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Chapter 2.	

Part icipation costs and value: a systematic 
literature review 4

4. This chapter has mostly been published as: Anggraeni, M., Gupta, J. & Verrest, H.J.L.M., 2019. 
Cost and value of stakeholders participation: A systematic literature review. Environmental 
Science and Policy, Issue number 101, p. 364–373.  
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2.1.	Introduction	
Both the literature and development policy arena advocate for stakeholder participation 
in policymaking (Glicken, 2001; Reed, 2008). With that, a comprehensive understanding 
of the costs and benefits of stakeholder participation is warranted. Arnstein’s seminal 
paper on the ‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’ (1969) warned that participation processes 
could range from being purely manipulative to completely handing over responsibility to 
stakeholders (Arnstein, 1969). I reviewed the available literature from the 1970s to 2019 
to assess the lessons learnt regarding the narrow question of budgeting for and valuing 
participation and the relationship between costs and effectiveness. The hypothesis tested 
is that the nature and effectiveness of participation depend on how it has been budgeted 
for and how costs are shared between policymakers and stakeholders. 

2.2.	Syst ematic literature review methods 
A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) (Kitchenham, 2004; Moher et al., 2009) was 
conducted as the first step of this research. This analysis was crucial to understanding: (a) 
the evolution of the concept of participation costs and value; (b) what the literature reveals 
about participation costs and value; and (c) defining the knowledge gap that needs to be 
addressed in this research. Based on the literature and related theory (Price et al., 2017), 
we hypothesise that participation has better results when the participation value and costs 
are well accounted for. A secondary hypothesis is that the participation costs and value 
depend on how a problem is structured, the level of trust between participants and the 
organizers, the learning process, and the governance and management stages.

The SLR was conducted in the Scopus database with data between 1970–2017 to 
understand the evolution of participation costs and the value; and lessons learnt about 
them. The first query searched for: (i) “stakeholder participation” OR “stakeholder 
engagement” OR “stakeholder involvement”; (ii) “stakeholder participation” OR 
“stakeholder engagement” OR “stakeholder involvement” AND cost OR price OR 
expense; (iii) “stakeholder participation” OR “stakeholder engagement” OR “stakeholder 
involvement” AND value OR benefit; and OR profit OR gain; (iv) “stakeholder 
participation” OR “stakeholder engagement” OR “stakeholder involvement” AND cost 
OR price OR expense OR “participation cost” OR “participation price” OR “participation 
expense” OR “participation benefit.” The query generated 6,134 articles on “stakeholder 
participation,” 1,928 on “benefit” or “value” and “stakeholder participation,” 660 on 
“cost” and “stakeholder participation,” and 330 on the combined keywords.

The second query searched for “stakeholder participation” OR “stakeholder engagement” 
OR “stakeholder involvement,” AND cost OR price OR expense AND value OR benefit 
OR profit OR gain OR “participation cost” OR “participation price” OR “participation 
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expense” OR “participation benefit.” Other records were added (n=36) from reference 
snowballing, both from back-referencing and citation tracking (Petticrew & Roberts, 
2006). The modified PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and 
Meta-Analyses) search flow (see Figure 2.1) was used to narrow down the search to 
identify nine key articles. 

Case studies were sought out that assessed the costs and value of participation and those 
that covered the related participation process, methods, actors, variables, as well as the 
relationship between costs and value, output and outcome, geographical settings, and 
contexts.

2.3.	Evol ution of participation costs in literature
The review confirms that stakeholder participation enhances: (a) the legitimacy and 
accountability of policy (Cornwall, 2008); (b) equitable policy by engaging marginalised 
groups in the decision-making process (Martin & Sherington, 1997) and empowering 
them (Okali et al., 1994); (c) the transparency of decision-making (Richards et al., 2004; 
Tsaang et al., 2009); and (d) social learning through valuing other stakeholders.

Figu re 2.1 Modified PRISMA flow diagram of the literature review process
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persp ectives (Blackstock et al., 2007) and iterative reflection (Keen et al., 2005); (e) 
policy effectiveness (Ansari & Andersson, 2011); and (f) governance and democratization 
(Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015). However, this is expensive and time-consuming, which raises 
questions regarding how such participation should be costed and valued. This section 
focuses on the costs of participation processes and how these are considered in relation to 
value. The chapter aims to expose the tendencies of environmental and other policymakers 
to symbolically refer to stakeholder participation without providing enough financial 
support to realise a meaningful engagement.

