientific value is dependent on the correct application of the 
agreed methodology. Scientific knowledge lays claim to validity and is a protec-
tion against criticism. What we are talking about here is what is called “normal re-
search”.8 

It is difficult to integrate different areas of scientific knowledge because scien-
tific knowledge is by its very nature fragmented. And its conditional character 
means that in order to apply the knowledge in real-world situations, it is necessary 
to verify whether the conditions set have been complied with. In terms of the fu-
ture, this question can never be definitively answered. This means that every ap-
plication of social scientific knowledge for the purpose of policy bears an element 
of risk. 

− Is the X that I am talking about the same X as in the assumption? 
− Are the conditions which I am faced with the same as the Y in the as-

sumption? 
− Is there really an A in my situation? 
− Will the implication still apply at the time when the policy is imple-

mented? 

This implies that applying scientific knowledge in policy does not always follow 
the accepted route of meeting the methodological requirements which applied 
when the knowledge in question was developed. The application of scientific 
knowledge in a political and governmental context is an exercise in uncertainty, 
partly based on suppositions and it also requires competences other than scientific 
ones, such as social intelligence and well-developed social intuition. It appears 
necessary to link scientific knowledge to other types of insights without detracting 
from its relevance and usefulness. Combining knowledge from different scientific 
disciplines and mixing it with other insights is an opportunity to try to maintain 

                                                           
 

8  The term normal research is a free translation of normal science. By normal (general) re-
search Kuhn understood: research that is performed by a scientific group within the 
ground rules of the paradigm applicable within the group. This means precise definition 
and development of a paradigm and continuing detailed inclusion of reality in that para-
digm. Funtowicz and Ravetz (1991) understand by normal science the scientific business 
in which scientific puzzles can be solved along agreed rules and subject to peer review. 
We recognise that a scientific-philosophical discussion could be held on this subject, 
where one postulation could be that knowledge from normal research is to a large extent 
uncertain. In order to clarify what we understand by future research, the assumption is 
made that normal research produces relatively certain and tenable knowledge. 

If a policy-maker in his policies wishes to apply an assertion which is based 
on a rule, such as “for every X, under condition Y: A implies B”, he first has to 
verify: 
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who realises this cannot fail to be impressed by the speculative nature of many 
elements of the methods used. The precision of a great deal of scientific knowl-
edge very soon gets lost in these methods. Robust concepts are often unrefined. 

Precise knowledge about natural orders which is gained from normal research 
is often important for knowledge about the future. This is knowledge which is 
gained from normal scientific research. It is also possible to make one particular 
aspect or element of the future the specific object of scientific research, for exam-
ple the climate in 2100, or the level of the national income in 2010. The issue is 
then the application of an existing theory which has already been recognised as 
valid, to future situations. We refer to such research as future-oriented research. 
This is then a form of normal scientific research.  

The nature of our image of the future as related to our own lives is holistic 
rather than fragmented. We regard our world and the developments therein as a 
whole and not per element. This does not mean that we can be aware of all the in-
terconnections, but it does mean that anything that affects us now is relevant for 
the future. 

Furthermore, elements of what is as yet unknown will also be important. We 
recognise that there will be many uncertainties along the way. This awareness cre-
ates a thirst for more certainty and probably also more knowledge about this fu-
ture. Just beyond the borders of what is strictly scientifically possible, and with a 
renewed striving for integrated images and policy. Striving for certainty about the 
future is by nature double-edged and relative. On the one hand, it is possible to 
become aware of threats which we could eliminate by taking sensible actions, and 
on the other hand there is the possibility to invent windows of opportunity of 
which we could make use. This knowledge about the future is related to the per-
spective for (political) action which we adopt. We understand that this knowledge 
is formulated in uncertainty, but at the same time we know that we have the op-
portunity to exercise some influence. The link between the type of knowledge and 
future actions which are tailored to it also has far-reaching consequences for the 
nature of the relationship between future researchers and other parties involved. 

This has given rise to the concept of F-ODR. This is about creating related fu-
ture images which are based on multi-disciplinary and/or transdisciplinary scien-
tific knowledge, permeated with uncertainty as a result of a high degree of com-
plexity, and which produce the players’ perspectives for action. These are the 
prime characteristics of this type of research. 

We also have to recognise the specific characteristics of long-term decisions, in 
particular those related to environment. It is more than likely that this policy will 
require particular forms of F-ODR because of its specific nature. In any case, we 
know that the notion of environment has an anthropocentric character. Unlike in 
some other cultures, the Western person or citizen does not form part of the envi-
ronment, but relates to the environment. Physical and social environment are made 
up of a number of aspects and are complex in nature. Environmental and spa-
tial policy makes use of comprehensive concepts within which there are many 

the relevance and usefulness of such knowledge in the relevant application. Multi-, 
inter- and transdisciplinary developments in research are in full swing. Anyone 



 

interdependencies. The reflexive character of social systems and behaviour pro-
hibits trustworthy forecasting, and creates continuous uncertainty. 

Generating knowledge for environmental long-term policy therefore requires 
many of the obligatory activities described earlier. F-ODR for environmental and 
spatial policy is therefore twofold complex; it takes place in domains where there 
is a high degree of uncertainty and probably also engenders considerable dissent. 
A policy area which is so complex and uncertain demonstrates a high degree of 
similarity to the field mentioned by Ravetz for post-normal science. Here, too, 
there are complex problems. The recommendations formulated by Ravetz advo-
cate interaction and ask for intermediaries.  

F-ODR is always linked to a principal. This means that the principals determine 
the function of F-ODR. In order to ensure that the research is not obstructed be-
cause the principals decide to shelve it or to suppress it, F-ODR has to be related 
to the (policy) perspectives for action. But it is the responsibility of the researchers 
to ensure that they do not indiscriminately implement F-ODR and dance to the 
tune of the principals. The principals and researchers together have to make sure 
that the research does not result in undemocratic or useless practices. 

We have elected to indicate the route to a methodology for scientific research 
in two diagrams. These include knowledge requirements and process requirements 
which have to be met by F-ODR in order to avoid the problems previously de-
scribed. It is the responsibility of the principals and the researchers to develop 
their own methodology for F-ODR based on these charts. 

 
 

The subject of research of normal research, future-oriented research and F-ODR 
looks as follows (Figure 18.1): 
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Fig. 18.1  Normal research, future-oriented research and F-ODR (source: In ’t Veld 2001).  

 
The discussion on future research leads to two recommendations. The first is more 
general. The methodology of gathering and interpreting knowledge about the fu-
ture must reflect the complexity and uncertainty of the future. Generally speaking, 
it is recommended that scientific and practical knowledge are combined (transdis-
ciplinary research). Such research designs require a certain degree of participation 
of actors outside the realms of science and politics, and ensure that a rich set of vi-
sions, signals and expectations about possible futures develops. 

Conclusion about knowledge of long-term decisions: 
The knowledge basis for long-term decisions requires a comprehensive ap-
proach. Knowledge production for long-term decision-making should be a 
combination of future orientation, design and research (F-ODR). This de-
mands different process requirements than the requirements for “normal re-
search” and “future-oriented research”. Participation of actors is one of the 
key requirements.  



 

18.5 The cultural dimension of long-term decision-making 

Governance styles are, aside from politico-administrative structures, also belief 
systems. Governance relates to a form of social coordination, and governance 
styles reflect specific sets of shared values and beliefs and certain patterns of in-
terpersonal relations. This makes them cultures, or at least: images of cultures. 
Culture is an aspect of political and public administration science that was ne-
glected for a long time because it did not fit in the dominant paradigm of the post-
war period: rational choice theory. The three main cultures or “ways of life” of 
cultural theory are similar to the three governance styles. Like the three govern-
ance styles, these three ways of life compete with each other, often in a hostile 
way, but on the other hand require one another, and they therefore continue to co-
exist. This co-existence often takes the shape of mixtures: “That what we today 
define as free societies – those with the rule of law, alternation in office, and the 
right to criticise – are a product of the interpenetration of hierarchism, individual-
ism, and egalitarianism.” (Thompson M. et al. 1990: 50, 257).  

The socio-politico-administrative context in a country has an influence on the 
question which governance style mixtures are feasible. The market culture of An-
glo-Saxon countries, the network culture of the Netherlands and Scandinavian 
countries, and the hierarchical culture of France for example, play a role in the di-
rection and acceptance of public-sector modernisation programmes, and in how 
policy-making processes are designed (Meuleman 2008).  

The influences of historical, socio-political and administrative contexts have 
consequences for long-term decision-making: some contexts are more conducive 
for long-term decision-making than others. Hofstede (2001) developed a model 
that identifies five primary dimensions to assist in differentiating cultures: “power 
distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term orien-
tation”. Based on Hofstede’s research, we can draw the general conclusion that in 
comparison to Asian countries, European countries do not have a strong tradition 
of long-term decision-making and are then rather similar in the fifth dimension, 
quite different from the variety in the earlier four dimensions. 

The dimension of uncertainty avoidance (UA) may be a crucial one with regard 
to long-term decisions: the future is per definition uncertain. Hofstede found in 
low UA countries (North-Western European countries) a more open-minded men-
tality, in searching for information and in accessibility to innovation (Hofstede 
2001).  

The Netherlands and Scandinavian countries seem to have a more consistent 
and profound view of the future (especially in comparison to Southern European 
and Anglo-Saxon countries) together with a lower “uncertainty avoidance index” 
(on average almost twice lower than in Southern countries). This could mean that, 
on one hand, peoples in Scandinavian countries do not have to reflect a lot on the 
future as they think they are able to adjust to changes; on the other hand, due to 
not having too many uncertainty concerns, they might be more resilient and able 
to think and make decisions with regard to the future. The cultural orientation of 
nations and its consolidation in governance structures, instruments and processes, 
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may help to explain why, at least in environmental politics, North-Western Euro-
pean countries have shown to be early movers. This might be related to the fact 
that they also seem to have a more risk-taking attitude, another characteristic 
which seems to be beneficial for long-term decision-making. The other way 
around, risk averseness may be an important factor obstructing long-term policy-
making.  

Another difference is that Southern European countries are on average more hi-
erarchical (Power Distance Index), which is reflected in for instance the much 
faster decision-making on long-term investments like (rail) infrastructure 
(Hofstede 2001). 

It is often argued that Asian nations have a strong long-term dimension in their 
culture. In fact, this was what forced the sociologist Hofstede to add his fifth di-
mension (“long-term orientation”). However, if Asian governments sometimes 
seem less reluctant to take long-term decisions, it can be argued that this is also 
smoothed by the fact that in most Asian countries there is little possibility of par-
ticipation by civil society and private sector.  

When we discuss the cultural dimension the different styles of decision-
making, legal families and institutional transplantation should be taken into ac-
count. There is a certain path dependency in decision-making, although there is 
room for carving out new paths. A critical appraisal of the “best” and “worst” ex-
amples can be useful, but the influences of the different contexts should not be ne-
glected. Institutional transplantation (learning from distant practices) is not un-
problematic, but the “solutions” should be implemented according to the specific 
contexts in which the solution has to operate. 

Cultures and traditions of public and political actors may induce “default” re-
sults of trade-offs concerning long-term decisions. Improvement may be sought by 
“stretching” such results or shifting the results towards the other pole of the trade-
off, taking implementation of the decision in the territory into consideration. It is 
important that all types of actors who have stakes in long-term decision-making on 
sustainability issues reflect on their specific perspectives and action strategies, re-
garding trade-offs which have to be made. Long-term decision-making for sus-
tainable development is not only a responsibility of governments. However, gov-
ernments have a special responsibility for the organisation of the societal 
discourse regarding the future, and should stimulate consensus on at least the 
agenda (which trade-offs are to be faced?) for long-term decision-making. Be-
cause many actors are involved in long-term decision-making, good governance of 
long-term decision-making requires clarity about the roles of states, business, civil 
society, knowledge institutions and intermediary organisations such as advisory 
councils.  

Analysing impacts of cultures on “governance” and “decision-making”, one 
could say that nation states have very different approaches to long-term decision-
making, roles of stakeholders, established institutions and applicable instruments 
for long-term decision-making. There is a country-specific understanding and ap-
proach to what “governance” and “long-term decision” mean. For instance, “in the 
UK, Germany and Sweden, long-term targets are considered as useful instrument, 



which is in line with the attitude towards targets in general” (Niestroy 2005: 31). 
Meanwhile, the roles of the stakeholders involved in long-term decision-making 
frequently vary with the three governance styles (hierarchy, network and market). 
“For example, a strong corporatist tradition might hamper other civil society or-
ganisations from getting established and heard; the more civil society is organised, 
the more governments are open for dialogue” (Niestroy 2005: 37). A comparative 
research showed that in the UK, the Netherlands and Germany, concerning the 
same environmental policy problem, first the national “default” governance style 
was tried, before a specific governance style mixture emerged from the specific 
conditions of the cases (Meuleman 2008). 

The conclusion is that it is plausible that socio-politico-administrative cultures, 
to a certain extent, induce a specific type of result of some of the trade-offs that 
have to be made in deciding on future events. Improving long-term decision-
making may require changing the “standard” result of these trade-offs; at least, it 
is advisable to reflect on the question if trade-offs are made along the lines of a 
(national) culture – and if that is always the best way. Investing in increasing the 
long-term values of citizens may make long-term decision-making politically 
more feasible. 

Conclusion about values: 
Invest in increasing the long-term values of citizens: this may make long-
term decision-making politically more feasible. 

Long-term decisions must be implementable in the specific socio-politico-
administrative culture of the territory (for example a country) for which the deci-
sions are meant. Such national cultures and traditions influence to an important 
extent what works and what does not work. Therefore, it is risky to copy “best 
practices” from one nation to another. Some principles are recommendable for all 
countries, but an example from another country cannot be taken as concrete rec-
ipe. Learning from each other does not imply that the same approach will work 
elsewhere. 

Therefore, there cannot be a “one size fits all” approach to the governance of 
long-term decisions. The often-used term “best practice” suggests that copying 
one approach to a different situation should be successful. However, cultural the-
ory and governance studies show that this is highly implausible. Every case is dif-
ferent by time, country, political reality and many other factors (culture and tradi-
tions, level of uncertainty, degree of urgency, available knowledge, accessibility 
of information etc.). In order to improve the quality of long-term decision-making, 
specific conditions are required. 

Conclusion about “best practices”: 
Instead of copying “best practices”, it is better to translate them into a form 
which works in a specific situation, tradition and culture. The crucial ques-
tion is: What works where and why? 
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18.6 Conclusions 

We have discussed the complex problems of the governance of long-term deci-
sions, and have argued that it is typically an issue that seems to meet more nega-
tive than positive mechanisms. Figure 18.2 shows which issues we have found to 
be relevant. It is also a field in which more research is required. Nevertheless, sev-
eral recommendations can be formulated. 

Firstly, different types of long-term decisions require different approaches.  
We should distinguish two types of long-term decisions: 

− Cases with a relatively long period between the policy intervention and 
the intended effects: a long lead time. This type demands firm leadership 
in order to collect sufficient momentum for the focal decision. 

− Cases that demand a long-lasting series of interventions that as a whole is 
necessary to cause a favourable effect, following the “drop in the 
bucket”-metaphor. This type asks for perseverance, consistency, continu-
ity and reflexivity.  

Regarding long-term futures, uncertainty and complexity prevail. In some cases 
we are able to forecast to a considerable degree, then we may anticipate. In the 
majority of cases we have to meet the existing uncertainty by concentrating on the 
acquirement of resilience.  

Secondly, long-term decision-making predominantly requires a network gov-
ernance approach:  

− The governance of sustainable long-term decision-making requires in 
most cases some dominance of network governance, with hierarchical 
and market governance “running in the background”. Such a governance 
mixture presupposes that institutions involved in long-term decision-
making are able to act in a resilient way. This implies investing in flexi-
bility and in alertness (creating “watchdog capacity”), without making 
the institutions unstable and unreliable. 

Thirdly, it is important to recognise that long-term impacts of decisions may be-
come underestimated, because the problems that led to the decisions have reached 
the end of their policy life cycle: 

− Long-term decision-making requires policy mechanisms that prolong the 
policy lifecycle of policy issues. 

The fourth conclusion concerns decision support systems: 

− It is important to be transparent and realistic about the limitations of deci-
sion support systems, and to ensure that ethical and political assumptions 
in decision support systems are chosen in the political arena. 



 

Fifthly, the knowledge basis for long-term decisions requires a comprehensive ap-
proach.  

− Knowledge production for long-term decision-making should be a com-
bination of future orientation, design and research (F-ODR). This de-
mands different process requirements than the requirements for “normal 
research” and “future-oriented research”. Participation of actors is one of 
the key requirements.  

The sixth conclusion is about values. 

− Invest in increasing the long-term values of citizens: this may make long-
term decision-making politically more feasible. 

Finally, “best practices” may be inspiring, but should not be copied.  

− Instead of copying “best practices” is better to translate them into a form 
which works in a specific situation, tradition and culture. The crucial 
question is: What works where and why? 
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Fig. 18.2  Key problems and issues regarding long-term  decision-making. 



19 Knowledge governance: complementing 
hierarchies, networks and markets?  
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Abstract    

Coordination between actions of individuals can be realised by a specific form of 
governance: hierarchical governance, network governance or market governance. 
In current policy processes with regard to climate change, spatial planning and 
water management, a fourth type of governance emerges which we call knowledge 
governance. This form of governance is aimed at developing new insights, compe-
tencies and ideas via public investments in knowledge development and dissemi-
nation, which contribute to the emergence of new pathways for collective action.  

19.1 Introduction 

There are enormous differences in how modern societies realise coordination. 
Characteristic for all societies however, is the plurality of steering principles that 
is applied to arrive at coordination and order. There is no one way of realising or-
der but there are many. And they are often used in conjunction with each other.  

The classical way of realising order is by means of hierarchy. A central Ar-
chimedic point is (supposed to be) posited above society and has the ability and 
power to steer societal developments in such a way that the society evolves to-
wards the situation preferred by this top. This coordination mechanism underlies 
the rise of modern centralised European countries and is also characteristic for 
many (post)communist societies.  

However, there is more to modern societies and governments. Modern societies 
are highly complex, possessing powerful self organising capacities and being dif-
ficult to understand and steer (Teisman et al. 2009). Governments do not have the 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_19,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 

In this chapter we answer the question how knowledge governance can contribute 
to the untangling of collective problems which cannot be solved by hierarchical, 
network or market governance. We illustrate our argument with an in-depth case 
study of a Dutch regional planning process. We conclude that knowledge govern-
ance is a distinct mode of governance which can contribute to the capacity of ac-
tors to coordinate their actions by the development of public ideas, competencies 
and arguments.  



284      A. van Buuren and J. Eshuis  

Within the literature many contributions reflect upon this distinction in forms 
of governance, their application and their relative merits and disadvantages 
(Thompson G. et al. 1991, Thompson G. 2003, Considine and Lewis 1999, 2003, 
Dixon and Dogan 2002, Powell 1990).  

