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Abstract: Since the publication of the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals, governance for
sustainable development has grown and several national, regional and local sustainable development
strategies have been adopted. A sustainable development strategy can serve as a political control
instrument and management tool. For the development and implementation of such a strategy at
the local level, municipalities might use citizen participation approaches. There exist manifold ways
of consulting civil society, representing different levels of decision-making power. The analysis of
this article is divided into two parts. First, we report on a case study of the pilot project “Global
Sustainable Municipalities” located in North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany and assess the current
status of the use of citizen participation formats for adopting a local sustainable development
strategy. Second, we developed a model of citizen participation approaches during different phases
of adopting a sustainable development strategy. The purpose of this model is to assess the potential
decision-making power of citizens during the phases and to help municipalities to get an orientation
on participation possibilities. The results show that most municipalities count on participation
mainly in the implementation phase of the strategy, less during developing it. Our model, however,
demonstrates participation possibilities for each of the phases.

Keywords: citizen participation; decision-making; Germany; smart sustainable municipalities;
sustainable development goals; sustainable development strategy

1. Introduction

With the Agenda 2030 and Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the United Nations are
making an attempt towards ending poverty, protecting the planet and ensuring prosperity for
all [1]. The 17 goals, adopted in 2015, aim at promoting sustainable development regarding all
its manifestations, i.e., environmental, economic and social dimensions. Sustainable development can
be defined as a “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own needs” [2] (p. 37). Rather than focusing on development in
developing countries, the Agenda 2030 demands action of all countries. For this purpose, a sustainable
development strategy (or sustainability strategy) can serve as a political control instrument and
management tool. A sustainable development strategy includes methods and tools for strategically
implementing and monitoring sustainable development on the national, regional or local level.
Governance for sustainable development has grown immensely in the past years, and several national
sustainable development strategies have been adopted [3].

Likewise, many cities and municipalities around the world aim at strategically becoming more
sustainable with regard to the economic, environmental and social dimension, and to implement the
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SDGs on the local level. With goal 11—“Sustainable cities and communities”—the role of cities and
their responsibility in a global world is also stressed within the SDGs. Hence, with more than half of
the world’s population living in cities [4], this “Urban Sustainable Development Goal (USDG)” [5]
gives attention to the global trend towards urbanization. Besides, the content of SDG 11 and its targets
is linked to all other SDGs, which implies the importance of local governments for contributing to a
sustainable development. During the third UN Conference on Housing (Habitat III) in 2016, the New
Urban Agenda was adopted which provides a guideline for future urban development. In particular,
it refers to SDG 11 and thus further highlights the role of cities for sustainable development [6].
Local municipalities and cities are places where the implementation of sustainable development
strategies is put into practice. The design of such a strategy should not be seen as a fixed product, but
rather a continuous process, which includes the stages analysis, decisions, planning, implementations
and reviews [7]. Smart sustainable cities can thereby contribute to the SDGs by an integrated
information ecosystem [8]. Furthermore, smart cities foster an improvement of participation and
equity [9].

The process of adopting a sustainable development strategy should include the participation of
different stakeholders [7]. In general, democratic governance is not limited to top-down concepts,
but also entails bottom-up approaches, including citizens into decisions and policy-making. Concepts
of open government foster transparency, participation, and collaboration [10]. By allowing deliberative
processes and including citizens into the debate, progress towards a sustainable development can
be made. Similarly, the SDGs, which were themselves developed with the support of citizens’
involvement [11,12], “will not be achieved without significant public awareness and engagement” [13]
(p. 302). The formulation of the SDGs also includes the importance of participation, for example,
SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institution) entails target 16.7 “Ensure responsive, inclusive,
participatory and representative decision-making at all levels” [14]. For citizens, participation can
result in advantages such as achieving education and democratic skills, and to some extend gaining
control over the policy process, whereas governments may benefit by learning from the citizens,
building trust and making better informed policy decisions [15]. Local governments can further
improve sustainable development initiatives by collaborating with citizens [16]. Citizen participation
is of particular importance for sustainable development, as the concept is normatively charged and
represents a changing society with increasing social and environmental interactions [17].

The goal of this study is to contribute to the debate of citizen participation and local sustainable
development governance, by performing a case study. We analyzed sustainable development
strategies at the local level in order to assess the current use of citizen participation formats for
adopting these. We concentrated on the German pilot project “Global Sustainable Municipalities
North Rhine-Westphalia” (https://www.lag21.de/projekte/details/global-nachhaltige-kommune/)
initiated by the working group “LAG 21 NRW” which advises municipalities in the development
of sustainability management systems. They use a participative planning approach that has been
applied in more than 50 German municipalities as well as more than 20 countries all over the world
(https://www.lag21.de/themen/integrierte-nachhaltigkeitsstrategien/), which demonstrates the
international relevance of the pilot project.

This article is organized as follows: The next section provides an overview on citizen participation
formats as described in the literature and presents our research questions. After that, the case study is
depicted, as well as the methodological approach. Subsequently, the results are presented, followed by
our model of citizen participation for adopting a local sustainable development strategy, as well as a
discussion and conclusion of the findings.

