
The Strategic Group on Participation was set up in 2002 by ÖGUT on the initiative of the 
Austrian Ministry of the Environment; ÖGUT coordinates the Group.
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The benefits of participation processes from the point 
of view of the various groups of agents 

The following overview is intended for persons who initiate or take part in par-
ticipation processes (authorities, project promoters, ordinary citizens, process 
facilitators, NGOs, representatives of interest groups etc.). It identifies the 
benefits available to various groups of agents from participation processes. 
Where different agents benefit in the same way, this is indicated separately 
for each group of agents.

As a result, each group can form a complete picture of the benefits it can gain; 
at the same time the overview facilitates the formation of “benefit coalitions“. 
Participation processes can benefit all the participants in different ways, 
depending on their individual role. Ordinary citizens who take part in parti-
cipation processes benefit because their needs and interests can be taken 
into account more effectively. As a rule, they are „local experts“ with detailed 
knowledge of specific problems in their surroundings. In many cases they also 
have concrete ideas for solving these problems. When various agents’ know-
ledge and perspectives are tapped in planning processes, creative solutions 
generally result, that are also durable, because they have been developed on 
a broad basis and – above all – have the support of those affected. Persons 
able to have a say in planning processes are more likely to feel they share re-
sponsibility for community affairs; participation also helps to resolve conflicts 
of interest between different groups. All in all, local democracy gains and peo-
ple are more willing to collaborate where participation is involved – and this 
benefits politicians and administrators: not only is the content of decisions 
improved, but they are easier to understand and more generally accepted, 
which means that the results can be implemented faster – something that 
the whole community benefits from. 

We distinguish between formal and informal participation processes, which 
differ as regards intensity of participation (possibilities) and scope for action. 

In formal processes legal regulations prescribe who is entitled to take part, 
what rights they have and how binding the decision is. Examples are: approval 
procedures for plant or for means of communication, and land-use planning 
procedures, e.g. in the case of zoning plans or regional programmes. An 
environmental audit, a strategic environmental assessment (SEA) as per the 
relevant EU Directive, or a project assessment as regards nature conservation 
also belong in the category of formal procedures. The participants’ scope for 
action (as laid down by law) can range from the mere right to be informed 
and to express a point of view all the way to the right to file applications and 
objections. In Austria the strongest position in formal procedures is known as 
“party status”; it provides extensive rights to information and to having a say, 

>>
formal forms of 
participation

>>
je nach Rolle unterschied-
licher Nutzen
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plus the right to appeal to a higher authority against decisions. The course of 
formal procedures is also regulated by law, e.g. by time limits for expressing 
points of view or filing objections. The authorities / the bodies responsible 
for overseeing land use are bound to take such points of view into account 
in their decisions. At the end of a formal procedure an authority has usually 
published a decision (e.g. in the form of an official notification, a zoning plan 
or programme), and again legal regulations prescribe how this is to be imple-
mented.

Informal forms of participation do not “run on rails” in this way; they can be 
structured to suit the particular circumstances applying – this is up to the per-
sons involved. They are purely voluntary; the central principle is to tackle an 
assignment together, generally with the aim of reaching and implementing a 
consensus solution. Those involved usually agree together who can take part, 
how the assignment is to be tackled and what procedural rules should apply. 
Informal participation can take many different, flexible forms: Agenda 21,

Round Table, Future Workshop, Future Conference, mediation and so on. De-
pending on the form in question, arrangements vary about how binding the 
results of the process will be as regards implementation. The solutions put 
forward may simply be recommendations for a body taking political decisions, 
or they may be passed as a binding programme and taken over as they stand. 
In mediation processes the collective solution reached is normally cast in the 
form of an agreement enforceable by law.

Basically, informal participation processes should not be viewed as substi-
tutes for or as competing with formal procedures; rather, they can supplement 
these, e.g. in a preparatory phase, or be employed in fields where formal 
procedures play no part whatever. For instance, a strategic environmental 
assessment can incorporate some form of cooperative participation (such as 
a Round Table), even though this is not strictly required by law. In some cases 
formal procedures and informal processes may be interleaved; the Austrian 

>>
informal forms of 
participation

Formale Verfahren sind durch Gesetze vorgegeben, wie z.B.:
> Verfahren zur Genehmigung von Projekten oder zur Vorbereitung von Gesetzen
> Planungsverfahren der Raumordnung zur Erstellung von Flächenwidmungsplänen
> Verfahren zur Erstellung von Regionalentwicklungskonzepten oder sektoralen Programmen (z.B. Verkehrsplanungen)
> Strategische Umweltprüfungen bei Plänen und Programmen.

Informale Verfahren sind alle nicht durch ein Gesetz vorgegebenen Verfahren, wie z.B.:
> Beteiligungsprozesse zur Entwicklung von Politiken, Strategien oder Aktionsplänen
> lokale/regionale Entwicklungsprozesse (z.B. Lokale Agenda 21-Prozesse) oder auch
> Prozesse zur Bearbeitung von Konflikten wie Mediationsverfahren oder Runde Tische.
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statute on environmental audits allows for the official audit procedure to 
be interrupted (if all parties agree) so that a mediation process can be con-
ducted.

The following table outlines the benefits available from participation. As infor-
mal processes can yield additional benefits or other kinds of benefit in many 
cases, the aspects of special relevance to informal processes are shown in 
green (in a monochrome printout in grey).
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come, and will be taken into account as revised versions are generated.
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