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Participation has been increasingly prioritized in environmental policy processes to achieve inclusiveness in
development. The vast literature discusses the pros and cons of participation but does not provide much information on the actual costs and value of participation. Hence, this review paper addresses the question: what
does the literature tell us about the costs and value of participation, the evolution of the concept, and how
participation costs and value have been problematized in relation to actors, levels, methods, variables, relationships between costs and value, output/outcome, geographical aspects, and contexts? Out of a larger set, the
systematic review analyzes nine articles based on how the cost and value of participation are being calculated.
Overall there is a lack of literature on how participation costs and value are being problematized and calculated.
What is more – to the extent that this is done, the range of methods is small, limited variables are used to
operationalize intangible costs and value, the focus is mainly on the local level, and the geographical distribution
of case studies is limited. The literature suggests that the costs and value of participation are inequitably shared
between actors. This may inﬂuence the kind of decisions being produced in the stakeholder's participation
process. This causality calls for more attention for costs and beneﬁts of participation to realize eﬀective participation and a more inclusive participation process in environmental policy.

1. Introduction
The literature and environmental policy arena, advocate stakeholder participation in policymaking (Glicken, 2001; Reed, 2008). As
such, a comprehensive understanding of the costs and beneﬁts of stakeholder participation is warranted. Arnstein’s seminal (1969) paper on
the ‘Ladder of Citizen Participation’ warned us that participation processes could range from being purely manipulative to completely
handing over responsibility to stakeholders (Arnstein, 1969). We review the literature since the 1960s to assess the lessons learned from
the literature with respect to the narrow question of budgeting for and
valuing of participation and the relationship between costs and eﬀectiveness. We hypothesize that the nature and eﬀectiveness of participation also depend on how it has been budgeted for and on how costs
are shared between policymakers and stakeholders.
2. Methods
We systematically reviewed the literature (Kitchenham, 2004;

Moher et al., 2009) in the SCOPUS database for 1970–2017 to understand (a) the evolution of participation costs and value, and (b) the
lessons learned on costs and value. 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”. It 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 expense” OR
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Fig. 1. Modiﬁed PRISMA ﬂow diagram of the literature review process on participation cost and value.

providing enough ﬁnancial support to realise a meaningful engagement.
We note ﬁrst that 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 Fig. 2). Policy makers 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.
Our review of this literature is summed up in Table 1. In the 1970s,
the shift from top-down to bottom-up policy-making called for stakeholder participation. Some authors were skeptical 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 (Cooper, 1979; Cohen and Uphoﬀ, 1977;
Involve, 2005) and its role in programme budgeting (Cooper, 1979).
The papers of the 1980s discussed the scope of costs (individualorganizational costs) (Friedmann et al., 1988; Roberts-DeGennaro,
1986), the costs of the process (investment and operating costs) (Pieters
and Verhallen, 1986), and the dimensions of costs (material, solidarity
and behavioural costs) (Friedmann et al., 1988). The less extensive
research focused on the material, purposive and solidarity beneﬁts
(Prestby et al., 1990), but there was recognition that participatory
processes could shift the burden of costs from the state to voluntary

“participation beneﬁt.” We added other records (n = 36) which came
from reference snowballing both from back-referencing and citation
tracking (Petticrew and Roberts, 2008). We used the modiﬁed PRISMA
search ﬂow (see Fig. 1) to narrow down the search to nine key articles.
We speciﬁcally looked for case studies that assesses the costs and the
value of participation and those that covered the related participation
process, methods, actors, related variables, the relationship between
cost and value, output and outcome, geographical setting and context.