In this chapter we argue that there is a fourth form of governance which cannot 
be reduced to one of the three forms described above; it forms a distinct mode to 
realise coordination and collective action. We call this form of governance knowl-
edge governance.  

Knowledge governance is about purposefully organising the development of 
knowledge in order to deal with societal problems. Knowledge governance is 
aimed at creating new insights, and innovative solutions which tempt actors to 
leave traditional insights and practices and get away from inert interaction pat-
terns, stalemate negotiations and interest conflicts. Knowledge governance is also 
used to raise awareness and deliver suggestions that give actors a perspective on 
purposeful action.  

Knowledge governance has become widely applied in a majority of Western 
countries, in practices of for example spatial planning, water management and 
climate adaptation. Oftentimes knowledge governance is institutionalised and im-
plemented via separate knowledge programmes. In the Dutch context these pro-
grammes are co-financed by public and private actors. They are aimed at deliver-
ing insights in themes as multiple land use, sustainable transport, adaptive water 
management and climate adaptation. These programmes explicitly aim at deliver-
ing new insights, best practices and new competencies meant to creep into existing 
practices in order to realise new forms of order and coordinated action. Often, 
these programmes are seen as a useful “mode of governance” because govern-
ments do not know what the problem exactly is, and which opportunities and in-
struments they have to intervene in practice.  

In this chapter we answer the question how knowledge governance can con-
tribute to the untangling of collective problems which cannot (or are difficult to) 
be solved by means of hierarchical, network or market governance. In which situa-
tions can knowledge governance be a viable alternative for the traditional forms of 
governance to realise coordination?  

We illustrate the deficiencies of the three traditional forms of governance and 
the working of knowledge governance with a case study on the reconstruction of a 
greenhouse area in the Westland area in the Netherlands. With help of the insights 
from this case study we elaborate on a theory of knowledge governance. We 

necessary resources to steer society in the way they prefer (Koppenjan and Klijn 
2004). In many cases of collective action this classical way of coordination is 
supplemented or even replaced by forms of market governance (Coase 1937, 
Williamson 1985) and network governance (Kickert et al. 1997, Ouchi 1991, 
Rhodes 1997) in which either the self-interest of rational actors or the reciprocity 
of mutually dependent actors explain why coordination and collective action is 
realised. These two modes of governance make use of the self-organising capacity 
of the market and society, enabling government to suffice with a much less inter-
ventionist strategy.  
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conclude the chapter with insights into the working of knowledge governance and 
its relation to the other forms of governance.  

19.2 Research methods 

We conducted the empirical research through a case study (see Stake 1995, Yin 
1984).  We followed the developments in the case for 8 months, until the final 
“area-contract” was signed and the implementation of the plans started. We under-
took a case study because we wanted to study what actors did in their context, and 
because we needed an in-depth study to understand the intricacies of the develop-
ment, application and function of knowledge in realising collective action. An-
other reason to opt for the in-depth method of a case study was that some of the is-
sues we wanted to address were delicate and complex, such as the struggle that 
took place around the optimal solution for water-retention. Finally a case study fits 
best in our ambition to shed light upon a phenomenon which until now is theoreti-
cally and empirically poorly understood.   

To ensure the validity of our data in the political context where people with 
particular interests present particular aspects of what is going on, we applied data-
triangulation (cf. Yin 1984). We observed various meetings of the project team, 
and carried out participatory observation in two sessions that we organised with 
the aim to reflect on the developments with the various participants in the process. 
We also undertook 15 interviews with 13 respondents, representing all relevant 
parties. Because of the delicateness and complexity of some of the issues we 
wanted to address, we carried out in-depth and semi-structured interviews. In ad-
dition we analysed the policy documents and scientific documents that were rele-
vant to the project. Thereby we were privileged to get access to the e-mail corre-
spondence of one of the respondents who played a crucial role in the knowledge 
development process. Thus, we were able to study the communication between the 
core actors in the process. 

The way we present the findings of our case study is meant to facilitate our 
search towards an answer on the question what constitutes knowledge governance. 
This is both a theoretical and empirical question and we use bits of our case study 
as step stones towards a preliminary answer to this question.  

19.3 Forms of governance 

Governance is about realising coordination between actors with divergent ambi-
tions, perceptions and interests. Without coordination collective action is nearly 
impossible. To align the actions of actors with different opinions and ambitions 
and to enable collective action, it is necessary to apply some form of governance: 
a set of principles, methods and strategies aimed at influencing the strategies of 
actors who together can realise their individual and collective ambitions.  
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Many times the form of governance used to realise coordination and mutual ad-
justment can be best depicted as self-governance: actors make voluntarily agree-
ments. In fact, network governance can be seen as the professionalisation of this 
form of governance. Based upon mutual dependency and reciprocity actors try to 
find a common agenda for action. They cooperate to realise an agenda that con-
tains sufficient elements of their own agenda. This form of governance is based 
upon principles such as solidarity, loyalty and trust (Thompson G. 2003, Entwistle 
et al. 2007).  

Network governance is nowadays seen as a viable alternative for hierarchical 
governance because of the many shortcomings of the latter (Klijn 2008). Hierar-
chical governance rests on the assumption that it is possible to realise coordination 
on the basis of power relations, on ordination and subordination. In essence, hier-
archical governance is about top-down steering. The classical bureaucratic organi-
sation is the prototype of hierarchical governance.  

This governance approach was useful for realising collective action for a long 
time. But its application presupposes the availability of enough “capacity” for 
governments to realise their ambitions without the voluntary cooperation of their 
subordinates. In the context of current network societies the necessary resources to 
realise collective action (for example. money, knowledge, organisational capabili-
ties and legitimacy) are dispersed among many actors. Therefore hierarchical gov-
ernance oftentimes falls short to realise collective action and is regularly replaced 
or supplemented by network governance (Kettle 2002, Pierre and Peters 2000, 
Koppenjan and Klijn 2004, Klijn and Skelcher 2007). 

Besides these two governance forms which are frequently applied to realise co-
ordination in the public domain, the third coordination mechanism is more often 
applied in the private domain, but more and more in the public domain due to the 
raise of New Public Management (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2000). Market govern-
ance is based upon the economic principles of the interplay between the demands 
of consumers and the supply of producers. It coordinates through the invisible 
hand of the price-based system of exchange between self-interested actors (for ex-
ample, Williamson 1985). Within the public domain, market principles are used to 
formulate incentives that safeguard the proper working of imperfect markets. In 
some cases, governments provide a market for goods with specific merit aspects 
which are not produced by the common market.  

In Table 19.1 we summarise the main differences between the three modes of 
governance. 

In reflections upon the distinction between the three modes of governance, two 
forms of critique can be observed. A first critique is that the threefold distinction 
is not refined enough. Some critics have therefore refined the analyses of the net-
work mode of governance by making a distinction between networks and commu-
nities or clans (Streeck and Schmitter 1985, Tenbensel 2005). This distinction is 
made to shed light on the difference between providers of goods and services 
(which are central in networks) and communities (geographic, ethnic or cultural 
groups). Others have refined the hierarchical mode of governance. Considine and 
Lewis (2003) distinguish between: 
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− procedural governance 
− corporate governance 
− market governance 
− network governance.  

Table 19.1 Modes of governance (based upon Meuleman 2008). 

 Network Market Hierarchy 
Basic principle Reciprocity Exchange Power 
Coordination principle Collaboration Price Rules  
Mode of calculation Homo politicus Homo economicus Homo hierarchicus 
Roles of government Government as partner 

or network manager 
Government as service 
supplier, contract part-
ner 

Government as princi-
pal ruler  

Key value Public value Public choice Public goods 
 

Procedural governance refers to the following of rules and protocols, high reliance 
on supervision, and an expectation that tasks and decisions will be well scripted.  
Corporate governance reflects the application of New Public Management within 
classical bureaucratic organisations and focuses upon realising coordination in 
complex public organisations by applying businesslike management tools. How-
ever, both procedural and corporate governance can be seen as subcategories of 
hierarchical governance.    

We sustain the threefold distinction between network-, market-, and hierarchi-
cal governance as presented above because the fourfold categorisations mentioned 
above are in essence further refinements of the classical threefold distinction.  

A second critique is more fundamental in arguing that the distinction between 
three (or four) forms of governance is not useful, but rather confusing. This group 
of critics argues that the distinction neglects the importance of hybrid forms of 
governance such as public-private partnerships, and other governance practices in 
which different coordination mechanisms are intermingled (for example, Bradach 
and Eccles 1989). Economic sociologists, for example (Granovetter 1985), em-
phasise the idea that markets and economic exchange are embedded in social 
structures. Reciprocity and other social norms thus play an important role in the 
market.  

In this chapter we do not wish to deny that the threefold distinction could be re-
fined, nor do we deny that different coordination mechanisms are intermingled in 
practice. However, it is our contention that the analyses of governance practices 
can be improved by understanding what basic principles underlie these practices. 
We aim to add to a body of literature in which different forms of governance are 
distinguished by analysing the basic coordination mechanisms that underlie 
them (for example, Considine and Lewis 2003, Meuleman 2008, Powell 1990, 
Thompson G. et al. 1991). Our goal is to add to the analytical toolbox for studying 
governance processes by distinguishing and analysing a fourth analytical category 
of governance modes, that is knowledge governance.  
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19.4 Why these governance approaches do not always suffice 

Many problems of collective action can be effectively tackled with a mix of these 
three forms of governance. Where singular modes of governance do not suffice 
they can be used in combination with each other. The rich literature on policy in-
struments sheds light upon the contingency between modes of governance and the 
context of application.  

However, in some situations collective problems cannot be solved by one of 
these governance mechanisms. Dixon and Dogan (2002) show why the epistemo-
logical, ontological and nomological assumptions of the three modes of govern-
ance give rise to their own failures. The relative problems of hierarchical govern-
ance versus market governance are known: the market is not able to produce 
collective goods and in several situations the market is not able to realise a macro-
efficient allocation, while governments do have the problem of imperfect informa-
tion, bureaucratic self-interest and imperfect competition (Levacic 1991). Network 
governance may fail to realise collaboration due to a lack of trust, or is not effec-
tive in realising decisive and effective policy choices due to the focus on consen-
sus. The shortcomings of these modes of governance can be illustrated with our 
case study of the case Waalblok (see Box 19.1).  

 

Box 19.1  
In the Dutch polder area Waalblok a large number of greenhouses can be 
found. It is part of the so called Westland, “the Greenport of the Nether-
lands”. In reaction to trends in the agricultural sector such as scale enlarge-
ment and internationalisation many growers develop initiatives to enlarge 
their business. Therefore spatial restructuring of the whole area is necessary. 
Such a process can be perfectly done in a private way, by means of market 
governance. The governmental planning document allows for reconstruction 
of the greenhouse area.  

A complicating factor is that the area of Waalblok is also confronted with 
more and more water nuisance due to climate change. The increased inten-
sity of rainfall has caused severe problems with drainage in the polder. 
Therefore the Water Board studied on possibilities to enlarge the retention 
capacity within the polder. The Water Board did not have the juridical and 
financial means to realise the necessary retention areas and depends upon 
the voluntary cooperation of the growers to solve the problem of water nui-
sance.  

However the cleavages between governments on the one hand citizens 
and entrepreneurs on the other, are too deep to form a fertile ground for 
fruitful voluntary cooperation between both. In addition the Water Board did 
not have a tradition of network governance; it relies largely on formal 
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procedures to realise its own organisational goals. The procedures however, 
are not suitable for realising tailor-made solutions which are needed in the 
particular situation of the Waalblok area, which is also highly dynamic.  

In this case study three forms of government are not sufficient to solve the prob-
lems in this area. Hierarchical government does not have the necessary power, 
competencies (based upon formal legislation) and money to realise its policy 
goals. At the same time, however, the entrepreneurs are perfectly able to solve 
their own problem of reconstruction with help of market governance principles. 
However, the market mechanism does not solve the water problem because of the 
free rider problem: some parts of the polder do have serious problems with intense 
rain fall while other parts (higher located) do not have any problem with water 
nuisance.   

Network governance is not easy to apply either, due to the bad relationship be-
tween governments and entrepreneurs. Besides, the ambitions of both are com-
plete opposites and will result in a zero-sum game. Water retention requires extra 
space which can no longer be used by the growers for their business. Actually 
space is very scarce in the Westland and the spatial use is very intensive. That 
makes growers unwilling to cooperate voluntarily with governments who want to 
use agricultural land for water retention.  

In this case the three forms of governance do not suffice to overcome the diffi-
culties in realising collective action. Table 19.2 summarises their shortcomings as 
they are present in our case study.  

Table 19.2 The failures of modes of governance. 

 
 
 
 
 
Why this mode 
of governance 
does not suffice 

Market governance Hierarchical governance Network governance 
Retention capacity is a 
collective good for the 
growers 

The Water Board does not 
have the juridical means to 
intervene in the private re-
construction process 

The ambitions of the Wa-
ter Board and growers can 
be seen as a win-lose 
game  

Free rider behaviour pre-
vents  realising retention 
areas solely through the 
market 

The Water Board needs 
voluntary cooperation of 
the growers 

A history of bad relation-
ships and distrust hinders 
a cooperative process 

 The Water Board did not 
have the necessary means 
to realise retention capac-
ity on its own  

The Water Board did not 
have the knowledge and 
competencies to set up a 
collaborative process  

 
The market mode is not helpful in overcoming the classical failures of imperfect 
markets (Bailey 2001). In such a situation governmental intervention seems to be 
logical to correct market failure. However, in this situation due to private property 
rights and a diminishing role for government, the authorities do not have the nec-
essary capabilities to realise effective hierarchical interventions. Hierarchical 
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governance presupposes the presence of state capacity but this capacity is no 
longer unlimitedly available (Kettle 2002).  

Departing from such a situation, network governance seems to be the most ap-
propriate answer to government failure. But network governance presupposes both 
a commonly felt need to align the own intentions and ambitions with those of oth-
ers, and also a minimum level of mutual trust between interdependent actors. In 
this case both a shared understanding of mutual dependence and some initial level 
of trust seemed to be absent. This case thus sheds light on (often unmentioned) 
preconditions which have to be present to apply a specific form of governance. In 
Table 19.3 we summarise the main preconditions per governance mode which are 
oftentimes (implicitly) assumed to be present when the accompanying governance 
mode is employed. 

Table 19.3 Preconditions for hierarchical, market and network governance. 

 Hierarchy Market Network 
Precondition State capacity: governments 

do have the necessary  
financial and juridical means 
to intervene in societal and 
private processes 

Clearly defined ownership 
of goods (that is private 
goods instead of public 
goods) 

Network capital: the  
necessary relations  
between mutual dependent 
actors and the willingness 
to cooperate  

 
In such a situation it may take years before adequate action is taken. However, 
from our case study Waalblok we learn that there is another way to realise coordi-
nation within a situation wherein three modes of governance are insufficient: 
knowledge governance.  

19.5 Knowledge governance in Waalblok 

Waalblok was not the only area within the Westland area with persistent water 
management problems. Several comparable areas were also characterised by seri-
ous water problems which were difficult to solve due to other intense spatial prob-
lems, strained relations and conflicting interests between governmental actors and 
societal stakeholders.  

Therefore the various governmental bodies within the City Region of The 
Hague (“Haaglanden”) decided to start an innovation programme “Water Frame-
work Haaglanden”. This programme was meant to realise innovative break-
throughs with regard to persistent problems in the spatial planning of the whole 
area and especially concerning the difficult balance of water management and 
other spatial functions.  

Crucial in the programme was a knowledge programme (financed partly by the 
central government and partly by the regional and local governments) aimed at 
developing technical and institutional innovations. The board of the City Region 
selected six pilot projects – under which was Waalblok – to test a new governance 
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approach aimed at collaboration and bottom-up steering and to develop techno-
logical innovations to prevent the zero-sum game between water retention and 
other spatial claims.  

The pilot project Waalblok was started with a subsidy of Haaglanden. Although 
some attempts were done to find a competent independent process manager, the 
involved governmental organisation did not succeed in finding a person who fitted 
their expectations. Therefore they decided to start the pilot project with their own 
people and work with their own practical knowledge about collaboration and area 
development.  

A new arrangement was developed to organise the cooperation between the 
various governments (especially the Water Board and the municipality of West-
land) and the growers (some individuals, but most of them were united in LTO 
“Glass Power”, an agricultural interest organisation). From Delfland, Westland 
and the LTO, a representative was appointed to participate in a project team. The 
various actors received additional means to implement this new way of working.  

From the Programme Team of Water Framework Haaglanden much emphasis 
was given to the development of new and systematic knowledge. They paid for an 
intensive research process in which more then twenty possible scenarios for the fu-
ture water management of Waalblok were compared on a number of criteria. They 
also invested a significant amount of money in the further development of a creative 
idea of a local consultancy office. This idea is worth to describe in some detail.  

AquaTerraNova, a consulting firm specialised in the business of horticulture 
and floriculture, developed – on demand of a local entrepreneur – an idea to reuse 
pouring water in greenhouses. By closing the cycle of water use growers were able 
to solve future problems regarding the dumping of used water in the surface water 
or in the sewerage system. This idea was enhanced with an idea to realise cellars 
under the greenhouses to store rain water in times of extreme rain fall in combina-
tion with the storage of pouring water.  

In fact this idea not only helps to realise a more efficient use of space (by real-
ising water storage in cellars and thus multifunctional land use) but also helps to 
improve the water management of the polder by closing the cycle of rain water, 
production water, and sewerage water.   

This idea was translated in a subsidy proposal to obtain the necessary financial 
means to develop this idea further and to realise a pilot project. More then €3 mil-
lion Euros were placed at the disposal of the municipality of Westland to imple-
ment the concept in a pilot project.  

Then both projects came together because Westland was already participating 
in the above mentioned pilot project “area development” in Waalblok. The devel-
opment of the innovative 4B concept was linked to the pilot project Waalblok. The 
various governmental actors (municipality and Water Board) and private actors 
(united in an agricultural interest group) united them in a Project Group. The mu-
nicipality delivered a project manager. Both the municipality and the Water Board 
applied a new way of working, called “area-based policy-making” (urged by the 
Water Framework Haaglanden) in which plans for rearranging areas were accom-
plished bottom-up with heavily involvement of the direct interested parties.  
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An intensive period of 2 years started. The Water Board commissioned a re-
search (paid and stimulated by the Water Framework Haaglanden) in which the 
4B concept was tested and compared with a couple of other alternatives for the 
spatial organisation of the polder and the water management. Based upon this re-
search it was concluded that the 4B concept was feasible and robust.  

On basis of this conclusion it was decided that the 4B concept could be used to 
realise a compromise between the desires of the growers and the wishes of the 
Water Board. A difficult discussion took place between one of the members of the 
Board of Directors of the Water Board and the involved civil servants. The first 
had a firm preference for a specific (traditional and thus proven) solution for the 
water retention challenge and was sceptical about the possibilities of retention cel-
lars. The civil servants however needed the innovation of the 4B concept for real-
ising both the water management ambition and the reconstruction.  