2. Citizen Participation Formats

Citizen participation can take several forms. There exists a variety of different participation
formats, including different target groups and objectives, as well as facilitating different levels
of power on the parts of the participating citizens. The “Ladder of Citizen Participation” [18]

https://www.lag21.de/projekte/details/global-nachhaltige-kommune/
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differentiates between eight types of participation and non-participation: manipulation, therapy,
informing, consultation, placation, partnership, delegated power and citizen control. In that order,
an increasing power of citizens can be detected. Furthermore, various participation formats are suitable
for problems and topics on different abstraction levels. With regard to the design and implementation
of sustainable development strategies, not every participation format may be a meaningful contribution
to each of the phases. Based on the format of choice, the citizens’ decision-making power differentiates.
Hence, “one of the main challenges is to measure the degree of influence that citizens have had on a
decision-making process” [19] (p. 207).

The Handbook of Citizen Participation [20] gives an overview on several global participation
formats and summarizes their goals and typical fields of application and served as a starting point for
our literature review. In particular, each method of participation is assigned to objectives and desired
effects of the process. These objectives are adapted from the “Ladder of Citizen Participation” [18] and
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Objectives of Citizen Participation Formats [20].

Objective Description Examples

INFORMATION Used when the citizen participation procedure aims
at informing the public about a certain topic or
circumstance. Thereby, the citizens may strengthen
their knowledge and competencies, as well as their
democratic skills.

National Issues Forum,
Deliberative Polling, Consensus
Conference

INFLUENCE/
INITIATION

Some citizen participation formats aim at raising
awareness on a topic and initiating public debates
thereon. The goal is to shape public opinions,
whereby influence should not be understood
as manipulation, rather than the initiation of
opinion-forming processes. Influence can also be
present in the form of mediating in controversial
debates and thereby strengthen social cohesion.

Deliberative Polling, Consensus
Conference, Appreciative Inquiry,
Open Space Conference, World
Café, Scenario Conference,
Future Search Conference, Future
Workshop, Charrette, Planning
for Real

CONSULTATION The advisory role of a participation process may not
lead to actual decisions, but will be acknowledged
and evaluated by relevant stakeholders. Citizens
formulate their recommendations based on their
experiences within the participation process.

Scenario Conference, Future
Search Conference, Future
Workshop, Charrette, Planning
for Real, 21st Century Town
Meeting, Participatory Budgeting

DECISION If citizens have the possibility to co-decide on
concrete plans, they have direct influence on
political decisions. The decision-making power has
to be guaranteed already before the participation
process takes place.

21st Century Town Meeting,
Participatory Budgeting

The right column of Table 1 entails examples of citizen participation formats for each objective.
The main goal of a National Issues Forum is information sharing at the local level and an exchange
of opinions, but less consulting decision-makers. Hence, the decision-making power of citizens
remains low. Citizen participation within a National Issues Forum aims at enabling citizens to use and
adopt democratic skills during structured discussion panels [20]. Citizens discuss specific, predefined
political topics, whereby a moderator instructs them. Prior to the discussions, citizens are encouraged
to read information on the specified topics, in addition, questionnaires can be distributed before and
after the event [21].

Deliberative Polling is an approach which entails the use of two polls in different stages: one
ad hoc poll on a certain topic distributed to a random sample of citizens, followed by an event
which aims at informing the participants, as well as a second poll after the event. During the event,
participants have the opportunity to discuss the topic with experts, politicians or other relevant
stakeholders [20]. The main goal of this method is information-sharing, but also to measure changes of
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the participants’ opinions after the information event [22]. A large amount of citizens, who should
be randomly chosen and form a representative cross-section of the population, can take part in these
events. However, the decision-making power of participating citizens remains low, as the priority lies
on information-sharing. Furthermore, the outcome of such events depends also on the selection of the
invited experts, who discuss with the participants [23].

Similarly, the idea of a Consensus Conference is to bring science and practice together. A dialogue
between experts and laypersons, in particular regarding technology assessment, but increasingly
further social and economic topics is desired through this method [20]. Mostly, the format is open to
the public and accompanied by the media. Before the event takes place, information material is shared
with the participants. Similar to Deliberative Polls, the influence of citizens in this process is of an
indirect nature, as the discussions may help politicians to obtain new perspectives on concerns and
opportunities regarding certain technologies. “Consensus conferences do not promise any miracles,
and it is very important to make this clear to the citizens before engaging on the work” [24] (p. 336).

The format of an Appreciative Inquiry originates from change management in organizations and
can be used in order to focus on those elements that work well, and not to solely highlight shortcomings
and problems [20,25]. The format aims at creating a vision for change based on existing strengths and
to define reasons for success. The idea is to create motivating effects by concentrating on the positive
conditions. In 2009, the city of Cleveland organized an Appreciative Inquiry entitled “Sustainable
Cleveland 2019”, aiming at transforming Cleveland to a sustainable city. The project was deemed
successful and “using a strength based approach enabled building momentum on an established,
successful base with a positive vision” [25] (p. 57).

The goal of an Open Space Conference is to find a solution for a guiding theme or problem
(e.g., sustainable development). There are no predefined topics or rules for this approach and different
abstraction levels are possible for the issues dealt with during an Open Space Conference. As a result
the outcome of this format is not predefined and dependent on the participating citizens and their
preferences [20,26,27]. The format shows some similarities to a barcamp, which is an open event for
knowledge sharing. The concrete timeline and content of a barcamp is developed at the beginning of
the event together with all participants. Everyone is encouraged to contribute with a presentation or
discussion on a certain topic [28].