First,  although there is a steep increase in articles on “stakeholder participation” followed 
by articles using “participation”, in combination with “benefit” or “value”, very few 
discussed the combinations of “cost” and “participation”, and even fewer discussed 
“participation,” “cost,” and “value” (see Figure 2.2). Policymakers refer extensively to the 
concept of participation, but the outcome is often not analysed, not always satisfactory 
(Barreteau et al., 2010), and the implementation process is unclear. In the 1970s, the 
literature documents show that the shift from top-down to bottom-up policymaking in 
the Global North is gradually calling for stakeholder participation (see Table 2.1). Some 
authors were sceptical about participation. Others assumed that it could be a cost-free or 
low-cost process (Aleshire, 1970), while some claimed that, even if costly, participatory 
processes were the right thing to do (Rawls, 2005). Many emphasized the need to measure 
participation costs (Cohen & Uphoff, 1977; Cooper, 1979; Involve, 2005) and their role 
in programme budgeting (Cooper, 1979). 

Figur e 2.2 Annual trends of participation, cost, and value in literature

Source: Prepared using Scopus database, 2019
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The papers of the 1980s discussed the scope of costs (individual and organizational costs) 
(Friedmann et al., 1988; Roberts-DeGennaro, 1986), the costs of the process (investment 
and operating costs) (Pieters & Verhallen, 1986), and the dimensions of costs (material, 
solidarity and behavioural costs) (Friedmann et al., 1988). Some research focused on the 
material, purposive and solidarity benefits (Prestby et al., 1990). However, there was 
recognition that participatory processes could shift the burden of costs from the state 
to (voluntary efforts of) local people (Hallett, 1987). The economic methods (benefit 
cost model) used by researchers in the 80’s revealed that the government’s motives in 
promoting participation could be merely symbolic (Edelman, 1985). This is because in 
the benefit-cost model there is a logical assumption that the government will calculate the 
costs and benefits of decision-making carefully, although this is not always the case due to 
availability of data and methods to measure long term benefits of participation. 

Table  2.1 Evolution of participation costs and value 

Period Evolution 

The 1970s Problematizing participation costs (Aleshire, 1970; Cooper, 1979); contestation of the concept (Rawls, 2005)
Cost minimization (Aleshire, 1970)  
Early studies of participation cost emphasize solidarity, purposive and material benefits (Clarke, et al., 1978) and the 
need to lower/subsidize participation costs, because if the participants cannot afford participation cost, there will be 
more excluded participants (Cooper, 1979) 

The 1980s Relationship between participation costs and value and willingness to participate, higher participation benefit will 
increase the willingness to participate (Fox & Faver, 1984; Knoke, 1988; Rich, 1980; Roberts-DeGennaro, 1986) or 
reduce their commitment level if the cost is high (Friedmann et al., 1988)
The type of participation costs was elaborated (Friedmann et al., 1988; Pieters & Verhallen, 1986; Roberts-
DeGennaro, 1986) 
Inequity in the distribution of participation costs was being recognized (Hallett, 1987) 
Debate on the limits of economic methods (Edelman, 1985)

The 1990s More studies on the types of benefits and costs of participation (Chinman et al., 1996; Chinman & Wandersman, 
1999; Doherty & Price, 1998; Prestby et al., 1990)
Participation in the 90’s was dominated the development discourse. However, the administration hierarchic 
approaches influence the practice (Brett, 1996)
The empirical evidence of participation cost calculation is still very limited (Jackson, 1999)

The 2000s Development of methods for economic assessment of participatory processes and econometric modelling has 
emerged (Osborne et al., 2000; Burton et al., 2004; Masuda, 2007)
Participation costs linked to variables such as satisfaction, commitment, and ownership (Ansari & Phillips, 2004)

The 2010s Use of ICT in participation; potential cost-saving mechanism (Wang & Bryer, 2013; Zutshi et al., 2011)
The variety of contexts within which participation costs increased (Li et al., 2005; Mills & Hazarika, 2003; Pinto, 
2004; Stewart, 2006)
Advanced indicators that capture the costs and benefits of public participation is needed (Ansari & Andersson, 2011)
The impact of who (and how) can afford participation cost on the decision-making process is problematic. The result 
of decision-making satisfying only for the participant that can afford the participation cost (Lynham et al., 2017)  
Shift from benefit to value of participation (Wang & Bryer, 2013)  

Source:(Aleshire, 1970; Ansari & Andersson, 2011; Brett, 1996; Burton et al., 2004; Chinman et al., 1996; 
Chinman & Wandersman, 1999; Clarke, et al., 1978; Cooper, 1979; Doherty & Price, 1998; Edelman, 
1985; Ansari & Phillips, 2004; Fox & Faver, 1984; Hallett, 1987; E. Jackson, 1999; Knoke, 1988; Li et 
al., 2005; Masuda, 2007; Mills & Hazarika, 2003; Osborne et al., 2000; Pieters & Verhallen, 1986; Pinto, 
2004; Prestby et al., 1990; Rich, 1980; Roberts-DeGennaro, 1986; Stewart, 2006; Wang & Bryer, 2013; 
Zutshi et al., 2011); first published in Angraeni et al. 2019.
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In the 1990s, the papers focused on participation types that accommodate both participation 
costs and benefits (Chinman et al., 1996; Chinman & Wandersman, 1999; Doherty & 
Price, 1998; Prestby et al., 1990). However, measuring participation costs (and benefits) 
was problematic as voluntary participation was treated as: (a) an endless resource (Taylor, 
1995) and (b) participation was an unpredictable mechanism, hard to manage and could 
generate unpredictable costs (Oakley, 1991). In the 2000s, papers examined participation 
costs and value in different social and environmental policy areas: e.g., gender in (Mills & 
Hazarika, 2003); pro-poor in (Pinto, 2004); Public-Private Partnership/Financial Private 
Initiatives (Li et al., 2005); good urban governance (Granek et al., 2008); payments for 
environmental services (Wünscher et al., 2008); and non-profit voluntary accountability 
(Gugerty, 2009). Methods for the economic assessment of participatory processes 
were developed, and papers discussed costs in relation to variables such as satisfaction, 
commitment, and ownership (Ansari & Phillips, 2004).

