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Chapter 3.	

 Theoretical considerations: Participation costs 
and value in inclusive governance of floods
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3.1.	Introduction 
This chapter revisits the literature on key concepts related to the role of participation in 
inclusive development and governance, and to the value and costs of participation in multi-
level governance. Section 3.2 will first explain the theory of stakeholder participation, 
followed by inclusive development theory as the primary perspectives (3.3) then a discussion 
of power (see 3.4) and finally to multi-level governance in relation to participation (see 
3.5). Section 3.6 discusses participation from different problem structures, and section 3.7 
concludes the chapter by presenting a conceptual framework of participation costs and 
value towards more inclusive water-flood governance. 

3.2.	Defining stakeholder participation

3.2.1.	 Stakeholder or citizen participation? 

Participation, engagement, or involvement of the public, citizens, and/or stakeholders 
has evolved since Arnstein’s popular 1969 publication. The publication introduced the 
terminology of “citizen participation” and identified eight levels of participation with 
citizen control as the goal (Arnstein, 1969). This ‘ladder of participation’ responded to the 
top-down and exclusive practice of policy implementation and technology transfer (Reed, 
2008), arguing that the complexity of decision-making processes requires various interests 
to be considered. 

The term citizen has further evolved to include the “public” and “stakeholders” in 
participation. Whereas a “citizen” is defined as a member of the public interested in a 
specific matter (Kahane et al., 2013), the “public” is characterised as groups interested 
in a particular issue but that are unaffected and cannot influence decisions. However, 
if they engage in the discussion process, then they can influence the decision (Reed et 
al., 2017). On the other hand, a stakeholder is conceived as a “representative of a group 
that has interests or can influence directly or indirectly the problem, decision, or issue 
under consideration” (Anokye & Gupta, 2012 p. 49). This research used the definition of 
“stakeholder” in referring to people affected by the decision-making process. Stakeholder 
participation is thereby defined in the research as a social process (Green & Penning-
Rowsell, 2010) in which stakeholders, individuals/groups, and organisations contribute 
to achieving collective decision-making for a particular problem (Reed et al., 2017). 

3.2.2.	 Evolving participation models 

In the 1970s, the concept of participation gained acceptance, positively contributing to the 
development paradigm shift from top-down to bottom-up and towards decentralisation 
and localisation (Anokye & Gupta, 2012). In the 1980s, the concept was operationalised in 
several development contexts, including participatory rural appraisal (PRA) developed by 
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(Chambers, 1994). Participation was one of the sustainable development norms promoted 
by the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) and its 
Rio Declaration in the early ‘90s (Reed, 2008). Its perceived benefits and attractiveness 
contributed to its popularity (Anokye, 2013).

At the same time, notable critiques of participation were also arising, calling for more 
attention to the complexity of power structures (Hickey & Mohan, 2004) and the potential 
of tyranny in the participation process (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). The implementation 
stakeholder participation has faced challenges, particularly due to its gradually declining 
influence on actual policymaking (Bakker & Nooteboom, 2017). Another critique still 
relevant today is tied to the inclusion and exclusion of participants without considering 
the diversity of problem structures, participants, or perspectives (Rosen & Painter, 
2019). At least two primary schools of thought are outlined in the literature regarding the 
concept of participation (Anokye, 2013; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Hordijk et al., 2015; 
White, 1996). The instrumental approach sees participation as improving government 
accountability, transparency, and responsiveness, which brings along technocratic 
tendencies of governance, wherein individuals are mainly seen as customers instead of 
citizens (Hordijk, 2012). The transformative approach seeks to alter current power 
structures by making decision-making more inclusive and empowering for participants 
(Chambers, 1997; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Hordijk et al., 2015). These approaches 
influence the development of participation through the dynamics of different participation 
models and frameworks. Such frameworks and models are necessary for differentiating 
participation types, and certain frameworks serve as diagnostic instruments for decision-
makers to determine what level of participation is required in specific situations. Relatively 
fast-evolving frameworks contributing to the development of participation theory can be 
observed in Table 3.1. Each framework or paradigm tends to adhere to a distinct school of 
thought in the literature on participation.