The intention of a World Café is to create an informal atmosphere for conversations similar to
visiting a café. This approach is intended to help groups of different sizes to “engage in constructive
dialogue, to build personal relationships, and to foster collaborative learning” [29] (p. 84) by using
seven design principles, including the encouragement of everyone to contribute to the discussion.
Thereby, this format can support the initiation of public debates and strengthen social cohesion. Often,
approaches like a World Café are used as a starting point for collecting and sharing knowledge in
combination with other citizen participation methods [20].

Scenario Conferences or Workshops, Future Search Conferences and Future Workshops are
approaches that are suitable for illustrating the future development of a city. The scenario technique is
used to develop different scenarios of the future by designing and simulating several comprehensible
pictures of the future [20]. The approach aims at forecasting long-term developments with regard
to different framework conditions and to derive recommended actions based on these. Scenario
Workshops are also suitable for finding a new way to organize and manage certain problems [24].
In Denmark, a Scenario Workshop was already used in 1991 for an urban ecology project, in which
different scenarios described the potential life of a particular family in the future. The result was a
national plan for urban ecology [24].

In a Future Search Conference, the participants develop measures and action plans for future
projects. Within a predefined schedule, the main focus is not set on problems, but future development.
This approach is often used for creating a new orientation of a municipality [20]. Participants discuss
the past, the present, the future, as well as their common values and specify action plans [30]. Already
in the context of the Local Agenda 21, Future Search Conferences were used each in a German and a
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British municipality to adopt the Local Agenda 21 process. Although a consensus vision was achieved
in both municipalities, the quality of the results was deemed low, as most ideas were not translated
into action. A major problem was thereby seen in a missing link to formal decision-making processes
of the Council [31].

Future Workshops are especially used in the German-speaking countries and are composed by
the three phases criticism (experiences of participants via brainstorming, identification of deficits),
imagination (developing creative solutions without claim to reality) and realization (the best
approaches are planned in more detail, search for collaborators and realization measures) [20,32].
The concept is based on the openness of the results and creativity. Similar to the Future Search
Workshop and Scenario Conference, it is often used for developing a vision for the future of an
organization or municipality. Scenario Conferences or Workshops, Future Search Conferences and
Future Workshops have the potential to contribute to concrete solutions and hence are coined not only
by an influential component, but also a consulting element.

In a Charrette (or Design Charrette), an interdisciplinary design team (including citizens and other
interest groups) as well as experts come together for developing urban planning concepts. Mostly,
these are concrete tasks of spatial development [20]. The idea of a Charrette has its origins in the town
planning movement New Urbanism and is mostly organized in three phases: an information-sharing
activity, the actual Charrette event and an implementation phase [33]. Practical implementations of
this approach still have room for improvements [33], as a result municipalities should critically review
the appropriateness of such processes.

The approach Planning for Real has the goal to improve the quality of life in certain spaces, e.g.,
public parks or districts. All interested citizens are invited to take part in the redesign process of their
living space by contributing to the planning and implementation phases [20]. The name Planning
for Real (http://www.planningforreal.org.uk/) is a registered trademark of an organization with
the same name and its use needs their approval. Techniques offered by the organization include 3D
models and other planning and evaluation models which can be applied to specific design tasks. Many
municipalities use the concept of Planning for Real to react to existing citizen initiatives who aim at
changing certain aspects in their neighbourhood or region [20]. In order to identify the local needs and
to support the redesign process this approach can be helpful.

The methods Participatory Budgeting and 21st Century Town Meeting address concrete topics and
problems, which leads to a relatively high degree of decision-making power of the citizens. In a 21st
Century Town Meeting, which is constructed for a large number of citizens, participants form groups,
whereby each group performs face-to-face discussions with an independent moderator. This person
collects the most important ideas and comments, while all results are subsequently collected centrally
and sent to all groups for commenting and voting via keypad polling [20,34]. Developed by America
Speaks, this approach is mainly used in the United States. Such 21st Century Town Meetings have
been used for a wide range of topics at the national, regional and local scale, including Social Security
reform and regional planning [34]. In practice, the realization is complex: “The 21st Century Town
Meeting is more than a single event. It is an integrated process of citizen, stakeholder, and decision
maker engagement over the course of many months” [34] (p. 51). This results in high costs and a
tremendous (technical) effort to realize this method.

As the name suggests, a Participatory Budgeting aims at developing a municipal budgeting (or
parts of it) while consulting also citizens. This process should be open for all interested persons and
proceeds in three ideal-typical phases: information (presenting planned budget), consultation (citizens
discuss aspects of the budget) and account (representatives of local politics explain which elements
from the citizens were included, which not) [20]. Participatory Budgeting can take place offline, online
or in the form of hybrid models [35]. Mostly, citizens only have a consultative role, but do not make
actual decisions [20]. A similar approach is the idea of a Neighbourhood Fund. A determined budget
is available, for which citizens can recommend projects for funding.

http://www.planningforreal.org.uk/
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Applications of citizen participation formats with a focus on sustainability topics have been
investigated in several countries. For example, Ref. [36] used three case studies to explore citizen
involvement in environmental assessment in Canada. In these cases, citizens were able to determine
agendas for monitoring and managing issues of environmental concern, to develop policies and
regulatory recommendations and to implement management plans. The authors conclude that
“increased citizen participation in follow-up activities such as monitoring could help to improve
the quality and local relevance of environmental assessment, while at the same time advancing
the process toward sustainability goals” [36] (p. 624). Besides, common obstacles like establishing
credibility and receiving funding should not be neglected.