In the 2010s, the rise of online participation influenced participation costs and value. 
Methods to measure participation costs increasingly incorporated the intangible costs and 
benefits of participation. However, there remains a lack of empirical data on participation 
costs and benefits. Empirical evidence is also lacking about how a decision-maker’s budget 
for participation might influence participation outcome (Ansari & Andersson, 2011), as 
in the management of marine ecosystems (Lynham et al., 2017). Participation costs were 
considered in different contexts ranging from projects targeting poor households (Pinto, 
2004) to public procurement strategies in Nigeria (Otairu et al., 2014). Advanced indicators 
that capture the costs and benefits of participation are still needed (Ansari & Andersson, 
2011). The above evolution reveals that the scholarly literature scarcely covered the actual 
empirical costs and value of participation or how it is budgeted for in policies.

2.4.	  Participation costs and value measurement

2.4.1.	  Who pays, who gains and who is excluded?

Table 2.2 presents an overview of the key elements that emerge from the nine papers that 
discuss or calculate the cost and value of participation. To compare the participation 
costs and value of different projects, there needs to be an assessment of the project 
related characteristics, including the social-spatial context, and the process and output of 
participation (Hassenforder et al., 2015). These elements are discussed individually below.
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The papers assessed from whose perspective the cost and value are being measured, in 
terms of decision-making processes, including: (a) the government/organiser perspective; 
(b) the individual participant perspective; or (c) the hybrid perspective. The literature 
inadequately addresses the cost and benefits from the participant’s perspective and thereby 
tends to exacerbate the potential inequity in the cost and benefits of participation (Involve, 
2005a). This review also reveals that the hybrid perspective defines participation costs 
mostly from the perspective of the government/organiser and participants’ perspectives 
are hardly covered. We argue that participation costs need to be shared by participants 
and the government/organiser. Some suggest that the former should fund the direct costs 
and the latter the indirect costs (Ansari & Andersson, 2011; Doherty & Price, 1998). 
However, before discussing how such costs are to be shared, there is a need to calculate 
the actual direct and indirect costs from the perspective of both actors and there needs 
to be an agreement on who bears what costs and under what conditions. For example, 
if some participants cannot afford the (in)direct costs, they may become marginalised 
in the decision-making process as has happened in the marine ecosystem case, thereby 
maintaining the status quo (Lynham et al., 2017).

2.4.2.	 Level, geography and context

Most articles cover local level participatory programmes; some discuss the national level, 
and one case study discusses a regional programme. The local level cases provide the most 
empirical operationalization of participation costs and value, and the regional level case 
shows relationships between administrative levels (Goetze & Godwin, 1982). Different 
actors and levels of governance will require different participation processes and come 
with different accompanying costs. At each level, each actor has a different perspective 
on participation costs (Goetze & Godwin, 1982) and these perspectives need exploration 
to assess how costs are generated, and who bears it at each level, especially as multilevel 
inclusive and sustainable development governance becomes prevalent (Gupta et al., 2015). 

The costs of participation can be understood at various scales: the social, temporal and 
spatial scale (Hassenforder et al., 2015), which spread over multiple administrative levels. 
My focus is on identifying the relevant levels of the spatial scale and governance, as well 
as the relation between these levels in terms of costs. More specifically, there is a need to 
understand how costs shape the relationship between multilevel processes and positive 
outcomes (Hassenforder et al., 2015). Second, it is important to understand how the 
relationship between costs and benefits are intersected by scale: at what level are costs 
being met and at what level are benefits being reaped? The value of participation is mostly 
covered by single scale research, and mostly at local level. The value of participation is 
influenced by the cost of participation discussed in an article at the local level concerning 
the willingness to participate (Ansari & Phillips, 2004).
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Most of the research is situated in the United States (n=6); the rest is in South America 
(n=3) and Africa (n=2). One research project used four case studies: two in South 
America and two in Africa. The lack of cases in general, particularly in the Global South, 
is problematic because the design of the stakeholder participation process should reflect 
the local conditions and constraints, and not be imposed from outside (Anokye & Gupta, 
2012), not least because I hypothesise that participation costs and value vary in the Global 
North and Global South.