It took a long time for the project team to realise consensus among all the ac-
tors involved. After 2 years an “area contract” could be signed. Two corner stones 
for this agreement were delivered as a result of knowledge interventions in the 
process. The first intervention was the encompassing comparison of the 4B con-
cept with a couple of alternative allocation proposals. The second intervention was 
formed by a financial analysis – commissioned by the Project Team – in which an 
independent consultancy firm investigated the costs of the preferred alternative 
and proposed a specific distribution of the various contributions to these costs.  

After all both the representatives of the growers and the municipal and Water 
Board authorities were satisfied with the ultimate outcome. One individual grower 
was willing to realise the cellar under his greenhouse and a couple of growers 
were willing to participate in the collective pouring water plant.  

19.6 The role of knowledge governance 

The case described in the former section illustrates a situation in which neither of 
the three modes, nor a combination of them, suffices to realise a sustainable solu-
tion for the problems in the polder Waalblok. The development of new knowledge 
was decisive in realising a solution. This knowledge consists on the one hand in a 
technical innovation (the 4B concept) and on the other hand a process innovation 
(the “area development approach”). 

The technical knowledge was indispensable to overcome the problem of the 
zero-sum game between the spatial claims of water management and economic 
development and to find a mutual attractive solution with was both effective and 
feasible. The process innovation was necessary to overcome the history of strained 
relationships between the parties and complement the institutional arrangements 
used by the Water Board.  

The Water Framework Haaglanden played an important role in promoting and 
stimulating the development and application of these innovations. As a govern-
mental organisation they invest intentionally in the application of knowledge gov-
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ernance as a mean to realise coordination. We can distinguish four different 
elements of their strategy: 

− translating policy problems into questions for research and knowledge 
development;  

− mobilising knowledge institutes and consortia to develop innovative 
ideas and proposals fitting into the problem definitions of the region; 

− accompanying the process of fact-finding and facilitating the link be-
tween research and policy-making to enable the fit between the coordina-
tion problem and the knowledge product;  

− stimulating the spread of knowledge between the various pilot projects 
and throughout the whole programme to enhance the effectiveness of the 
produced knowledge and its translation into collective action.  

In the case Waalblok knowledge governance aimed at stimulating innovation and 
knowledge development was ultimately helpful in overcoming the conflicts of in-
terest between growers and Water Board. We can distinguish three main contribu-
tions of knowledge governance to the realisation of coordination in this case: 

− New knowledge inspires actors to leave existing perceptions and insights, 
and stimulates them to develop new problem definitions. Inhabitants of 
the polder and representatives from the Water Board get convinced about 
the possibilities to combine a robust water management system with an 
economic viable polder and expansion of the greenhouses.  

− Innovative knowledge was helpful in bridging existing conflicts of inter-
ests by proposing combinatory solutions. Technical innovations can be 
helpful in proposing solutions that create win-win solutions. Cellars be-
neath the greenhouses are space-efficient and combine both the need for 
fresh water and retention capacity.  

− New knowledge was used to arrange multi-actor collaboration in more 
fruitful way. The involved governments were facilitated in starting a pilot 
project in which they could experiment a new way of working. The pro-
gramme team tried to facilitate the development of new competencies. 

In the case of Waalblok we can identify a couple of elements with regard to 
knowledge governance that determine its added value in the light of the shortcom-
ings of the other modes of governance. See also Table 19.4. 
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Table 19.4 The contribution of knowledge governance. 

 Shortcoming Contribution of knowledge governance 
Market governance Market failures (free rider behav-

iour) with regard to water reten-
tion  

Idea for the sharing of costs and benefits 
of the restructuring of the polder  
Innovation for realising an effective com-
bination of a private good (supply water) 
and a public good (water retention) 

Network govern-
ance 

Zero-sum game between growers 
and Water Board 
Low mutual trust between actors 

New methods and competences that en-
able collaboration and trust-building 
Insight into possibilities of package deals 
and win-win solutions  

Hierarchical gov-
ernance 

The necessary means (financial, 
juridical) are lacking  
The exact allocation of responsi-
bilities and tasks is unclear  

Innovation stimulates actors to cooperate 
voluntarily with the restructuring of the 
polder: new perspectives stimulating col-
laboration  

19.7 Analysing the characteristics of knowledge governance 

In the former section we have analysed the practice of knowledge governance. We 
are now able to reflect upon the theoretical characteristics of this fourth mode of 
governance. Table 19.5 gives an overview of modes of governance and their main 
characteristics, including the fourth mode of knowledge governance.  

 

Table 19.5 Knowledge governance compared to the other three modes of governance. 

 Network Market Hierarchy Knowledge 
Basic principle Reciprocity Exchange Power Cognition 
Coordination prin-
ciple 

Collaboration Price Rules  Learning 

Mode of calculation Homo politicus Homo economicus Homo hierarchicus Homo sapiens 
Roles of govern-
ment 

partner or network 
manager 

service supplier, 
contract partner 

principal ruler  knowledge infra-
structure developer 

Key value Public value Public choice Public goods Public ideas 
Legitimisation  Participation Fairness  Accountability  Credibility  
Resource allocation Mutual adjustment 

between mutually 
dependent actors 

Demand and supply 
between consumer 
and producer 

Political budgeting 
between politicians 
and agencies 

Creative competi-
tion between ideas  

 
Compared to the other three modes of governance, knowledge governance focuses 
on the coordinative power of shared ideas. Actors who are jointly convinced about 
the feasibility of solutions and the seriousness of problems are also willing to ad-
just their strategies and to develop a coherent path of collective action. The role of 
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government is to facilitate the process of knowledge production and its dissemina-
tion. In knowledge governance, knowledge is approached as a public good that 
can be co produced by public, private and societal actors. By facilitating the de-
velopment of knowledge by and for actors, other ways of thinking, acting and 
judging are enabled.  

Compared to the other three forms of governance knowledge governance can 
be seen as a way of coordinating action and realising collective action by steering 
the production of innovative knowledge with is able to overcome technical, organ-
isational and managerial barriers present in collective action settings. Knowledge 
is a means to provide actors with new insights and ideas which help them to adjust 
their behaviour in such a way that they are able to realise coordination and collec-
tive action.  

Of course, knowledge and learning also play a role in the other modes of coor-
dination. Within hierarchies, market and networks knowledge is used to optimise 
respectively steering interventions, consumer and producer choices and the reali-
sation of package deals. However, in these modes of governance knowledge is al-
ways subordinated, and aimed at delivering insights to improve the primary coor-
dination mechanisms of hierarchy, market and network. Within knowledge 
governance, the mobilisation of knowledge and the development of a knowledge 
infrastructure is the primary mode of coordination. Actors are provoked to learn, 
to adjust their behaviour based upon new knowledge and insights.  

Knowledge is a multi-faceted phenomenon (Van Buuren 2009). Knowledge 
governance refers to two forms of knowledge: explicit knowledge in terms of new 
technological concepts or solutions, impact analyses and benchmarks, and expert 
knowledge in terms of competencies and new individual or organisational routines 
(for a further elaboration of this distinction Van Buuren 2006).   

New explicit knowledge can be used to overcome value conflicts and lock-in 
situations for example by developing technical innovations that help to bridge in-
terest conflicts or contradictory perceptions of stakeholders which cannot be over-
come by the other modes of governance.  

New competencies can help to break through existing routines and ways of do-
ing. Especially when hierarchical ways of governance do not suffice and network 
approaches are still underdeveloped, new practical knowledge about how to or-
ganise collaborative processes can be helpful in stimulating new ways of coopera-
tion and mutual adjustment.   

That means that knowledge governance in Waalblok supports other forms of 
governance, in this case notably network governance. It opens new ways of col-
laboration and also unthought-of opportunities for package deals and creative 
combinations which facilitate the dialogue about compromises.   

We see many other applications of knowledge governance. A well-known ex-
ample in the Dutch agricultural domain is the so-called Research – Extension – 
Education Triangle (in Dutch: OVO Drieluik). This institutional structure was 
meant to facilitate the realisation of the high agricultural ambitions within the 
Netherlands in terms innovation, growth of production, and market share. The 
government did not choose to use hierarchical measures (you cannot enforce 
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farmers to be innovative), but they decided to invest in a knowledge infrastructure 
aimed at scientific innovation and the application of innovations on farm. Although 
the system has been criticised for its linear view on knowledge development1 it did 
contribute to innovations and higher agricultural productions in a time when there 
was a broad consensus among scientists and farmers about the main aim of increas-
ing agricultural production (see for example, Rutten and Van Oosten 1999). 

The corporatist tradition in the Dutch food sector is a fertile ground for other 
applications of knowledge governance that are less based on linear views of 
knowledge production. We can witness so-called “learning tables”, subsidised by 
public authorities and composed of farmers in the peat meadow areas in which 
they exchange best practices, questions and answers with regard to a climate ro-
bust agricultural land use.  

Within the climate policy domain there are other examples of knowledge gov-
ernance, for example the climate impact atlases which are used to communicate 
the consequences of climate change to local governments and functional authori-
ties within a specific region as an attempt to stimulate them to formulate adapta-
tion measures.  

Other examples of knowledge governance can be found in the domain of eco-
nomic affairs. The Dutch institute SenterNovem executes various programmes to 
develop knowledge about improving the sustainability of business parks (Boons 
and Janssen 2004). Consultants are hired to collect and disseminate showcases be-
tween private entrepreneurs. Money is invested to develop a knowledge infrastruc-
ture to support the development of an “eco-industrial system”.  

19.8 Conclusion and discussion 

This chapter reveals that knowledge governance can contribute to collective action 
by stimulating coordination of strategies with help of new knowledge. Knowledge 
governance ultimately is a way of coordinating social life by developing knowl-
edge that facilitates voluntary adjustment of individual strategies. It appeals to the 
self-organising capacity of actors to adjust their behaviour based upon new in-
sights and ideas. Although we have to be careful in generalising conclusions on 
basis of one case study, we cautiously conclude that knowledge governance is es-
pecially applicable in contexts characterised by: 

− uncertainty and ignorance about possibilities and futures; 
− a moderate or high degree of consensus about the necessity to solve a 

specific problem;  

                                                           
 

1 The OVO system was based on the assumption that knowledge has to be developed by 
scientists, disseminated by consultants and applied by farmers. The system neglected 
knowledge development by farmers themselves (see for example, Leeuwis 1993, Roling 
and Wagemakers 1998).  
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− problems with regard to the application of other modes of governance; 
− actors willing to explore new possibilities and leave existing routines and 

ideas.   

Knowledge governance cannot be reduced to hierarchical governance, networks 
governance or market governance because at a fundamental level it is based on a 
different principle. Knowledge governance is based on knowledge, whereas hier-
archical governance is based on power, market governance on exchange, and net-
work governance on reciprocity.  

Knowledge governance can result in some form of self-organised order and co-
ordinated action. However, knowledge governance does not provide the necessary 
means to enforce such an emerging equilibrium. It relies on the voluntary dedica-
tion of actors to learn and to adjust their behaviour. For enforcing change it relies 
on the principles of one of the three other modes of governance. In our case, hier-
archical means, market principles and network instruments were used to confirm 
the frame reflection and consensus realised thanks to the knowledge governance.  

That points us to an essential difference between knowledge governance and 
the other modes of governance. Knowledge governance does not provide for the 
means necessary to warrant (the implementation of) joint action. It helps to realise 
voluntary self-organisation, but without any obligation. By investing in the devel-
opment of innovations and competencies, actors within a specific policy domain 
are enabled to adjust their behaviour by adopting these new insights. This coordi-
nation mechanism is based upon the credibility and practical usefulness of the de-
veloped knowledge.  

In that sense knowledge governance can be seen as facilitative and additional to 
the other modes of governance. It paves the way for the others by stimulating 
frame reflection and new ways of thinking and doing. It facilitates the search to-
wards win-win solutions. It rationalises the dialogue between stakeholders with 
different world views and problem perceptions. It can deliver new methods and 
approaches for collaboration and dialogue.  



20 The positioning of commissions 

Martin Schulz and  Mark van Twist 

Abstract    

To deal with a variety of difficult matters, Dutch politics, as well as politics in 
other countries, makes good use of a well-known and well-tried instrument that is 
simultaneously highly debated and controversial: the commission or committee. In 
a knowledge democracy, where the development of knowledge is democratised it-
self, in which new forms of deliberation and negotiation appear and in which the 
balance of power between groups is shifting, this classical arrangement of using 
commissions is given a new interpretation. In current practice we may witness 
new and innovative forms of commissions that are, by the way, mostly variations 
of well-known organisational forms, rather than a completely new phenomenon. 
Be it citizens’ assemblies, hubs, or even cascade commissions, these are all new 
variations on classical commissions with distinctive and characteristic features. 
This contribution to the book on knowledge democracy discusses societal changes 
that can be seen in the practices of government, as well as the shift in the use of 
commissions that occurs as a result of those changes. 

20.1 Introduction 

To deal with a variety of difficult matters, Dutch politics, as well as politics in 
other countries, makes good use of a well-known and well-tried instrument that at 
the same time is highly debated and controversial: the commission or committee. 
Generally speaking, a commission or committee is a temporary body of people – 
mostly a mix of former politicians, businesspeople and field experts – from out-
side government, which is formed on an ad hoc basis to perform certain functions 
in public administration such as: considering a specific problem, or creating an 
impulse to change the course of certain events (Schulz et al. 2006, 2008). These 
temporary commissions are being formed on all kinds of topics, for example the 
political decision-making on the war in Iraq (Davids Commission), the explosion 
of a fireworks factory in the city of Enschede (Oosting Commission), the growth 
of national airport Schiphol (In ’t Veld Commission), a near-shore wind park 
(Verbruggen Commission), or the use of Information and Communication Tech-
nology by government agencies (Docters van Leeuwen Commission). Various authors 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_20,  
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in a knowledge democracy  
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have stressed the importance of these commissions in the public sector, towards 
creating an understanding of the functioning of government (for example, Wheare 
1955, Lipsky and Olsen 1977, Popper 1970, Chapman 1973, Cartwright 1975, 
Roberts 1996, De Bruijn 2006, Howlett and Ramesh 2003, Prahalad and Ramaswamy 
2004).  

Yet this classical arrangement of governing by commission, in addition to 
many benefits, has some disadvantages. For example, commissions perform their 
duties away from, and out of sight of, citizens, corporations and society at large. 
Society usually considers commissions as a meaningful expression of the political 
process. The actual size of the gap between commissions and society depends, of 
course, on the procedure and the formation of the commission, but in general, this 
is the reality. It is therefore often questionable whether the report of a commission 
is supported by society at large, or by citizens and companies that are not part of a 
certain inner circle? The much debated gap between government and society is at 
the very least not closed by setting up classical commissions to inquire into diffi-
cult matters (Ten Heuvelhof and Van Twist 2007). At this moment, a knowledge 
democracy, in the sense that political positions are supported by a “wisdom of 
crowds”, is not automatically realised.  

This raises questions. How should we interpret the role and function of com-
missions in a changing societal context, where knowledge and expertise continue 
to broaden and are also becoming democratised? Furthermore, how do commis-
sions fit into questions of boundary work? In this contribution to the book on 
knowledge democracy we will argue that, increasingly, our society seems to be 
shifting towards a knowledge democracy as a result of which commissions tend to 
take different shapes and perform different tasks.   

20.2 Definition 

Several definitions are in use, which describe what a commission is (Wheare 
1955: 4, Brown D.S. 1972: 335). Chapman (1973: 9) chooses this definition: “[…] 
a commission may be defined as a body set up by government to consider a spe-
cific problem or problems.” Therefore it seems that commissions are formed to 
consider matters of some kind. Some scholars avoid definitions, preferring to de-
scribe distinctive features of commissions. The fact that commissions are formed 
by members of government is a characteristic that gives great status to commis-
sions (Cartwright 1975: 1–3, Komarovsky 1975, Flitner 1986). Another character-
istic is that commissions are usually made up of people from outside the govern-
ment (Hoefnagel 1975: 386). 

Every country has its own names for and special forms of commissions (and/or 
committees). In literature, comparisons are often made between the “Presidents 
Commissions” as they are known in the United States and the “Royal Commis-
sions” as they are known in the United Kingdom and Canada (Hodgetts 1949, 
Hanson 1969, Chapman 1973, Popper 1970: 8). These commissions are compara-
ble to the ad hoc commissions known to the Dutch public service. The same 
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applies to so-called “inquiries” or “commissions of inquiry” that are set up in, for 
example, Canada and Australia (compare for example, Salter and Slaco 1981, 
Wraith and Lamb 1971). In formulating the definition in the next paragraph, we 
have only looked at literature describing types of commissions that are compara-
ble to Dutch ad hoc commissions. 

In our research into the Dutch practices of governing by commission, we have 
used the following definition of commissions (Schulz et al. 2006: 21): “a (more or 
less extensive) group of people with origins outside the government, which is set 
up to consider a matter of some kind within the public service”. 

This is, by design, a rather broad definition (compare Schulz et al. 2008). The 
decision to use such a definition was made because not every commission in The 
Netherlands is using the word “commission” in its name. Special committees, task 
forces, platforms, working groups, tribunals or steering committees might also be 
considered a type of commission. In all of these instances, individuals are asked to 
jointly consider a specific public service matter. Van Poelje (1967: 9) suggests 
that it is hard to imagine The Netherlands without specialised commissions “re-
gardless of its name or structure” (translation from Dutch, also compare to Van 
Schendelen 2004, 2005: 58). The phenomenon of a government governing by 
commissions has not yet met its boundaries in language. The current trend in 
Dutch public administration seems to be one of verbal renewal (compare Van 
Twist 1995): fewer “commissions” (at first sight at least) and in their place “task 
forces”, “platforms” or even “hubs” are set up, thus using more appealing names. 
Still, names are not the only difference between these variations. 

20.3 A practice of paradox 

The usefulness and the role of commissions are themes both widely discussed in 
The Netherlands, resulting in diverse opinions. 

On the one hand, ad hoc commissions are frequently installed by a member of 
government to mobilise specific expertise, to guarantee independence of inquiries 
and to create support. This leads to the result that commissions often mobilise 
state of the art knowledge available in science or with experts, that commissions 
try to find solutions for questions that have not been offered by others before them 
and that commissions strive to reach a consensus among stakeholders. This is usu-
ally regarded as a more positive interpretation of the accomplishments of commis-
sions. 

On the other hand, the same situation can be explained differently. In debates 
on the merits of commissions, this is often the case. We frequently hear com-
ments, detailing how the work of commissions offers few new insights, while re-
ducing options for democratic decision-making by taking the edge off the debate. 
These opposing statements on commissions may be seen as two sides of the same 
coin. In political and social debate in The Netherlands, most attention is given to 
the critics. Therefore, the forming and installation of commissions is usually con-
sidered a political action and a bad one at that. This is usually regarded as a more 
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negative interpretation of the accomplishments of commissions. In Table 20.1 
(based on earlier work by Schulz and Van Twist 2009) we show a comparison of 
both the positive and negative positions of the same situation.  