 Table 3.1 Evolution of participation model 

Year
Participation 
Models

Reference Variable/degree of participation
Tradition 

1969 Ladder of citizen 
participation

Sherry Arnstein •	 the interaction between decision-making agencies and 
citizens

•	 ladder of participation: manipulation, placation, 
informing, placation, consultation, partnership, citizen 
power 

mix 

1978 Socio-economic 
participation model

Norman H. Nie 
et al.

Public’s socio-economic status instrumental

1995 Typology of 
participation in 
development and 
project

Jules Pretty •	 passive to consultative
•	 incentive-driven interactive
•	 manipulative participation
•	 passive participation 

•	 participation by 
consultation 

•	 participation in 
material incentives

•	 functional 
participation

•	 interactive 
participation

•	 self-mobilisation

instrumental 
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Year
Participation 
Models

Reference Variable/degree of participation
Tradition 

1996 Typology of partic-
ipation 

Sarah C. White •	 nominal/display
•	 instrumental/means 

•	 representative
•	 transformative 

mix 

1997 Rocha’s ladder of 
empowerment 

Elizabeth 
Rocha

•	 atomistic individual 
•	 embedded individual 
•	 mediated 

•	 socio-political
•	 political

Transfor-ma-
tive 

1998 Wheel of partici-
pation

Scot Davidson •	 engagement 
•	 communication processes 

instrumental 

2000 
2005 
2007

Public participation 
spectrum

IAP2 •	 inform 
•	 consult
•	 involve

•	 collaborate
•	 empower

mix

2005 Citizen participa-
tion continuum

Robert Silver-
man

•	 driving stakeholders and participatory forms 
•	 instrumental participation 
•	 grassroots participation 

instrumental

2006 Varieties of partic-
ipation in complex 
governance

Archon Fung •	 the selection of participants
•	 the nature of communication
•	 collaborative decision-making between participants 

instrumental

2006 Power cube: space 
for participation 

John Gaventa •	 closed space  
•	 invited space

•	 claimed/created space Transformative 

2010 Ladder of online 
participation

Bernoof & Li Ascending degrees of participation do not represent a sequen-
tial progression. Overlapping levels are profiles rather than 
segmentations

instrumental 

2012 Social media partic-
ipation in the urban 
infrastructure 

Thomas A 
Bryer

•	 adversarial engagement
•	 information exchange

•	 civil society
•	 collaborative 

engagement

instrumental

2015 Split ladder of par-
ticipation (SLP)

Hurlbert & 
Gupta

•	 learning process 
•	 management & gov

•	 trust 
•	 problem structuring 

mix 

2017 Wheel of partici-
pation 

Reed. et al. •	 context 
•	 power 

•	 mediator, design
•	 scalar fit

mix 

Source: Developed based on Arnstein, 1969; Fung, 2006; Gaventa, 2006; Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015; Nie et 
al., 1978; M. Reed et al., 2017; Rocha, 1997; White, 1996

These models of participation were innovatively developed over time to achieve more 
meaningful participation5. The list started with Arnstein’s ladder of participation which 
provides a solid foundation for concept development and implementation of participatory 
development (Reed, 2008). Arnstein’s model serves the participation mix as instrumental 
and transformative, in the sense that the lower level of the ladder (informing, placation 

5. Meaningful participation itself is defined by Giambra et.al., 2018 as the “active engagement of 
participants who contribute to defining the advantage or disadvantage of a particular change. 
Its feasibility within the local context, the complexity, risk, and task issues surrounding 
implementing a change and who serve as the cohesive force between information sharing 
and shared decision making”. Other researchers identify five conditions enabling meaningful 
participatory structures and practices: distributed authority; mobilisation; working through 
networks and coalitions; deliberation; and democratising knowledge (Thorpe and Gaventa, 
2020). 
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and consultation) adheres to the accountability objective of participation, while the higher 
rungs of participation serve to challenge power structures as in partnership, delegated 
power, and citizen power. Fung (2006) relates participation varieties with complex 
governance as another innovation in participation models. Power/authority, stakeholder 
selection, and modes of community factors can be used to design participation with the 
“democracy cube.” Regarding stakeholder selection, Fung highlights the importance 
of who participates, relating this to the degree of inclusion and exclusion, which further 
influences the decision-making process. The stakeholder selection methods range from the 
exclusive to the inclusive: from the state (expert administration, elected representative), 
mini-public (professional stakeholder, lay stakeholders, random selection, open-targeted-
recruiting, open-self-selection), to the public (diffuse public sphere) (Fung, 2006). 