3. Evolution of participation costs and value in literature
The review conﬁrms that stakeholder participation enhances (a) the
legitimacy and accountability of policy (Cornwall, 2008); (b) equitable
policy by engaging marginalized groups in the decision-making process
(Martin and Sherington, 1997) and empowering them (Greenwood
et al., 1993; Okali et al., 1994); (c) the transparency of decision-making
(Richards et al., 2004; Tsaang et al., 2009); (d) social learning through
valuing other stakeholder’s perspectives (Blackstock et al., 2007) and
iterative reﬂection (Keen et al., 2005); (e) policy eﬀectiveness (Ansari
and Andersson, 2011); and (f) governance and democratization
(Hurlbert and Gupta, 2015). However, it is expensive and time-consuming raising questions regarding how such participation should be
costed and valued. This paper focuses on the costs of participation
processes and how these are considered in relations to value. As such,
we aim to reduce the tendencies of environmental and other policy
makers to symbolically refer to stakeholder participation without
365
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2004; Public-Private Partnership/Financial Private Initiatives – Li et al.,
2005; good urban governance – Stewart, 2006; payments for environmental services – Wünscher et al., 2008; and nonproﬁt 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
(El Ansari and Phillips, 2004).
In the 2010s, the rise of online participation inﬂuenced the costs
and value of participation. Methods to measure participation costs increasingly incorporated the intangible costs and beneﬁts of participation. However, there remained a lack of empirical data on participation
costs and beneﬁts, and on how a decision-maker’s budget for participation might inﬂuence meaningful participation (Ansari and
Andersson, 2011) as in the management of marine ecosystems (Lynham
et al., 2017). Participation costs were considered in diﬀerent contexts
ranging from the poor household targeting project (Pinto, 2004) to
public procurement strategies in Nigeria (Otairu et al., 2014). However,
advanced indicators that capture the costs and beneﬁts of public participation were still needed (Ansari and 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.

Fig. 2. Annual trends of participation, cost and value in literature.

eﬀorts of local people (Hallett, 1987). The economic methods (beneﬁtcost model) used were not adequate to reveal the motives of the government in promoting participation which could be merely symbolic
(Edelman, 1985). This emerged because in the beneﬁt-cost model there
is a logical assumption that the government will calculate the costs and
beneﬁts of decision-making carefully. However, this is not always the
case.
In the 1990s, the papers focused on participation types that accommodate both participation costs and beneﬁts (Chinman and
Wandersman, 1999; Chinman et al., 1996; Doherty and 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 viewed participation costs and value in diﬀerent social and environmental policy
areas (e.g. gender – B.F. Mills and Hazarika, 2003; pro-poor – Pinto,

4. Participation costs and value measurement
4.1. Who pays, who gains and who is excluded?
Table 2 presents an overview of the key elements that emerge from
the nine papers that discuss or calculate the cost and value of participation. In order to compare the participation costs and value of different projects, there needs to be an assessment of the project related
characteristics. In this paper the focal characteristics are the socialspatial context, process and output of participation (Hassenforder et al.,
2015) critical for successful environmental policymaking. These elements are discussed individually below.
We assess the papers in terms of decision-making processes to see
from whose perspective the costs and value are being measured: (a) the
government/organizer perspective; (b) the individual participant perspective; and (c) the hybrid perspective. The literature inadequately
addresses the costs and beneﬁts from the participant’s perspective and

Table 1
Evolution of participation cost and value.
Period
The 1970s

The 1980s

Evolution
participation costs (Aleshire, 1970; Cooper, 1979); contestation of the concept (Rawls, 2005).
• Problematizing
minimization (Aleshire, 1970).
• Cost
studies of participation cost emphasize solidarity, purposive and material beneﬁts (Clarke et al., 1978).
• Early
The need to lower/subsidize participation costs, because if the participants cannot aﬀord participation costs, there will be more excluded participants (Cooper,
• 1979).
between participation costs and value and willingness to participate, higher participation beneﬁt will increase the willingness to participate (Fox
• Relationship
and Faver, 1984; Knoke, 1988; Rich, 1980; Roberts-DeGennaro, 1986; Pieters and Verhallen, 1986) or reduce their commitment level if the cost is high
(Friedmann et al., 1988).