In Sweden, Ref. [37] investigated two case studies regarding local sustainability indicators. One of
these cases, located in Stockholm, involved citizens in the process of formulating indicators for the local
Agenda 21. The other case, located in Sundsvall, did not involve citizens in the process, but started
an information campaign in this regard. This lack of citizen participation was deemed problematic.
The authors argue that there is a gap between policy makers and citizens which is hard to bridge. Still,
citizens should be involved more in local strategies on sustainable development, especially due to
commitments to further democratisation in the municipalities [37].

Abel and Stephan [38] analyzed 16 local programs in the United States with an environmental
focus and citizen participation elements of the organization Renew America. They used qualitative
interviews to investigate, inter alia, the role of citizens in these programs. Most participants in
these processes were citizens who have already been active before. In addition, only a few cases of
citizen participation led to an actual influence on decision-making. The authors conclude that several
obstacles of citizen participation in environmental decision-making have to be overcome in order to be
successful [38].

One main challenge of municipalities is to develop a framework for meaningful local participation
in the context of sustainability [17]. Therefore, we develop a model for demonstrating further
possibilities to include citizen participation formats for adopting local sustainable development
strategies. More specifically, we aim at answering the following research questions:

RQ 1a. What citizen participation formats are currently being used for adopting local sustainable
development strategies?

RQ 1b. During which phases of adopting a local sustainable development strategy are citizen
participation formats currently being applied?

RQ 2a. What citizen participation formats are possible for adopting local sustainable development
strategies?

RQ 2b. During which phases of adopting a local sustainable development strategy are citizen
participation formats possible?

RQ 2c. To what extend are citizens able to contribute to decision-making when participating in the
adoption process of sustainable development strategies?

The first part of our analysis concentrates on the application of citizen participation formats and
important lessons learned from the pilot project (RQ 1). As participation is a crucial part of the SDGs,
RQ 1 assesses the current status of German municipalities and their application of citizen participation
formats for sustainable development strategies. With the second part of our analysis (RQ 2), we intend
to go beyond the current status and to present a model that systematically demonstrates potential
formats, phases, and the specific decision-making power of participating citizens.

3. Global Sustainable Municipalities North Rhine-Westphalia, Germany

In Germany, the federal government adopted its first national sustainable development strategy
in 2002. Since then, the strategy is regularly revised, due to constantly changing conditions and
requirements. In 2017, the federal government adopted “the most extensive enhancement of the
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Strategy” and also embedded the SDGs in the framework [39] (p. 2). Furthermore, the importance of
citizen participation for sustainable development is emphasised in the strategy.

The administrative division of Germany is coined by federalism. The central government and the
16 states have different tasks and authorities. Most states consist of counties (districts and district-free
cities). Districts are further subdivided into municipalities, whereby cities are municipalities with
city rights. The Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany (https://www.gesetze-im-internet.
de/englisch_gg/) empowers local governments with the autonomous regulation of local affairs and
requires them to fulfill their own administrative tasks [40]. Because of its limited size, municipalities
are not always able to solve all the tasks of the local community by themselves and can be supported
by the corresponding district. In contrast, some tasks are subject to the local self-government of a
municipality and the state should not interfere in these, which is covered by the principle of subsidiarity.
As local governments are a matter of the corresponding state, each with its own local government
legislation [41], it is important to consider the specific state and its regulations.

The federal state North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW) adopted its first sustainable development
strategy in 2016 and was the first German state that defined and explicitly formulated its contribution
to the Agenda 2030 and the SDGs. Beyond that, the design of the sustainable development strategy
was coined by broad participation opportunities of science, economy and civil society, as well as the
state’s municipalities [42]. By referring to SDG 11, the state government of North Rhine-Westphalia
also emphasizes the importance to implement a sustainability management at the local level [43].
Similarly, the Association of German Cities [44] recommended cities to commit themselves to the SDGs.
Several German cities acknowledge the importance of public awareness and engagement in relation
to the SDGs. They use citizen participation formats for disseminating information on sustainable
development and the SDGs and thus raise awareness on these topics [45]. Generally, efforts of giving
citizens more say in local politics started in the 1990s in all German states, whereas the degree of
change in the local government institution was among the greatest in North Rhine-Westphalia [41].

The pilot project “Global Sustainable Municipalities NRW” aims at supporting selected
municipalities in North Rhine-Westphalia to systematically develop their sustainable development
strategy. The working group “LAG 21 NRW” advises municipalities in developing sustainability
management systems by using a participative approach. By bringing together the participating
municipalities, an exchange of ideas and experiences is initiated. We concentrated on this project, as it
provides a prototypical, systematic approach to design and implement a local sustainable development
strategy. In the project, the journey of building a sustainable development strategy is regarded as an
ideal-typical continuous improvement process (CIP), which is depicted in Figure 1 [46].