Table 20.1 Positive and negative interpretations of commissions.  

Negative interpretation 
 

Observation Positive interpretation 

Commissions form a shadow 
power 

Commissions and their work 
are nearly invisible 

Commissions facilitate parties 
feeling each other out in secure 
surroundings 

Commissions are a fridge for 
hiding problems 

The work of commissions takes 
time to complete 

Setting up commissions leads to 
a (temporary) cooling of politi-
cal debate 

Commissions pre-boil political 
decision-making 

Commissions are influential Commissions break taboos and 
create space for decision-
making  
 

Commissions never come up 
with anything new 

Commissions also weigh exist-
ing knowledge 
 

Commissions reach authorita-
tive conclusions 

Commissions and their reports 
are only used by ministers to 
hide behind 

Ministers make good use of the 
work of commissions 

Commissions succeed in finding 
useful solutions 

 
The paradox in the Dutch public service is evident in the fact that, in somewhat 
abstract terms, most people and many officials oppose the forming of commis-
sions, while in practice they make good use of them. Frequently, the same person 
may oppose the forming of commissions, before installing a couple of them a few 
days later. As an example we refer to former Minister Pechtold who in 2005 said 
that the installation of all of these commissions was “driving him crazycrazy”. He 
installed at least two commissions in the period after his speech, which made 
headlines in several nationwide newspapers.1  

20.4 Governing by commission in the Netherlands 

In this period there has been an increase in the number of commissions formed by 
different administrations. Table 20.2 below illustrates that the Balkenende admini-
strations have set up many more commissions each year then the Kok administra-
tions that preceded them. 

                                                           
 

1  For example, De Volkskrant (10 November 2005: 3). 
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Table 20.2 Total commissions in The Netherlands between 1995 and 2005, in between 
brackets the average number of commissions per year a

Ministry During Kok administra-
tion I and II 

During Balkenende admini-
stration I and II 

Total 

Education, culture and science 32 (4.6) 23 (5.8) 55 

Home affairs and Kingdom rela-
tions 

15 (2.1) 33 (8.3) 48 

Justice 26 (3.7) 20 (5.0) 46 

Health and sports 22 (3.1) 12 (3.0) 34 

Traffic and water 12 (1.7) 15 (3.8) 27 

Economy 9 (1.3) 11 (2.8) 20 

Social affairs and work 8 (1.1) 10 (2.5) 18 

Finance 7 (1.0) 6 (1.5) 13 

Housing, spatial planning and 
environment 

3 (0.4) 6 (1.5) 9 

Agriculture, nature and food 
quality 

5 (0.7) 4 (1.0) 9 

Foreign affairs 5 (0.7) 1 (0.3) 6 

Defence 1 (0.1) 2 (0.5) 3 

General affairs 1 (0.1) 1 (0.3) 2 

Total 146 (20.9) 144 (36.0) 290 

Source: Schulz et al. (2006: 53). 
a The Kok administrations I and II lasted from 1994 until 2002. The Balkenende administrations 

I and II lasted from 2002 until 2006. 
 

Balkenende administrations have been in office from 2002 onwards. Table 20.2 
therefore clearly shows that the number of commissions set up by government on 
average is increasing. Of course it is not possible to detect a larger trend from 
these numbers. Still, it is interesting to see that apparently Balkenende administra-
tions tend to set up more commissions while on the other hand (and maybe be-
cause of this) the public and political debate on governing by commission seems 
to be more present then before. In our opinion the differences between coalition 
partners in the administrations of Balkenende may be seen as a possible explana-
tion for this development. The setting up of more commissions, in our opinion, 
shows that not all matters can be resolved easily in policy meaning that other ways 
of dialogue and impulse are necessary to further policy and society. Before elabo-
rating on these new ways and the new forms of commissions these lead to we will 
discuss the more classical forms of commissions.  

. 
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Empirical research shows that the core function of governing by commission is 
advisory (Schulz and Van Twist 2009). Commissions, in whatever form, always 
serve the ministers that set them up with recommendations. In practice this func-
tion of commissions is combined with other functions, which leads to the exis-
tence of different types of commission in public administration. These types of 
commission function in a more classical way with regard to incorporating outsid-
ers in the work of government, using an ad hoc structure. Below we discuss sev-
eral of these more classical commission types (see Schulz and Van Twist 2009). 

20.4.1 Commissions of inquiry 

Commissions of inquiry are usually set up to get to the bottom of matters. This 
generally requires them to reconstruct the facts and organise hearings to interro-
gate those responsible. The Hermans Commission in The Netherlands, which in-
quired into the policy process of automatic voting machines, after it became a 
widely and publicly discussed matter in 2006, is a well-known example. This 
commission researched recent developments and in doing so also analysed the 
news brought by the media. There have even been some deliberations with report-
ers to find out what they knew. All topics were discussed during meetings of the 
commission. These recent developments have even caused the tasks of the com-
mission to be widened. Not only should it consider the parliamentary elections of 
November 2006 in its inquiry, it was appointed the task of inquiring into the elec-
tions for the democratic bodies of the Dutch Provinces in February 2007. The re-
construction of events, or in this case of the policy process, was discussed by the 
commission in a report that was presented to the State Secretary for the Ministry 
of the Interior in the spring of 2007. 

20.4.2 Political commissions 

Political commissions are often set up to influence the political and public agenda 
and to deal with crises. They usually have politically tricky matters as a focus of 
their work. The Wiegel Commission, which considered the refurbishment of na-
tional public administration in the early 1990s, may act as an example here 
(documented at length by Van Twist 1995: 95 and onward). This commission was 
set up after political and public discussion had erupted about abrogating several 
ministries from national government. Abrogation, and in some instances combin-
ing ministries, was a much debated and politically very problematic subject at that 
time. Next to other criteria, the political affiliation of the chairman and the mem-
bers was a well considered factor in the setup of the commission. In the end, the 
commission was able to put the discussion to rest by inventing the so-called 
“kerndepartementen” (core ministries), which is an example of the innovation this 
commission contributed. 
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20.4.3 Evaluation commissions 

Evaluation commissions in practice often have the task to reflect on acting policy, 
to evaluate and to regularly perform inspections. The Netherlands has known sev-
eral evaluation commissions over the past years, such as the Leemhuis-Stout 
Commission, which evaluated the introduction of dualism to local government and 
the Brinkman Commission, which evaluated and inspected the state’s special pol-
icy programme for major cities, known by the Dutch name “grotestedenbeleid”. 
The latter also visited and inspected the development of specially assigned areas in 
the major cities, to observe the effects of the policy first hand. 

20.4.4 Task forces 

Although they are not called “commissions” directly, task forces often have the 
job to create an impulse and to act in certain matters, thereby directly making a 
contribution towards change. A well-known task force is the De Boer Commis-
sion, which targeted unemployment among juveniles. The commission was 
formed following the recognition of the threat that juvenile unemployment would 
pose. The commission was therefore assigned the task of facilitating the creation 
of new jobs in cooperation with schools and large employing firms. Thus the 
commission tried to give an impulse within the boundaries of policy to combat ju-
venile unemployment. The De Boer Commission has itself undertaken activities 
among other actors and was made up of individuals with considerable status 
within the sector. For example, the chairman of the commission is a former chair-
man of MKB-Nederland (the union for the interests of medium and small compa-
nies in The Netherlands). 

20.5 Knowledge democracy and democratic knowledge 

Regardless of the type of commission, commissions contribute to the policy-
making process by developing knowledge. They play a part in the development 
and utilisation of knowledge in the political democracy (compare to In ’t Veld 
2009). Nowadays we not only have a political democracy, but we seem to be de-
veloping into a knowledge democracy in which, increasingly, democratic knowl-
edge is being developed. 

The Netherlands as a state has a tradition of consensual (neo)corporatism. The 
government has always deliberated and negotiated with interest groups reaching a 
compromise. This tradition dates back for centuries and characterises both the 
Dutch state and society. This tradition that incorporates the “pillarisation” and the 
Dutch “Polder model” has gained the country worldwide fame. Commissions fit 
into this tradition because they are forums for alignment, deliberation and ex-
changing interests and knowledge across boundaries of sectors and organisations. 
Commissions have existed in The Netherlands for a considerable time (Van 
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Schendelen 2005: 59). Still, for the past decades the societal context has changed, 
influencing the character of commissions. 

In the period following World War II, a rather linear approach of knowledge 
was used. Measurement meant knowledge and knowledge meant power. Science 
was on a pedestal and the contributions of experts were rarely contested. Commis-
sions as advisory bodies in their role as suppliers of knowledge had a function on 
the boundaries of knowledge and policy, which were hardly contested either (for 
example, Vernon and Mansergh 1940). This changed in the 1960s and 1970s (for 
example, Havelock 1968, 1971). Knowledge appeared to be controversial and 
could be explained in several different ways. More and more actors had knowl-
edge that was relevant to the policy process and they often appeared to be better 
informed than government itself. Moreover, knowledge proved to have an expira-
tion date, because society not only contested governmental knowledge, but also 
responded and even anticipated it. This made the development of society harder to 
fathom and the governance more complex. Consequently, in the 1980s and 1990s, 
the obedience of all sorts of groups in society lessened. Authority and the status of 
the government were no longer a given. They needed to be earned. Groups eman-
cipated and made good use of their own sources of knowledge to influence policy-
making. Following Sabatier (1988), In ’t Veld and Verhey (2009) argue the posi-
tion of value of both groups and individuals in the connection of knowledge and 
the policy process. Historically known degrees of organisation lessen and tend to 
become less meaningful. They give way to new (often virtual) networks. Ideas and 
knowledge of persons and organisations become plural and are dependent on cir-
cumstances, situations and roles of actors. The speed of knowledge transfers in-
creases and the involvement of groups becomes more incidental, temporary and 
fragmented. 

As a reaction to the increase of interdependence, in which positions fade and 
pretentions of control acquire a more relative nature, polarisation occurs. A new 
trend emerges of calling things by their name, accusing one another and finding 
exit strategies. Polarisation intensifies conflicts and disagreements that, such is the 
general understanding, we have to get through in order to continue. New times 
carry new taboos. For example, it is out of the question to doubt the judgment of 
the common citizen: “the word on the street”. In more recent years this has devel-
oped into new concepts of knowledge. Not only are we living in a society that 
seems to be developing into a knowledge democracy but in this knowledge de-
mocracy (part of) the development of knowledge might be democratised. Gener-
ally, we use terms such as “the wisdom of crowds” and “crowd sourcing” (for ex-
ample, Surowiecki 2004). 

Not only are there societal changes within the democratisation of knowledge, 
which influences the future positioning of commissions, but changes are also oc-
curring in our classical governmental culture of deliberation and negotiation. The 
way in which groups are being involved in the preparation and execution of policy 
is also changing, as are the way and timing of this involvement. This development 
is closely related to changes within the ratios of power. 
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These ratios of power in public administration are also changing. From a more 
classical point of view, ratios of power are distributed within the “trias politica”. 
Meanwhile, several different powers have been added to the powers of legislation, 
execution and judgment. Civil servants are often considered to be the fourth 
power, advisors the fifth power, the media the sixth power and nowadays, organ-
ised interest groups are considered to be the seventh power. Power, like knowl-
edge, becomes more divided between different groups. This not only changes the 
checks and balances in public administration; it also means there is constant 
movement of power between groups. Who has power and influence is no longer a 
given. 

Based on the above, we may distinguish between three perspectives on the 
changing role and position of commissions. Firstly, commissions have an almost 
exclusive role in the development of knowledge for policy (until the 1960s). Sec-
ondly, they also play a part in processes of deliberation and negotiation (since the 
1960s and 1970s) in order to also gain position in the struggle for knowledge and 
advice, while fitting in a third perspective of power and checks and balances 
(from the 1980s and 1990s). Now, at the beginning of a new century, commissions 
play a part in a society that seems to be changing into a knowledge democracy, 
based on all of these perspectives.  

Of course it is too simple to say that all knowledge has been democratised; sci-
entific knowledge produced by professionals still has a uniquely important place 
in public administration and indeed its greater use by stakeholders outside gov-
ernment may have strengthened this. However, knowledge, conversely, has be-
come more widely spread across society. Its accessibility to outsiders has in-
creased because of the positions they hold in networks. This, in some way, has 
emancipated them and because of the different sources of knowledge they can ac-
cess different actors and parties can themselves become new and enriched sources 
of knowledge. 

Of course it is a mistake to think that governments are at the mercy of the 
crowd: the manipulation of public opinion by governments and others has always 
played a role in politics, especially with populist governments. Still, the possibili-
ties government has to use its influence seem to be decreasing since information 
can be more easily obtained through many different media. People outside the in-
ner circles in general tend to be better informed and educated than was the case in 
the past. Their influence is growing because of the accessibility of knowledge, 
making them better equipped to play a role in society and in public processes. 

20.6 On fading boundaries and boundary work 

For the future positioning of commissions, this context in which, next to knowl-
edge, deliberation and power are also of influence, is important. First of all, these 
perspectives influence one another and the boundaries between them are not clear 
cut. To some extent the boundaries are fading. Secondly, the fading of boundaries 
is a trend which can be witnessed in public administration on a much larger scale. 
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In order to determine why boundaries and boundary work are of importance to the 
positioning of commissions, we will first take a look at the larger trends of fading 
boundaries in society. 

Van Montfort (2008) and Van Twist et al. (2008) distinguish between several 
forms of fading boundaries in public service. However, we will only give four ex-
amples here. Firstly, there is a trend of fading boundaries within policy sectors. 
More and more multifunctional accommodations are being built in which func-
tions are combined, such as sports, theatre, schooling and care. Sometimes these 
functions are even performed consecutively in the same rooms. Secondly, the 
boundaries between arenas of decision-making are fading. Ownership of initia-
tives is equally shared at various levels, such as district, local government, state 
government and the European Union. Thirdly, the boundaries between public and 
private domain are fading, for example, identity cards for students or clients, or 
camera surveillance. It is often hard to determine how responsibilities are divided 
and where citizens can get justice. Finally, the boundaries between networks and 
organisations are fading. In practice we can regularly witness organisations be-
coming assimilated in organisation networks or network organisations. 

Especially on the interface of fading boundaries (between government, indus-
try, society and science), we believe that commissions may play an important part 
(conceptual bases for boundary work with Gieryn 1983, later work by Hoppe 
2009). Maybe commissions will not always have their classical shapes, though 
contested, that we have grown so accustomed to over the past decades. Still, the 
essential parts of commissions will stay intact when it comes to the involvement 
of outsiders, on an ad hoc basis, to dealing with matters of public administration. 
Classical boundaries in public administration, between policy sectors, governmen-
tal scales and the public and private domain, are fading. This can also be seen in 
commissions. Here we can witness the distinctions between laymen and experts, 
between insiders and outsiders, between citizen and official and those between 
policy-makers and policy performers, to become less important. Through the in-
troduction of citizens’ assemblies, conventions, cascade commissions and policy 
hubs, new forms emerge of the well-known classical commissions, though the ad-
visory core of their work still remains the same and this new repertoire will cer-
tainly not replace the old. Instead, it will increase the possibilities.  

Of course, commissions will still be useful to politics and public service. How-
ever, the question is, in what way? The changes in society, outlined above, do not 
only influence the way knowledge is produced, and therefore the way a commis-
sion is put together and the procedure it uses. The general positioning of commis-
sions is subject to change, as a consequence of fading boundaries. 

The future positioning of commissions is determined by all three developments 
that we have briefly outlined previously. First of all it is a response to the general 
criticism on commissions and by changing names and functions new possibilities 
for setting up groups like commissions. Sometimes this is no more than verbal re-
newal, but in general the function of commissions also changes (although classical 
types of commissions still exist). Secondly changes in the way knowledge is pro-
duced and used has an influence on commissions. Being both developers and users 
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of knowledge these changes also lead to new forms of commissions. Finally we 
argue that fading boundaries between sectors call for more arrangements between 
sectors, layers and parties. This also influences not only the number of commis-
sions, but also the way commissions function. They have to incorporate fading 
boundaries and therefore hybrid forms of policy and other solutions into their pro-
cedure. 

20.7 Future positioning of commissions 

As a result of all of these developments, commissions in their form and function 
are changing. For example, with regard to the motives ministers have for setting 
up these bodies and the composition of the commission itself. We have argued in 
earlier research (Schulz et al. 2006: 41) that expertise and independence are cru-
cial motives for setting up classical commissions. Considering the changes in so-
ciety it is very likely that the motives such as finding support and creating oppor-
tunity for implementation will become more important in the future. In very much 
the same way we have shown from empirical research that expertise and experi-
ence are the most important criteria for selecting members into classical commis-
sions (this is shown in Figure 20.1 below). It is very likely that other criteria will 
become more important when it comes to selecting members for new forms of 
commissions. Criteria, like representativeness and authority, may just as well be-
come of greater importance. 

 

 
Fig. 20.1 Criteria for selecting members of classical commissions (source: Schulz et al. 
2006: 80). 

Fitting into the possibility of a future knowledge democracy, we may nowadays 
witness, in public administration, the existence of new variations of commissions 
on the interface of government, society, industry and science. Analogical to the 
abovementioned types of commissions, tasks and procedures of these new com-
missions are interpreted differently. 

The Figure 20.2 below presents an overview of the shift from classical com-
mission types to different and newer variations (derived from Schulz and Van 
Twist 2009). 
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Fig. 20.2  Classical and new types of commissions. 

20.7.1 Towards conventions and network consultations 

In public administration, conventions and network consultation form a variation 
on the more commonly seen political commissions. Support amongst various 
groups of experts is becoming more important to the authority of knowledge and 
information, thereby creating more value to the political policy process. A good 
example of this is the National Convention in The Netherlands, which advised on 
several questions on the confidence of citizens in their government. The Conven-
tion was made up of a core of members and was surrounded by a larger ring of 
experts and advisors, who officially had the task of debating with the core mem-
bers. It is a characteristic of this new variation in the experimentation with com-
missions that by organising rings of experts around a steady commission core ef-
forts are being made to broaden and bind the network of experts around the 
commission, by making (more) knowledge accessible to the commission. The de-
bate on the knowledge created in the commission is hereby moved closer in time. 
Usually the debate takes place once the work of commissions is already finished 
and positions have been taken. Another characteristic is that, by posting and shar-
ing information through Internet consultations and cooperation, a “living docu-
ment” is being created, similar to the way a wiki functions, to hold the knowledge 
acquired by the commission. 

20.7.2 Towards citizens’ assemblies 

Citizens’ assemblies are seen as a variation on the well-known commissions of in-
quiry in public administration. What knowledge is, is no longer based on facts 
alone or on the more or less authoritative meaning given to knowledge by experts, 
but on the authoritative meaning given to facts by laymen. A good example of the 
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process is the Citizens’ Assembly on the electoral system, though it has, through 
no fault of its own, had no effect on public administration whatsoever. In this case, 
140 citizens, reflecting the current composition of the Dutch population, jointly 
researched how the Dutch electoral system should function in the future. A char-
acteristic of this new variation in the experimentation with commissions is that it 
is not made up by expert insiders, but rather by a (preferably large) group of out-
side ordinary citizens. In the currently accepted procedure of citizens’ assemblies 
like this one, these outsiders are first brought up to speed in their knowledge lev-
els, concerning the theme at hand. They then discuss and advise by covering dif-
ferent angles from their rather unbiased points of view. 