The 1990s

The 2000s

The 2010s

type of participation costs was elaborated (Friedmann et al., 1988; Roberts-DeGennaro, 1986; Pieters and Verhallen, 1986).
• The
in the distribution of participation costs was recognized (Hallet, 1987).
• Inequity
on the limits of economic methods (Edelman, 1985).
• Debate
studies on the types of beneﬁts and costs of participation (Chinman et al., 1996; Chinman and Wandersman, 1999; Doherty and Price, 1998; Prestby et al.,
• More
1990).
in the 90s dominated the development discourse. However, the hierarchy is still existing in practice (Brett, 1996).
• Participation
empirical evidence of participation cost calculation is still very limited (Jackson, 1999).
• The
of methods for economic assessment of participatory processes and econometric modelling emerges (Burton et al., 2004; Masuda, 2007; Osborne
• Development
et al., 2000).
costs linked to variables such as satisfaction, commitment, and ownership (El Ansari and Phillips, 2004).
• Participation
of ICT in participation; potential cost-saving mechanism (Wang and Bryer, 2013; Zutshi et al., 2011).
• Use
variety of contexts within which participation costs increases, e.g. (Mills and Hazarika, 2003; Pinto, 2004; Stewart, 2006).
• The
indicators that capture the costs and beneﬁts of public participation is needed (Ansari and Andersson, 2011).
• Advanced
The impact of who (and how) can aﬀord participation costs 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 and Bryer, 2013).
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P

n/a

G

Both

P

P

G

Mix

Doherty and
Prime
(1998)
Chinman et al.
(1996)

Goetze and
Godwin
(1982)
Cooper (1979)

n/a

Both (23%
by
farmers)

Mix

P

n/a

Both

G

G

P

P

n/a

n/a

n/a (perceptional
scoring)

Total < USD 75,000;
data
n/a for sharing
25-33% est. addition
to total budget
Av.USD 820.1 (2005)
and
USD 564.3 (2006) per
group
Favourable costbeneﬁt ratio: beneﬁts
> 60% more than
costs (total)
13.7% of total

n/a

Local

Regional

Local

Local

National

Regional

Local

Local

Local

Los Angeles,
USA

Virginia, USA

South
Carolina, USA

South Africa

South Africa

North
Carolina, USA
Bolivia,
Ethiopia, Peru,
Uganda

California,
USA
Florida, USA

Place

Level

How much?

Perspective

Who
pays

Level & context

Actors

El Ansari and
Phillips
(2004)

Brun and Jolley
(2011)
Ortiz et al.
(2011)

Lynham et al.
(2017)
Wang and Bryer
(2013)

Author

Public health,
selection of local
representative in
council.

Transboundary water
governance.

Community drug
abuse prevention.

Public health,
educational
institution &
community.
Public health rural
health care service.

Local industrial
clustering.
Research on
technology in potato
farming.

Marine ecosystem
policymaking.
Online citizen
participation.

Context

Quantitative
econometrics.
Qualitative scaling on
organization design &
implementation.

Cost
eﬀectiveness.
Cost saving.

Multi-criteria
analysis.

Cost saving.

Quantitative (ANOVA),
questionnaire.

Perception through
interviews,
participatory
workshop.
Perception
measurement
(qualitativequantitative scaling).
Quantitative,
household surveys.

Costeﬀectiveness.

Multi-criteria
analysis.

n/a

Quantitative methods.

Theoretical review.

Measurement

Cost saving.

Cost
eﬀectiveness.
Cost
minimization.

Approach

Approach & Methods

Table 2
Comparison of participation cost and value measurements from the perspective of the participant (P) or government (G).

Intangible
cost.

Intangible cost
and beneﬁt.

Intangible cost
and beneﬁt.

In/tangible
cost.

Intangible
beneﬁt and
cost.

Intangible cost
and beneﬁt.
Intangible
beneﬁt and
tangible cost.

Intangible
cost.
Tangible cost.

Variable

Cost and beneﬁt are
considered
quantitatively.
Focus on cost.

Not clearly
measured.

Focus on cost.

Measuring both cost
(intangible) and
beneﬁt (intangible).