Figure 1. Ideal-typical process of adopting a sustainable development strategy (adapted from [46]).

https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_gg/
https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_gg/
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An organizational structure with predefined roles and responsibilities forms the starting point of
the process. Based on an initial assessment of the municipality’s current state—by both quantitative
indicators and qualitative evaluations—a participating community in the project creates a first draft
of the strategy, which entails a mission statement, thematic guidelines, strategic and operative goals,
measures, as well as planned resources. This is followed by the formulation of the strategy and its
formal resolution by the municipality’s council. After the implementation of the strategy via concrete
projects, a further evaluation of the strategy and its efforts takes place. This process is consistent with
the strategy’s purpose of serving as a structure for decision-making and also offering specific goals,
indicators and actions [7].

4. Materials and Methods

The analysis in this paper is divided into two parts. The first part reports on a case study of
the German pilot project “Global Sustainable Municipalities NRW” described in the previous section
with the goal to assess the current status of the use of citizen participation formats for adopting local
sustainable development strategies (RQ 1). For the qualitative analysis of this project we rely on
(1) published reports of the participating municipalities as well as (2) qualitative interviews with
responsible persons of the project. Figure 2 summarizes the types of sources used for the analysis. Each
participating city or district in the pilot project had to document their path towards the sustainable
development strategy. A rough structure for this report was given by the project lead (LAG 21).
It entailed a description of the corresponding municipality, information on involved stakeholders,
details about each phase of the adoption process of the strategy (Figure 1) and the sustainable
development strategy itself with the defined goals, measures and indicators. Nine of the analyzed
strategies were from municipalities, and two from districts. In addition, a complete documentation
of the overall project is available. The documents were read by the authors and each reference on
citizen participation, discussed topics and other aspects like knowledge sharing or communication
modes were marked. In a second step, we reached out to the responsible contact persons for these
sustainable development strategies, in order to learn more from their experiences and challenges
with citizen participation formats during the design process of the sustainable development strategy.
We conducted interviews via telephone with three responsible persons from two municipalities and
one district, for which we used a semi-structured questionnaire (see Appendix A). The interviews took
place in October, 2019, each of which lasted about 30 min.

The second part of the analysis goes beyond assessing the current status and intends to develop
a model of citizen participation formats in local sustainable development strategies, aiming at
demonstrating general possibilities to include citizen participation formats in the process of adopting
a local sustainable development strategy (RQ 2). In order to develop the model, we used qualitative
content analysis [47,48] using the software ATLAS.ti (https://atlasti.com/de/). We used existing
literature on citizen participation formats (Section 2) to develop the codes by analysing goals, objectives,
requirements, possible topics and stakeholder involvement. Subsequently, we used these codes on the
documents described in the first part of the analysis (sustainable development strategies) and coded
the different phases based on the ideal-typical CIP (Figure 1) towards a sustainable development
strategy with the help of the codes developed from the participation formats.

https://atlasti.com/de/


Urban Sci. 2020, 4, 13 9 of 19

Figure 2. Materials used for the analysis.

5. Results

5.1. The Role of Citizen Participation for German Local Sustainable Development Strategies

The municipalities and districts that participated in the project “Global Sustainable Municipalities
NRW” are coordinated in similar organizational structures, but with variations considering the concrete
realization of this structure. The organizational structure forms the basis for the analysis phase and
all subsequent stages (Figure 1). The project required a threefold division into an organization
team (1–2 persons from public administration being primary responsible), a core team (5–8 persons
from different municipal offices) and a coordinating group (15–20 persons from economy, science,
politics, public administration and civil society) [46]. The organization team of six municipalities
and districts consisted of administrative staff of a department of environment and sustainability or
similar. Other departments that were represented in the organization teams were planning, building
and housing, urban development, finance, public relations, as well as social work. Table 2 summarizes
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the organizational structure, knowledge sharing, citizen participation approaches as well as challenges
and prerequisites resulting of the project “Global Sustainable Municipalities NRW”.

In contrast to the organization team, the coordinating groups consisted of a larger selection
of representatives. For ten municipalities and districts, reference was made to civil society as an
integral part of the coordinating group. However, in most cases, these participants of civil society
took part in the process of developing the sustainable development strategy in their function as
representatives of associations and organizations. One interview revealed that the corresponding
municipality acknowledged the knowledge of experts and committed citizens as essential for the
concrete topics of a sustainable development strategy and thus did not include citizens in a broader and
more open form of participation for drafting the strategy. The same municipality also only informed
the citizens on the sustainable development strategy after formally deciding on it.

In contrast, other municipalities informed civil society already in the early stages of adopting
the sustainable development strategy, e.g., via the official website of the city or social media channels.
For example, another interviewee reported about an early involvement of the broad public during a
citizen workshop. Information was shared on the purpose of the strategy and based on these citizens
were able to co-decide on the prioritized action fields for the draft. The participants were split into four
groups and discussed pre-identified strengths and weaknesses of the municipality. The overall results
were collected and shared with all participants. With the help of a questionnaire, the participants
were then asked to rate twelve thematic fields due to their relevance for the sustainable development
strategy. The five topics with the highest rating formed the basis for the strategy. In addition, the
municipality invited children and adolescents to an event in order to discuss concrete measures
embedded in the draft of the strategy. Two further municipalities also invited interested citizens to
sustainability conferences in the early stage of drafting the sustainable development strategy. For one
of these, the main goal was to share information on the current status of the strategy and to define
preliminary measures for the draft. Several organisations and associations were present in order to
provide necessary background information regarding sustainability topics. The other municipality
organized two conferences, one for including the civil society’s ideas into the mission statement; the
other for presenting the preliminary draft and to develop concrete measures and projects.