An operationalisation model as a diagnostic tool to decide when a certain kind of participation 
implemented is needed, called the “split ladder of participation” was developed (Hurlbert 
& Gupta, 2015). This innovation in the participation concept highlights the relationship 
between the participation type and problem structure. This model supports problem 
structure analysis by providing context-sensitive data and allowing for greater flexibility in 
adapting dynamic circumstances. Furthermore, this framework is able to capture adaptive 
involvement, learning process, and trust between stakeholders in multi-level governance, 
which help to address inclusiveness, power imbalances and collaborative decision making. 
This framework is therefore used in this research (see 3.6 for elaboration).  

3.2.3.	 Stakeholder participation and mitigating flood risk 

As previously discussed, (see 1.2), floods result from unbalanced human interactions 
with the environment in complex social-ecological systems (Challies et al., 2015). These 
complex systems present critical obstacles to flood modelling, comprehension, and 
management (Wheater, 2002). Drivers, as well as efforts addressing the impacts of floods 
are prevalent across many sectors and engage multi-stakeholders who are confronted by 
the complexity and uncertainty of floods (Hall & Solomatine, 2008). Non-structural 
measures (complementing structural defence) are needed to mitigate flood risk in 
integrated flood management (Challies et al., 2015). Within non-structural measures, 
stakeholder participation plays a role in mediating competing interests and balancing top-
down/expert-led structural flood measures. In the flood context, stakeholder participation 
is also celebrated as a prominent concept in policies and literature embracing the paradigm 
shift from structural to integrated flood management (Huitema et al., 2009; Mees et al., 
2016). 

Stakeholder engagement experiments can fail because of different hurdles, mostly because 
experts dominate flood risk management policies (Edelenbos et al., 2017), even in 
integrated approaches to management. Research also highlights other barriers, including 
institutional constraints, time limitations, power imbalances, and differing stakeholder 
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characteristics (Tseng & Penning-Rowsell, 2012). Stakeholders might get frustrated when 
their feedback is ignored and does not have an impact (Monnikhof & Edelenbos, 2001). 
Other challenges in implementing stakeholder participation in flood risk management 
include: a limited interaction between citizens and authorities from decision-making to 
implementation of flood management  (Wehn et al., 2015), and lack of co-production of 
flood risk management measures (Mees et al., 2016). 

Most of the literature connecting participation and flood risk management comes 
from the Global North and focusses on financial contribution, labour, community 
supervision of flood infrastructure development, as well as stakeholder involvement in the 
decision-making process (Nugraheni & Suyatna, 2020). In developing countries such as 
Indonesia, the discourse on stakeholder participation tends to prioritise the urgency of 
flood protection or structural measures over the actual implementation of participatory 
approach (Padawangi & Douglass, 2015). 

The challenges to encouraging more participatory flood risk management, stakeholder 
initiatives, self-organisation, and local responsibility of communities are receiving more 
scholarly attention in recent years (Thaler & Levin-Keitel, 2016). These initiatives could 
reduce government’s control of power. However, if opportunities for participation are not 
ensured, they will remain contentious, as they inherently challenge existing structures of 
inclusion and exclusion that are shaped by political and administrative decisions (Edelenbos 
et al., 2017). By drawing on Thaler & Levin-Keitel’s (2016) framework, this study explores 
whether flood governance programs in Surakarta enable meaningful local responsibility or 
reinforce administrative control, particularly by analyzing the distribution and perception 
of participation costs. 

3.3.	Addressing stakeholder participation through the lens of 
inclusive development theory

3.3.1.	 Stakeholder participation and inclusive development theory 

This research uses the inclusive development perspective to unpack the relationship 
between participation, its costs and value, and accommodation of stakeholders’ voice in the 
decision-making process. Inclusive development responds to the critique that sustainable 
development often emphasises economic issues over social and environmental ones 
(Gupta et al., 2015). The definition of inclusive development emerged from combining 
economic growth with equal opportunity and the ability to contribute to all, especially 
the impoverished (Rauniyar & Kanbur, 2010). Johnson & Andersen (2012) add to this 
definition by pointing out the structural change needed towards inclusive development. 
However, the earlier discussion still leans on economic growth as the primary objective 
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and less on other values, such as well-being and ecological and cultural aspects (Johnson & 
Andersen, 2012; Rauniyar & Kanbur, 2010; Sachs, 2004).