20.7.3 Towards policy hubs 

Also with regards to more classical evaluation commissions, new variations occur 
in public administration. In particular the more reflexive components of evaluation 
commissions may be seen in these new interpretations. Essentially, policy hubs 
develop knowledge, which is of value to participants from and on the interface of 
government, industry, society and science. The concept of hubs is derived from 
“hubs and spokes” theories on networks. Hubs are central nodes in networks. Par-
ticipants come from all of these and other groups. Hubs, already a well-known 
phenomenon in trade and industry, will be initiated more often by government in 
the future. Starting in 2009 on the Amsterdam “Zuidas”, a government initiated 
hub will work on knowledge creation and the introduction of electric transporta-
tion in business parks like Amsterdam “Zuidas”. Several hubs on water policy and 
diabetes already exist in The Netherlands. Though government participates in 
these hubs that were set up on the initiative of the private sector. Hubs are meant 
to establish connections across organisational boundaries. In this regard it is essen-
tial that hubs redefine boundaries, in order to create, for example, smooth transi-
tions between the evaluation, policy preparation and policy execution phases. Also 
with regard to the boundaries between inside and outside government, some extent 
of fading can be seen in hubs. The policy hub is in the form of a network, in which 
selective activation of experts and supporting parties crosses boundaries of gov-
ernmental and even private organisations. 

20.7.4 Towards cascade commissions  

Finally we will discuss the so-called cascade commissions as a development of 
more action-oriented commissions such as task forces. Cascade commissions are 
commissions that consist of (sub)commissions. In other words, the commission it-
self forms other commissions or workgroups and develops a network system that 
reaches into the capillaries of government, society, industry and science, in order 
to contribute to the implementation of policy in countless organisations. The Inno-
vation Platform, which has been in action for several years in The Netherlands, 
may serve as an example here. Next to this central platform for innovation, we 
now know of several secondary platforms, such as the Innovation Platform for the 
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district of Twente and the Health Care Innovation Platform. A characteristic of 
this variation on commissions in a knowledge democracy is the direct influence 
these commissions have on policy implementation. Support from all sort of groups 
and actors, as well as participation in (sub)commissions, enlarges the action orien-
tation of these commissions. Through ongoing development of new working 
groups, (sub)commissions and think-tanks, in addition to existing instruments, 
new groups and individuals are given a place and position within the system of the 
commission. Thus, cascade commissions are able to reach into the capillaries of 
society. In order to be successful, these cascade commissions generally need to de-
fine their approach. Commissions which only develop knowledge or advise gov-
ernment, will have different effects than commissions which are able to influence 
appropriation of funds. 

Of course, the question is whether these new forms add up to something.  They 
can easily be seen as symbolic politics at its most ineffective or as an expression 
of verbal renewal. Most of the new types of commissions can (and in practice 
will) be seen as “window dressing politics”, as opposed to more classical Dutch 
councils like the Board of Social Economics (the SER) who still wield the old 
corporatist power. Comments like these might occur though in our opinion they do 
not do justice to these new types of commissions. It is very well possible that these 
new types develop into something more than just interesting experiments of inno-
vative governance. This, of course, is a matter of trial and error to find fitting ar-
rangements. If commissions change in line with societal developments as we sug-
gest and are able to determine from description and analysis of the last several 
decades, then the emergence of a knowledge democracy can and will not be with-
out consequence for the most classical way of governance in our country: the 
commission. Then in the future we will see government setting up more task 
forces, citizens’ assemblies, cascade commissions and hubs. Maybe these new 
forms of commissions will not (immediately) replace the more classical forms of 
commissions and councils but they will be a serious supplement to these classical 
forms. Furthermore, with new and further changes in society new forms of com-
missions will keep emerging although only the future will tell us how far all of 
these changes will go. 

20.8 Conclusion and discussion 

Views on commissions are divergent. Positive and negative interpretations can 
both be true at the same time. Moreover, a rather strange tension exists between 
principle and practice when it comes to commissions. Or better said, between the 
general view of commissions and the way we actually use them. Commissions 
will always be around and the core of their work is clear and does not change. 
This core deals with advice from small groups, which are gathered on an ad hoc 
basis to achieve a breakthrough. Still on the edge of the more classical commis-
sion types is the core of things to come, such as citizens’ assemblies, which allow 
for the participation of outsiders, giving meaning to the wisdom of crowds, or 
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cascade commissions, which not only advise on matters, but also play a part in the 
enactment of policies. 

At the same time, the development of society and public administration is on 
the one hand marked by fading boundaries, for example between policy sectors 
and public and private domains, leading to all sorts of temporary alliances and in-
novations, and on the other hand by intriguing questions when it comes to respon-
sibilities. This can also be seen with commissions. They function on the interface 
between government, society, industry and science as an institutionalised form, 
and simultaneously the formation of commissions leads to all sorts of questions 
regarding political responsibilities. 

The development and existence of new variations of commissions builds on 
more classically known patterns, creating the opportunity to respond to ad hoc 
questions with flexible structures. This flexibility is, at the same time, compli-
cated. At the expense of flexibility, more classical values in public service may 
not be neglected, such as perseverance, security and trustworthiness. For commis-
sions in a future knowledge democracy, the challenge is to find the balance be-
tween opposing values on the interface of organised relationships. In recognising 
this we may overcome the ambiguity and paradoxical logic, which is still the 
dominant view of commissions today. 

In overseeing the four different future types of commissions it becomes clear 
that the tradition of neo-corporatism is still very much alive in the Netherlands. 
Cascade commissions, policy hubs, citizens’ assemblies and conventions all share 
one and the same factor. They all contribute to the policy process by facilitating 
debate, consensus, compromise and ultimately deliberation. Whereas neo-
corporatist views are based on deliberation with a limited selection of recognised 
interest groups, these new forms of deliberation level the playing field for differ-
ent organisations and actors to participate, thus opening more arenas for organisa-
tions and interest groups of all sorts and sizes to become part of the policy-making 
process.  
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Abstract    

Web 2.0 offers citizens and politicians new opportunities for exchanging informa-
tion and knowledge. For citizens it has become much easier to inform politicians 
about their wishes, questions, complaints and ideas, while it has also become eas-
ier for politicians to reach their constituents. Despite these new opportunities, the 
extent to which Web 2.0 is actually used for knowledge sharing is unclear, as is 
the question of what kind of knowledge is shared with whom. In this chapter, we 
look at the contribution of the Dutch online social network Hyves to knowledge 
exchange. Twelve Hyves profile pages initiated by politicians and nine initiated by 
citizens were analysed. Our analysis shows that in practice interaction between 
initiators and members of Hyves pages remains limited and can be characterised 
as very informal. Although the primary purpose of these networks appears to be to 
give citizens an opportunity to voice their opinions, in a large majority of the cases 
analysed there was no interaction, dialogue or knowledge exchange. 

21.1 Introduction 

Over the past decade, the internet has developed into a social web. Whereas tradi-
tional media are characterised by one-way communications between the sender 
and receiver of information, the social web has made it possible for everyone to 
send and receive information. Citizens are increasingly using the web to create 
and exchange knowledge and information. Examples include the online encyclo-
paedia Wikipedia, to which anyone who wants to can contribute; YouTube, a 
website where people can upload their own videos; the micro-blogging service 
Twitter, where people can tell other people what they are doing and discuss topics 
of interest, and social networks such as MySpace, LinkedIn, Facebook and Hyves, 
where members can create their own personal pages and fill them with pictures, 
videos and stories.  

Dutch politicians as well as citizens are experimenting more and more with the 
opportunities that Web 2.0 offers. An independent Member of Parliament wanting 
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to establish her own party asked her supporters to co-write her political manifesto 
through a wiki, while several political parties have their own channel on YouTube 
to showcase party events, some politicians, including the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, are active on Twitter and many politicians have profile pages on social 
networking sites. A number of citizens’ movements, societal organisations and 
protest groups have also discovered Web 2.0 and have their own pages on social 
networks, post videos on YouTube and blog about current affairs. In these 
ways, Web 2.0 is enabling politicians and citizens to get in touch with each 
other more easily and exchange knowledge and information. A relevant question, 
however, is how effective this knowledge exchange is and what the value of 
these experiments is. 

ICT experts such as Frissen (2008) and Harfoush (2009) consider Barack 
Obama’s campaign for the US presidential elections in 2008 to be one of the most 
successful examples of the use of Web 2.0 in politics. Obama used a combination 
of Web 2.0 applications, including social networks (Facebook), instant messaging 
platforms and YouTube, and brought these applications together on his own social 
network: MyBarackObama.com. Experts claim these applications not only helped 
Obama to reach his supporters, but also activated those supporters to spread his 
message and raise new funds. Web 2.0 is said to have mobilised the masses to cre-
ate an impressive result. In other words, the largest campaign fund raised in his-
tory and a landslide victory. In the eyes of these experts, Obama is an inspiring 
example of how Web 2.0 can engage citizens in politics and lead to greater ex-
change of knowledge between politicians and citizens. But these positive evalua-
tions also raise important questions. Was Obama’s success really dependent on his 
use of Web 2.0, or were other factors equally important for the outcome of the 
elections? What effect does knowledge and information exchange through Web 
2.0 have on politics? Will it close a gap? What kind of interaction is needed? Is an 
example such as Obama’s relevant to the Dutch situation, with its coalitions and 
the smaller role played by fundraising? There has so far been little academic re-
search into these questions.  

The belief that Web 2.0 will have a major impact seems to contradict the Dutch 
political reality. According to De Beus (2001) and Aalberts (2006), the Nether-
lands has developed into an audience democracy, where a majority of citizens are 
politically inactive and vote only when elections are held. They follow politics 
through the media and have no direct contact or interaction with their political rep-
resentatives. This audience democracy makes politics into a profession of a small 
group of experts. And it seems unlikely that the new technical opportunities cre-
ated by Web 2.0 will change this. Research also shows that politicians do not cur-
rently use the internet as a medium to interact very interactively: most political 
parties’ websites very much resemble printed, offline folders: although they pro-
vide citizens with lots of information, they offer very few opportunities for inter-
action. Most websites provide information that was already available offline. Only 
a small minority of these websites use the potential of new applications that could 
result in interaction and encourage knowledge exchange (Gibson et al. 2003, 
Jackson N. 2007, Jackson N. and Lilleker 2004, Schneider and Foot 2006). There 
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In the exploratory research presented in this chapter, we made an inventory of 
how Dutch citizens use Web 2.0 at present and whether they use it to exchange 
knowledge and information with politicians and other citizens. We looked at the 
Dutch social network Hyves, which is by far the most prominent online social 
network in the Netherlands. More than half the Dutch population now has a profile 
on Hyves, which can be seen as the Dutch equivalent of Facebook or MySpace. 
Many politicians also have a profile on Hyves, as do many protest groups and 
other citizens’ initiatives. Hyves integrates functions: blogging, messaging, up-
loading movies and pictures. In theory, this kind of social network can create new 
forms of interaction between politicians and citizens. Politicians are no longer de-
pendent on news media alone to create their supporter base. Instead they can inter-
act with these supporters directly through Hyves, receive direct feedback on their 
work and get input for new policy measures. Citizens, too, are no longer depend-
ent on the work of journalists: they can spread the word about their cause them-
selves online, create a group of supporters and catch the attention of politicians. 
Online social networks have made all these forms of interaction easier than ever. 
But are these networks really used in these ways? What kind of knowledge ex-
change takes place on online social networks such as Hyves?  

21.2 Method 

The research question for this chapter concerned the role that social networks play 
in the exchange of knowledge between politicians and citizens, and among groups 
of citizens? This study analysed two types of political Hyves pages, some initiated 
by citizens and some by politicians.  

Nine of these profile pages were started by citizens and focused on a specific 
political issue. Some concerned topics that were in the news during the research, 
for example the law requiring secondary school children in the Netherlands to re-
ceive at least 1,040 h of education a year. Many young people were against this 
law because they believed it would have an adverse impact on the quality of their 
education. Another hyve was about hallucinogenic drugs derived from “magic 
mushrooms” and was started in response to the Dutch government’s plan in 2008 
to ban these types of drugs. Other hyves analysed discussed a law designed to re-
duce global warming, earlier closing hours for cafes, abortion, parents who re-
fused to pay child maintenance, animal testing and a law banning squatters. Some 
hyves were created by organisations in civil society, such as the climate-hyve ini-
tiated by a youth environmental organisation, while another was of a more playful 
nature: a group of students protesting that they had to send in their photographs 
several times in order to get a new electronic public transport card. 

is not much information available from research into websites of protest groups 
and citizens’ movements, and we are not aware of any examples of such groups 
that have established a prominent role in the political debate through the internet. 
In general, it seems highly unlikely that Web 2.0 will have any great impact on 
Dutch politics.  
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Twelve Dutch politicians’ hyves were analysed: six of leaders of a parliamen-
tary party (Rita Verdonk, Geert Wilders, Mark Rutte, Femke Halsema, Alexander 
Pechtold and Marianne Thieme), five of Members of Parliament (Boris van der 
Ham, Tofik Dibi, Mei Li Vos, Fatma Koser-Kaya and Hero Brinkman) and one of 
a minister (André Rouvoet).  

All the citizens’ groups and politicians mentioned were asked by e-mail about 
their reasons for starting their hyves. Six of the nine citizens’ groups contacted re-
sponded to our e-mail, while the initiators of the hyves on abortion, drugs and 
1,040 school hours did not reply. The politicians were contacted by e-mail and 
telephone. Despite several attempts, five of them (Geert Wilders, André Rouvoet, 
Femke Halsema, Fatma Koser-Kaya and Tofik Dibi) could not be contacted. On 
four occasions we had an interview with the politician, while on three occasions it 
was with one of their employees. The questions asked in all the interviews were 
why they had started their hyve, what information they put on it and why and 
whether they thought there was an exchange of knowledge with other relevant 
people. 

The content on all the hyves was analysed, as were the most important applica-
tions available: blogging (such as discussions and articles that others can comment 
on) and the ability to upload pictures and videos. In the case of the citizens’ hyves, 
we also checked whether there was a calendar of events related to the cause, and 
online polls that would enable members to voice their opinions. In the case of the 
politicians’ hyves, we looked at the advice they gave to their members. To assess 
the extent of interaction on these hyves, we counted the number of members in 
May 2009. In the case of the politicians’ hyves, we also counted how many mes-
sages (“krabbels”) were posted on these hyves, how many short funny messages 
(“tikken”) were posted and how many times members reported that they had spot-
ted the politician in real life.  

We then contacted the hyves members by sending them a personal message. 
We kept asking new members until we had eighteen respondents for each hyve. 
The total response from members of the citizens’ hyves was 23%, while the score 
for the politicians’ hyves was 21%. For each hyve, we approached at least five 
members who were active on the hyve. In other words, members who had posted 
at least one message. In addition, we tried to reach at least five members who had 
never posted a message. In this way, we sought to reach a range of active and non-
active members. We asked these members why they became a member of the 
hyve, what they did most frequently on it and what significance it had for them. In 
this way we gained insight into their reasons for becoming a member and into how 
Hyves could be relevant for exchanging knowledge with politicians and other citi-
zens.  

21.3 Results: citizens’ hyves 

The contents of the citizens’ hyves were analysed on 3 May 2009. We looked at 
the applications used and the frequency of their use. Table 21.1 shows the amount 
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of content for each application. There are great differences between the hyves in 
terms of the content offered and the frequency of their use. In some cases, there 
seems to be a considerable amount of knowledge and information exchange, while 
in other cases there is almost none.  

Table 21.1 Content and members of citizens’ hyves. 

Hyve Established  Blogs Videos Pictures Calendar  
items 

Polls Members 

1,040 h 20-11-2007 Unknown 0 87 29 127 55,776 
Animal testing 02-03-2006 61 31 266 1 29 13,040 
Abortion 23-12-2006 34 18 39 0 11 2,113 
Child maintenance 20-03-2008 46 9 16 0 1 1,240 
Pictures 22-04-2008 0 4 3 0 3 987 
Squatters 29-07-2008 20 4 39 1 8 1,027 
Climate 12-12-2007 77 3 62 1 2 616 
Drugs 13-10-2007 5 3 4 0 0 387 
Cafes 14-12-2007 0 0 0 0 0 103 

 
Our research found that many initiators had been involved in the topic of their 
hyve for years. They wanted to draw more attention to their cause and had a clear 
view about how the issue should be approached. Their aim was to voice their 
opinions and create awareness among citizens. In the case, for example, of the 
hyve about animal testing, the aim was to make other citizens aware of the initia-
tor’s view that animal testing was unethical and a form of animal maltreatment 
and that measures should be taken. The initiators of the hyve on child maintenance 
payments sought to draw more attention to the problem caused by some divorced 
fathers’ refusal to pay their ex-wives maintenance for their children. For all these 
groups, Hyves was a way of getting attention for their goals and arguments.  

In most cases the initiators also had a second goal: they wanted to raise more 
political attention for and discussion about their cause. They believed this would 
create more support for their cause and so tried to limit the discussion on their 
hyve: the initiators of the climate change hyve, for example, wanted to discuss 
what kind of law should be used to protect the climate, not whether such a law 
was needed at all. Most of the initiators did not have any expectations of what 
would happen after they started the hyve. Most of them were satisfied because 
they got more members than expected, had lively discussions or received positive 
reactions. In general, they got fewer negative reactions than expected. They did 
not spread the word about their hyve because they were afraid that people would 
consider it to be spam. They preferred people to invite others to join. In some 
cases, this did not happen and so the hyve did not attract many members, while in 
other cases the hyve attracted far more members than the initiator had ever imag-
ined, and this seemed to have happened “automatically”.  
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Table 21.1 also shows the number of members that these hyves have. The hyve 
on 1,040 h in secondary education and the animal tests-hyve had more members 
than all the other hyves put together. Just like the initiators, many members had a 
personal link with the topic of the Hyve, as in the case of the magic mushrooms-
hyve, where most members used these drugs themselves. Most members of the 
abortion-hyve were women with personal experience of abortion. But the degree 
of engagement was not always strong and personal: some members, for example, 
did not have personal experience of abortion or child maintenance problems, but 
knew someone who did. In some cases the engagement was even less strong, for 
example in the case of the new public transport card. Almost all the members had 
a certain political interest, but only some were involved in political activities. 
These members were active in political movements or political parties striving for 
the same goal as the hyve, although often there was no formal connection between 
the two.  