At the global level, World Bank documents acknowledge the importance of participation 
costs (Rietbergen-McCracken & Narayan, 1998) and define them as the direct costs 
of participation. They also consider the indirect benefits for participants (Bhatnagar et 
al., 1996) and measure the benefits in non-monetary terms (Rietbergen-McCracken & 
Narayan, 1998). Early World Bank projects calculated participation costs based on direct 
cost (The World Bank, 1994). Later, they provided incentives to the poor to participate 
(Bhatnagar et al., 1996). The measurement of participation costs and benefit is complex since 
the direct benefits and intangible costs are hard for the participant to perceive (Bhatnagar et 
al., 1996). Consequently, over the course of overall development assistance, the evaluation 
of participation costs was undertaken in the context of development aid. Nevertheless, 
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development/ Development Assistance 
Committee (OECD DAC, 1997) deemed it deficient. Subsequent assessments, however, 
indicated that there was involvement in the organization’s initiatives, although further 
examination was required to address the aspects of cost and worth (OECD, 2001).

However, participation is considered necessary regardless of the costs. Stakeholder 
participation is applied to different policy arenas, such as the public health context 
(Cooper, 1979; Chinman et al., 1996; Doherty and Price, 1998; Ansari and Phillips, 
2004, Wang & Hennessy, 2014; Wang & Bryer, 2013), marine ecosystems (Lynham et 
al., 2017), agriculture (Ortiz et al., 2011), and water governance (Goetze & Godwin, 
1982). In the public health context, participation is better developed because in health 
provision, participation requires substantial investment from public resources and there 
is a need for transparency and accountability (Ansari & Andersson, 2011). Interestingly, 
while participation is increasingly emphasized in environmental policy, only three of the 
nine articles on costs consider the environmental or natural context. Moreover, in these 
papers the measurement of costs and value was mostly focused on cost effectiveness, while 
in the health and urban context the approach has more variation.

2.4.3.	   Variables in participation costs and value

Most case studies examined the costs and benefits of participation, while three case studies 
focused only on the costs (see Table 2.3). They recognized that participation has intangible 
benefits such as enhancing social and human capital (Ortiz et al., 2011) and increasing 
trust (Brun & Jolley, 2011; Chinman et al., 1996; Cooper, 1979; Ansari & Phillips, 2004; 
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Lynham et al., 2017), and addressing issues related to conflict (Chinman et al., 1996; 
Cooper, 1979). Intangible benefits are often simplified in the benefit-cost analysis and 
can be misleading. Most papers accounted for intangible costs and benefits in qualitative 
terms. However, the papers enable the identification of tangible and intangible variables 
of costs and benefits (see Table 2.3).

2.4.4.	  The relation between costs and value and output and outcome

If there is inadequate information on the costs and value of participation, this can lead to 
a poor design of participatory processes. Few papers focus on tangible costs. Some mixed 
tangible and intangible costs and values. Few papers reviewed examined both costs and 
value. Lynham et al., (2017), Wang and Bryer (2013) and Cooper, (1979) studied the costs 
of participation, but not the value of participation. Two studied both costs and benefits, 
but not their relationship. Some estimate the costs and benefits of the participatory process 
(Brun & Jolley, 2011; Ortiz et al., 2011) and express costs and benefits as a Benefit-Cost 
Ratio arguing that the benefit-cost ratio must be 60% or more (minimum proportion 
of benefit 60% and maximum cost 40%) before the participant will be inclined to 
participate (Ansari & Phillips, 2004). However, most papers fail to assess participation 
costs and value (Ansari & Andersson, 2011). Some case studies investigate the relationship 
between participation costs and other variables. For example, Wang & Bryer (2013) study 
the relationship between costs and the level of e-participation (quality and quantity) 
and conclude that lower production costs of participation from the perspective of the 
participant increase the quantity of participation (number of posting in e-participation), 
however, it has very little influence on the quality of participation.

 Table 2.3 Variables of costs and values of participation 

Cost Benefit/value 

Tangible •	 Institutional costs 
•	 Stakeholder selection 
•	 Transportation costs
•	 Communication costs
•	 Arrangements for the formal 

processes/event costs
•	 Training programmes 
•	 Other participants’ expenses (e.g. 

childcare)
•	 Other cost items
•	 Evaluation cost
•	 Loss of income from participation
•	 Support from others to be able to 

participate 
•	 Working extra time 
•	 Geographical distances

•	 Citizens contributing resources
•	 Project management and efficiency 
•	 Public service increase 
•	 Complaints addressed; corrective action taken
•	 Replication of citizen engagement
•	 Service provider responsiveness improved
•	 Accountability and transparency increased
•	 Cost efficient 
•	 Continuity increased
•	 Faster decision-making 
•	 Maintenance fee decrease
•	 Aspiration included 
•	 Problem solved
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Intangible •	 Organisation recognition 
•	 Inadequate public recognition for the 

participatory programme
•	 Loss of authority 
•	 Uncertainty 
•	 The potential loss of political support 
•	 Potential conflict of interest 
•	 The opportunity cost of time
•	 Distress (from loss of representation)
•	 Capacity building/learning
•	 Frustration (pseudo-participation)
•	 Unclarity of decision-making 