This was addressed when the concept of inclusive development was developed further by 
Hickey et al., (2015). Through a new cycle of political settlement and coalition, ideology, 
and discourse, Hickey et al. strove to develop a strategy and delivery mechanism to 
achieve more inclusive development. Hickey emphasised political settlement that includes 
balanced power distribution and relations between elite and social groups. In the same 
year, (Gupta, Pouw, et al., 2015) elaborated the inclusive development concept into a 
more integrated framework, emphasising social, ecological, and relational elements. A 
key feature across most inclusive development theories is the notion that stakeholder 
participation is a necessary procedural element. Furthermore, inclusive development 
theory provides a transformative lens for addressing structural inequities, environmental 
sustainability, and relational equity. It critiques traditional growth-centric paradigms and 
emphasizes participatory processes that “leave no one behind” while advancing justice 
and sustainability (Gupta & Vegelin, 2023; Rammelt & Gupta, 2023; UNDESA, 2016). 
Therefore, this research employs inclusive development theory as a perspective because it 
offers a robust framework for comprehending the significance of stakeholder engagement 
in governance. 

3.3.2.	  Costs and value of participation and inclusive development 

The discussion on inclusive development is silent on the importance of costs of participation 
(see 2.5.1). Investigation into the cause and effect of inadequate participation funding is 
rarely done. This research aims to investigate the costs of participation from the perspective 
of inclusive development. Research on sustainable innovation, specifically on collaborative 
learning to promote grounded inclusive development, uses participation costs as part of 
the transaction cost approach, which focuses on the costs of coordination, negotiation, 
and trust-building among actors (Figueroa-Armijos & Valdivia, 2017). 

Some research on inclusive development has looked at the relationship between 
exclusion and poverty. Hickey (2010) showed that citizen formation among the poor 
and marginalised can effectively reduce exclusion. Self-exclusion is one of the phenomena 
caused by chronic poverty (Altaf, 2019; Cornwall, 2008). However, research on exclusion 
related to participation costs is less likely to be conducted. 

Inclusive development, namely social inclusiveness (Gupta, Verrest, et al., 2015), is aligned 
with the value of participation, social rationale, cognitive-psychological well-being, and 
access to necessary infrastructure, especially for the poorest, most vulnerable, marginalised, 
and disadvantaged groups. These elements are reflected in the intangible value of 
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participation. Moreover, based on Gupta and Vegelin (2016), inclusive development 
theory also includes ecological and relational inclusiveness. 

 Table 3.2 Inclusive development principles and participation

Inclusive development principle Relation with participation 

Social inclusiveness

•	 Ensure equity to share the development opportunities Stakeholder participation serves as a practical and 
operational approach for implementing the principles 
of social inclusiveness at multiple levels, especially 
to include stakeholder knowledge, and to involve 
stakeholders in development politics

•	 Include the knowledge of all

•	 Build capacity building for effective participation

•	 Enhance protection for the poorest

•	 Engage all in the politics of development

Ecological inclusiveness 

•	 Adopt eco-centric limits from local to global level Stakeholder participation helps bridge the gap between 
theory and practice by ensuring that the principles 
are applied in a way that considers the interests and 
perspectives of all those affected by environmental 
decisions

•	 Equitably share rights, responsibilities and risks

•	 Build resilience and adaptive capacity

•	 ‘Green’ international cooperative instruments

•	 Involve all stakeholders

Relational inclusiveness 

•	 Avoid privatisation of public goods and merit goods Stakeholder participation ensures that decisions related 
to public goods, wealth distribution, growth discourses, 
inclusive instruments, and global governance are made 
with the involvement of those who are affected by 
these decisions, promoting fairness, accountability, 
and a more equitable distribution of resources and 
opportunities

•	 Combat instruments that lead to wealth concentration 

•	 Address inclusive growth discourses

•	 Inclusive instruments and downward accountability

•	 Ensure global rule of law and constitutionalism

Source: modified from Gupta and Vegelin (2016)

Social inclusion is a multi-level challenge that affects the needs of different groups in 
different ways, including through participation, equity, capacity building, resource 
sharing, and financial support. Ecological inclusion concerning balancing sustainability 
with development, makes sure that environmental hazards do not disproportionately 
affect disadvantaged groups. And the relational inclusiveness aims to establishing fair 
interactions among participants in co-created environments. Table 3.2 implies that 
stakeholder participation is an important instrument for achieving inclusive development. 