Connects cost &
regime inertia.
More on cost, not
linked with beneﬁt
of participation.
Not clearly
measured.
Not clearly
measured.

Relation Cost &
Value

Participation cost and level are
evaluated after one year and
reveals that aﬄuent member can
maintain their participation in
the programme and they gain the
most.

Recognizes beneﬁts & costs, but
does not measure.
Post participation perception
measurement shows that human
and social capital and access to
technology increases.
People will participate if the
beneﬁts are 60% more than the
cost regarding satisfaction, sense
of ownership, commitment.
At least direct participation costs
needs to be borne by the
government/organizer.
The active group experience
higher beneﬁt and less cost than a
non-active group.
Increasing net beneﬁt will lead to
participation.

Cost inﬂuences participation
quantity and quality.

High cost creates regime inertia.

Output/Outcome
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evaluated participation costs in aid (OECD DAC, 1997) and concluded
that the assessment of participation cost and the beneﬁt is scarce.
However, participation is considered necessary regardless of the costs.
Stakeholder participation is applied to diﬀerent policy arenas such
as the public health context (Chinman et al., 1996; Cooper, 1979;
Doherty and Price, 1998; El Ansari and Phillips, 2004), e-participation
(Wang and Bryer, 2013; Wang et al., 2014), marine ecosystems
(Lynham et al., 2017), agriculture (Ortiz et al., 2011), and water governance (Goetze and 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 and 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.

thereby tends to exacerbate the potential inequity in the costs and
beneﬁts of participation (Involve, 2005). This review also reveals that
the hybrid perspective that deﬁnes participation costs from the perspective of the government/organizer and participants is also hardly
covered. The articles argue that participation costs need to be shared by
participants and the government/organizer. Some suggest that the
former should fund the direct costs and the latter the indirect costs
(Ansari and Andersson, 2011; Doherty and Price, 1998). However, we
believe that 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 agree who bears what costs and under what
conditions. For example, if some participants are not able to aﬀord the
(in)direct costs, they may become marginalized in the decision-making
process as has happened in a marine ecosystem case, thereby maintaining the status quo (Lynham et al., 2017).
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
shows relationships between administrative levels (Goetze and Godwin,
1982). Diﬀerent actors and levels of governance will require diﬀerent
participation processes with accompanying costs. At each level, each
actor has a diﬀerent perspective on participation costs (Goetze and
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 increasingly important (Gupta et al., 2015). The costs of participation can
be understood at various scales; the social, temporal and spatial scale
(Hassenforder et al., 2015), and are also spread over multiple levels of
scale(s). Our focus is on identifying the relevant levels of the spatial
scale and governance, as well as the relation between these levels in
term 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). Secondly, it is important to understand how relations 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 in 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 in relation to the willingness to participate (El Ansari and Phillips,
2004).
Furthermore, 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 used four case studies: two in South America and two in Africa.
The lack of cases in general, and in the Global South in particular, is
problematic because the design of the stakeholder participation process
should reﬂect the local conditions and constraints and not be imposed
from outside (Anokye and Gupta, 2012), not least because we hypothesize 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 and Narayan,
1998) and deﬁne them as the direct costs of participation; they also take
into account the indirect beneﬁts for participants (Bhatnagar et al.,
1996). They measure the beneﬁts in non-monetary terms (RietbergenMcCracken and Narayan, 1998). Early World Bank projects calculated
participation costs based on direct cost (The World Bank, 1994). Later
they also provided incentives to the poor to participate (Bhatnagar
et al., 1996). The measurement of participation costs and beneﬁt is
complex since the direct beneﬁt, and the intangible cost, is hard for the
participant to perceive (Bhatnagar et al., 1996). In its general development assistance evaluation, the OECD (2001) included participation
in its programmes but did not discuss its cost and value; subsequently it