Nine municipalities included citizen participation as a goal itself into their sustainable
development strategy and plan to use deliberative formats for implementing the strategy. The
involvement ranges from concrete plans to develop the municipal budget by including participatory
methods to the more general goal of producing guidelines for citizen participation in the municipality.
The interviews further revealed that the implementation phase was in particular deemed relevant for
citizen participation.

A special role is taken by the two participating districts in the project. One interviewee emphasized
that the districts are not as close to the citizens as cities, hence citizen participation implies different
challenges for these. However, the district can act as an example for the municipalities who can
adopt the strategy on their own and adjust it to local circumstances. The interviewee from the district
indicated that some municipalities are already adapting their strategy or even take the district as
an example by taking part in the second round of the project “Global Sustainable Municipalities
NRW”. The other district included several citizen participation formats for evaluating their current
sustainable development strategy and creating an updated version. For this purpose, the district
used online surveys, expert discussions as well as Future Workshops and an expert conference on
mobility. In addition, the district planned to develop an online presence, aiming at enabling a facilitated
information and communication process with regard to monitoring sustainable development.

Besides the chances of including citizen participation formats, some challenges have to be
considered. The interviews found a lack of personnel and a limited budget as the main challenges
with regard to systematically involve citizens into the decision-making process of the sustainable
development strategy.
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Table 2. Citizen participation in the pilot project “Global Sustainable Municipalities North
Rhine-Westphalia (NRW)”.

Aspect Global Sustainable Municipalities NRW

Organizational structure
Municipal departments represented in the
organization teams

environment and sustainability
planning, building and housing
urban development
finance
public relations
social work

Knowledge sharing
Informing citizens on the strategy website

social media
citizen workshops

Communication with other municipalities workshops with the participating municipalities of the project
town twinning
network meetings
vertical communication between district and municipalities

Sustainable development strategy
Citizen participation embedded in the goals
of the strategy

to produce general guidelines for citizen participation
to develop municipal budget with citizen participation
to plan residential areas in dialogue with citizens
to promote open data and standardized participation formats

Citizen participation approaches
Phases analysis (prioritization of thematic foci)

draft (mission statement)
draft (measures)
implementation (create participation guidelines)
evaluation (updating strategy)

Participation formats public citizen workshop
World Café
sustainability conference

Target groups all interested citizens
children and adolescents
experts

Challenges and prerequisites
General challenges limited budget

lack of personnel

Prerequisites for the success of participation good moderation needed
definition of target groups necessary
documentation of the participation procedure needed

5.2. A Model of Citizen Participation Formats for Building Local Sustainability Strategies

Figure 3 summarizes our model of citizen participation formats for adopting a local sustainable
development strategy. The participation formats are categorized due to their potential of creating
added value in the ideal-typical steps of developing and implementing a local sustainable development
strategy (see Figure 1). Furthermore, the figure entails the four objectives of the participation formats
(see Table 1) and thus displays the citizens’ potential decision-making power during the process. In the
following, the potential use of the presented citizen participation formats are described with regard to
different phases in the process of building a sustainable development strategy.
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Figure 3. Model of citizen participation formats in different phases of adopting a local sustainable
development strategy.

5.2.1. Analysis and Draft

The analysis phase is intended to assess the current status of a municipality in the matter of
sustainable development. For the quantitative analysis a municipality can rely on indicators and
statistics. In contrast, the qualitative analysis includes the gathering of existing local activities and
projects, strategies and concepts, as well as political resolutions. The results of the quantitative and
qualitative assessment of the current state can be used for performing a SWOT analysis in order to
systematically define strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of the municipalities efforts
towards sustainable development.
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Based on the analysis phase, the sustainable development strategy can be drafted. The strategy
entails formulations on different abstraction levels. A mission statement depicts the municipality’s
will to contribute to a sustainable development and defines the fundamental principles in doing so.
Thematic guidelines describe the basic tendency of the strategy’s content and thematic priorities.
Strategic goals define the municipality’s orientation regarding the thematic priorities over the long
term, whereas operational goals are derived from these strategic goals and are formulated for the short
to medium term. Measures designate responsible actors and ways how to achieve the goals. Resources
refer to the measures and explicitly define financial and personnel means.

For the analysis and drafting phase, several citizen participation formats can be suitable.
An Appreciative Inquiry can be used for creating a positive vision regarding a municipality’s
sustainable development. This approach is in particular useful during the first stages of analyzing
existing conditions and creating a mission statement for the sustainable development strategy. The
concentration on existing strengths and the implied motivational character entails an influential
element on the participating citizens and can initiate a debate on sustainable development. However,
the decision-making power remains low in most cases. Similarly, Open Space Conferences can be
useful in the early stages towards a sustainable development strategy, similar as an Appreciative
Inquiry. In particular, the development of a mission statement could be enhanced with the participation
of citizens and their ideas and preferences. The format is less useful for developing concrete goals and
measures, as it cannot be predicted how the outcome will be shaped. Therefore, the decision-making
power of this approach remains relatively low as well.