•	 Capacity building/learning process
•	 Trust enhanced
•	 Conflict/tension reduced 
•	 Community ownership
•	 Community active in planning, implementation, 

monitoring 
•	 Community control of quality enhanced
•	 Enabling regulations, constitutional reform & formal 

policies
•	 Understanding of problem increased
•	 Ability to solve problem 
•	 Social cohesion increased 
•	 Shared result 
•	 Increased confidence & empowered 
•	 Personal satisfaction & responsibility to community 
•	 Aspiration included

Source: Prepared using Brun & Jolley, 2011; Chinman et al., 1996; Cooper, 1979; Doherty & Price, 1998; 
Ansari & Phillips, 2004; Goetze & Godwin, 1982b; Lynham et al., 2017a; Ortiz et al., 2011; X. Wang & 
Bryer, 2013).

In some cases, the participation costs and benefits are identified. The relationship between 
costs and value are compared in some research, for example, in the participatory industrial 
cluster identification case (Brun & Jolley, 2011) and the potato farming participatory 
research (Ortiz et al., 2011). What is evident is that papers (a) do not engage in empirically 
analysing the tangible costs and benefits although they do attempt a qualitative analysis 
of intangible costs and values, and (b) the lack of data combined with the notion that 
the intangible information is more important than the tangible data has reduced the 
focus on assessing the relationship between costs and benefits. A lack of information on 
how to budget for participation remains a key challenge. We attempt to examine the 
costs of participation and how these shape social and environmental benefits. However, 
as becomes clear from Figure 2.2, the discussions on the benefits or value of stakeholder 
participation are more extensive than those on the costs, and references to calculating costs 
and values are far less frequent. Furthermore, out of the five articles which address costs 
and benefits, only one measures how the benefits found are shaped by the costs (Ansari & 
Phillips, 2004).

Most papers include evaluations in their process. However, although costs and value can 
be evaluated in the long-term, most papers evaluate only the short-term (Chinman et al., 
1996; Cooper, 1979), measuring the output, but not the outcome, of participation. While 
some evaluate the share of costs, they do not always accommodate the perception of each 
actor. Some evaluate the satisfaction, commitment and sense of ownership as part of the 
value of participation (Ansari & Phillips, 2004). Where papers evaluate effectiveness, they 
tend to focus only on cost-effectiveness and leave out the value or intangible costs. Some 
papers emphasize that the absence of a proper discussion or calculation of costs and benefits 
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is an important risk factor for the success of participation (Ansari & Phillips, 2004; Ortiz et 
al., 2011). One article mentions that the project failed to achieve its set outcomes because 
of the high cost of participation, which could not be met by the participants (Cooper, 
1979).

2.4.5.	  Approach and methods to calculate participation costs and value

The most often used methods to measure participation costs and value include scaling 
based on the perception of stakeholders, quantitative methods, interviews, and group 
meetings. The quantitative methods include econometric modelling and benefit-cost-ratio 
(BCR) analysis. These methods were applied in the initial stages of participation costs and 
value research. However, dissatisfaction with the mainstream economic model in assessing 
participation costs and value may have led to its disuse (Ansari & Andersson, 2011). Some 
argue in favour of simplified economic measurements to account for intangible benefits, 
long-term benefits, the sharing of costs and benefits, the difference in perception between 
the various participants and the expense involved in such assessments. Quantitative 
methods have been enriched with qualitative analysis to understand better the intangible 
variables such as the perceived benefits and costs, and the willingness to pay for interviews 
and group meetings (Ortiz et al., 2011). The need for multiple methods to assess the costs 
and value of participation is continuously emphasized to enable an assessment of how this 
influences meaningful participation. 

2.5.	Debate in participation costs	

2.5.1.	  Evolution, external influence, and contestation

The challenges with top-down policymaking led to the birth of stakeholder participation 
in policymaking for inclusive and sustainable development. The idea was that consultation 
with stakeholders would enhance the quality of the decision taken both substantively 
(regarding appropriateness, cost-effectiveness) and procedurally (regarding legitimacy, 
transparency, equity, and accountability), thereby enhancing the likelihood that the social 
and the expected ecological outcomes would be achieved. However, there are three key 
challenges:

First, the costs are difficult to estimate, being tangible and intangible, short-term and 
long-term, direct and indirect, and are perceived differently by different actors. This 
challenge requires both a quantitative and qualitative approach. However, the difficulty 
in measuring qualitative indicators has led to a focus on measuring the measurable 
(Ansari & Andersson, 2011), but has not yielded many papers. The unwillingness of the 
government/organisers to pay for the intangible costs (Doherty & Price, 1998) has led to 
general stagnation in the research because of lack of data. Second, the benefits are difficult 
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to estimate, often being more intangible than tangible (possibly even more intrinsic and 
therefore not subject to valuation), more long-term than short-term, more indirect than 
direct, and often tend to be more value oriented, such as promoting democracy and equity. 
Third, the cost estimation difficulties make the assessment of the links between the costs 
and benefits extremely complicated.