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 3). They
recognized that participation has intangible beneﬁts such as enhancing
social and human capital (Ortiz et al., 2011) but includes costs such as
time spent (Brun and Jolley, 2011; Chinman et al., 1996; Cooper, 1979;
El Ansari and Phillips, 2004; Lynham et al., 2017), and issues related to
trust (Lynham et al., 2017), and 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. The papers do, however, enable the
identiﬁcation of tangible and intangible variables of costs and beneﬁts
(see Table 3).
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 the 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.
While Lynham et al. (2017); Wang and Bryer (2013) and Cooper (1979)
studied the costs of participation, none measured 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
and 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 the cost is 40%) before
the participant will be inclined to participate (El Ansari and Phillips,
2004). However, most papers fail to assess participation costs and value
(Ansari and Andersson, 2011). Some case studies investigate the relationship between participation costs and other variables. For example, Wang and 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 is very little inﬂuenced the quality of participation. In some cases, the participation costs and beneﬁts are
identiﬁed. However, the relationship between cost and value are directly compared, for example, in the participatory industrial cluster
identiﬁcation case (Brun and Jolley, 2011) and the potato-related
participatory research (Ortiz et al., 2011). What is evident is that papers
(a) do not engage in empirically analyzing the tangible costs and beneﬁts although they do attempt a qualitative analysis of intangible costs
and values, and (b) possibly 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
368
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Table 3
Variables of costs and beneﬁts of participation.
Source: Brun and Jolley, 2011; Chinman et al., 1996; Cooper, 1979; Doherty and Price, 1998; El Ansari and Phillips, 2004; Goetze and Godwin, 1982; Lynham et al.,
2017; Ortiz et al., 2011; Wang and Bryer, 2013.
Cost
Tangible

Intangible

Beneﬁt/value

expense of selecting stakeholders and their size.
• The
costs of participants and staﬀ.
• Travel
development and delivery.
• Information/communication
for the formal processes such as accommodation, meetings,
• Arrangements
consumables (fuel, meals, oﬃce supply, training material).
programmes if applicable – training, monitoring, developing training
• Training
material.
participants’ expenses (e.g. child care).
• Other
cost items.
• Other
opportunity cost of time; less time for other activities; adds unwanted job
• The
responsibilities.
of intended stakeholders/beneﬁciaries.
• Exclusion
skills and time are not well used.
• Individuals’
of interests get exacerbated.
• Conﬂicts
may not be solved; unrealistic expectations (esp. unstructured
• Problems
problems).
public recognition for the participatory programme.
• Inadequate
potential loss of political support and decision costs for the public oﬃcials.
• The
• Loss of autonomy and representation.

to the agency to obtain its participation.
• Payments
to appropriate technology.
• Access
to enhanced income.
• Access
to enhanced public services.
• Access
• Access to improved ecosystem services.

Accountability, transparency:
Stakeholders are informed and can assist in decision-making; enhances
democracy.
Stakeholders accept outcomes.
Capacity building/learning
Increasing social and human capital (includes; networking, partnership
skills, public speaking, programme planning, etc.).
Building the organization’s capacity.
Quality of services/projects
Improved analysis.
Improved policy implementation.
Stakeholder support policy.
Social cohesion
Gaining recognition and respect from others.
Developing collaborative relationships with others.
Increasing cooperation between stakeholders.
Personal satisfaction and recognition
Gaining personal recognition and respect.
Increasing satisfaction by being involved.
Fulﬁll a sense of responsibility to contribute to the community.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

may have led to its disuse (Ansari and Andersson, 2011). Some argue in
favour of simpliﬁed economic measurement 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 such as the perceived beneﬁts and costs, the
willingness to pay for interviews and group meetings (Ortiz et al., 2011)
– aiming to understand better intangible variables. 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

beneﬁts. However, a lack of information about how to budget for participation remains a key challenge. This paper attempts to examine the
costs of participation and how these shape social and environmental
beneﬁts. However, as becomes clear from Fig. 1, the discussions on the
beneﬁts or value of stakeholder participation are more extensive than
those on the costs, and reference to the calculation of costs and values
are far less frequent. Furthermore, out of ﬁve articles which address
costs and beneﬁts, only one measures how the beneﬁts found are
shaped by the costs (El Ansari and Phillips, 2004).
Most papers include evaluation in the process. However, although
costs and value can be evaluated in the long-term, most papers evaluate
only in 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 (El Ansari and 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 is an important risk factor for the success of participation (El Ansari and Phillips, 2004; Ortiz et al., 2011). One article
mentions 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).