More than 75% of the members were “sleeping” members and claimed they 
never visited the hyve. A majority of our respondents had posted no more than one 
message on the hyve, while a majority of the total population on the hyve had 
never even posted one message. This meant our respondents were slightly more 
active than the total population on the hyves, although calling this behaviour “ac-
tive” would be misleading. The most important “activity” of these members was 
enrolling as a member, even in the case of those with a strong personal connection 
to the subject of the hyve, such as women whose former husbands refused to pay 
maintenance for their children. The limited activity on these hyves was all the 
more surprising, given that many members said that they used the Hyves medium 
very often. Most of their activity would appear to be on other hyves. Generally, 
members discovered the hyve through their other contacts on Hyves. Only a mi-
nority explicitly searched for a hyve about the particular topic. For a majority, 
their interest in the topic was not great enough to take such initiative: it was the 
cause that interested them, not the hyve about the cause.  

Some hyves members had personal reasons for becoming a member. However 
this was only the case in a few hyves, such as the hyves on maintenance payments 
and abortion. These hyves had developed into online meeting places where people 
exchanged their experience and gave each other advice on maintenance payments 
and abortion. These hyves did not provide much formal information about the top-
ics: our interviews found that traditional media were a more important means of 
informing members about legislation and other regulations. Nevertheless, the hy-
ves were an important source of information about personal stories and experience 
that could not be found in the traditional media. Members could speak to fellow-
sufferers, exchange experience, give advice and offer support. For these members 
it was the exchange of experience that was the most important aspect.  

The members of the hyves on abortion and child maintenance payments were 
also seeking to change public policies. This goal was shared by many members of 
all the hyves in this study. Members who visited the hyve to discuss the particular 
topic were often disappointed by the quality of the debate, mainly because there 
was often very little variation in the opinions of the people wanting to discuss 
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these issues: in most cases they simply agreed with each other. This made it diffi-
cult to engage in a meaningful debate about the issue because members could not 
influence each other’s views. They became a member to make a political state-
ment and to show others what they thought about the cause. According to many 
members, Hyves was the only way in which citizens could show other people 
what they thought about such issues and where they could make themselves heard. 
Attention from the mass media should lead to a further spreading of the message 
and thus result in more members of the hyve and more attention for the topic in 
the political arena. Members were sceptical, however, about whether more people 
would actually be reached: they thought that people would not become a member 
of a hyve on a topic in which they had no strong interest and so concluded that the 
hyve was unlikely to have much effect.  

21.4 Results: politicians’ hyves 

The politicians’ hyves were also analysed on 3 May 2009. We analysed which ap-
plications these politicians used and how frequently they were used. Table 21.2 
gives an overview of the content. All the data are from 3 May, except the blogs. 
Some politicians have so many blogs on their hyves that only the April 2009 blogs 
were included.  

Table 21.2 Content and interaction on politicians’ hyves. 

Politician Established Blogs Videos Pictures Tips 
Verdonk 08-10-2006 23 10 82 3 
Wilders 14-02-2007 4 0 0 0 
Halsema 17-10-2006 1 10 6 4 
Rutte 02-10-2006 3 13 111 14 
Rouvoet 16-10-2006 8 9 9 0 
Pechtold 02-04-2006 34 5 18 1 
Thieme 13-10-2006 12 2 23 0 
Van der Ham 21-02-2006 6 0 290 1 
Dibi 15-10-2006 1 0 0 1 
Vos 03-02-2005 12 0 7 0 
Koser Kaya 22-02-2006 2 3 35 5 
Brinkman 25-07-2008 1 2 1 0 
Verdonk 68,009 Unknown 2,704 108 Verdonk
Wilders 67,700 Unknown 5,108 126 Wilders
Halsema 16,306 577 427 39 Halsema
Rutte 11,713 58 280 52 Rutte 
Rouvoet 8,921 33 Unknown 41 Rouvoet
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Politician Members Messages Short messages  Spotted  
Pechtold 4,971 243 92 6 
Thieme 4,448 91 177 9 
Van der Ham 4,139 22 51 18 
Dibi 2,564 48 138 10 
Vos 2,106 37 67 8 
Koser Kaya 1,150 15 25 3 
Brinkman 465 123 46 1 

 
There were major differences in the information offered on the hyves. Although 
all the politicians used the blog application, the numbers are sometimes mislead-
ing because the interviews revealed that the politicians who seemed to be the most 
frequent bloggers did not write the blogs themselves and simply posted general 
news items as blogs. The use of other applications on Hyves was less frequent. 
Only three politicians posted high numbers of pictures on their profiles, mostly of 
political meetings where they appeared. Tips and videos were also scarce. Tips of-
ten focused on politicians’ own books and websites. Blogs would seem to be the 
most important application: all the politicians used this application and posted new 
content there on a more or less regular basis.  

The interviews showed that politicians made a profile on Hyves because they 
wanted to bridge the gap between citizens and politics. This was their main and 
often only motive. They believed that Hyves would enable them to reach target 
groups other than those who visited the party website or went to political meet-
ings. Hyves is a quick and direct way of communicating with citizens because the 
medium is easy to use. One politician did not really have much of a choice: all her 
colleagues had started a profile on Hyves and so she felt obliged to do the same. 
Another politician already had a profile before she became a Member of Parlia-
ment. Although she still saw it as a network of her friends, it now also included 
people she knew only through Hyves. In some cases, politicians’ staff made the 
updates on Hyves, often because the politician did not have enough time to update 
it. Citizens sending a message to a politician did not always get an answer. If they 
simply expressed support, they would not get a reply, whereas citizens asking 
questions about policy issues or coming up with suggestions did get an answer 
most of the time. Some of the politicians mentioned that once or twice they had 
used these suggestions in political debates.  

Table 21.2 shows substantial differences in the number of members of these 
hyves, with well-known, right-wing politicians (Rita Verdonk and Geert Wilders) 
having the largest number of members. Other prominent politicians’ hyves have 
fewer members. The forms of interaction were counted on 3 May 2009. Because 
of the large numbers of messages, only the messages sent in April 2009 were in-
cluded. It appears that the more members politicians’ hyves have, the more mes-
sages they receive. The number of messages for Femke Halsema, however, is 
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misleading because on 25 April she received 345 messages wishing her a happy 
birthday.  

Many Hyves members analysed were politically active and some even had re-
sponsibilities in politics, usually in local politics, while others were planning to 
become politically active. Although many members sympathised with the politi-
cian’s party, many of them also sympathised with other parties. The members of a 
left-wing liberal politician’s hyve, for example, also included people with right-
wing, Christian Democratic and Social Democratic sympathies. These citizens 
were often members of more than one politician’s hyve, with most of these politi-
cians having similar ideologies. However, there were two hyves whose members 
were different from this general profile. The members of the hyve created by the 
leader of the animal rights party did not want to be politically active, but simply 
wanted to achieve better treatment of animals, while the members of the right-
wing Geert Wilders’ hyve described themselves as politically inactive.  

The members did not remember how they discovered the hyve that they are a 
member of. Either they did not have a specific reason for joining or they had for-
gotten it. Some members said that they “just did it” or that it was out of curiosity. 
Many members never used or visited these hyves. Their limited use of these hyves 
made it difficult for these members to give an opinion on them. These answers 
point to a lack of engagement among a majority of the members. According to 
these members, the hyves did not produce any results, but this was not considered 
a problem because they did not invest any significant amounts of time in them. 
They thought it was positive that a politician could be found on Hyves because it 
showed that the politician was trying to keep in touch with citizens. In addition, 
the hyves were seen as a good way of attracting young people into politics. The 
appreciation for the hyves was related to the content found on the page: politicians 
who did not regularly post new content on their hyve were criticised, while politi-
cians who posted content were appreciated. There seemed to be no other criteria 
for evaluating their use of Hyves.  

The members’ reactions showed that there were three reasons for becoming a 
member. Firstly if you were looking for information about politicians and their 
views and current activities? Respondents said that they sometimes read the blogs, 
watched a video or followed the news. In this way, they got an idea of what the 
politician stood for. Some mentioned that it was an advantage that the information 
came directly from the politician and not from the media or from journalists. What 
was more important was what other citizens thought about politics. Members were 
interested in messages from other citizens because they showed what these citi-
zens thought about political issues. Some members complained that there was not 
enough information or alternatively too much nonsense information on the hyve. 
Members said that the hyve did not have an effect on their admiration of the poli-
tician: they already admired the politician before they became a member. The only 
difference was that they now got a more informed image of the politician than be-
fore.  

A second reason for joining was that members could send messages to their 
politician. Although a majority of members had never sent a message, a majority 
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of the respondents had. Nevertheless, interaction remained limited. The distinction 
between “active” and “inactive” members is difficult because more than half had 
only sent a message once. Around half of the members sent a politician a public 
message, with only a minority sending a private one. Some of these messages 
lacked content: citizens wishing politicians a happy birthday or good luck in the 
elections or something similar. Other messages were about policy issues, asking 
questions or giving advice. These messages were about issues close to the respon-
dents’ everyday life, such as problems in their neighbourhood. These members did 
not expect a reply. They would prefer interaction, but did not think it was always 
necessary. They believed that politicians did not have enough time for Hyves and 
said they understood this. They thought that the politicians read the messages and 
sometimes acted on them. Only a small group said that if politicians were on an 
interactive forum, they should also interact with the members. The fact that politi-
cians were on Hyves obliged them to respond to citizens’ messages. These mem-
bers were disappointed when they did not get a message in reply.  

A third reason for becoming a member was to show support to others. This was 
mostly a matter of agreeing with the policies advocated by the politician’s political 
party or with the ideas of the politician as an individual. Sometimes, members 
agreed only with specific policy issues that the politician had raised in the past. 
Some opponents of abortion, for example, felt close to the Christian Conserva-
tives, but did not have detailed views on all the policy issues that party advocates. 
Their virtual membership served as a public display of support, showing that the 
politician and the politician’s ideas had support among citizens. This kind of vir-
tual support is not superficial because members had clear preferences as to which 
politicians should get their support and which should not.  

21.5 Conclusion 

Internet has become a social web where citizens can produce their own content 
and information and exchange it with others, allowing for a two-way exchange of 
knowledge between citizens and politicians. Barack Obama’s campaign showed 
that using Web 2.0 could be a highly successful way of mobilising citizens into 
campaigning. These ideas, however, seem to contradict trends in Dutch politics, 
where citizens are relatively passive and the internet is used more for broadcasting 
information than for building relationships between citizens and politicians. Politi-
cians are increasingly present on online social networks, and groups of citizens 
wanting more political attention for their causes have also discovered these social 
networks. The question arises as to what role social networks play in the exchange 
of knowledge between politicians and citizens, and among groups of citizens? 
This question was answered on the basis of an analysis of 21 political hyves: nine 
initiated by citizens and twelve by politicians. 

This exploratory study showed that the initiators of political hyves found the 
exchange of knowledge and information important. This was particularly true in 
the case of citizens who initiated a political hyve: their ambition was to make citi-
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zens and politicians more aware of their cause and they saw Hyves as a good way 
of doing this. To them, their hyve was not only about sending out information 
about the cause, but also about exchanging political views. Politicians had differ-
ent intentions: they wanted to bridge the gap between politics and citizens, but 
knowledge and information exchange played a small role on their hyves. These 
politicians said that – to them – their presence on Hyves was designed to show that 
they took citizens seriously. However, there were no interactive discussions on their 
hyves, while the exchange of views was also very limited: citizens sometimes sent 
messages to politicians, but these messages were mostly personal and informal and 
not about political content. In some cases citizens did not get an answer. Politicians 
were not so focused on interaction with citizens as we had expected.  

The members of the citizens’ hyves considered it important to spread informa-
tion about and create more awareness of their causes. In this way, their ideas were 
largely the same as those of the initiators. However, the members played only a 
limited role; their prime motivation was to show the world around them that they 
thought the issue to be important. Their role was largely passive and generally in-
volved not much more than adding a hyve to their own profile. The same held true 
for members of the politicians’ hyves: these members added a politician’s hyve to 
their profile in order to make a statement, but this was their only activity. Only in 
a very few cases did citizens look for information on the hyve, and mainly they 
looked at content posted by other citizens rather than information posted by the poli-
tician. Members did not think that they had a personal role in the discussions on the 
site and saw little need for discussions as most members shared the same opinions. 
In some cases there were discussions, but these mostly involved personal advice on 
specific issues from the everyday life of a member rather than a political discussion 
about public policy or a different view on the subject. From this it can be concluded 
that Hyves is not used as a platform for exchanging knowledge.  

This study found that citizens and politicians used Hyves largely as a medium 
for sending messages, not for interaction or knowledge exchange. This is consis-
tent with earlier findings that politicians used their websites purely as a tool for 
spreading information (Gibson et al. 2003, Jackson N. 2007, Jackson N. and 
Lilleker 2004, Schneider and Foot 2006). In theory, social networks provide a 
great platform for knowledge exchange and interaction among citizens and be-
tween politicians and citizens, as examples such as Wikipedia and the Obama 
campaign show. But in practice this does not happen automatically. When it is left 
to non-professional citizens and individual politicians, the quality of the discus-
sions and interaction is shown to be very limited. These communications can be 
characterised as informal “small talk”. Nevertheless, they seem to meet a need 
among citizens to feel a link with politicians and to support political causes and 
the people striving to achieve them. More is needed, however, for a knowledge 
democracy to become reality. We can see from Obama and other examples that 
online discussions need active stimulation, focus and moderation. These condi-
tions are not met in the variety of political hyves analysed in this study. This raises 
the question of whether this lack of knowledge exchange is dependent on the spe-
cific platform or the applications used, or whether it is dependent on cultural factors.  



22 Designing the conditions for an innovation 
system for sustainable development in a 
knowledge democracy 

Bert de Wit 

Abstract     

Sustainable development is a societal goal, requiring innovations in products, ser-
vices and thinking. What are the requirements for an innovation system that pro-
duces more sustainable products and services? What elements should be taken into 
consideration when analysing a SD innovation system? A combination of ele-
ments known to be important for SD research and for innovation at the micro level 
can serve as an analytical framework. Elements of this framework can also be 
used for designing the conditions for  SD innovation. Analysis of sector innova-
tion systems shows governance aspects are very important too in stimulating or 
blocking innovation for sustainable development. The institutional embedding of 
SD research and innovations in the present science system is problematic. From a 
point of view of knowledge democracy, a lot has to be done to get “people” (one 
of the three Ps) more into the SD innovation system. So-called “hybrid spaces” 
(for interaction between scientists, businessmen and other stakeholders) should be 
an important constituent part of the science and innovation system, allowing more 
public participation in research into complex societal problems as sustainable de-
velopment is. 

22.1 Introduction  

The central question in this chapter is: what is the relation between research for 
sustainable development and innovations to enable a more sustainable develop-
ment? (SD). What conditions should be fulfilled to optimise the generation of SD 
innovations?  

To answer these questions, an analysis is needed of innovation processes, re-
search and knowledge use in producing more sustainable solutions. 

Some decisions have to be taken regarding the appropriate level of such an 
analysis and the most appropriate theoretical model: 

R.J. in ’t Veld (ed.), Knowledge Democracy, DOI 10.1007/978-3-642-11381-9_22,  
© Springer-Verlag Berlin Heidelberg 2010 
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− first: at what level will the analysis be focused. At the micro level of a 
company or a business line, at the meso level of a region or a sector or 
the macro level of countries?  

− secondly: what kind of “innovation model” is thought to be most appro-
priate to understand what happens in practice?  

22.1.1 What aggregation level seems most appropriate for analysing an 
SD innovation system? 

That is why it is wise to start from the micro level for an analysis of innovation 
                                                           

 
1 BASF spokesman Hanefeld during the EU conference on SD and Research, May 28 2009, 

Brussels. 

To decide which level should be taken into consideration, a reflection on the con-
cept of sustainable development can be of help. Some SD scientists think sustain-
ability should be considered as a place-based and time bound quality. As Jäger 
(2008) puts it, “some of the most important interactions in socio-ecological sys-
tems will occur in particular places (or particular enterprises). Science and tech-
nology for sustainable development (SD) therefore need be ‘place-based’, or ‘en-
terprise-based’, embedded in the particular characteristics of distinct locations or 
contexts”.  

There are several reasons for taking this place- or enterprise-based character of 
sustainable development serious, not only because several scientists emphasise it, 
but also because studies of regional so-called “transition processes” (Rathenau-
Institute 2009) show these processes may have quite different outcomes, depend-
ing on the regional characteristics, the companies and people involved. Even for 
companies in the same sector the results of innovation for sustainable develop-
ment may be quite different, depending on the ambition level of the people in-
volved and the context. What should be considered sustainable and what not, is of-
ten difficult to determine. Some alternatives may be clearly more sustainable than 
others, but there is also a large “grey zone”. “What people regard as more sustain-
able, depends on their assumptions and information. One cannot say for example 
that an electric car in general is more sustainable than a petrol fuelled car. The 
emissions for driving such a car may be quite different in different places in the 
world. Values are often not explicitly stated. These can only be revealed by dis-
cussions with a lot of stakeholders, including NGOs. Its their opinion we want to 
hear”1 The subjective nature of choices and decisions about sustainable alterna-
tives has been emphasised by the Dutch Scientific Council for Government Policy 
in the Netherlands (WRR 1994). Sustainable development cannot be objectively 
determined as it includes normative decisions about risks and uncertainties. This 
idea is in line with an early report of RMNO on sustainable development, analys-
ing the relative and normative character of the concept of sustainable development 
(RMNO 1990).  
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for sustainability. An innovation system at this level consists of the companies in-
volved, with their partners, chain dependencies and relations with the outside 
world 2. 

22.1.2 Why the linear innovation model will not do 

The second point is what theoretical model is most appropriate for analysing inno-
vation for sustainable development. The so-called linear innovation model still 
dominates thinking in policy and science. The basic idea behind this model is that 
innovation is the result from a linear process. This process starts from the results 
of fundamental research that, by way of applied research and demonstration pro-
jects, are transformed in innovative products and services, ready for market intro-
duction. Supporters of the linear innovation model think more funding of basic re-
search will result in more innovation (“without knowledge no innovation”). 
Innovation is thought of as a supply driven process, originating from scientific 
discoveries in universities.  

There are several reasons why this model will not do for an analysis of SD in-
novation systems. First of all, there is overwhelming empirical evidence that the 
model simply is not in accordance with what innovation researchers find. Time 
and again experience has shown that where the demand is weak, excellent supply 
never succeeded in stimulating the demand side. “Basic science” has proven to be 
insufficient “to deliver the goods”, that is to produce innovations (see Boulton and 
Colin-Lucas 2009). The dominance of the linear innovation model explains why 
there is a wide spread myth that the primary deficit in innovation is caused by a 
failing utilisation of research findings and that therefore, universities should be-
come more proactive. This idea still can be found in policy documents, for exam-
ple documents of the European Commission, stating that innovation will come 
from universities as the cradle of fundamental research. Generally speaking, Boul-
ton and Colin-Lucas pose that universities are not the places where innovation 
roots. They emphasise innovation is primarily a process of business engagement 
with markets, in which universities only play a minor role. Universities can con-
tribute to a good environment for innovations, for example by creating spin-out 
activities.  