Consequently, although the initial literature focused on cost-minimization (Aleshire, 
1970), it appears as if the literature has shied away from dealing with these complexities 
even though it continues to emphasize the need for such participation and to recommend 
participatory processes. This may be because participation is seen as the right thing to 
do, irrespective of the costs (Rawls, 2005). However, this lack of information makes a 
mockery of stakeholder participation in social and environmental policymaking processes. 
Because without such information, it is very difficult for policymakers to make any 
judgment regarding how much they should invest in the policy process. Moreover, the 
lack of resources to fund participation leads to a transfer of costs to the participant based 
on the idea that such participation can be funded by the participant. However, (a) the 
willingness to participate depends on the net benefits of participation, and some argue 
that such benefits are more valuable if they are more diverse (Homans, 1974). If the 
participant cannot judge whether his or her participation is likely to lead to a benefit, the 
participant may opt out. (b) The high cost of participation will lower the willingness to 
participate  (Fox & Faver, 1984; Knoke, 1988; Norton et al., 1993; Rich, 1980) and the 
level of commitment (Friedmann, 1989). (c) This will mainly be in cases of collective or 
public goods such as environmental protection where participants may wish to “free ride” 
(Goetze & Godwin, 1982) or (d) where poorer and more marginalised communities with 
much to gain cannot invest in such participation (Cooper, 1979; Lynham et al., 2017) and 
therefore self-exclude themselves (Altaf, 2019). Such self-selection bias can affect the entire 
participatory process. (e) Moreover, with the rise of the neoliberal discourse, participation 
can also be seen as minimizing state responsibility and using participants as unpaid labour 
(Garande & Dagg, 2005; Hallett, 1987).

Moreover, truly empowering participants may challenge the dominant agenda of the 
policymaker, and participatory processes have not been properly financed and analysed 
because they could potentially challenge the existing power distribution. This means that 
participatory approaches have often failed to achieve meaningful social and environmental 
change because they have failed to confront issues of power and politics, and there is 
insufficient evidence of empowering outcomes (Hickey & Mohan, 2004). Overall, 
participatory processes might dominate the environment and development discourse, 
but the role of hierarchic approaches to organizing participation remains the dominant 
practice (Brett, 1996). Consequently, there is a surge of papers discussing the normative 
aspects of participation in a rich variety of case studies, but these do not deal with the issues 
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of how to budget for good quality participation. Without a proper budget, participation 
becomes part of a hierarchic process which tend to support a pacification strategy.

However, while this research recognizes the dangers of reducing participation to an issue 
of costs, not confronting such an analysis will exacerbate the risk of failure of participatory 
processes. In relation to risk, a lower participation budget could lead to higher risk of 
failure of participation depending on the level of intervention. However, the risk of failure 
can be even higher if the cost of participation was not discussed prior to the project as 
it creates more room for uncertainty. The arguments in favour of measuring the costs 
and value of participation and related budgeting include: (a) participation uses public 
resources that need to be spent well and in an accountable manner; (b) there is a need for 
information on how to cost and value participation in order to design appropriate decision-
making processes and understanding of the different ways in which participation can be 
encouraged, including through the use of Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT); (c) the need to understand that different problems may require different kinds 
of participation with differing costs and values, and conversely that different levels and 
types of expenditure will lead to different types of outcomes; and (d) new and innovative 
methods are needed to measure participation (Ansari & Andersson, 2011; Hurlbert & 
Gupta, 2015).

2.5.2.	 Who bears the costs?

The typology of the costs of participation based on case studies (see Table 2.4), shows that 
most intangible costs are borne by the participants, and often exacerbate existing inequities, 
especially in relation to the common pool resource problem (Goetze & Godwin, 1982). 
Most of the articles focus on the aggregate costs and benefits and recommend that if the 
BCR (Benefit Cost Ratio) is positive, the project should be implemented (El Ansari and 
Phillips, 2004). They do not explain the difference between tangible and intangible costs 
and who bears them or the distributional impact, thereby empowering the more powerful 
at the expense of the less powerful (Jenkins, 1999).