Scenario Conferences or Workshops, Future Search Conferences and Future Workshops are
approaches that are suitable for illustrating the future development of a city and can hence especially
serve for drafting a sustainable development strategy. A Scenario Workshop or Conference can be
used for finding a new way to organize and manage problems in a new way and can hence be applied
for organizing local sustainability activities in a novel way. Similarly, the approach of a Future Search
Conference is often used for creating a new orientation of a municipality, which could be the strategy
to become a sustainable community. Future Workshops are often used for developing a vision for
the future of an organization or municipality, and hence can be an appropriate method for drafting a
sustainable development strategy. Depending on the abstraction level of the given tasks, the above
approaches can be applied to different levels of drafting a sustainable development strategy: from
developing a mission statement, to formulating strategic and operational goals and for defining
concrete measures and resources. However, for applying these methods to the more concrete elements
of the draft (operational goals, measures and resources) different participant groups may have to be
recruited than for the more abstract concepts: particular experts and interest groups are involved in
these concrete measures and resources and assessing the suitability of these has to be ensured.

The methods 21st Century Town Meeting and Participatory Budgeting address more concrete
topics and problems, which leads to a relatively high degree of decision-making power of participating
citizens. Theoretically, a 21st Century Town Meeting can support the whole process of drafting a
sustainable development strategy and may ensure the participation of a large amount of citizens. In
practice, this approach implies high efforts and costs, and endures for a relatively long time span.
Hence, many municipalities may not be able to provide the necessary prerequisites for realizing this
method. Consulting citizens for planning the resources of a sustainable development strategy can be
realized by variations of Participatory Budgeting.

5.2.2. Implementation and Evaluation

The formal resolution of a sustainable development strategy by a council decision serves
its political legitimization. After the formal resolution, a municipality has to ensure the
implementation of the corresponding goals and targets within different fields of municipal
development. The implementation phase is followed by a broad evaluation of the strategy’s effects. It is
intended to analyse causes for success or failure of the implemented program and serves the update
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of the strategy. Often, the first step is to inform the broad public about the adoption of the strategy.
A National Issues Forum can be used to distribute information on the adopted strategy. The objective
of this approach is informing citizens, hence it does not lead to actual decision-making, but aims
at enabling citizens to use and adopt democratic skills by discussing predefined topics. If citizen
participation and the strengthening of democratic skills itself is among the goals of the sustainability
strategy, a National Issues Forum could also be used as a concrete implementation of this goal. Partly,
the format can also be used to gather feedback on the implementation of the sustainable development
strategy which can serve as a starting point for the evaluation phase.

The process of a Deliberative Polling might also be used for assessing citizens’ view on concrete
topics and issues of a sustainable developing strategy, and to inform about the strategy in depth. The
approach entails an information event which can be used for distributing information on the adopted
sustainable development strategy and for giving the opportunity to discuss the embedded topics and
issues with experts and politicians. As a large amount of randomly chosen citizens can take part in
these events, a broad range of feedback can be gathered on the strategy. However, the decision-making
power of participating citizens remains low, as the priority lies in information-sharing. A Consensus
Conference aims at bringing science and practice together, mainly regarding issues of technology
assessment, but also social or economic topics. The role of technology and digitization is a major issue
for sustainable development, hence, a Consensus Conference can be used to discuss the application of
such technology as an implementation issue of the sustainable development strategy. The influence of
citizens on decision-making is of an indirect nature, as the discussions can help politicians to obtain
new perspectives on concerns and opportunities regarding certain technologies.

When a sustainable development strategy entails concrete planning concepts, a Design Charrette
can enhance the implementation process of the strategy. An interdisciplinary design team consisting
of experts and citizens comes together for developing urban planning concepts, which can arise out
of the sustainable development strategy. The decision-making power of individual participants is
relatively high as the ideas developed during the design process may directly flow into the actual
implementation. Similarly, the approach Planning for Real can lead to actual implementations and
thus contribute to the decision-making power of the involved citizens in the form of consultation.
All interested citizens can take part in the redesigning process of their living space, which can be
among the goals of the sustainable development strategy.

6. Discussion and Conclusions

In this paper, we analyzed the use of citizen participation approaches for adopting local
sustainable development strategies. The analysis is split into two parts. First, we concentrated
on the pilot project “Global Sustainable Municipalities NRW” as a case study. We could detect several
approaches to include citizen participation formats into the different phases of adopting a local
sustainable development strategy. Most approaches aim at sharing information on the sustainable
development strategy with the broad public. To some extend participating citizens are invited to share
their ideas and visions in order to include these ideas into the mission statement or measures of the draft.
Most municipalities include citizen participation as a goal itself into their sustainable development
strategy. In this regard, the establishment of strategic guidelines for participation opportunities
is predominant. This is in line with SDG 16 and its target 16.7 to ensure inclusive, participatory
and representative decision-making at all levels [14]. The involvement of citizen participation as a
goal of the sustainable development strategy shows that municipalities are aware of the significance
of including civil society into decision-making. On the other hand, the goal to establish strategic
guidelines for citizen participation also shows that there is a demand for systematic overviews on
different participation formats.