3.3.3.	 Inclusive development and water governance with a focus on flooding 

Governance is a multifaceted concept with varying definitions. UNDP defines it as “the 
exercise of economic, political, and administrative authority to manage a country’s affairs 
and promote social cohesion” (UNDP, 2007, p. 22). The World Bank defines it as “the 
traditions and institutions by which authority in a country is exercised. This includes 
the process by which governments are selected, monitored and replaced; the capacity of 
the government to effectively formulate and implement sound policies; and the respect 
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of citizens and the state for the institutions that govern economic and social interactions 
among them” (Kaufmann and Kraay, 2010, p.6). Three clusters of governance definitions 
emerge: as a means for sharing responsibility and decision-making among stakeholders, 
as a system of structures and processes to manage shared affairs, and as a complex system 
where individuals and groups express their views and manage conflicts (Béné & Neiland, 
2006; Brinkerhoff, 2000; Schmitter, 2001). 

Stakeholder participation is integral to governance, particularly in participatory 
governance approaches, which aim to create spaces for interaction between the state and its 
people (Cornwall, 2002). These approaches can enhance accountability and government 
responsiveness but face challenges in implementation (Speer, 2012). Selecting participants 
and ensuring representation are key issues, and success relies on a balance of power, 
available alternatives, capacity (Fung & Wright, 2001), trust and mutual accommodation 
(Schmitter, 2001). The degree of participation is also influenced by what is at stake 
(Turnhout et al., 2010).

An extensive literature review has been conducted on water governance. Numerous 
facets of water governance, including the challenges of sustainable development, the role 
of power in collaborative approaches, the evolving paradigms for managing water, the 
factors that determine the success of water governance systems, and the significance of 
stakeholder engagement, have been analysed (Pahl-Wostl et al., 2008). The literature has 
highlighted the contentious nature of water governance, which involves conflicts between 
local and global criteria and developmental and environmental goals. In addition, it has 
emphasised the need for context-specific solutions and an understanding of the causes of 
excessive water consumption and abuse (Gupta & Pahl-Wostl, 2013).

Engagement of stakeholders is emphasised as an essential instrument for developing 
a shared understanding of the context and making decisions for achieving sustainable 
water management (Langsdale & Cardwell, 2022). Legal, regulatory, and institutional 
frameworks are identified as crucial factors that can either support or impede the 
development of sustainable water governance (Walker et. al, 2020). The significance of 
context-based approaches in water governance is emphasised, along with the need for 
country-specific solutions (Langsdale & Cardwell, 2022; Bresney et al., 2023). Effectively 
addressing water management and governance issues necessitates the use of holistic 
approaches that consider the intricate and interdependent aspects of water governance 
and management.

Given the interdependencies between the various dimensions, levels, and sectors involved 
in water resource management, multilevel governance is acknowledged as essential. 
Scholarship also highlights the importance of understanding and resolving power 
dynamics in collaborative approaches to water governance, as power can substantially 
impact collaborative processes and outcomes.
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This thesis focused on the implementation of inclusive development in the context of 
flood risk. Due to the complexities of flood risk and various stakeholders impacted, the 
call for an inclusive development approach or inclusive governance is amplified in flood 
risk management and governance literature. Best (2019) argues that flood-prone areas 
must be prioritised by supporting coordinated international finance and transcontinental 
political consensus on monitoring within an inclusive governance framework across scales, 
organisations, and local communities. Inclusive development is relevant to developed and 
developing countries, which can open learning opportunities. 

In developed nations, individuals are reasonably well-educated and well-versed in 
policymaking and politics. However, marginalisation can still occur in the form of 
exclusion from decision-making processes in flood policies that affect the people. In several 
initiatives within the context of flood risk management, the degree of public engagement 
permitted by the government is a subject of contention (Roth et al., 2017). Crosweller and 
Tschakert (2021), in their research on the 2011 Queensland flood, relate the ubiquitous 
inefficacy of flood risk policy to lack of leadership, governance, trust, resilience, and 
neoliberal influences. An inclusive governance framework was needed to re-establish 
a social contract encouraging stakeholder participation in policy processes parallel to 
reallocating public and non-profit sector assets (Crosweller & Tschakert, 2021). Pezzagno 
(2022) also pointed out that an inclusive governance mechanism in flood protection is 
needed for stakeholder engagement in the case of Franciacorta, Italy. Strong institutions 
are essential for communities to reform and adopt suitable and inclusive governing systems.