Other dimensions that can be distilled from the articles are: (a) the actors considered 
when participation costs are defined, and (b) how the sharing of the costs and value of 
participation are articulated (see Table 2.5). The first category of actor from the articles 
are when the costs of participation are calculated based on the government’s or funder’s 
definition of cost. Then these costs are borne by the government, and the example of the 
intangible costs are loss of authority, uncertainty, and potential loss of political support 
(Goetze & Godwin, 1982). The second category is when the costs of participation is 
defined from the participant’s point of view, and the participants have to bear the cost of 
participation. For example, in the case study on marine ecosystem decision-making and 
rural health care service, most of the indirect costs are paid by the participants. 
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The third type is cost sharing (hybrid) between the government and the participant, when 
elements of costs are defined from both perspectives, shown in the case study on potato 
farming technology (Ortiz et al., 2011) and the selection of local representatives in a health 
advisory council (Cooper, 1979). The Regional Intergovernmental Institution (RII) case 
shows that when costs were defined only by the government or funder, unequal sharing 
among participants in the form of “free riding” may occur (Goetze & Godwin, 1982).

  Table 2.4 Typology of the costs and value of participation

Borne by the government/funder Borne by the stakeholders 

Cost Tangible •	 Institutional costs 
•	 Stakeholder selection 
•	 Transportation costs
•	 Communication, production, 

disclosure of information 
•	 Logistical and event expenses 
•	 Training programmes (staff capacity 

building)
•	 Salaries
•	 Evaluation costs
•	 Staff overtime 

•	 Logistical and event expenses 
•	 Transportation costs 
•	 Evaluation costs 
•	 Loss of income from participation 
•	 Working extra time 
•	 Support from other to be able to participate 
•	 Costs of joining in training programmes 

Intangible •	 Organisation recognition 
•	 Inadequate recognition for the 

participatory programme
•	 Loss of authority 
•	 Uncertainty 
•	 The potential loss of political support
•	 Potential conflict of interest 
•	 Opportunity cost of time
•	 Delays in decision-making process

•	 Potential conflict of interest 
•	 Distress (from loss representation)
•	 Frustration (pseudo-participation)
•	 Capacity building/learning
•	 Unclarity of decision-making 
•	 The opportunity cost of time 
•	 Geographical distances 

Values Tangible •	 Citizens contributing resources
•	 Project management and efficiency 
•	 Public service improved 
•	 Complaints addressed; corrective 

action taken
•	 Replication of citizen engagement
•	 Service provider responsiveness 

improved
•	 Accountability and transparency 

increased 

•	 Cost efficient 
•	 Maintenance fee decrease
•	 Public service increase 
•	 Problem solved
•	 Support gained 
•	 Faster decision-making 
•	 Smooth implementation 
•	 Continuity increased 

In
ta

ng
ib

le
 

•	 Capacity building/learning process
•	 Trust enhanced
•	 Conflict/tension reduced 
•	 Community ownership
•	 Community active in planning, 

implementation, monitoring 
•	 Community control of quality 

enhanced
•	 Enabling regulations, constitutional 

reform & formal policies

•	 Understanding of problem increased
•	 Ability to solve problem 
•	 Social cohesion 
•	 Shared result 
•	 Increased confidence & empowered 
•	 Personal satisfaction & responsibility to 

community 
•	 Awareness of government programmes 

increased 
•	 Aspiration included 

Source: Prepared using Cooper, 1979; Goetze and Godwin, 1982; Chinman et al., 1996; Doherty and Price, 
1998; Ansari and Phillips, 2004; Brun and Jolley, 2011; Ortiz et al., 2011; Wang and Bryer, 2013; Lynham 
et al., 2017.
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The free-riding practices, especially for collective goods, occur because it’s difficult to 
differentiate between stakeholders based on their contribution to the costs. As such, actors 
that do not contribute to meeting the costs are still able to reap the benefits (Goetze & 
Godwin, 1982). 

On the other hand, when the participation cost is seen from the participant’s perspective, 
the unequal sharing among participants also becomes clear as in the marine ecosystem 
case. When the participation cost is extremely high and charged to participants, meaning 
only those who can afford will participate, this can lead to maintaining the status quo or 
benefitting the rich (Lynham et al., 2017).

 Table 2.5 Typology of participation and value based on sharing and perspective

Perspective 
Sharing

Government’ s/funder’s 
perspective to calculate the cost

Mix government’s 
& participant’s 
perspective

Participant’s 
perspective to 
calculate the cost

Government’ s/funder’s pay 
for participation cost 

þ - -

Participants pay for 
participation cost

- - þ þ

Cost Sharing þ þ þ -

Unequal sharing among 
participants/ free rider

þ - þ

n/a þ þ þ

Source: Author

Some cases (e.g., the industrial clustering & community coalition against alcohol, 
tobacco) consider the calculation from the government’s perspective but do not analyse 
further whether the costs were equitably shared between the participants. From the above 
discussion, I can infer that (a) when participation is perceived as an interaction between 
the government/organiser and participant, participation costs are more likely to be shared; 
(b) most of the articles on this issue focus on the costs and values for the government and 
participant.