5. Discussion
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 ecological outcomes expected 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 requires a quantitative and
qualitative method. However, the diﬃculty in measuring qualitative
indicators led to a focus on measuring the measurable (Ansari and
Andersson, 2011), but did not yield many papers. The unwillingness of
the government/organizers to pay for the intangible costs (Doherty and
Price, 1998) has led to general stagnation in the research. Second, the
beneﬁts are diﬃcult to estimate, often being more intangible than
tangible (possibly even more intrinsic and therefore not subject to

4.5. Approach and methods to calculate participation costs and value
Most frequently 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 modeling and beneﬁt-cost-ratio (BCR)
analysis. These methods were applied in the early stages of participation costs and value research. However, dissatisfaction with the mainstreamed economic model in assessing participation costs and value
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role of hierarchic approaches to organizing participation remains the
dominant practice (Brett, 1996). As a consequence, 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 nitty-gritty issues
of how to budget for good quality participation. This leads to a paciﬁcation strategy.
However, while we recognize 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) the 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; (c) the
need to understand that diﬀerent problems may require diﬀerent kinds
of participation with diﬀering costs and value, 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 and Andersson, 2011; Hurlbert and Gupta, 2015).

Table 4
Typology of the cost of participation.
Source: Brun and Jolley, 2011; Chinman et al., 1996; Cooper, 1979; Doherty
and Price, 1998; El Ansari and Phillips, 2004; Goetze and Godwin, 1982;
Lynham et al., 2017; Ortiz et al., 2011; Wang and Bryer, 2013.
Cost borne by the
government/funder
Tangible cost

Intangible cost

cost.
• Institutional
selection.
• Stakeholder
cost.
• Direct
cost.
• Training
cost.
• Communication
• Salaries.
cost.
• Transportation
recognition.
• Organization
of authority.
• Loss
• Uncertainty.
potential loss of
• The
political support.

Cost borne by the stakeholders
cost.
• Transportation
of income from
• Loss
participation.

opportunity cost of
• The
time.
• Conﬂict.
• Distress.
distances.
• Geographical
• Capacity.
• Representation.
when the decision• Loss
making process is not clear.

valuation), more long-term than short-term, more indirect than direct,
and could distort the measured beneﬁts, and often tend to be more
value oriented, such as promoting democracy and equity. Third, this
makes the assessment of the links between the costs and beneﬁts extremely complicated.
As a consequence, although the initial literature focused on costminimization (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 costed 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 and Faver, 1984; Knoke, 1988; Norton et al., 1993;
Rich, 1980) and 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 and
Godwin, 1982) or (d) where the poorer and more marginalized 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 and 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 analyzed possibly because they could potentially
challenge the existing power distribution. This has meant 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 was insuﬃcient evidence of empowering
outcomes (Hickey and Mohan, 2004). Overall, participatory processes
might dominate the environment and development discourse, but the

5.2. Who bears the costs?
The typology of the costs of participation based on case studies (See
Table 4) shows that most intangible costs are borne by the participants,
often exacerbating existing inequities, especially in relation to common
pool resources problem (Goetze and 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).
A next dimension that can be distilled from the articles are the actors considered when participation costs are deﬁned and their relation
with how the sharing of the costs and value of participation is considered (See Table 4). The ﬁrst category that comes up from the articles
are when the costs of participation is calculated based on the government’s or funder’s deﬁnition of cost. Then these costs are borne by
themselves, and the example of the costs are loss of authority, uncertainty, and potential losses of political support (Goetze and Godwin,
1982). The second category is when the cost of participation is deﬁned
from the participant’s point of view, and the participants have to bear
the cost to participate. 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. The third type that can be
determined from the articles is cost sharing (hybrid) between the
government and the participant, mostly when elements of costs are
deﬁned from both perspectives, for example 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 speciﬁcally, unequal sharing
among participants in the form of free riding may occur (Goetze and
Godwin, 1982). 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 or
very little contribute to meeting the costs, are still able to reap the
beneﬁts (Goetze and Godwin, 1982).
On the other hand, when the participation cost is seen from the
participant’s perspective (Table 5), the unequal sharing among
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Table 5
Typology of participation and value based on the relationship between sharing and perspective.
Sharing