In developing countries, inclusiveness within international aid is usually a prerequisite 
(Roth et al., 2017). However, in Bangladesh’s flood protection case, infrastructure has 
helped foster a growth process favouring global market integration, benefiting certain 
socio-economic groups and excluding others (Rammelt, 2018). Van Voorst’s research 
(2016) on flood disaster management in Jakarta shows that although decentralisation 
policies have been implemented effectively at the local level, governance has not become 
more democratic or inclusive. The impact of floods forced the flood-prone area settlers to 
adapt to the hazard. They seek help via informal means rather than traditional political 
organisations (Voorst, 2016). In this research the inclusive development perspective 
will be useful to understand how the process of flood governance includes the impacted 
community by identifying the channel for conveying their aspiration, how far their input 
will be accommodated, and how power is negotiated between communities and the 
government. The following sub-section elaborates on the challenges regarding power 
dynamic in implementing stakeholder participation to achieve inclusion considering the 
costs of participation.
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3.4.	Discussion of power in stakeholder participation 
Participation effectiveness and equity impacted by power imbalances, that can manifest 
between stakeholders and their ability to contribute to decision making process 
(Gaventa, 2006; Cornwall, 2004). Implementing genuine stakeholder participation 
challenges existing power structures as shown by Arnstein (1969). However, her ladder of 
participation has been criticised because it does not explicitly accommodate political and 
economic power asymmetries due to its static and linear nature (Quick & Feldman, 2011), 
therefore failing to account for the dynamic and multilevel forms of power that influence 
the practice of stakeholder participation.  

Addressing these limitation, later frameworks offer a more nuanced and dynamic 
perspective. One of the models is Gaventa’s Power Cube which helps to understand the 
creation of space in which citizens perceive chances, times, and channels for possibly 
influencing policies, discourses, choices, and connections that impact their lives and 
aspirations (p.25). Types of participation spaces include closed (decision taken without 
consultation) and invited (citizens invited by the government). Factors influencing these 
participation spaces are the place or governance level (local, national and global) and the 
form of power: visible (observabledecision-making), hidden (setting the political agenda), 
and invisible (Gaventa, 2006). Gaventa’s approach has been extended by scholars, who 
introduce an additional category -negotiated spaces- where social mobilization leads to 
claimed/created spaces (Baud & Nainan, 2008; Cornwall & Coelho, 2007; Gaventa, 
2006; Hordijk et al., 2015). 

Other theoretical perspectives also offer valuable insight. Foucault’s power theory explains 
that power can be productive if reinforced into an enduring link in a certain institutional 
framework. Resistance to power is an integral aspect of power relations and is particularly 
significant for inclusive development, where empowerment emerges as a key principle. 
Empowerment can include: “gaining mastery over one’s affair, power against manipulation, 
the power to create and obtain a benefit, power to be included into development processes, 
and power to increase capability and confidence” (Gupta, Pouw, et al., 2015, p. 548). The 
researcher’s role is to understand how power operates and how power relations between 
actors are vital to inclusive development. In this case, with its institutions, instrument, and 
actors, the governance process is a way to influence a power imbalance. For example, power 
imbalance can occur when resource access and possession are only available for a certain 
affluent minority. Effective stakeholder participation can overcome this (Gupta, Pouw, et 
al., 2015). Reed et al., (2017) suggests that managing power dynamics affects the usefulness 
of participation. Such management through facilitation by stakeholder specialists can 
reduce disputes between parties or stakeholders and ensure that stakeholders are not left 
behind (Hickey, 2013). Epistemic communities of practice and social movements intend 
to give room for discussion for all actors at different administrative levels. 
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The framework employed to analyse power is Gaventa’s Power Cube (with Hordijk’s 
modification). The modified framework provides a more comprehensive yet flexible 
approach for examining the contested nature of water governance in MLG compared to 
Arnstein’s linear ladder or Fung’s procedural typology. Its three-dimensional structure 
allows for the simultaneous analysis of spatial arrangements, institutional hierarchies, and 
discursive power. By identifying which spaces are accessible, which levels of governance 
dominate decision-making, and which forms of power are in play, the Power Cube enables 
this study to explain how certain stakeholders face disproportionate participation costs 
or receive limited participatory value. In this way, the model supports a more critical 
understanding of inclusivity and exclusion in complex, multi-level governance systems. 