2.5.3.	 Typology of economic assessment approach on participation cost

The typology of microeconomic assessment methods of measuring participation costs 
and benefits are categorized into monetary or non-monetary measurements (Table 
2.6). Although Cost-Benefit Analysis (CBA) is prevalent in economic theory, it is not 
often used as intangible variables are hard to convert into monetary values (Ansari & 
Andersson, 2011). Cost-effectiveness approaches calculate the direct monetary cost and 
non-monetary benefit and have been more often used (Ansari & Andersson, 2011), and as 
noted in this literature review, they have mostly been used in environmental studies. The 
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cost consequences analysis also calculates the monetary costs and non-monetary benefit; 
it differs from cost-effectiveness because in the latter the costs and benefits are reported 
separately. This cost consequences analysis is used by the World Bank to study the 
participation costs and value in their projects (Rietbergen-McCracken & Narayan, 1998). 
Cost minimization and cost-saving approaches mainly focus on the costs of participation 
to the organiser and do not incorporate the value of participation. This approach is used in 
studies such as those of industrial cluster planning which employed the estimation of costs 
with participation or without participation (Brun & Jolley, 2011). Multi-criteria analysis 
is emerging as an approach that can cover the gap in the neoclassical economic approach 
concerning the measurement of the non-monetary cost and benefit of participation. 
However, even such approaches are relatively limited in the literature in demonstrating 
the links between costs and value.

 Table 2.6 Typology of economic assessment approach on participation cost

Cost Benefit/value

Monetary Non-monetary Monetary Non-monetary

Cost-benefit analysis þ þ

Cost-effectiveness þ þ

Cost consequences analysis þ þ

Cost minimization þ

Cost saving analysis þ þ

Cost-utility analysis þ

Multi-criteria analysis þ þ

Source: Compiled based on the work of Ansari and Andersson (2011) and Involve (2005)

2.5.4.	  Participation costs and value in Global South and Global North

Public consultation for decision-making is institutionalized in the Global North and 
promoted in the Global South. There are hundreds of papers focusing on stakeholder 
participation in the South and the need for more context relevant strategies (e.g., Reed, 
2008). However, this evolution remains more rhetorical, descriptive and ethnographic 
and does not extract the data regarding participation costs and value in the Global South.

The challenges of decision-making processes in the Global South include informality, 
complexity, legal pluralism inherited from colonial and post-colonial governance practices, 
poverty and inequality in the context of intertwining environmental, social-economic 
and financial crises (Gupta, et al., 2015), and the emergence of information technology 
in policy development and implementation processes (Schlagwein et al., 2017). The 
ability and speed of each stakeholder to understand, react and take advantage of changing 
situations and deal with uncertainty is different. The costs and benefits of participation 
may not follow conventional definitions, such as transportation costs or opportunity 
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costs for attending a stakeholder’s meeting. The political context is very different for each 
stakeholder. The distribution of power between the various social actors is also different. 
Extrapolating from the research in the North to the South will need to be ground-truthed 
with empirical data from the South.

While the issue of costs is critical, costs and values may differ in different kinds of projects. 
For instance, there are projects that have capacity building or stakeholder learning as 
their main objectives, and these will have different types of cost and value generated. 
Furthermore, acknowledging that it is difficult to quantify the long-term intangible 
benefits for stakeholder learning projects (Smajgl & Ward, 2015) does not take away the 
importance of knowledge on how participation costs are being grappled with by decision-
makers and scholars, especially in the different contexts of the Global South and North.

2.6.	Conclusion	
This chapter has reviewed the scholarly literature on participation costs and value. It 
draws three key conclusions. First, the literature continues to emphasize the importance of 
stakeholder participation, although it also emphasizes that it can be misused and misapplied 
(Arnstein, 1969; Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015). Second, given that participation costs money 
and time (tangible and intangible costs), it is remarkable how very few papers have 
covered this issue. This is partly because there is an assumption of the limitless voluntary 
contribution of the public in participation and the difficulty of predicting participatory 
processes. It is also because of the inherent difficulties in making such calculations. Further, 
there is a political unwillingness to support more genuine analysis of the empirical evidence 
about the costs and benefits of participation as genuine participatory processes may lead to 
a challenge to the existing distribution of power. Third, the link of costs with their value 
reveals that only 5.4% of the four decades of literature have dealt with this, and even less so 
in an environmental decision-making context. This may be because it is hard to measure 
intangible benefits over a longer period, or because there is no interest in funding such 
research. The chapter concludes that the literature does not point out precisely how tangible 
and intangible costs should be perceived and from whose perspective or calculated and 
budgeted for social and environmental policy processes to ensure meaningful participation 
especially by those who are the most marginalised. Additionally, the literature does not 
adequately address the risk of failure of the participation process in relation to the cost and 
value. If the intent of participation is to give voice to the voiceless, lack of budgeting to 
enable the marginalised to participate may serve to do the opposite of what was intended – 
skew the policy in favour of more powerful participants. Budgeting processes may also end 
up shaping who is included and who is excluded, who self-includes and who self-excludes 
and therefore the process may only serve to reproduce existing power differences.