A second reason why the linear model is not adequate for analysing SD innova-
tion systems is that one can only decide what alternative is more sustainable than 
another by integrating knowledge from various sources; knowledge from the so-
cial and natural sciences, but also knowledge from stakeholders and local people. 
Integration of knowledge is something the linear model does not take into account. 
It is based on the predominant disciplinary division of scientific research. The 
                                                           

2 
 WRR (2008) defines an innovation system as: a system of knowledge production and utilisation, en-
trepreneurship, commercialisation (incl. design), organisation (incl. cooperation), and the distribu-
tion of new knowledge and skills.  
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social embedding of technological research for example is still often thought of as 
an “add on” and not as a design requirement (Jeeninga 2008). 

A third reason for the inadequacy of the linear model is the fact that knowledge 
in the present era is more and more transgressive (Nowotny et al. 2001), tran-
scending the limits of the domain in which it has been produced. That is why one 
can expect new kinds of interactions and combinations of knowledge to become 
more and more important for producing innovations. Quite a lot of innovations 
have been prompted by people that did not have any sector specific knowledge 
(Krozer 2008). That is an important point too when considering the concept of 
knowledge democracy.  

So, innovation in reality depends on interaction and collaboration of different 
actors, not only scientists, but also lay men and people who have a stake in inno-
vation processes. As Ørstavik (2006) states, it is not easy to orchestrate such a co-
operation. A well organised communication and comparison of ideas and interests 
of a group of heterogeneous actors is necessary.  

The linear innovation model has also shaped the science-business and science-
society interfaces in many countries. That means institutional arrangements to fur-
ther innovation in many countries are in fact based on an obsolete idea of how 
knowledge can be put to work to produce innovation. Kuhlmann (2002) states the 
linear model neglects the complexity and auto dynamics of post-modern innova-
tion processes. Adopting the linear model of innovation will not work in the pre-
sent society; it will even be counterproductive.  

22.2 Renewal of the business model and sustainable development  

Which theoretical approach to innovation is most suited for an analysis of SD in-
novation systems, is a question that is difficult to answer. Starting from the level 
of companies, the analysis could start with the question how sustainable develop-
ment influences the renewal of the business model of a company. Renewal of 
business models is a business administration concept. Renewal of a business 
model depends on the ambition level of leading persons in the company and their 
interpretation of developments in its surroundings. Renewal of the business model 
of a company is in first instance a matter for the company itself. Business people 
should reflect on future trends in their surroundings, possible new needs and de-
mands and possible renewal of “value chains”. Where do they want to position 
their company in the future? A thorough analysis of value chains is necessary. The 
next question is how sustainable development can be translated into possible 
changes in these value chains. Sustainable development brings in ecological and 
social aspects into the considerations of future possibilities. Often companies have 
difficulties in making these aspects operational. For example: how can reduction 
of CO2 emissions be translated in company processes? To answer these questions, 
but also to get an idea of possible developments in the surrounding business envi-
ronment, the company also depends on the knowledge from external parties. 
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Knowledge from clients (“latent needs”) but also from societal groups can be 
very useful to explore possible future orientations of the company. This knowl-
edge can generate selection opportunities that can be taken into consideration in 
the innovation process.  

Overall, considering both what SD experts and innovation experts say, one may 
conclude that an analysis of SD innovation systems should start from the micro or 
regional level. 

22.3 A framework for analysing SD innovation systems 

As a framework for analysing sustainability innovation systems at the micro level 
was not available, it has been constructed, combining elements both from micro 
innovation processes and requirements for SD research.  

The requirements for SD research have been defined by ICSU (ICSU 2003, 
Jäger 2008). SD Research should be salient, credible and legitimate. These criteria 
can only be met if a researcher knows what stakeholders think, know and value. 
Interaction with stakeholders and a demand orientation thus can be considered an 
important characteristic of SD research. It is also an important element for analys-
ing SD innovation systems. Furthermore, a well known fact is that involvement of 
stakeholders in itself does not produce innovation, and that selection of certain 
types of stakeholders can be very important (see RMNO 2003), but it certainly is a 
condition for innovation. Especially, the informal knowledge and values these 
stakeholders can bring in, is important for the innovation process. Integration of 
knowledge from various sources is also needed one way or the other. 

Other requirements can be derived from recent reports on boosting innovation 
at the micro level. WRR (2008) mentions several conditions that should be ful-
filled. The Council stresses the importance of hybrid spaces for innovation. Stake-
holder involvement is also considered to be an important element of a good inno-
vation climate. For innovations to come to maturity, niche markets are often 
necessary.  

For the analysis of an innovation system for sustainable development, the fol-
lowing questions have been drawn up (the preliminary question of course being 
whether innovations are the main goal): 

− To what extent is the interaction with stakeholders an essential part of the 
innovation process and how does this interaction take place? 

Experience shows academic knowledge in general is of limited use for compa-
nies if this knowledge goes into details and does not produce tailor-made results. 
Academic studies have limited practical importance for companies if these are not 
carried out in interaction with the demand side. The same holds for academic lit-
erature on innovation, which is thought to be of limited importance for business 
innovation in practice according to some experts. Nooteboom, B. and Stam  point 
out that regional bottom up initiatives are key for innovation processes (WRR 
2008).  
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−  And if research is carried out during this process, is it predominantly 
demand-oriented or supply-driven? 

− Are there any hybrid spaces formed for interaction between scientists, en-
trepreneurs and societal groups and have private-public-constructions 
been set up? 

− To what extent is there any link between or any coordination of research 
on the three Ps? To what extent is technological research linked to eco-
nomic, environmental and sociological research? How are the different 
types of knowledge integrated? 

− Is there a niche for innovative research ?   

These questions can be considered as a framework for analysing innovation sys-
tems for sustainable development. 

22.4 Sector innovation systems analysed for their contribution to 
sustainability  

The framework for analysing SD innovation systems might also be useful for ana-
lysing innovation systems in economic sectors such as the food and nutrition sec-
tor, the energy sector and the water sector. These sectors are cabinet policy priori-
ties for stimulating sustainable development. That is why they have been chosen 
as subjects for an analysis using the framework questions. 

Of course, knowledge and information from literature regarding these sectors 
may eventually reveal additional elements that are important for creating the right 
conditions for innovation for sustainable development.  

22.4.1 The food and nutrition innovation system and sustainable 
development 

The food and nutrition sector in the Netherlands is a strong and innovative sector. 
Its Relative Specialisation Index (RSI) is high (see Faber and Van Welie, 2004). 
Research in this sector is in part demand-oriented and in part supply driven (espe-
cially with regard to new technologies). There are indications that innovative re-
search in the food and nutrition sector is closely linked to chains and vertical co-
operation lines. There has to be a stage manager for innovation processes, but this 
should not be a single dominant player. Innovative research is more often linked to 
a certain type of entrepreneur who is very strongly market-oriented and has a vi-
sion of how to create (new) values. Innovation  can be promoted by public-private 
constructions (for example environment covenants) and specific subsidies (includ-
ing subsidies for innovative and environmentally friendly product design and re-
search subsidies). 

The impression from literature and interviews is that the Dutch food and nutri-
tion sector is innovative. Sustainable development is in some cases an important 
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driver for innovation. But it surely is not always and in every research project the 
leading principle. Sustainable development is of growing importance for the food 
and nutrition sector as society asks more and more for sustainable products and 
services and government has decided to purchase only sustainable products (pro-
curement policy). 

Big companies like Unilever at first had problems to get the right knowledge 
and information for sustainable production from universities, but in cooperation 
with societal groups and some scientists in particular, the knowledge needed could 
be generated. Hybrid spaces exist in the form of top institutes on nutrition and 
food innovation programmes (Food Delta).  

22.4.2 The energy innovation system and sustainable development 

An analysis of the Dutch energy innovation system (from literature and inter-
views) points out that energy research is still to a large extent driven by the supply 
side and predominantly has a technological character. The social embedding is ne-
glected or thought of as an “add on”. Integration of the three Ps in research for 
sustainable development is not consciously planned in general. Interaction with 
stakeholders (clients, companies, enterprises) is a weak point in the energy inno-
vation system. The present energy innovation system is not oriented to the needs 
of energy-consuming companies and citizens. Man (the P of People) is under ex-
posed in the sustainability triangle, the focus is on technology and economy.  

But there are other elements that are important as conditioning factors in the 
energy innovation sector.  

Arentsen et al. (2007) compared innovation in the telecom and energy sectors 
in several countries. Their conclusion was that the energy market in these coun-
tries is still to a large extent dominated by the energy supply side. In the present 
situation, government regulations are often the main driver for innovation, con-
trary to the food and nutrition sector. Jacobsson en Johnson (2000a, b) analysed the 
energy innovation system in the Netherlands, Germany and Sweden and found a 
poorly articulated demand and weak networks in The Netherlands, hindering 
knowledge transfer, or too dominant actors, causing lock-in. They also noted a 
lack of meeting places and prime movers. Nowadays, meeting places come to ex-
istence, like the Cartesius Institute, “Energy Valley” and centres of expertise on 
sustainable energy for SMEs.   

Recent analyses of the driving forces in the energy innovation system, for ex-
ample by Negro (2007) and Meijer (2008) show that apart from innovation “mo-
tors” like a technology that works, a well organised sector and a clear market de-
mand, the predictability and long term consistency of government policy is of 
prime importance.  

It is the lack of a long term vision of Dutch government and a yo-yo policy that 
have had disastrous effects in the past decade. Often government policy arrange-
ments produced unintended effects. Governments should promote the creation of 
(niche) markets in a smart way. The German “Electricity Feed-in Law” for sus-
tainable energy is often mentioned as an example (“creating powerful, predictable 
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and persistent economic incentives”). The elimination of barriers (for example, 
limited grid capacity, spatial planning) is also part of creating good innovation 
conditions.  

Recent reports by the Dutch Energy Council as well as the Energy Innovation 
Agenda (2008) of the Dutch government emphasise the bottle-necks in the dem-
onstration and market introduction phase. But enquiries among entrepreneurs 
show the main reason for them for not investing in innovation is the lack of conti-
nuity of government policy – a persistent long-term policy perspective – and the 
lack of corresponding instruments to promote innovation for the long term.  

Recently a substantial amount of money has been allocated to energy innova-
tion programmes by the Dutch government (2008). Although the Innovation 
Agenda pays attention to sustainable development, it does not make clear why 
particular technological innovation paths are considered to be important and have 
been selected. In Denmark, the selection of priorities in energy policy has resulted 
in much more focus for the long term (two priorities: wind energy and energy con-
servation, selected after a democratic process), whilst the Dutch Energy Innova-
tion Agenda shows at least seven different themes. The obvious explanation is that 
where a clear future vision (from central government) is lacking, existing domi-
nant interests from the supply side can shape the research agenda, both at the na-
tional and the local scale. A study by the Rathenau Institute on local transition 
processes (2009) shows that local interests shape the regional “transition proc-
esses”.   

From these examples it is clear that our framework for analysing innovation for 
sustainable development is deficient; it should also take governance aspects into 
account. Stable long term policy goals and corresponding policy instruments that 
provide a continuous stimulus for SD innovation are a very important element in 
economic sectors as the energy sector.     

22.4.3 The water innovation system and sustainable development 

If one may draw a general conclusion about the water innovation system in the 
Netherlands it should be that the system seems to be characterised by a fixation of 
governments, companies and managers on technology and greater efficiency while 
the institutional and societal context (the P of People, other kinds of stakeholders) 
receive little attention. Research in the water sector is rather segmented (like the 
sector itself) and there are too few relations with the external world that give rise 
to new combinations. This limits the innovative capacity of the sector. For this 
reason, innovation brokers actively seek possible new links and combinations. 
Government innovation programmes are exactly focused on these points. 

The general impression is that sustainable development is not the driving prin-
ciple in Dutch research and innovation programmes in the water sector. However, 
sustainable development pops up here and there in programmes of institutes 
(KWR, Wetsus) and in the “Living with Water” programme. 

This compartmentalised system is considered to be the cause of the under-
utilisation of knowledge and of the inadequate attention paid to innovative solutions. 
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Government support is the motor behind the recent Water Innovation Programme. 
Government and Water Boards are still the dominant agents in the sector (70% of 
the sector is public). They can by their instructions and commissions stimulate 
“open innovation” in the sector, or stimulate the development of new technology 
for the Dutch market. 

The conclusion from these analyses is that the innovation systems for food and 
nutrition, energy and water in the Netherlands differ in several aspects. The food 
and nutrition sector differs from the other ones; it is more consumer-oriented and 
more innovative. Thinking of value chains and stakeholder involvement in innova-
tion processes is more common. The innovation for sustainable development in 
the energy and water sectors is to a large extent driven by government demand. 
Suppliers of new technologies determine the agenda, while the social embedding 
of research and the role of stakeholders in research is underrated. Man (the P of 
People) is underexposed in the sustainability triangle (the three Ps).  

The impression is that integration of knowledge that is relevant to the three Ps 
is in general not consciously planned in all three sectors. It is also clear that our 
framework for analysing innovation for sustainable development is deficient; it 
should also take governance aspects into account. Stable long term policy goals 
and corresponding policy instruments that provide a continuous stimulus for SD 
innovation are a very important element in economic sectors in which government 
policy for a large part creates the demand for sustainable innovations. Even in the 
food and nutrition sector, government can create a powerful stimulus for innova-
tion by its procurement policy (buying only sustainable products). From the point 
of view of knowledge democracy, the conclusion is that a lot has to be done to get 
“people” in the innovation system.  

22.5 Designing the conditions for a sustainable development 
omings of the present science 

system in the Netherlands 

The conclusion from the previous section is that there are shortcomings in the pre-
sent SD innovation systems with regard to the involvement of “people” (the third 
P) and the social embedding of research. Other shortcomings in the past were the 
lack of clear and consistent long term policy goals.  

innovation system and the shortc

In practice, government regulation (national but also EU) has proved to be the 
most powerful innovation incentive in the water sector. There are too few other 
incentives for innovation. In other countries, especially developing countries, the 
situation is quite different. Decentralised water production for example is an op-
tion for the future that can be expected to become more important. Concepts like 
water foot print and water self-sufficiency are “new”. It is not yet common think-
ing in the water sector that the sector will not only have to focus on technological 
innovations, but also on demand-driven process innovations to solve the bottle-
necks for sustainable development in the sector.  
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The question is whether it is now possible to design the conditions for a sus-
tainable development innovation system. What are the ideal conditions for a re-
search and innovation system for sustainable development, what are the demands, 
especially on the research and innovation system?  

22.5.1 Demands on the research and innovation system 

Jäger (2008) describes the demands on the research and innovation system from 
the point of view of boosting sustainable development. He thinks the substantive 
focus of much of the science needed to promote sustainable development will 
have to be on the complex dynamic interactions between nature and society 
(“socio-ecological systems”), rather than on either the social or environmental 
side. Moreover, some of the most important interactions will occur in particular 
places, or particular enterprises and at particular times. S&T for SD needs there-
fore be “place-based”, or “enterprise-based”, embedded in the particular character-
istics of distinct locations or contexts.  

The challenge is to help promote the relatively “local” and “regional” dialogues 
from which meaningful priorities for sustainable development can emerge and to 
set up local support systems that will allow those priorities to be implemented.  

As pointed out before, knowledge for sustainable development should be suffi-
ciently reliable (“credible”), but also relevant to decision-makers (“salient”) and 
democratic in its choice of issues to address, expertise to consider and participants 
to engage (“legitimate”). These three properties are tightly interdependent. Efforts 
to maximise one of these attributes (credibility), emphasising the scientific part, 
may often undermine the other attributes. This interdependency poses substantial 
challenges to the design of institutions for mobilising R&D, assessment and deci-
sion support for sustainable development.  

22.5.2 Shortcomings of the present science system 

Are there enough possibilities in the present science and technology system in 
various countries to respond to the challenges that sustainable development poses? 
Does the present science system enable dialogues with local or regional stake-
holders and participation in research? Are scientists sufficiently prepared for a role 
in such dialogues?  

Scientists should be capable of dealing with complex systems, different types 
of knowledge from various disciplines and also with informal knowledge. They 
should be able to integrate these types of knowledge to produce a workable per-
spective. They should have the competences needed for such work, they should be 
able to understand the different languages.  

In most countries, a problem-driven, solution-oriented R&D system with corre-
sponding funding mechanisms for research and technology is lacking or underde-
veloped. Hirsch Hadorn et al. (2006) point out that transdisciplinary research is 
needed to meet the requirements of SD research. The characteristics of transdisci-
plinary research make it difficult to fit in the existing research institutions. Traditional 
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research organisations are not capable to respond in an adequate manner to the 
demands of SD research. The reasons can be found within the research system: 

− integral approaches are not favoured, as the incentives in the research 
system are directed to disciplinary excellence; interdisciplinarity is not 
really favoured as a subject in teaching curricula, let alone as a research 
requisite; 

− interaction with stakeholders is supposed to lead to interference with re-
search objectives, endangering the objectivity of the research; participation 
of stakeholders is thought of as even worse for scientific independence; 

− the dominance of the paradigm of linear innovation, even though there is 
massive proof against it.  

Nooteboom B. and Eshuis (2009) state the academic community at large presently 
seems preoccupied with its internal competition in terms of published output. It 
therefore seems less open for new ways of working. It cannot discover what it 
cannot participate in (transdisciplinary research).  

One might expect that influential scientific and research organisations as 
KNAW (Royal Academy of Sciences) and NWO (Netherlands Organisation for 
Scientific Research) in the Netherlands have developed ideas about how research 
may contribute to SD. Although in some reports, the necessity of involving “prac-
tice” in research programming is mentioned, the research programming is still 
“business as usual”, that is without real stakeholder participation, without real in-
volvement of the demand side and without integral approaches.  

Some scientists do realise the research agenda for sustainability should be set in 
a different way; not only those scientists and researchers who carry out applied re-
search or work as consultants. A recent report of KNAW (2007) on sustainable 
energy research  states that a system analytical approach would have been the 
right way to define the research challenges. “That means that in an early stage, 
‘practitioners’ should have been involved in the technology and system develop-
ment” and: “research should be aimed at the development of a systematic method 
for the evaluation of new integral concepts. This includes the identification of in-
efficiencies on an institutional and social-economic level, although until now, this 
is not the usual way to proceed.” Multidisciplinary teams should systematically 
analyse industry sectors or energy production modes. The KNAW commission 
concludes that “the call for innovation is loud, but the subsidising programmes are 
still directed along the worn-trodden paths”. The question is: “Why?”. 