Perspective

Governments/funders pay for participation
cost
Participants pay for participation cost
Cost Sharing
Unequal sharing among participants/ free
rider
n/a

Governments/funders perspective to
calculate the cost

Mix governments/participants
perspective

Participants perspective to calculate
the cost

☑

–

–

–
☑
☑

–
☑☑
–

☑☑
–
☑

☑☑

☑

Jolley, 2011). Multi-criteria analysis is emerging as an approach that
can cover the gap in the neoclassical economic approach that cannot
measure 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.

participants also becomes clear as in the marine ecosystem case. When
the participation cost is extremely high and charged to participants,
only those who can aﬀord to can participate, and this can lead to
maintaining the status quo or beneﬁtting the rich (Lynham et al., 2017).
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, we can infer that (a) when participation
is perceived as an interaction between the government/organizer and
participant, participation costs are more likely to be shared; (b) most of
the few articles on this issue focus on the costs and values for the
government and participant, but exclude the perspective of investors,
mass media and academia.

5.4. Participation cost 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, and 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 a 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 costs for attending a stakeholder’s meeting. The political
context is very diﬀerent. 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, as demonstrated in this paper,
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 obscure to
quantify the long-term intangible beneﬁts for stakeholder learning
projects (Smajgl and 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.

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 nonmonetary measurements (Table 6). Although Cost-Beneﬁt Analysis
(CBA) is prevalent in economic theory, it is not often used in the papers
as intangible variables are hard to convert into monetary values (Ansari
and Andersson, 2011). Cost-eﬀectiveness approaches calculate the direct monetary cost and non-monetary beneﬁt and have been more often
used (Ansari and Andersson, 2011), and in this literature review they
have mostly been used in environmental studies. The cost consequences
analysis also calculates the monetary cost and non-monetary beneﬁt; it
diﬀers from cost-eﬀectiveness because the costs and beneﬁts are reported separately. This is used by The World Bank to study the participation costs and value in their projects (Rietbergen-McCracken and
Narayan, 1998). Cost minimization and cost-saving approaches mainly
focus on the costs of participation to the organizer and do not incorporate the value of participation. This approach is used, for example,
in the study of industrial cluster planning which employed the estimation of cost with participation or without participation (Brun and
Table 6
Typology of economic assessment approach on participation cost.
Source: Compiled based on the work on Ansari and Andersson (2011), and
Involve (2005)
Cost
Monetary

Cost-beneﬁt analysis
Cost-eﬀectiveness
Cost consequences
analysis
Cost minimization
Cost saving analysis
Cost-utility analysis
Multi-criteria analysis

Beneﬁt
Nonmonetary

☑
☑
☑
☑
☑

Monetary

6. Conclusion
Nonmonetary

This article has reviewed the scholarly literature on participation
costs and value. We draw 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 and 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

☑
☑
☑

☑
☑

☑
☑
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processes. It is also because of the inherent diﬃculties in making such
calculations. Further, possibly 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
with 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
and over a longer period, or because there is no interest in funding such
research. We conclude that the literature does not point out precisely
how tangible and intangible costs should be perceived (from whose
perspective), calculated and budgeted for social and environmental
policy processes to ensure meaningful participation especially by those
who are the most marginalized. 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 marginalized to
participate may serve to do the opposite of what was intended – skew
the policy in favour of the 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.
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