3.5.	Stakeholder participation in multi-level governance
Multi-level governance (MLG) pertains to the implementation of decision-making 
processes across many governmental tiers, spanning from the global to the local level, and 
encompassing a multitude of actors, including state and non-state institutions, enabling 
more dynamic and responsive governance structures. Building blocks of MLG consist of 
actors/institutions, networks, responsibilities, policies and underlying power (Stephenson, 
2013). According to Hooghe and Marks (2003), there are two main forms of MLG; Type 
I acknowledges that each level operates independently and does not overlap with other 
levels. Type II is characterised by dynamic interconnections among distinct levels. Both 
facilitate increased involvement of a wider range of stakeholders to promote participation 
of divergent governance level’s interests in the policy process (Stephenson, 2013). 

Stakeholder participation is integral in MLG to have a better grasp of institutional/actor 
complexity especially in transboundary and cross-sectoral policymaking (Stephenson, 
2013). MLG acknowledges the numerous levels of power and governance frameworks, 
highlighting the interrelationships between scale (vertical) and across sector (horizontal) 
(Piattoni, 2015). These relationships emphasise the significance of various stakeholder 
participation forms to connect fragmented institutional settings and align goals across 
multiple governance layers. 

Stakeholder participation facilitates the flow of information and cooperation across local, 
regional, and global levels of governance, ensuring that local voices are heard in global 
decision-making. Both MLG and stakeholder participation contribute to the principles 
of democratic governance by involving individuals and communities in policy decisions. 
Stakeholder participation provides a forum for addressing and resolving conflicts through 
dialogue and negotiation. In summary, stakeholder participation is a practical approach 
within MLG that ensures governance is more inclusive, responsive, and effective. In this 
study the MLG framework is applied to examine how the distribution of governance 



Th
eo

re
tic

al
 c

on
sid

er
at

io
ns

: P
ar

tic
ip

at
io

n 
co

st
s a

nd
 v

al
ue

 in
 in

cl
us

iv
e 

go
ve

rn
an

ce
 o

f f
lo

od

45

responsibilities and power across administrative level influence the costs and value of 
participation in water governance in Indonesia.  

3.6.	     Participation costs and value in different problem structures 
The split ladder of participation (Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015) is a participation model 
formulated based on several concepts: problem definition, development, adaptive 
governance, democracy, and water governance. This model has essential variables 
operationalised to diagnose the participatory types, understand when participation is 
necessary, and when it can lead to consensus. This model (see Figure 3.1) addresses the 
level of participation in different problem structures, the resulting learning processes, and 
the level of trust involved. 

A structured problem occurs when there is a consensus of norms or values and certainty 
of knowledge. In structured problems, for example, there is consensus on available 
technology and resources for rehabilitation of flood protection infrastructure. At the same 
time, stakeholders have a consensus on the value of reducing flood risk and who will pay for 
reducing such risks. When there is a disagreement on science and values, an unstructured 
problem occurs (Hisschemöller and Hoppe, 1996). 

Disagreement on science occurs, inter alia, under conditions of uncertainty. For example, 
there is disagreement about the impacts of climate change on water. Disagreement on 
values occur when different stakeholders have different ideas of what needs to happen and 
who needs to bear responsibility for the actions. A moderately structured problem develops 
when disagreement emerges for one variable, either the value or science (Hisschemoller 
& Hoppe, 1996). Determining the structure of the problem is essential for determining 
the correct participation level because the problem’s categorisation will illustrate to the 
policymaker what to anticipate and how to plan an effective strategy for participation 
processes (Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015). For example, when there is high disagreement with 
respect to values and knowledge, consensus might be out of reach, even if the participation 
level is high. 