Another example comes from NWO, the Netherlands Organisation for Scien-
tific Research, which is meant to stimulate excellent researchers, but also research 
for societal purposes. In the past, so called Stimulation Research Programmes 
have been set up for themes as economy and ecology, biodiversity, system ecol-
ogy and toxicology. Some observations about the Biodiversity programme have 
been published (in Dutch) by RMNO (2005). The societal value is a minor selec-
tion criterion compared to the rest of the (scientific) criteria. Government officials 
were a member of a steering committee, but the selection of proposals was 
eventually carried out by scientists.  
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The overrating of scientific value of research proposals caused dissatisfaction 
with policy-makers. After a halfway evaluation of the programme, the programme 
was set up in a different way, concentrating on agro biodiversity and policy ques-
tions that had been articulated on this subject. Thus, the results could be made 
more relevant for policy-makers. Similar experiences have been gathered for other 
Stimulation Programmes. 

An independent observer may ask why time and again the same mistakes are 
made. Undoubtedly, the institutional settings create these suboptimal conditions. 

Evaluation of the Novel Food Protein Programme (aiming at sustainable food 
production), learned that institutional barriers also exist within research institutes. 
Loeber (1997) found that too small a number of actors had been taken into consid-
eration. Dissenting views were not accommodated and discussion on normative is-
sues avoided. Loeber concludes that the institutional embedding strongly influ-
ences the methodological elaboration of sustainability research. 

The conclusion of this section is that there are quite some institutional hurdles 
to be taken for the embedding of SD research in The Netherlands. In general, SD 
research does not fit the institutional settings of the traditional research organisa-
tions in the Netherlands. These research organisations could try to adapt and cre-
ate more space for this type of research, but on the other hand several “hybrid 
spaces” already exist. As Hjelt et al. (2008) point out, the normal reaction to the 
shortcomings in the system is to introduce new institutional structures, increasing 
the need for coordination in the system. Reform of the institutions is a long term 
goal. The vocation, mission and competences of different institutes are difficult to 
change (Kuhlmann 2002).  

When taking into consideration that knowledge in this society is more and 
more distributed and that it is not self-evident that the best knowledge is available 
in universities or in scientific institutes (see Hisschemöller 2008), the conclusion 
must be that “hybrid places” are more and more necessary. The Cartesius Institute 
in the Netherlands is an example of such a hybrid space, performing a role in re-
gional energy initiatives (Energy Valley in the northern part of the Netherlands) 
and there is a similar institute for the water sector called Wetsus. The Dutch Inno-
vation programmes are another example of creating new hybrid spaces.   

The logical “place” for transdisciplinary research in the Netherlands until now 
is in ad hoc and temporary research programmes and institutes, creating bypasses 
in the existing science system. In countries like Switzerland and Sweden there are 
more possibilities in the existing science system for transdisciplinary research. 
Fixed quota can help (Switzerland, Swedish research programmes) as can other 
mechanisms to strengthen the position of researchers who have experience in in-
ter- and transdisciplinary research. 

The conclusion is that there are not enough possibilities for SD research and 
innovation in the traditional science system and there are quite some institutional 
barriers too. The need for restructuring the science system is great, because quite a 
lot of complex, societal problems cannot be adequately addressed by the existing 
institutional structures.  
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22.6 Knowledge democracy and innovation for sustainable 
development 

From the point of view of knowledge democracy several challenges and opportu-
nities have been mentioned in the preceding sections.  

For example, a lot has to be done to get “people” into the SD innovation sys-
tem. It is also clear that hybrid spaces are very important to get the knowledge and 
values of stakeholders and other interest groups in the heart of the deliberations. 
The contextual embedding of research is important in SD research and innovation. 
Knowledge integration asks for special competences of researchers. Research 
should be a co-production (RMNO 2007). 

Research for sustainable development does not fit the institutional settings of 
the traditional research organisations in the Netherlands, making “bypasses” nec-
essary in the form of special research and innovation programmes. Hybrid spaces 
do exist, but their role as an important constituent part of the science and innova-
tion system is not sufficiently acknowledged by the traditional scientific organisa-
tions. This situation is clearly in contrast with trends in society towards more pub-
lic participation in research when dealing with complex societal problems. 

In the coming decades, the role of scientific and other institutions may dramati-
cally change, as more and more it is clear that society transgresses the boundaries 
that have been put in place between society, science and policy. This has important 
consequences for the positioning of knowledge producing institutions in society. 



Closing chapter 
 

In earlier chapters we have digressed upon the emerging character of the knowl-
edge democracy concept, and summarised the most remarkable contributions to 
the conference. In this final chapter I formulate my insights concerning the pre-
dominant tensions and challenges that have to be envisaged. 

We have proposed to replace the concept of knowledge economy by that of 
knowledge democracy as a focal item of global agendas. The purpose is to illus-
trate the necessity to respond to the actual evolutionary patterns of advanced so-
cieties. These patterns are interwoven technological and social complex transitions 
in the triangle politics-science-media. Of course the concept has a persuasive na-
ture. We have fabricated the triangle politics-media-science in order to illuminate 
the connections and tensions between them. The analysis by Turnhout on the cha-
racter of the concept knowledge democracy, leading to the conclusion that it is po-
tentially both utopian and totalitarian, should be properly interpreted as an early 
warning signal. Applications of institutional and procedural requirements in know-
ledge democracies, such as participatory decision-making processes, should conti-
nuously be tested in the contingent environments of empirical reality. The danger 
of totalitarian and technocratic misadventures is always present, but accidents can 
be avoided if one is prepared to take a careful look into the value patterns of all 
concerned actors.  

The world is changing, it is becoming more and more fragmented and reflex-
ive, and as a consequence all steering relations are complicated. Since the beha-
viour of a reflexive system can not be forecasted as a matter of principle, illu-
strated in earlier chapters, the classical ideal of governing a society effectively by 
regulation, command or subsidies alone, has become obsolete.  

Knowledge is fragmented as the organisation of science is based upon speciali-
sation into separate disciplines, each with a specific methodology that serves as a 
shield against outside criticisms but also as an isolating wall. No societal problem 
can be dealt with properly by one single scientific discipline. Interdisciplinary co-
operation on the other hand may be necessary in order to gain relevance, but will 
lead to a loss of  accuracy, if the methodologies of the interconnected disciplines 
differ considerably. 

The media logic has conquered the political system and media-politics replace 
the forum-function of parliament and move it to the television studio. Classical 
top-down media have complex relationships with new bottom-up media. 

Public authorities within systems of representative democracy are therefore fac-
ing legitimacy and effectiveness problems. Representation in its historical shape 
has eroded because of structural changes in value patterns, and because of the 
educational level of the population. Legitimacy and effectiveness of governing 
and steering in a classical manner are fundamentally undermined.  
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One of the strategies of these public authorities in order to regain legitimacy is 
the introduction of citizen participation. Often it remains completely unclear 
whether this participation should contribute to either the collection of support or to 
the process of enriching the content of the decision. This is important because the 
preferable shape of the processes will depend upon the objectives of the participa-
tion. 

When we think about participatory democracy we usually refer to notions like 
civil society, stakeholders-citizens, interested parties, etc. In the context of delib-
eration or participation around a certain issue some public authority usually de-
cides who the desirable partners are. This type of “guided participation” is often 
tolerated if the boundaries of an invited group are experienced as “logical”. How-
ever the framing of the problem is decisive for the acceptance of the ‘logic’. The 
inhabitants of a neighbourhood may seem to be a “logical” group if the problem-
atique concerns the roads through the neighbourhood, but in reality the traffic par-
ticipants crossing the neighbourhood from elsewhere to elsewhere may be as in-
tensely interested. So the answer to the question whether guided participation is 
acceptable depends on the degree of consensus on the framing of the problem. 
Therefore in the case of wicked problems where this consensus is absent, open ac-
cess to participation is recommendable.  

As mentioned elsewhere we distinguish “top-down media” and “bottom-up 
media”. Both contribute to the agenda-setting of politics. The top-down media op-
erate in structural interdependency with politics. The expression “media-politics” 
is devoted to this interdependency. The bottom-up media are to a considerable de-
gree independent from both the top-down media and politics. But bottom-up me-
dia often lack the selective function, elsewhere fulfilled by editors. Goede at-
tempts to design a framework for better understanding of the relevant 
relationships. Participation in decision preparation and -making may be invited by 
public authorities, but uninvited participation also takes place, in particular with 
the support of bottom-up media. The theoretical considerations concerning crowds 
and publics as presented by Kreijveld and Basten relate to phenomena in reality 
where uninvited groups start to intermingle with public decision-making. On the 
other hand politicians also utilise bottom-up media in order to communicate, as 
Aalberts and Kreijveld show us From the viewpoint of checks and balances, and 
taking into account the fact that we live in a world where frequently too much 
rather than too little information is available, the key role of the media requires a 
certain degree of self-reflection regarding the presentation of scientific and other 
policy-relevant knowledge. The question stays, if both top down and bottom-up 
media are able to fulfil such a requirement. 

The explosion of knowledge and information in this era necessitates attention 
for the use of knowledge in public decisions more than ever before. Simultane-
ously the predominant problems on political agendas have developed into wicked 
problems. The insights in the fragmented character of scientific knowledge, the 
multiple nature of truth and the importance of other notions of knowledge like 
citizens’ knowledge have led to prescriptive theories on transdisciplinary trajecto-

342      R.J. in ’t Veld 



Closing chapter      343  

ries, leading to robust, plausible action perspectives with the support of many 
kinds of knowledge. 

The wicked character of the focal problems demands cooperation between sci-
entists, bureaucrats,  stakeholders, lay groups and politicians. The more different 
categories are involved, the more complex the bottlenecks in translation are. As 
Edelenbos et al. and Bunders et al. have explained, some categories are more re-
lated than others. Professional bureaucrats understand scientists reasonably well 
because scientific products are formulated in the same language as policy theories. 
But often the devil is in the detail: slight differences in meaning may lead to vast 
misunderstandings. Boundary functions and/or workers are indispensable as 
Hoppe argues. Also Schulz and van Twist describe commissions as amongst 
others boundary organisms. A better understanding of inter- and transdisciplinar-
ity begins with education: universities should ensure that students are familiar 
with these concepts and have the opportunity to gain experience with these forms 
of scientific research in their training programmes.  

The process of formulating research agendas becomes increasingly important in 
a knowledge democracy. It cannot any longer be left to scientists alone. Broad 
participation is desirable. For assessing the need and usefulness of the generation 
of knowledge by policy oriented research programmes, more reflection in advance 
is needed. Independent advice (by a system of checks and balances) can further 
this reflection, as well as a number of process criteria for the assessment. Jacobi et 
al. and De Cock Buning present suggestions for advanced process formats that 
may serve to produce optimal research agendas.  

The closed character of political processes often prohibits the full utilisation of 
knowledge. Termeer et al. explain how configurations shape their own specific 
meaningful worlds and how they become inaccessible for knowledge that that 
does not fit into their images of reality and truth. Meuleman and Tromp illuminate 
why available knowledge remains untouched or even is under attack because of 
different interpretations of what is “usable” knowledge and because of political 
motives. It is important that policy-makers have mechanisms available to mini-
mise the probability that unwelcome knowledge is ignored 

Van Rijn and Tissen illustrate the relationships between knowledge, innovation 
and creativity in city governance while De Wit combines the challenges of sus-
tainability with designs of innovative democratic approaches. 

The need for well-designed decision-making processes becomes even more ur-
gent as the long term character of the decision to be made becomes more pre-
dominant. Meuleman and In ’t Veld shed a light on these specific design charac-
teristics. Van Rij describes how foresight studies and more in particular horizon 
scans might contribute to advanced designs.       

Knowledge democracy therefore appears to demand at least 2-fold complex 
participation processes: the transdisciplinary character is necessary to trans-
form scientific insights to robust, plausible action perspectives, and the 
contribution of stakeholders and citizens is necessary to assure that the deci-
sion to be taken will be accepted and effective. Moreover in many cases the 



 

specific knowledge of stakeholders and citizens is also necessary to enrich 
the content of the decisions to be taken sufficiently. All participants have le-
gitimate interests of very different kinds that have to be accommodated. The 
multi-purpose setup of the processes will vary with the different relative in-
tensities of the objectives: the amalgamation of values, knowledge and in-
terests, the enrichment of content and the gathering of support. 

The classical political game will have to change profoundly, and this may be the 
most important motive for the fierce resistance from many politicians against re-
form in a participatory direction. Loss of power is the main fear. To accept a role 
as process architect instead of the position as the final decision-maker is risky be-
cause many fear that the voters may not support the architects, but will favour the 
politicians who present themselves as leaders in substantial solutions.  

The quest for acceptable mixed systems of representative and participatory de-
mocracy will appear on many agendas in the years to come, and is a focal research 
question in the knowledge democracy research programme. 

Although the most urgent recommendations concern the process aspects of de-
cision-making, one may also wonder if structures should change and institutions 
should be reformed. New constitutional values as the ecological carbon footprint, 
presented in the paper by Toepfer and Bachmann could be considered, but also the 
concept of situational contracting as recommended by Wolfson would certainly 
contribute to a more adequate pattern of communication between service-
rendering public authorities and reflexive citizens. We feel puzzled about the crea-
tive suggestion formulated by Van Buuren and Eshuis to introduce knowledge 
governance as a fourth institutional arrangement after hierarchy, contract and net-
work. It appears to us a more or less elitist assumption that knowledge as a subject 
matter of coordination would be superior to values and interests.     

 Observing both the available literature and the emerging practice of knowledge 
democracy in a number of European nation-states I was struck by the differences 
between several nation states in the observable tensions between science, politics 
and media. We therefore make a distinction between quiet and turbulent democra-
cies. 
In the quiet democracies the main characteristics to be observed are: 

− In important domains there may be conflicts on the preferable substance 
or content of policies, as based on value differences and variations, but 
the knowledge base for those policies is not contested; therefore prob-
lems do not bear a wicked character. Moreover complicated two-level 
conflicts, relating both to the substance of policies and the credibility of 
the different knowledge sources, remain absent or at least an exception; 

− The mutual dependence of politics and media is not very strongly devel-
oped. Politicians have realised that the locus for political debate should 
be parliament, and therefore oppose actively to the transfer of political 
dialogue to mass media orchestrated by journalists; media-politics are not 
predominant;  
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− Different types of knowledge – such as scientific knowledge, local 
knowledge and/or citizens knowledge – are integrated in participatory 
processes for policy preparation, aiming at socially robust and plausible 
perspectives for action;  

− The societal attention for the maintenance of adequate checks and bal-
ances is considerable; not only the respect for the classical Trias Politica 
is cherished, but also the awareness on the desirability of free basic re-
search and education – free in the meaning of: not influenced by either 
politics or media – is intense.  

In the turbulent democracies we find the following phenomena: 

− Many political problems are perceived as wicked: neither on the value 
aspect nor on the knowledge or information side consensus exists. Many 
two-level conflicts complicate the political realm. In political environ-
ments with a strong meta-value, that leads to a high degree of tolerance 
and mutual respect: this situation will lead to the development of trans-
disciplinary trajectories with considerable participation. Populist politics 
on the contrary will aim at the decrease of this type of complexity by es-
tablishing a clear, simple and predominating view both on values and 
substance;  

− The mutual dependence of politics and media is clearly visible: hypes 
prevail, the political agenda is mainly determined by media utterances, 
scandals and abuses give rise to political action. In extreme instances (It-
aly) the reigning political coalition also rules an important proportion of 
the top-down media. Publics frequently manifest themselves in relation to 
specific hypes; 

− Where media-politics dominate, the space for broad citizens’ participa-
tion in policy preparation appears to be limited because politicians and 
media wish to establish a collective monopoly on information-gathering 
and dissemination; so the stronger the mutual dependence of politics and 
media manifests itself, the possibilities for unhampered – in the sense of 
not orchestrated by mass media – influential argumentation and commu-
nication seem to be very limited. But on the other hand we observed ear-
lier in this book that the existing technologies enable groups of citizens 
by internet application as YouTube, MSN Messenger, e-mail and Twitter 
to create their own mass media, to produce their own expressions of in-
terests and views in a manner that cannot be controlled by commercial-
ised or professionalised media; 

− Populist politics disrespect checks and balances: the perceived necessity 
of transparency of authority demands hierarchy in the political realm; 
populist politicians will continuously criticise any disagreeable action of 
uncontrolled professionals, and will try to minimise their influence and to 
maximise their dependence. Moreover the internal structure of the public 
sector will be streamlined according to hierarchical principles: as a 



 

consequence of which the discretion of agencies and other semi-autonomous 
bodies, but also of inspectorates and supervisors will be diminished. 

The foregoing static comparison neglects of course the important and necessary 
analysis of dynamic developments. Castells in particular words his forecasts in 
terms of accumulative developments, such as the fatal transition of media-politics 
to populism, or worse. Our observations on the increasing importance of reflexive 
mechanisms however hamper us to formulate any deterministic forecasts, laws or 
regularities as to societal developments. Scenarios, simulations and explorations 
could serve as catalysers to enlarge our sensitivity for potential developments, but 
the fundamental character of the existing uncertainty and complexity prohibit us to 
consider them as building stones for direct action. The indirect use could be that 
we try to design action perspectives that are robust, for example do not have disas-
trous consequences in either of the feasible scenarios. It may be clear that the pos-
sibilities for such designs are more feasible in quiet than in turbulent democracies. 

In addition, the increasing complexity of societal problems should not lead to 
the prohibition of controversial research; to the contrary: such a pluralist approach 
of research may open new strategies for problems still unforeseen. In case of 
doubt as to the scientific integrity of knowledge for policy, it is useful to organise 
discussions on the desirable research agendas, aiming at wide bandwidths of the 
opinions, and to seek a common knowledge base, as described by many authors in 
this book. As a matter of course also oppositional parties in parliaments should be 
included in these processes. The effectiveness of these such institutional arrange-
ments may differ in different domains, so careful choices should be made.    

 
Finally I will present some observations on the developments in the Nether-

lands as an illustration. Recently, the attention for the issues that are related to 
knowledge democracy has increased. But paradoxically, this has not led to innova-
tions in accordance with the theoretical insights of the leading analysts. Boundary 
functions have disappeared, as the ministries themselves claim to be competent to 
fulfil these functions themselves. On the national level the degree of participation 
is rather waining than expanding. This appears to create an unbalance in the rela-
tions between science and politics, but the scientific world has remained com-
pletely silent. Parliament attempts to decrease its dependence on information from 
ministries by strengthening its own research activities, but so far the results are of 
varying quality, to put it mildly. The Netherlands seem to move in the direction of 
a turbulent democracy as described above with a strong orientation on hypes and 
some populist characteristics. On the other hand some top civil servants are sin-
cerely involved in efforts to strengthen the knowledge intensity of policy prepara-
tion. Disturbing reflexive phenomena complicate the picture further: ministries de-
sign strategic research agendas, but actual research activities sometimes move in 
another direction. The number of public affairs officers and controllers at minis-
tries increases at the cost of cognitive experts. The cleansing operation in order to 
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reduce the number of relatively independent advisory bodies in the public domain 
as well as the increasing hierarchy of the political realm support the hypothesis 
that the evolutionary pattern in the Netherlands could be characterised as the grad-
ual decrease of that type of checks and balances that may be defined as shock 
dampers. Of course reflexivity is also a source of hope and optimism concerning 
future change.     
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