In the second part of the analysis we developed a general model for citizen participation for
adopting a sustainable development strategy which entails possible participation formats for each of
the phases. We aimed at analyzing the concrete phases during which the participation methods can
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be applied. With the presented model, we demonstrated possibilities to include citizen participation
methods in the whole process of drafting and implementing local sustainable development strategies.
We also intended to assess the decision-making power of citizens participating in the potential formats.
It becomes apparent that different participation models can serve different purposes and are coined
by diverse objectives. This results in varying potential of decision-making power on the part of the
participating citizens. While open and abstract formats without predefined outcomes, like Open
Space Conferences, Appreciative Inquiries, Scenario Conferences, Future Conferences and Future
Workshops can be useful in the early stages towards a sustainable development strategy and support
in creating a vision for a city or municipality, events like 21st Century Meetings or Participatory
Budgeting can address more concrete issues like measures or resources of a strategy. Concurrently,
these methods represent the highest potential decision-making power of citizens. For implementing
the strategy, formats like a National Issues Forum, as well as a Design Charrette or Planning for Real
can be appropriate, whereas the two latter represent more specific design problems, that can lead
to a higher degree of decision-making power of the participating citizens. Deliberative Polling and
Consensus Conferences can be appropriate during both implementing and evaluating an existing
strategy. Depending on the defined topics, goals and measures in a sustainable development strategy,
further participation approaches are suitable for the implementing process. Especially when citizen
participation itself is a goal in the strategy, different additional approaches are conceivable.

Although the described model and the listed participation formats may not be exhaustive, it gives
a first overview on differences among the approaches and the corresponding appropriateness for the
several phases, as well as the respective decision-making power. The goal of this study was not to
work out challenges, terms and conditions for citizen participation in general, though these issues
might be mentioned marginally, as they naturally occur when discussing participation approaches.
For example, in most formats the question arises whether a true representation of the public voice is
possible. For deeper discussions of advantages and disadvantages of citizen participation formats,
we refer to the relevant literature, for example [10,12,15–17,19,20]. We also did not discuss costs and
other prerequisites like the length of the different participation methods, nor did we include a deeper
discussion of the selection process of the participants in the considerations. In practice, a municipality
that wants to design its sustainable development strategy by including citizen participation formats,
has to review existing methods according to local circumstances. The model can serve as a starting
point for doing so. Furthermore, the model does not intend to propose the use of citizen participation
in each phase of drafting and implementing a local sustainable development strategy, but rather
suggests possibilities that provide a first orientation. It is also possible to combine several participation
methods with each other and to adapt the approaches to one’s own needs. Often, approaches like a
World Café are used as a starting point for collecting and sharing knowledge in combination with
other citizen participation methods [20]. On the part of the analyzed municipalities, existing challenges
are a limited budget or a lack of personnel for the organization of citizen participation approaches.
This limitation has to be considered, when planning a sustainable development strategy by including
participatory formats.

The proposed model relies on an ideal-typical CIP as proposed in the pilot project “Global
Sustainable Municipalities NRW”, but can be transferred to other communities and cities around
the world, as the reviewed citizen participation methods are used globally. The model can help
municipalities to get an orientation on possible formats and the corresponding level of decision-making.
The concrete implementation is yet dependent on national, regional and local prerequisites. The model
could also be used at the regional level, but our results showed that different challenges have to be
considered, as the citizens are present at the local level. A municipality does not necessarily have to
adopt the ideal typical process of developing a sustainable development strategy (Figure 1) one-to-one.
Nonetheless, it helps to strategically plan the adoption of the strategy. In the future, it would be
interesting to explicitly evaluate the use of the proposed approaches of citizen participation for
drafting and implementing local sustainable development strategies. Furthermore, a comparison of the
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presented results with other regional or national strategies would add additional value. In particular,
assessing the participating citizens’ views with regard to the perceived benefits and drawbacks is
of importance to fully understand the success of the applied formats as well as the recognized level
of decision-making power. Similarly, analyzing the concrete outcome of participation formats with
regard to local sustainable development strategies is an important issue. For example, the following
questions arise: What kind of documentation is available from the participation events? Do the results
of the events translate into concrete actions? The proposed model in this article can be a starting point
for systematically analysing these questions.
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Appendix A. Interview Questions

Appendix A.1. Definition and Thematic Foci

1. What do you understand by a local sustainable development strategy?
2. What do you understand by a participative development of a local sustainable development

strategy?
3. Who should be involved in participation processes?

Appendix A.2. Implementation in the Corresponding Municipality (Flow of Knowledge and Added Value)

1. How does your municipality plan and implement the sustainable development strategy?

(a) How many persons are responsible for developing the strategy?
(b) Are the responsible persons from public administration belonging to a specific department?

2. What actors are included in the process of developing the sustainable development strategy apart
from public administration?

3. Is your municipality using citizen participation formats within the framework of the sustainable
development strategy?

(a) In which phases of implementing the sustainable development strategy do you use
participative elements?

(b) Who is invited to participate? Which criteria are used to select the participants?
(c) What concrete channels and methods are used for citizen participation formats?
(d) To what extend does the outcome of participation formats feed into the sustainable

development strategy?
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4. Where do you see potential for improvement in your current approach on citizen participation
and the development of the sustainable development strategy?

Appendix A.3. Cooperation with other Municipalities

1. Can other municipalities benefit from your approach?

(a) How do you cooperate with other municipalities?
(b) How do you share experience and outcomes?

Appendix A.4. Further Suggestions

1. Do you have further topics or suggestions not covered by the above questions?
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