The learning process, meaning iterative reflection to find the solution to a problem, is 
needed for each problem structure and is essential in this model since it is formulated in 
an adaptive governance context. Single-loop learning is needed when the problem faced 
is a structured one where a routine procedure already exists. Here simple monitoring of 
the processes can enable improvements to the system and stakeholder participation may 
not be necessary. At the other end, where the problem is uncertain, complex and dynamic, 
triple-loop learning is needed and calls for questioning the underlying assumptions and 
requires an in-depth understanding of a problem (Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015; Pahl-Wostl, 
2009). Here stakeholder participation is needed but may not lead to solutions easily. 
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Another important variable influencing the participation mechanism is the level of trust. 
The higher the trust, the higher the participation level and the probability of a problem 
being solved. Alternatively, genuine participatory processes can generate higher trust 
levels. Higher participation is required for successful adaptive governance especially in 
relation to uncertain problems (Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015). 

 Figure 3.1 Modified split ladder of participation 

Source: Modified from Hurlbert and Gupta (2015)

Each quadrant illustrates what participation mechanism is to be expected and the learning 
process that will be needed with the combined variables of problem structure, trust, 
and participation level. Quadrant 1 (moderately structured) is situated when there is 
disagreement on science or on values, low trust, and mechanisms of participation tend 
towards manipulation. In this situation, problem-solving is low, and there is no learning 
process. Quadrant 2 (structured problem) emerges when science and values are settled, and 
there is high trust between the actors. Participation is less needed since the decision-making 
procedure to address this problem is well-established and only needs single loop learning 
to solve the problem. The situation in quadrant 3 is when there is a lack of consensus on 
either values or science, but a high level of trust is present so that even if there is a dispute, 
people will still be willing to participate. This can lead to a situation of self-management 
mechanism for problem solving. The unstructured problem is indicated in quadrant 4 
when there is disagreement on science and values, low trust among stakeholders, and high 
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participation motivated by stakeholder interest. Here consensus is not necessarily reached, 
and the problem may not be solved. However, the learning process is triple-loop learning, 
which means this process has the potential to transform the structure of the problem and 
lead to problem solving in the long run (Hurlbert & Gupta, 2015). 

The need for a more dynamic and context-sensitive approach is highlighted by recent 
revisions to the Split Ladder of Participation. Hurlbert and Gupta (2024a) stress that 
rather than adhering to a set hierarchy, involvement should be in line with the kind 
of policy problem—structured, somewhat structured, or unstructured. Additionally, 
they emphasise that high engagement does not always translate into empowerment, 
particularly when that participation is instrumentalised or depoliticised (Hurlbert & 
Gupta, 2024b). These observations reinforce the study’s emphasis on how involvement 
in multi-level flood risk governance is influenced by participation costs and values that 
differ depending on the type of problem. I have added my expectation regarding the value 
and costs of participation to this model and intend to test this in this thesis. The costs and 
value of participation (dashed box in Figure 3.1) are added variable in the model, that will 
be investigated further. 

3.7.	Conclusion: Acknowledging participation costs and value 
towards inclusive water-flood governance 

This study is linked to four theoretical debates. First, increasing participation is a critical 
procedural component of inclusive development that fosters social, ecological, and 
relational inclusivity. The thesis aims to contribute to this emerging debate, specifically 
on relational inclusivity. Second, because genuine participatory processes may question 
the existing power distribution and the priorities of the state or project developer, there 
is a constant struggle between project developers/the state and those affected in defining 
and articulating participatory processes, including budgeting for them. Participatory 
approaches are frequently unable to leverage social change because they fail to account for 
power disparities. This finding shapes my research because the issue of flood disaster in this 
research entails quick responses and often leads to depoliticised technical action with little 
room for participation. Third, stakeholder involvement may not be required for all sorts 
of policy challenges, but it may be effective in somewhat organised situations where there 
is agreement on the science, if not the values. This theoretical foundation is particularly 
important for this research. Fourth, the literature shows that the role of global governance 
shapes the national to local participation in terms of transposing international agreements 
to the national level and funding development schemes that requires participation. In this 
sense, the concept of multi-level governance will be useful in viewing these relations. 

Lastly, building from the above theoretical discussions, the thesis develops a framework 
for this research (see Figure 3.2) that views participation costs and value by integrating the 
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theory of inclusive development, governance and power, and multi-level governance and 
applies it to the water – specifically flood – context. 

Figure 3.2 Conceptual framework

Ultimately, the framework will contribute towards a more inclusive decision-making/
policy process as broader framework. Within this larger framework, this thesis examines 
the relationships among concepts from the literature. The dotted lines signify the less 
researched areas within a well-established research field.


